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On the night the world ended, raindrops stained our roof tiles green. I was the first to notice when I went outside to dump the dishwater.

“There’s glitter in the sky!” Bubbles sloshed over my shirt as I let the bucket tip. “It’s raining stars!”

No one could hear me out here. No one whose opinion mattered, anyway—no one who wasn’t so unimaginably old that they’d treat me like a child no matter how much I demanded otherwise, and no one who wasn’t so sick that they needed the comfort of silence. And besides, yelling was the same thing as freedom to a six-year-old.

Most of those old people had never seen rain before, either. They’d be delighted if they knew, but this was my discovery. I was here first.

Distraction loosened my fingers, and my mortal enemy, the dish bucket, clattered to the ground. I should’ve gone after it—re-spon-si-bility and all that—but one reluctant glare at the muddy trail it had left in the sand was enough to make up my mind. I’ll get it when it stops rolling, I reassured myself, and besides, it’s empty now, the dishwater’s gone, who cares how it got that way? Heavy old thing, that bucket, with a rough handle that protested its delayed retirement by leaving splinters in my palms. I’d kick it if I could reach it. I watched with satisfaction as it toppled sideways into the ditch, swilling itself in a pool of glistening water. Deserved it, you silly piece of wood.

I opened my mouth to say grown-up words and froze.

My bucket had transformed.

The cracked wooden edges had started to glow. Like the plastic sticks you could break to make colors, but brighter. Much brighter. Fluorescent green, the same as the ink that painted pictures of plants in my books, magnified a thousand times into a haze that covered everything I could see.

I scanned my surroundings, more curious than afraid. Up from the bucket was our row of squat brown houses, now stained in dripping glory—glowing too, and brighter still. And the battered little cars with the sparkling webs in their windshields, and the faded desert bushes, and the silver poles of the streetlights, all bathed in green. Those things weren’t pretty, and no one would have said they were. But now, for the first time in their miserable, short existence, they were starting to look something like it.

Maybe it was nothing. Maybe it was worse than nothing—maybe it was bad. Mom always said that if there was green on anything in the house, you attacked it with bleach and covered your nose. But this wasn’t in the house, so it couldn’t be mold. This water was clean, clear, warm, even in the gathering darkness of night and storm. This was beauty incarnate—in-car-nation, like they told us in church.

This was magic.

Arms outspread, I let the sky-water wash over me, soaking my hair, sparking heat in my skin against the soaked fabric of my dress. Didn’t they say in the books that the fairies looked like this, with sparkling wings and halos and tiaras of glass? Didn’t I look like a fairy now, all dazzling against the matte desert sand, so that you couldn’t look at me without feeling your eyes burn and your skin tingle and your mind wander?

I cupped my palms and squinted up at the clouds, pulling my face into a smile. If I was a fairy, I could do magic too.

Be my friend, I begged those clouds, the thickest and softest I had ever seen. I’ve never said, “rain, rain, go away,” like the other children do. Not that any of us had ever seen rain, but we knew what it was. It was just like this in the books—water from the sky that made grass grow, real soft stuff that didn’t burn your feet.

It would only take a second to collect enough water for a drink. Green-tinted water, bleeding from the sky—it had to be magic, and magic was what cured people in the stories. If the touch of a wand could turn a prince into a frog and back again, it could turn my mother back into my mother. The one who could play with a ball and throw it across a field and never get out of breath. The one who picked me up and held me above her head and laughed like a bell. I was too old for that now, but maybe I’d still let her do it. Once. Just to make sure she could.

But as the water pooled in my hands and I crooned over my palms, blocking the fading sunlight with the shadow of my chin, I was disappointed to find that it was nothing special. No light. No color. Nothing more interesting than the puddle on our bathroom floor when the sink ran.

Puzzled, I scrambled down the wall of the ditch and ran my finger across the edge of my bucket. It came away streaked yellow. Perhaps the magic knew I was trying to take it away and wouldn’t let me. I tried to remember if the fairy stories had said anything about this.

Well, even if it was weak, it was still there, and it was still glowing, and when I wrapped my other hand around my wet palm, its light shone through my fingers. Still lovely. A promise that things were going to get better because of this mysterious rain.

“Kyrie!”

My mother’s hand reached out of nowhere and gripped my shoulder.

“Child, do you hear me?” she demanded. “I told you to get inside!”

“But the rain—!” I gasped. She wouldn’t understand. She wouldn’t believe me. “Lose my trust once,” she always said, “and you’ll never get it back.” I’d lied last week about taking jam that was meant for sandwiches, but surely she wouldn’t remember that—

“You listen to your mother, Kyrie! Get inside!”

I could count the veins running like wires between her knuckles, all the way up to ten. But in rare moments like this, she was stronger than I could ever hope to be. She saved her energy, Dad told me once when I’d asked why she was always asleep, so she could still be a mother to me in spite of—everything, really. There was a lot of everything to go around.

She dragged me back to the house and slammed the front door behind us, rattling the whole queasy structure, and knelt to pull off my shoes.

“Wash yourself,” she ordered, pointing down the hallway.

We’d filled our tub with fresh water that morning. Dad always had to do it—the old thing was so heavy and full of spiders that could kill a girl, they said, with venomous fangs. Fresh or not, the water was always so cold, and it was always so dark in the bathroom, and the soap always got in my eyes and stung like I’d rinsed them with dust.

My protest was drowned in a flurry of chatter and rustle from the street.

Then a siren.

That was serious. Mother had told me that when the sirens sounded, I must wake her up. When serious things happened, everybody was an adult, and that meant me too.

I glanced at Mother for permission to skip the bath, but she was looking out the window, and if she was allowed to, why couldn’t I? So I tugged at the lace curtain and hoisted myself onto my tiptoes, clutching the sill. My fingers left yellow prints on the wood, but she didn’t notice, and I soon forgot.

“Trucks!” I whispered.

Blacked-out windows and tires scrubbed until they shone were leaving yellow tracks across the sand. These machines put our dented little cars to shame. Each was capped with a hat—a strange one, though. Off-centered, boxy on the end of a pole, rather than boxy and then a pole, like the mayor’s top hat. “Are-till-ery,” Dad called them. I thought this was a funny word for a hat, but the mayor didn’t have much to say when I told him I liked his artillery.

A loudspeaker on the first truck squeaked to life.

“Attention, all residents of Peakin. Prepare to evacuate. Do not cross the perimeter until further notice.” In case I wasn’t listening the first time, though of course I was: “Attention, all residents of Peakin. Prepare to evacuate. Do not cross the perimeter until further . . .”

“E-va-cu-ate.” I savored every difficult syllable. How proud they’d be of me at school if they knew I could say “evacuate.” The teacher would take my hand and pull me up in front of the class and make me say it again where everyone could hear. And she always asked: “What does that mean?” If I had to guess, which I would because I didn’t know anything about words that started with e—

With a spark and a hiss, the power went out.

It was twelve years or so before we got it working again.

In the meantime, the rain turned black. When it did, it killed about seven billion people—everyone who lived outside the double chain-link fence surrounding my hometown of Peakin, California.
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All the girls here look like fairies. When they step away from the fire, their eyes shine. Their hair is streaked with green, paintbrushes dipped in grainy fluorescence. Each strand glimmers against the black desert. The girls shine brighter than the stars, as bright as the moon.

When they think no one is watching, they reach into their pockets and smother their fingertips with fine green powder and brush it onto their cheeks, their eyelashes, their hair. The green stuff is pixie dust. It is beauty. It is madness. It is magic.

And everyone knows what happens when you give mortals a wand.

Kyrie’s journal, pg. 467

That night, there were four of us around the fire. There were supposed to be none. Three at most, but even that would have been pushing it.

Maple’s eyes were sunken in rings of grey, the way they always were after a shift on watch duty at the fence. Her tool kit and some electronic device she’d been planning to tinker with lay untouched on a cushion of creosote, victims of her fatigue. Morgan’s arm was draped over Maple’s shoulders, his hand clasped over hers.

On Morgan’s left, little Juliet had kicked up her feet, reclining against the stack of brush we had gathered to burn. The rough edges must have poked her back, and none of us could have sworn those branches weren’t hiding a nest of scorpions. But earthy things never bothered her. Juliet’s chubby finger was chronically pointed toward the sky, and she was saying something about the stars, about the position of the constellations and what animals they looked like, and how the little star beside the big one was a moon.

Strange ideas, even for her, I thought, when everyone can see there’s only one moon.

“Galileo discovered it,” she reminded us. Sometimes, when I wanted to be annoying, I kept tally in my journal of how often she talked about a planet besides our own. My marks had covered half a page so far. “It’s not like our moon. It’s hot. And they have sunsets. Did you know our moon doesn’t have—?”

Juliet was the one who shouldn’t have come. I didn’t blame her. I’d been curious when I was her age, too—and there were some worlds you couldn’t explore under the black-rimmed eyes of the fence guards who had no sense of humor. I just hoped her little adventure wouldn’t end with her in time-out and me in a jumpsuit. The more she talked, the more I wished she was in bed, and the less I listened.

Maple shook herself free from her Morgan-shaped shawl and hugged the real blanket around her shoulders, clutching it so tightly that her collarbones poked through the fabric. It was too early for chills, but they said the dirt in Peakin did strange things to your blood. I’d have to remind her to build a fire when she got home.

“How do you know so much about the moon, Jules?” I asked, dipping my hand into the popcorn and coming up with a fistful of long-expired, greasy deliciousness. “You’ve never been there.”

Her face glowed with fake butter and pride. “Once I get there, I’ll wave to you.”

Juliet’s dreams didn’t stop to get the facts, and that was one of the things I liked about her. There wasn’t a child in the village brave enough to play with her, which was how she came by all this wishful thinking. She had plenty of time to think after she’d cried enough tears over the kids kicking soccer balls on the street outside her window.

Born into a fragile position of glory, Juliet had the weight of the apocalypse on her shoulders. Someday she’d have the responsibility of guiding the last fragments of humanity through the end of the world. Mayor Heathe had saved our town when the green rain brought the plague, and Juliet Heathe would take his place when he kicked the bucket, moved on, whatever dignified thing happened to people in his stratosphere. I didn’t see how she’d manage. She was twelve years old already, but maddeningly naïve, even when you accounted for the golden cage that kept her from knowing about things like “work” and “hunger.” She held out her hands and the material bounties of the dying world, such as they were, collected in her palms.

But golden curls and blue eyes and all a father’s love couldn’t get her the constellations she wanted.

“When you go to the moon, take me with you.” Morgan prodded the campfire with a charred branch, sending a stream of sparks spinning into the air. He always played along. His tolerance for imaginations other than his own, and his optimism, both surpassed mine. “I’d like to see what the aliens are up to.”

I caught him peeking sideways to see if Maple was listening. She smiled at him, then mimed a circle with her pointer fingers, pretending to hold it up to her mouth and nibble like a mouse.

“They say the moon is made of cheese,” he interpreted, letting the branch drop into the fire, “and we’ve never had enough cheese. I could import it from space. Make a killing. Pay for a cure to the rain virus.”

“Of course the moon’s not cheese,” Juliet scoffed.

She said it like it was obvious, but it occurred to me that it wasn’t. I might go my whole life assuming it was ridiculous for the moon to be made of cheese only to realize, someday, that there really was such a thing as a floating cheese wheel.

“The moon is made of the same stuff as Earth. Lots and lots of years ago, before you were born”—this with a sideways glare at decrepit twenty-one-year-old Morgan—“an asteroid hit Earth and scraped off the dirt that became the moon.”

“The moon can’t be made of the same stuff as Earth,” Morgan began, and I knew from the crinkle forming around his eyes that he was formulating something outrageous. “Because Maple’s not there, and Maple’s the whole world to me.”

I dropped my pencil so I could cram the proper amount of aggression into my eye roll. Then I picked it up again and took a note. How to Flirt, Part One, Instruction by Morgan Miller. This will never come in handy, because there’s no one for me to fall in love with in this stupid little town, but I’d better study up just in case.

The corner of Maple’s lip twitched like she was about to smile, and she ducked her chin. I didn’t say anything. I didn’t have to. Soon the whole village will know you’re in love.

The firelight caught the glitter of gold peeking out from the collar of her uniform shirt. They’d tried for rings, since Morgan was eligible. He could thank his parents, who were both Council members, for the social status required to put metal on his hands. But no amount of cajoling could make the warehouse vendors bend the rules for Maple. Morgan had tried to pretend he was buying the jewelry for his mother, but everyone knew who that thin gold band was meant for. “Hands made to labor aren’t to be decorated,” as the saying went, and in Peakin, sayings had a way of becoming law. So the happy couple, not wishing to spoil things by getting into an argument with the authorities, had settled for necklace chains.

At least those matched. Rings wouldn’t have matched. Boy rings and girl rings and all that, but there was just one kind of necklace as far as I knew.

Juliet—nosy, good eyes, noticed everything, as annoying as the younger sibling I’d always wanted until I met her—must have noticed that flash of metal too, so I clicked my pen against her arm. When she looked my way, I leaned in with a conspiratorial hand at the corner of my mouth.

“Don’t tell anyone about Maple’s necklace.” She’d keep the secret if it made her feel like one of the big girls. “That’s classified.”

“Why?” She tugged her own chain, a thinner, fancier, and unimaginably more expensive version of Maple’s. “I’ve got one too.”

I shook my head. “When a boy and a girl wear matching jewelry—”

Maple’s head jerked upright, and I fell silent. She had quicker senses than any of us. She’d heard something.

There were only two things worth watching out for in the desert. One: bobcats, which were bad. Their brains, cross-sectioned, were exclusively dedicated to the pursuit of “human” and “snack.” Two: fence guards—and those were worse. At least a bobcat would be quick.

“Where?” I mouthed.

Maple pointed toward the edge of the creosote bushes where the silver chain-link fence glinted, two layers thick and topped with concertina wire, a diamond in a sea of light browns and dark greens. This was the only point where the two irregularly shaped fences, inner and outer, were so close together that you could reach through one and touch the other. Elsewhere, the exclusion zone between the fences extended for miles—though I had never been outside the first fence, so I only knew that by hearsay.

“If it’s a guard,” Morgan hissed, “they’ll see the fire.”

The fire—and us. Desert nights were darker than smoke, even with the faint green glow that had lingered since the rain, but you didn’t need a flashlight to pick out Morgan and Maple. Their line of work made their skin glow almost as brightly as the sand.

I covered Juliet’s face with my hand. It was one thing if we were caught. That would only be ten years or so. It was another story altogether if she got in trouble for breaking curfew and we were identified as the culprits.

“But if it’s outside the fence . . .” Morgan shifted onto his knees, careful to keep his head below the level of the creosote. “It could be—”

“Where are you?” cried a voice, so close and loud that I started. “Not inside the fence? Not in? Not out? Where are you?”

What actually came out was more like: “Whereyuhnoinsfence-noinnoouwhereyuh?” Drink worked miracles for coherence.

I knew the voice at once. I recognized that slurring too. And I knew that if he was that far departed in his evening celebration, there was a chance he’d miss us.

“Put the fire out,” I whispered.

Morgan doused the flames with the metal lid of a trash can we had scavenged years ago from the warehouse. Usually this burned his hands, but the lid trick worked wonderfully in emergencies, and he had learned to stifle any curses by holding his singed fingers in his mouth.

“I came to see you,” the voice warbled. Closer than before. So close that we might have been at home. Him in the armchair, me on the floor.

Boots crunched creosote, snapping branches and slipping in the dirt, reckless of the noise.

“If you dragged me out here for nothing, I’ll kick the lights out of you. Speak, why won’t you speak?” The last word came out in a shriek. “Where are you? Where are you? I know I heard you. I can hear everything.”

“Hunter?” Morgan mouthed, looking at me. He was only asking because he hoped I’d say no. He knew that voice almost as well as I did.

Hunter, indeed. With a few of his imaginary companions.

My father’s drinking habits weren’t usually my business. Not until they got me into situations like this, where somehow I would always be the one in the wrong, even though he wasn’t supposed to be cork high and bottle deep while on duty. The kind of person we trusted to watch our fences—well, what could you say about them? That person was flaxen-haired, strong, boyish yet manly, a strange combination of disagreeable perfection, according to the peculiarly utopian sketches on the morale posters that dotted the warehouse walls. The archetype of a Peakin guard didn’t drink. Certainly not to the point where he got chatty with thin air.

“You’re here.” Hunter’s voice dropped to a whisper that echoed like a shotgun. “I see you. I see your mask, the eyes. I see your eyes.”

Maple scrunched her eyebrows, a question, and I shrugged. Imaginary friends. Everyone had them, I figured. My father just got along particularly well with his. He didn’t have a flesh-and-blood companion, because we’d only heard one set of footsteps, and there was nobody alive outside that fence.

If I’d dared to whisper, I would have wryly pointed out that this delusion was better than what had happened last week. I’d come home to find him running circles around our living room until the floor rattled, shrieking some nonsense about how the police were chasing him. I reminded him that there hadn’t been such a thing as police since the rain, but he kept up his aerobics until the drink wore off.

Morgan shot me a wink and stood up. He’d always promised to take the fall for the rest of us. He wasn’t going to be hauled off to jail if the wrong person caught him outside the fence. Parents as Council members and all that. He had rank and privilege. Must be nice.

Maple gestured toward the ruined concrete wall behind us, but I was ahead of her, already crawling and tugging Juliet by her wrist. We’d rehearsed this plan dozens of times.

Crouched behind the wall, knees cramped to our chests, we watched Morgan’s back recede until all we could see of him was the twinkle of moonlight against his red hair. A breeze forced the smoldering fire down, and the creosote fluttered. A dry branch just inside the circle of dirt we’d cleared caught fire and flashed to cinders.

“Who’s there?” Hunter snapped.

A stick cracked, and Morgan yelped in feigned surprise. “Hunter? Is that you?” Fancy meeting you out here, a mile from where I’m currently supposed to be asleep in bed. It was a little overdone. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. Actually, you scared me.”

Something tapped my shoulder. Maple. Waving two fingers at the path back to town.

She slunk away into the creosote, quiet as a scorpion, and I recovered myself enough to scramble after her.

“Are you on duty tonight?” Hunter’s voice drifted to us.

“Bad,” I muttered. “If he checks the list—”

Juliet’s shoulder brushed my arm, and I felt her body tremble.

Twenty feet more and we’d be inside village limits. We couldn’t get in trouble then—unless we were caught with Juliet.

A branch caught my jacket. As I turned to pry myself free, Juliet emerged from the bushes and slipped past me. She was gone in a second, swallowed among the houses and a sea of greenish shadow.

I started after her, but Maple grabbed my wrist. I could guess what she was thinking: She might be safer with us, but we’re safer without her.

And just like that, we were back. I straightened and started nonchalantly down the street. Like I’d been there all night, right where I was allowed to be.

“What do you think my dad was doing out there?” I asked Maple. Of course I didn’t expect her to answer—she never did—but anything was better than the tense silence. “I thought he wasn’t on duty tonight. I wish they’d stick to the schedule.”

Maple’s gaze drifted over my shoulder, but we were too far away to see anything except a faint orange glow that might have been our fire.

“One time he had a conversation with my rosemary plant,” I told her. “I came back from work and he’d tried to draw a face on it with a marker. I had to cut half the leaves off.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“I’ve never seen him talk to creosote bushes, but I guess I’m overdue for a surprise.”

I said it so she wouldn’t worry and so I wouldn’t get my hopes up. It was a sensible explanation, but it wasn’t good enough for me.

Because if Hunter had been talking to someone when he looked toward the fence—a real someone of flesh and blood and an immune system and whole, healthy skin—it meant there was another survivor.

And that meant we might have been wrong about the rain.
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“To keep the survivors in. To keep the infected out.”

The double fence, they say, is a leftover from when Peakin was part of Yeager Air Force Base. Though the base is outside the fence, this was where they performed test flights and other experiments. It was scheduled for demolition. What kind of town has not just one, but two fences around it? It’s not exactly homey. But when the rain virus came, we were glad we had the fence. It rained on us, but the few hundred of us who lived here didn’t get sick. And then everyone outside did, including the scouts we sent to find out what had happened, and we knew we couldn’t let anyone inside.

The fence, they say, is to keep out the rain virus and its carriers, supposing that there are any left.

Kyrie’s journal, pg. 310

There was one street in Peakin that was always empty. Of people, I mean. Not sound. When Dad got his hands on a drink, which was often, the echoes became explosive. Groans as he crashed into furniture he’d moved and forgotten to put back. Crazy muttering, thinking—if you could call it that—aloud. Shattered glass, which let in snakes I had to catch and kill. On those days, I knew from thirty yards away that I had better entertain myself outdoors until my father dwindled into restless sleep.

That night, or morning, our street was silent.

The brass handle of our front door singed my fingers, still toasty from a long day of desert sunlight. For a moment, I thought it was stuck forever, melted shut. Stranger things had been known to happen in weather like this. Summer was always awful, but this one had been a doozy so far, even according to the older folks who liked to talk about how back in their day—

The handle flew out of my grip. I stumbled backward, my heart catching in my throat.

Nice to see you too.

“Where were you?” My father’s voice was sandpaper-rough. “Don’t say you were with Maple. I checked, and I know she’s not home.”

He dragged me inside and slammed the door behind us, shaking the sagging walls and rattling the picture frame on the bookshelf.

“You were gone when I left, and that wasn’t until ten. You were gone again when I got up, and that was at six. Where were you?” He yanked me closer, fingers clenched around the collar of my jacket. I could smell his breath, bitter with homebrew whiskey. “Who was with you?”

A shame he’d gotten back before me. He must have hightailed it, because I hadn’t dawdled much. I knew he hadn’t gone to see if Maple was home, because that was where I had been—just for a few minutes, to down a cup of tea and pester her about the engagement and tell her how pretty her necklace was and who needed rings anyway? The important thing was she got the boy, and the boy was going to kiss her in front of God and everyone. Just sisterly things. Not that she was my sister—but it was close enough that I could tease her like she was family.

I shook away the stars in my vision. The wet stuff gluing my mouth shut—was it blood? Probably from my lip, which was used to this kind of treatment and liked to be dramatic.

“I was saying goodbye to Maple,” I muttered, wiping my face with the back of my hand. “Where else would I be?”

Suddenly angry, I shook him off with a twist of my shoulder and stomped into the kitchen. Who was he to lecture me on staying out late? I could remember nights when he hadn’t come home at all.

If only he hadn’t been so quick about getting back to his drinks. If only I hadn’t lingered to chat with Maple. If only I’d stayed at her place instead of bothering with my own bed. At this rate, I wouldn’t see the insides of my sheets before the sun rose and I had to get to work.

“You weren’t with Morgan when I saw him earlier.”

The slap I was expecting in place of a follow-up question never came, and I turned to see what he was waiting for. I thought I’d heard him breathing right behind me, but he hadn’t moved. He was still standing beside the front door, dimly illuminated by the flickering overhead bulb.

“Think what you want,” I said gruffly. “I never could change your mind.”

This time I was sure I heard him walk up behind me, but I refused to give him the satisfaction of looking. I focused on my pot of soup, which I had placed on the stove a few hours before, and pretended to sniff the steam wafting from the lid. All I could smell was blood, pooled in the dimple under my nose.

A cabinet door opened. A step here, one there, a pause. The sink ran long enough to fill a glass, then shut off.

I removed the lid from the pot and buried my ladle in the soup. Cooked to perfection. The potatoes were soft, the meat flaky, the broth simmering in ripples that broke against an island of vegetables. I should have saved these ingredients for a celebration, since I couldn’t imagine when I’d ever have enough money to buy them again, but there was never anything to celebrate. And it was a nice thing to come home to, this hot, meaty stew, after a night spent in the dust.

“Look at me.”

I obeyed, careful to keep my expression neutral.

He pressed a rag to the cut on my lip. It might have been the one he used to clean up the drinks he’d spilled, and it felt like needles. Alcohol was worse than fire for causing burns. I’d learned that long ago when I accidentally took a sip from his water glass.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly.

“It’s fine.” I pushed his hand away. “I’m going to work.”

“Do you want breakfast?” He set an empty plate in front of me. “I could make eggs. Or . . . you like pancakes, don’t you?”

“I have work.” Not for another three hours, but he didn’t need to know that. “I’m leaving.”

I headed for the door. He didn’t try to stop me, and for some reason that hurt worse than the rag.

Early sunlight garnished the horizon with orange, filtering up to the center of the sky through a sheet of invisible clouds. A bad sign. Clouds meant dust—never rain, not since twelve years ago—and the dust carried valley fever. If you breathed it, they said, it could infect your brain and kill you in a day. Or, if it reached your lungs first, in a month, and painfully. It wasn’t as deadly or contagious as the virus brought by the green rain, but it was the reason why the grannies at the far corner of the village could make a decent living sewing cloth masks. You needed them if you were planning to dig.

Maple and Morgan and the other Pioneers, whose job it was to scavenge the supplies we needed to survive and guard our protective fence, were permitted to carry respirators. They traveled beyond the inner fence into the exclusion zone between the two fences, so they were at higher risk of contracting the rain virus. Not all Pioneers who entered the exclusion zone returned, but that was chalked up to bobcats. There was only one recorded case of the virus spreading inside the fence, and that involved a superbly unlucky Pioneer who spent a night in an abandoned house without his respirator. His cheeks had turned red as blood, and—that was how it happened sometimes.

Speaking of which, I was overdue for my next dose.

I fished one of the white tablets out of my pocket—I always kept extras in case I decided not to spend the night at home—and swallowed it. The pills tasted the way bleach smelled. I never got used to it, though I had been taking these pills twice daily almost since I could remember.

Another yawn, badly choked back. Thirty-six hours without sleep was approaching my record. But I always said goodbye to my friends, and today wouldn’t be the first time I let them leave without me.

Letting my feet lead me on autopilot, I wandered through the center of the village. Past the pharmacy, which I’d have to visit later to pick up the pills that kept us semi-immune to the rain virus. “Supplements,” we called them. We were out of those at home. Past the steeple with the rusty iron cross, the clock tower with the moldy face. Past the house where the exonerated murderer lived, which used to be the part of town I wasn’t allowed to visit. Past the parking lot where cars had been idle since the day we ran out of fuel to use, where legs would do. I had explored all the cracks in my tiny world. I knew the first letter of every license plate in that lot.

The sun grew to a bead on the horizon, its rays already sideways and blinding. I shaded my eyes and squinted. Beside the distant front gate was the usual cluster of Pioneers, black uniforms glistening with the dust they picked up during their travels. The gate was sliding open, squeaking angrily on rusty bearings. I’d cut it close. The Pioneers were always trying to beat the sun, since the air was cooler before dawn, but they were rarely on time.

“Maple!” I shouted, devoting my last energy to an unremarkable jog. “Hey! Maple!”

She heard me before the others did, and she waved. I couldn’t tell if it was a goodbye or an invitation to come closer, so I hit top speed and got there just as the gate groaned to a stop.

“I told you I’d come,” I gasped, resting my hands on my knees. “Sorry, everybody. After being out so late last—”

Morgan’s hand smacked my shoulder.

“After I saw you at dinner, I mean, I didn’t sleep well,” I finished weakly. That was what I got for pulling two all-nighters with—worse—an all-dayer. Mush for brains.

The other Pioneers eyed me. Curious, maybe, about why I was meddling, or annoyed that I was preventing them from leaving. You never could tell with them.

“See you in a few days, Maple,” I said lightly. “Have a good trip.”

Her hands shook. I could see it even through the thick gloves she wore when she worked. Surely Morgan noticed too. He had barely let go of her hand in the years they’d known each other. He wasn’t saying anything about it. Then it couldn’t be my place to bring it up.

So I smiled, hoping that she’d understand the look as a question and give me something—a shrug, a blink, something—in return. Something to promise she’d be careful.

Her eyes were fixed on my face like a magnet, following every movement, jumping back and forth with a nervous twitch.

“You didn’t have to get up for us, Kyrie.” Morgan put his arm around Maple’s shoulder, steering her away from me. Don’t say anything. I’ll take care of her.

The group set off, kicking up a cloud of dust that made them all look the same—shapeless spots of black in the green-tinted landscape, dots of color that didn’t belong.

“Yer not gonna try’n follow ’em, are ya, kid?”

Old Berlin’s voice startled me, and I got altitude in my jump. The old gate guard’s eyebrows lifted.

“Who’d want to go out there and risk catching the rain virus?” I mumbled, laughing weakly.

Who—besides me?

It was delusion, but I couldn’t help it. Each time I watched the Pioneers leave, I wished desperately that I could go with them, wearing the uniform black and smothering my skin with a soft layer of the green dust that cloaked the exclusion zone between the fences. So lovely and fearsome and beautiful.

Out in the exclusion zone was a world I only knew about by hearsay. Soon, that would change. I crossed my fingers behind my back and swore it to myself for the one hundred forty-seventh day in a row.

I kept tally of that in my journal too.
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THEFT IS A CAPITAL CRIME.

This was spray-painted over the public entrance and the back door of the warehouses. I’d always thought they might have gone with something more traditional, like “Welcome” or “We hope you enjoy your shopping experience, even if it’s not quite like it used to be,” but hospitality didn’t suit the mood of the apocalypse.

Working in the warehouses required the heat tolerance of a wet branch. We had a running joke that the first person to spontaneously catch fire would earn an early retirement. On days like this, when the morning started off so hot that the air distorted in waves above the pavement, nobody laughed.

As I tied on my apron, the smelly uniform of our trade, I tried not to think about water. Specifically running water. Also water in a bathtub, water from the leaf of a prickly pear cactus. Bubbles, soft against the skin, cool on the tongue. To dip my face and soothe my sweaty palms.

Better not to think about what I couldn’t have.

I picked my way across the slippery patch on the concrete floor where the Pioneers stacked their forages, taken from abandoned towns inside the exclusion zone. Those heavy-looking boxes they had brought from the exclusion zone were none of my business. The workers whose names happened to be on the carry list for the day had to transport the loot to the back of the warehouse, where it would be categorized, exorbitantly priced, and placed on tables for customers to examine and pass with a sigh. Rows of these tables lined the main warehouse floor. Behind each was a worker, bright-eyed and dying, who took payments and answered questions with some preordained nonsense.

The duty list divided the Pioneers between fence duty and foraging expeditions into the exclusion zone between the fences. To the rest of us, it doled out menial tasks, and today it informed me that I was assigned to the makeup table. The least expensive item for sale there was a powder compact, which had originally contained something skin-toned but was now full of green dust, made by grinding down the glowing rocks from the exclusion zone. Girls called it pixie dust, and they used it as eyeliner or painted their cheeks with it. That was all I knew. I’d never be able to afford any.

A metallic squeal bounced off the walls, the sound of the front garage doors moving as reluctantly as I was. Open doors meant customers. Customers meant I had better pull it together.

“Kyrie-e-e!”

The shrill vowel of my name, screeched from somewhere near the entrance, blurred into a headache. Workers at nearby tables glanced sourly at me, and I ducked my chin. I preferred not to be noticed when I was dressed for work. Aprons, especially these grimy, sweaty specimens, didn’t suit me.

The voice didn’t take a hint. Rising to an insistent yell: “Where are you?”

Of course Juliet would be the first customer of the day. She and her father could enter the warehouse fifteen minutes before it opened, supposedly to ensure that all the employees were properly stationed and toddling about like a little, reluctant army. The mayor did his shopping then too, before new arrivals could be picked through and prices bid up.

I pasted on a grin and prayed Juliet wouldn’t be in a talkative mood. I’d told her before. When we leave the village at night, it’s a secret, our lives depend on it, but you don’t know what that means because you’re twelve. Crickets, I wish I were twelve and the daughter of the only rich man in this town.

Black patent-leather shoes, polished until they made you squint, rounded the corner of the table across from me. A larger pair of shoes and a suit followed. My smile stretched, and I felt the crack in my lip widen.

“Good morning, Juliet.” I filled my head with thoughts of nothing. “Good morning, sir.”

“Looks like you’re working hard.” Mayor Heathe tugged his tie and beamed at me. He was so tall that he blocked out the fluorescent lights on the opposite side of the warehouse—which meant shade. Bless him. “Your father must be proud of you.”

He said this every time we met. Same tone, same inflection, same words.

“Thank you, sir.” My response was recycled from years of practice. “My father says work is nothing to be proud of. It’s every person’s duty.”

“Of course. Your father is a good man, a very good man, very attached to his duty. And you go very much above and beyond.”

Very, very, very. Only the best adverbs for the best workers.

Then he would peek over my wares, no matter what they were, spending zero-point-two seconds on each item. I’d worked out the math once when I was bored. On paper with a pencil and everything. If I had a calculator, I could have gotten another number after the decimal.

Routine complete, he spoke the closing line: “Come on, Juliet. Let’s get something for dinner.”

Stomp of patent leather and swish of curly hair. “I’m not done yet.”

She had gotten distracted by a set of glass tubes—makeup, definitely, but whether it was eye shadow or blush or some kind of multi-purpose three-in-one was anybody’s guess. Privately, I thought they were all the same thing with different price tags. Maybe they hadn’t always been.

“You’re too young for that.” Usually Heathe bent to her will as a blade of grass to a sandstorm, but just then he seemed to be in a hurry. “Let’s go.”

She picked up the tube, balancing it between thumb and forefinger, holding it to the light to watch it glitter. I watched it too, mesmerized. Suddenly I could see why people craved the stuff. There wasn’t much else left that was beautiful.

“Put it down.” Heathe snatched it from her and all but threw it at me. “Go to the produce section. Now.”

Juliet slunk away, casting a last glance at me over her shoulder with a look on her face that promised a dramatic sequel. The mayor would catch a storm’s worth of tears for this later, I figured, and good luck to him. Not that I blamed her. The “produce” was mostly canned vegetables and dried cacti, so not much to look at.

“By the way, Kyrie.” As Juliet disappeared, Heathe turned back to me, smiling with flat lips. “I haven’t seen Maple recently. How is she doing?”

“She’s alright.” I nodded and tried to pretend that there was nothing else to say.

“She’s never at the warehouses, except when she comes with the other Pioneers to drop off goods. I’ve never seen her buy anything.”

My stomach turned. Heathe wasn’t one for small talk, and that apparently casual remark bordered on accusation.

“No,” I answered slowly. “Morgan does her shopping. She’s not well off. But she’s proud, so he doesn’t give her money.”

The words I saw every day popped into my head: THEFT IS A CAPITAL CRIME.

“Those two were always quite the pair.” Insult took off running with Compliment’s hat. “I heard Morgan was trying to buy rings a few weeks ago. How did that turn out for him?”

I straightened. “He’s eligible, but Maple isn’t. ‘Hands meant to labor’ and all that.”

“A shame he’s marrying below his station. But love can’t be helped. I hope his parents won’t be too hard on him.”

“Please don’t tell anyone about the engagement. It’s . . .” A sensitive topic for Maple. But that wouldn’t appeal to Heathe’s sympathies, if he had any.

“Her marriage to the Miller boy will ruin that family. But—when you’re in love, you know.”

I didn’t. I doubted Heathe did either.

His chest puffed—that was the only way I could describe the way his wheezy inhale made his tie bulge—and he rubbed his hands together. “I hope I’ll see Maple here more often. I’d hate for her to get investigated.”

“I’ll tell her you miss her.” It popped out before I could stop it, and I bit my tongue.

“Thank you very much, Miss Kyrie.” That cursed word again—very. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Not if I can help it.

“Goodbye, sir. Till tomorrow.”

He did me the honor of a wave over his shoulder, like a celebrity in one of the old magazines.

I busied myself with the boxes, stacking them under the table, filing away my thoughts. Maple needed to know Heathe had asked about her. I didn’t think she was in the habit of stealing from the warehouse, but if the smallest unreported crumb was found in the seam of her pocket—well. The sign above the warehouse door wasn’t an empty threat. There had been a few people who thought otherwise. There were none now.

“Excuse me, Kyrie. Can I pay for this?”

I pulled my head out from under the table, blinking. Those dratted fluorescents, making me wish we’d never fixed the electricity. I didn’t know where that electricity came from—this information was kept secret for fear someone might try to divert or siphon it—but if I had known, I’d have shut it off myself. Better to live and die by the sun and moon than the white light of human ingenuity.

Heathe was back, trailed by a pouting Juliet. He had a box of cactus flowers in his veiny paw, which he must have found at the opposite side of the warehouse.

“Can I pay?” he repeated.

The maker of every rule, asking a question about the rules. A test, clearly, but I knew the protocol as well as he did. Try to trap me at my own game and you might succeed, especially when I hadn’t gotten much sleep, but I wouldn’t make it easy.

“I’m not supposed to accept payment for anything not on my table,” I said, “but if you’re sure it’s okay, you’re in charge here, so—”

“Yes, it’s fine.” He placed the box on the table. “I’m not going to pay with coin. Just supplements.”

“Excuse—?”

He plopped a glass pill bottle on the table between us and picked up his box.

“What am I supposed to do with—?”

“Keep them. I know you and your father are always running low.”

His kindness—if that was what it was—evaporated in my confusion. All payments had to be surrendered to the warehouse, which pooled them and paid its employees. This wasn’t exactly a payment, since it didn’t jingle, but I still couldn’t keep it. That would be the same as theft, and theft was a crime, et cetera.

“Thank you, but—”

“Kyrie.” My name sounded like a rebuke. “Keep that bottle. I can’t have you running out, not this soon.” He smiled, as though he’d just told a joke known only to himself. “And I know you could use it.”

He was right. We could. Everyone in the village was required to take the supplements twice daily, which meant four for my father and me—which meant that a noticeable fraction of my monthly wage disappeared every twenty-four hours, even though my father never kept up with his dosage. I would have done just about anything to avoid spending that money, but these little pills were the only thing, besides the fence that kept the infected animals out, standing between us and the deadly virus. Desperation kept us hard at work, never lifting our heads to observe the world around us.

If this was a test, I wasn’t going to pass.

“I’ll give it to Dad.”

“That’s my girl.”

I bit my lip. If I didn’t need the favor so badly, I’d dash the bottle to the floor, consequences be darned like a holey sock.

But such was life—some version of it, anyway.

I slid the bottle into my pocket with a mumbled thank-you.
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When I got home, I found Dad curled up in our dilapidated armchair. An eight-year-old newspaper was propped in front of his face. The bare spot on the floor where he usually stacked his bottles was clean and empty. The table was set, and my pot was steaming on the stove. Overcooked by now, no doubt. I kicked off my shoes and ran to its rescue.

“If you’re caught leaving the village after dark, it’ll be at least a night in jail.”

I lifted the pot off the stove. Its weight sent an ache through my arms, up through my shoulders, and into my neck, making my head pound. Water. My last drop had been hours ago. But the sink was so far away, and the countertop would crack again if I set the hot metal down directly on the stone.

Paper rustled as my father folded his newspaper. “Did you hear what I said?”

I squeezed my eyes shut. Stars danced across the black, and I replaced the pot on the stove before I stumbled and dropped it.

“I heard.”

Theft . . .

“Do you care?”

“I don’t want to go to jail.”

Murder . . .

“You’d be there with Maple’s friend Alden, who killed a Pioneer, and Matthew, who—”

“I won’t get caught.”

“Because you won’t do it again. You’re still my daughter. Living in my house. You follow my rules.”

The house my labor paid for. Living because I worked so we could afford the supplement pills that I forced him to take when he “forgot” too many days in a row. Because I let Heathe humiliate me by accepting his gift—one that surely came with strings attached, though I didn’t yet know what those could be.

Breaking curfew . . .

He stood up, and I gripped the edge of the table.

“What were you doing out there? Were you smuggling? Meeting a boy?”

I almost laughed. Not quite. I’d kidnapped the mayor’s daughter—at her request. Stared up into the sky at a little world that might be made entirely of cheese, according to Morgan’s expansive imagination. Celebrated a love that didn’t belong in a post-apocalyptic world where class was somehow more important even than reproduction—more important than going on living with the little bit of beauty we had left.

. . . is a crime punishable by death.

“It was a goodbye party for Maple and Morgan.” Only half a lie. “They left this morning.”

“As they’ve done hundreds of times before.”

I picked up the ladle, dripping with soup, rich and sweet. Maybe he’d get the don’t-be-like-them lecture over with quickly if I waded straight into a proximate version of the truth.

“They got engaged.”

He blinked.

“It was just a little party.” I edged along the wall, keeping sight of him in the corner of my eyes, stretching out my arm until my fingers brushed the cold surface of a bowl. “Just some snacks. No drinking or anything. I thought it would be more meaningful if we did it as soon as possible after—”

Before I could get away, he had crossed the room and snatched the ladle from my hands. He turned to the stove, stirring the pot that didn’t need to be stirred.

A drop of scalding soup landed on my skin, and I licked it away.

His unspoken question hung heavy in the air: Are we supposed to be happy for them?

I knew what he was thinking. I could picture it too. Had pictured it many times before. Pastor Basil would officiate. Maple would borrow a dress from one of the older ladies who was sentimental enough for keepsakes. The bride and groom would sleep between the same torn sheets, adoring each other with the same blind purity I had always envied. Morgan’s gold chain, the match to his bride’s, would be a sign to everyone but me that he had been tricked by beauty and fleeting feeling into a marriage that stole his future. And Maple would be his curse for the rest of their lives.

My father knew. He’d done it too, when he brought Mom to Peakin years ago, hoping to find a cheap supply of the medicine he needed to keep her alive. And he never stopped reminding me how that turned out.

He took the pot off the heat, filled a pair of chipped bowls, and slammed them onto the table. I slipped into the chair opposite him and bowed my head while he said grace. A soup and a week’s worth of my wages vanished in fifteen silent minutes, and we avoided each other’s eyes.

I tried to give him one of the supplement pills from Heathe’s bottle, but as usual, he refused. So I swallowed mine dry and rinsed my mouth with water to get rid of the taste.

The room blurred as I stood up from the table. A day of work, a watchful night, and another miserable day, all without more than a few minutes’ sleep between. You never got used to it. I’d read somewhere that people who stayed awake for too long began to hallucinate. Or maybe my mother had told me that to convince me to sleep when I was young and a nuisance.

“I’m going to bed,” I announced, pressing my thumbs into my temples.

“Kyrie.”

My foot stopped mid-step.

“I’m sorry I yelled.”

I swallowed. Nausea couldn’t get you if you swallowed.

“But I meant what I said,” he added, and a dull ache settled in my chest. “I don’t want to see you leaving the village again.”

“No more yelling.” I was too young to be aware that I had joints, especially knees, but they were making their presence known with burning pain. “I just want to sleep.”

“I’ll do my best. I promise. I’m getting better, don’t you think?”

If this is better, what was worse?

Maybe it was lucky I didn’t have many memories of my childhood.
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The clock beside my bed read two when I awoke, feeling marginally refreshed. That was more sleep than I usually got.

My boots, still dusty from the previous night’s expedition, were tucked into the corner behind the metal frame of my cot. I’d hoped my father wouldn’t see them. The one thing he respected, when he remembered, was my privacy. He had never asked me where I got the pile of books I kept under my bed, nor had he mentioned my other pickings from the mayor’s dumpster. This tiny room, square and barely large enough for me to walk around the foot of the bed, was the safest place I had.

The wind whistled briskly past the corner of our house, so after pulling on my boots, I wrapped my blanket around my shoulders and tied it over my chest. I’d gone to bed in my work clothes—a nasty habit that seemed like too much trouble to break—so all I had to do was to stuff a book and a flashlight into my back pocket. It might be too dark to read, and I couldn’t waste the batteries in my flashlight, but in a pinch I figured I could chuck Les Misérables at a coyote’s head.

Weapons, except books, were banned inside the fence, unless they were issued to guards or Wardens. The Pioneers could carry pistols into the exclusion zone, and Morgan had managed to smuggle one back by pretending he’d lost it, but we never got a chance for me to practice with it. The smell of gunpowder, Morgan said, would sink into my skin and betray me. That was why I never went to our hideout alone. And because of the coyotes, mostly, or bobcats if I got unlucky. Though the fence kept infected animals out—if there were any left—those that had already been inside the fence when the rain came never seemed to have any trouble reproducing.

But tonight I was feeling rebellious. And I didn’t care. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d cared.

My window squeaked as I pressed my shoulder against the catch. Wind rushed into my room and caught a piece of paper I had torn from my diary, sweeping it beneath my bed.

I ducked my head and straddled the windowsill. There was no one in the street—unsurprising at this hour, or any hour really—and my drop into a patch of bare dirt went unnoticed.

Peakin was at its best in the dark, when the squat houses were invisible and the wind swept the stale daytime air beyond the outer fence. The silver poles of the streetlamps, which had long ago flickered into permanent night, shimmered faintly in the greenish dust that hung over the ground. My shoes kicked up clouds of it as I walked. It settled on my skin and made me glow too. When I bathed, it would wash away as though it had never been, replaced with hot water and soap and sweat. Sometimes I envied Maple’s skin, which was stained permanently with the softest of dyes.

The green rain had taken everything from us, leaving only the virus and these glittering shards of loveliness behind. A souvenir of our misery.

That was a good one-liner. That was poetic.

I fished my pen and diary out of my pocket and scribbled down a note. This would come in handy if I ever wrote my autobiography. Not that I had done anything particularly interesting, but there was still time—twenty or thirty years, if I stopped working in the warehouse and stopped eating canned foods and took better care of mys—

“What are you doing?”

I shot into the air.

“Juliet?” My voice shook. The brat had given me such a scare. “What are you doing?”

“Stargazing.” Her miniaturized figure popped out from behind a creosote, neatly dressed in a nightgown and the unavoidable patent-leather shoes. “Where are you going?”

I gestured vaguely toward the desert. “On a walk.”

“I’ll come.”

“No you won’t. I want time to think.”

“Don’t you like to think with me?”

“Not at all.”

She wasn’t used to being told no, but she recovered quickly. “I’ll be quiet.”

“For heaven’s sake, Juliet,” I hissed, glancing sideways at the mayor’s window to make sure he wasn’t standing there, but why would he be, that was a waste of His Majesty’s time. “It’s not that I don’t want you to come, but if you’re caught—”

“If you’re scared, I’ll go alone.” She put out her lip in a pout. “And then I’ll say you told me to.”

“Nobody would believe you.” I wasn’t so sure about that. It depended on how benevolent Mayor Heathe was feeling, and how cheaply the goods I happened to be selling at the warehouse were priced the last time he’d gone shopping. Not that I had any say about that—I was just the messenger, easy to shoot.

“Then I’ll do it.”

“I liked you better when you were talking about the moon.”

“I liked you better when you were fun!”

It was hard not to throttle her. “Fine.” It wasn’t. “If you’ll shut up.”

Her eyes glinted. “Can we go now?”

I leaned in close and whispered: “Maybe.”

Then I unleashed a lungful of air into her ear. Take that, you devil.

She screeched and ran off, leaving me with ringing ears and a new headache.
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Hadley is Dad’s friend. They sit on the bench and warn me about snakes they see in the road. I tell them they don’t need to do that because I’m big and I can see too, but they’d get sad if they had nothing to do. They used to drink coffee, but they said it’s too expensive now. They said there are no more coffee farms and that adults get angry when there’s no coffee, so if Dad snaps at me sometimes, it’s just because he hasn’t had his coffee in a while.

Kyrie’s journal, pg. 20

The ashes from last night’s fire were warm and undisturbed when we arrived at the hideout. A good sign. Hunter had been too swilled to investigate what Morgan had been doing before he popped out of the underbrush. If he knew about the semi-permanent campsite we’d set up, the trouble I’d gotten into already wouldn’t compare with what I’d have coming.

I spread my blanket over the dirt so Juliet and I could sit with our backs to the cracked wall of our makeshift shelter. In front of us were the fences, inner and outer, nearly touching at their closest point. I couldn’t start a fire—only Morgan knew how to do that without making accidental smoke signals—but Juliet and I huddled close, and my blanket took care of the rest.

“Tell me again,” Juliet said, “what we’re doing out here.”

“If you don’t know, why’d you come?”

“Because Maple does.”

I wouldn’t have minded hearing my own name somewhere in that sentence fragment. But there was no accounting for taste.

“Have you heard of Peakin’s ghost?” I asked, letting my back slump against the wall. “We’re looking for him.”

“What ghost?”

“They say he brings long life to anyone who speaks with him. But you have to talk, or it doesn’t work. You can’t just stand there and look.”

“Long life? Is that all?”

“He brings the green pixie dust that’s all over the ground too.” This wasn’t part of any village legend I knew, but I was a storyteller by trade. At least, I’d always wanted to be. “And since pixie dust is green, he brings other green things you wish for. Green satin dresses, the kind that go all the way down to the floor, and you have to wear special shoes so you don’t step on the hem. And necklaces with green stones to match. And crowns that make you look like a princess. And—”

Juliet’s laughter interrupted me.

“How silly!” she cried, burrowing into my side. “Ghosts aren’t real. Why come all the way out here for a story?”

“Haven’t you always wondered what’s outside the fence? If there’s anything left since the rain?”

“Green stones,” she repeated thoughtfully. “Like emeralds.”

“Not like emeralds. Real ones.”

“What else could he bring?”

“Anything green.”

“Then I want . . .” Her brows pinched. “I want a green spaceship.”

I played along. “I want a green notebook.”

“Telescope.”

“Pens.”

“Star chart.”

“Leather-bound books.”

“What else do you know about the ghost?”

“He glows green. Not like the Pioneers, but brighter. And he’s see-through. They say you’ll have luck if you look straight through him and try to make out what’s on the other side.”

“Why?” She yawned.

“I guess because you’re so lucky to see the ghost in the first place that you’re bound to continue being lucky afterward.”

“How can he survive outside the fence?”

“Ghosts don’t catch viruses.”

I waited a minute or two for her to reply, but she didn’t. When I lifted my arm, I found she had fallen asleep with her head on my leg.

Careful not to wake her, I slid down the wall until I lay flat on the ground. Stars, hundreds of them, sprinkled everywhere, salt in a sea of pepper, burned and shimmered in the perfectly black sky. Some so close together that they formed a white swath. Juliet could’ve told me what that was if she were awake, but I preferred to use my imagination, and I decided that it was a road down which the stars traveled to get into the basket that was the crescent moon. Why they’d want to get there, or what they’d do once they did, who knew? Maybe they just wanted to be free. Didn’t we all.

The ghost story I had told Juliet was a common fairytale circulated by the village grandmas, and the credulous, or the bored. I’d heard a thousand variations on it, and it was easy to see why we loved it so much. Everyone wished there was something out there that remained to be saved. Twelve years ago, when the scouts we sent out beyond the outer fence came back infected, bleeding at the mouth with cheeks as red as blood, we had stopped believing in anything besides the rain virus. But we kept hoping. Call us crazy, call us human.

I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Hunter had been talking to someone when he nearly caught us the previous night. Probably someone with blood of vodka and bones of whiskey, the product of his delirious imagination. But hope—crickets, try killing that, and you’d be the one that ended up dead.

Maple had always insisted, with wild gestures and emphatic nods, that the ghost was real. She got ideas like that. They came with the shaking hands and the delusions and the night terrors that Morgan and I couldn’t soothe. But sometimes her ideas were nice. This, I thought, was one of the better ones. It was why we had built the campfire here, where the inner and outer fences nearly converged, so we could look into the outer world and maybe learn one or two of its secrets. At the very least, for a few hours, we were happy thinking that human life still existed outside Peakin.

I didn’t believe I’d find any ghost. That was how ghosts were. One moment you thought you saw them, and the next you didn’t, and then you had a terrible string of bad luck for prying into a world where you, a mere mortal, didn’t belong. But you had to try. You couldn’t live with yourself if you had the chance and didn’t take it.

By the time I finished thinking it over, I had gotten tired enough to be practical, and ghosts choked in the thin air of practicality. My second bedtime had long come and gone.

I tapped Juliet’s shoulder and pulled her, grumbling, from under the blanket.

“Time to head back,” I said, helping her to her feet. “Watch your shoes. If your father sees a scratch, he might ask how you got it.”

“Why are we leaving so soon?” she mumbled, rubbing her eyes.

“It’s not soon.” Or maybe it was. I’d lost track of time.

“What’s that?” She lifted one fist from her eyes and pointed at the fence.

At the tip of her finger, the shadow of a vine, crawling up the chain link, disappeared into the gloom. It was nearly as tall as the fence itself, and I wondered why no one had cut it. Vines were poison for the fence. If left to grow, they could pull it down, and we’d be vulnerable to animal infection and anything else horrible that might be able to get in from the dead world out there.

“Good catch, Juliet,” I said, taking her hand. “I’ll tell Maple about it when she gets—”

I broke off suddenly, astonished. The vine was morphing. Like it had arms, arms that stretched out to the sides, moving with perfect fluidity like branches caught in the wind.

And then it became a silhouette.

A silhouette of a person.

I screamed. It wasn’t pretty. It didn’t look a thing like the response I’d prepared in case the ghost legend ever did come true, but the best laid plans of mice and men were no good in the face of the supernatural.

With a flail of its leaves—but they weren’t leaves, they were hands, and they were so pale I wondered how I could’ve ever mistaken them for anything else—the figure jumped back from the fence. As if we had startled it.

“Don’t look at it,” I whispered—or, less charitably, shrieked—to Juliet. “Get behind that wall.”

She had never been one to take orders without a thousand questions, but the panic in my voice must have warned her that I meant business. In an instant, she had vanished, tucking herself behind the wall, dragging my blanket after her.

I should have followed her. But I didn’t.

As if pulled by some invisible string, wondering at myself, I stepped forward.

The stranger on the other side of the fence copied me.

A step.

Copy.

Another step.

I was ten feet away from the inner fence. The silhouette was ten feet beyond the outer fence. Not in the exclusion zone, the space between the two fences. Outside. Outside everything I had ever known.

I took my courage in my hands and walked to an arm’s length from the inner fence.

Now I could see how this person had blended into the night. He wore a hideous rubber suit, brown and shapeless and the same color as the dirt, that made him look like starfishes in the pictures from magazine clippings. His face was hidden behind a snout-snaped mask with glass holes for the eyes. And such eyes! So oddly colored that, as he stepped forward to match me, I could see them clearly despite the darkness. One was shy, half-squinting. The other was a hazy swirl without a pupil, as green as the other, but flat and expressionless.

He wasn’t a ghost. He couldn’t be. Juliet was right—ghosts didn’t exist. But he couldn’t be alive, either. No one outside the fence was alive. But if he was a ghost, why didn’t he glow? Even my skin, dull from confinement within the inner fence, was brighter than his. His face, at least the sliver I could see through the eyeholes, was so dim that I needed the moonlight to see it at all.

“Who are you?” I whispered.

His silence made me shiver. He should have been asking questions. He should have been as curious as I was, but he seemed to know exactly what he was doing.

“I’ve been looking for you,” I continued. My hands shook like Maple’s, and I had to stuff them in my pockets to keep from reaching out and touching the fence and pulling myself closer. “They said you didn’t exist. But my father saw you. It must have been you. Why didn’t he tell us that someone else survived the apocalypse?”

The figure’s rubbery hands moved, and I jumped back, properly scared for the first time. There were so many things he could do—grab my throat, seize my arms, touch me with that clammy white skin and infect me with the green rain sickness . . .

He shook his head, reached into a pocket on his chest, and fished out a notebook and pen. After a few seconds of scribbling, he tore out the page and wadded it into a ball, which he flung over the fences. It landed a few inches forward of my shoes.

I shouldn’t touch it. I couldn’t. What had it touched, what had his hands touched before he wrote it, what if a single touch was enough to infect—?

Curiosity won over caution. I picked up the paper, uncrumpled it, and read:

Who are you?

He’d gone to all that trouble just to ask a question with a one-word answer.

Fine. Two could play the mystery game. “Why are you writing notes?”

He thought for a moment, scribbled on a new page, and tossed it to me.

It’s hard to talk

through this suit.

“Oh.” I tried to keep my stare neutral, but it was hard not to judge a mask shaped like a snout. “Can you try?”

The corners of his eyes crinkled in what might have been a smile.

“I’m Thatch,” he said. “Who are you?”

It was a strange voice, accented with an obsessive attention to detail in each syllable that put a harshness in the tone. I could scrape my fingers on its rasp, and yet, odd as it was, it felt familiar. I’d heard that cadence before. That something, just a little out of place around the vowels. Perhaps it was just the mask, which distorted his speech almost beyond recognition.

I glanced over my shoulder, chewing my lip indecisively. If I stayed too long, Juliet would get impatient and come out of hiding. It was one thing if I got myself killed, because nobody would notice that—but whatever happened to her would happen to me and my father and everyone who was convicted of knowing me, and getting executed by the Wardens didn’t seem like a great way to go.

Of all the thousands of things I wanted to know, I probably only had time for one.

“How are you alive?”

A tumbleweed rolled past my foot, and I kicked it. It stuck to my shoe, and I wrenched my leg violently sideways to shake it off. I could feel my face getting hot.

Thatch watched curiously, the eyebrow over his blind eye slightly raised, and politely waited to speak until I had recovered my dignity.

“Have you seen a man named Hunter today?” he asked. “Or yesterday evening?”

It was so pathetically transparent that it deserved to be ridiculed. I was about to perform my civic duty, but then I remembered: My father had never mentioned his name during his conversation with the invisible entity outside the fence. If Thatch knew who he was, they must have talked before.

“How do you know Hunter?”

“So you’ve seen him?” There was relief in the eagerness.

“Kyrie!” My name echoed off the wall behind me.

Juliet. Crickets, she couldn’t keep her mouth shut for five minutes.

But her voice had the pitch of fear: “A light! There’s a light!”

Light.

Guard.

Someone is coming.

I spun around and made a dash for the wall. I knew exactly how long it took to walk the path from the nearest guard shack, where the outdoor bulbs were triggered by a motion sensor, to our hiding spot near the fence. Forty-seven seconds if you were quick. Seventy-three if you weren’t. A guard who thought he’d seen something would bring his gun.

Our ghost’s last words were lost in the rustle of creosote as Juliet and I fled.
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Let’s think about this, kiddo.

Last night you were wishing you hadn’t gone home.

Definition of stupidity: Doing the same thing twice and expecting a different result.

Ergo: You’re an idiot.

My thoughts weren’t always so self-deprecating, but they kicked up a fuss after I dropped off Juliet and turned onto the street that led to the street that led to our street. I could hear the noise all the way from the little house on the corner, the one that had once been blue but was now a dim grey. A distant scream. A yell in a language he’d never bothered to teach me, but I knew a curse from its inflection. Possibly shattering glass, though surely I was too far away to hear something so small. Who was he yelling at this time? The wall? Some unfortunate potted cactus, if he hadn’t already broken the pot?

On the nights I didn’t want to go home, I usually had to admit it to Maple or Morgan. One of them would take pity on me and let me stay at their place for five or six hours. They’d give me food and a supplement pill and a blanket. I only relied on their charity when the noise got audible from four or five streets away, because asking meant confessing, and I didn’t like to talk about it. I come from a proud line of depraved lunatics. Would you mind letting me into your house? It was all pride, useless pride, which had gotten me bruised around the cheekbones more often than I liked to remember.

But tonight was different. Tonight was harder. I was tired and weighed down by my secret. I made a point of refusing to invade Maple’s space when she was out with the Pioneers, but after all, we were almost sisters. Sisters shared. And she wouldn’t have to know I’d spent the night at her place.

So I went back to the village square, past the pharmacy, back to the center of town where the old ladies set up their booths to sell cloth masks, round behind the church, and stopped abruptly in front of her front door.

Smoke streamed through the crack in the right-hand wall.

I kicked open the door, ready to stomp out the flames. There before my outstretched boot sat Maple and Morgan, sitting beside a smoldering and well-contained fire dug into the dirt floor.

More precisely, Morgan was sitting and Maple was leaning against his shoulders, staring blankly at the wall beside me. Morgan put a finger to his lips.

“We came back,” he explained, as though I could never have guessed. “It’s a bad episode. I thought she’d do better here.”

It figured. I’d seen her hands shaking that morning, but there was no point in telling Morgan that she shouldn’t have left at all. We both knew the punishment for a Pioneer who failed to report for duty. Coming back early because she felt sick was serious, but not a mortal sin. Never showing up at all was a fast way to get yourself installed in a six-foot box.

I stooped and waved my hand in front of her face. Still not so much as a blink, and I wondered what she was seeing. Maybe something. Maybe nothing. Her eyes were pools of fascinated horror.

I concluded my investigation with the formulaic: “Sorry you’re not feeling well.” I’ll wait it out with you. Get some sleep and you’ll be better in the morning. If you wake up in the night, we’ll be here. We’ll tell you what’s real.

Oh, by the way—one of the real things is a ghost. Not a ghost but a human. A survivor. Not sure which one’s more unlikely, a ghost or a human.

My news was going to have to wait until she got her head on straight. I could only imagine how her mind would unravel if I told her now. Or maybe her thoughts were already so far astray that she wouldn’t even hear me.

“Do you know what caused it?” I asked Morgan. “Did she see something? Say something? When did you notice?”

Maple whipped a notebook and pen out of her pocket and began to scribble.

“I don’t know. What usually causes it?” Morgan shrugged. “Maybe she didn’t get enough sleep last night. Maybe she’s allergic to the green dust. I’ve got no idea.”

Maple flipped her notebook around for us to read.

It’s not an episode. Last night I learned something I haven’t been able to stop thinking about.

Humor her. That was what you had to do when she got like this.

“What was it?” I asked. Morgan shot me a warning look.

Flip of page. More scribbling. The quality of her handwriting dropped to the abyss, and I could barely make words out of the jumble.

The camera. I fixed the Polaroid camera. The film had gone bad.

Morgan gave me a wretched smile. We’d been through this before, probably hundreds of times—though that was one thing I never recorded in my journal—but it never seemed to get any easier for him to see her like this.

“What does it mean, Maple?” he asked her gently. “What about the film?”

It’s the virus. The virus partially developed the film while it was still inside the camera. Don’t you see? It’s not a virus at all if it can develop film. It’s something else entirely. Viruses don’t develop film, but this one does. And that—

She broke off writing and chewed the top of her pen, staring over my shoulder. I almost looked too, but it was just the wall back there.

“The virus,” I repeated. “The virus developed your film?”

It was doozy, but it was far from the worst delusion she’d had. Last year she’d spent several tense hours convinced that Morgan’s parents were part of some super-secret government conspiracy to kill off Peakin’s remaining survivors by exposing them to toxic fumes. Never mind that the only government these days was Mayor Heathe—maybe the Council, if you were feeling generous—or that toxic fumes weren’t needed to take out the survivors when a virus would do instead. It had been hard to talk her out of that one, and Morgan had laughed until he had tears in his eyes—or cried until he was hysterical. I’d never asked.

“Maple, my love.” Morgan usually tried to avoid using that phrase to win arguments—to his credit, I thought. “That film is at least a decade old. We’ll find more next time we go scavenging, and we’ll buy it off the warehouse, and you can try that in your camera.”

Old film wouldn’t self-develop like that in patches. Old film wouldn’t set off the sensor. This thing ruined my photos.

“Sensor? What sensor?”

Maple gripped her pen with white knuckles.

I’ll prove it to you.

But that wasn’t the important thing. The panic in Morgan’s face told me he’d caught her slip-up, too.

He bolted upright. “You don’t have anything battery-powered here, do you? Where did you get the money for that?” Morgan put his hands on her shoulders so she faced him. “You know the rationing laws. You know theft is a capital crime. You do know that, don’t you? You did pay for those, for that sensor, whatever it is? Please tell me you didn’t smuggle anything out of the warehouses.”

Her eyes were fixed on the fire, vacant and dilated, entirely abject and entirely lost.

Morgan released her with a sigh.

“Sleep,” he commanded, picking up one of her ratty blankets from the pile in the corner and tucking it gently behind her back. He wrapped his arm around her head, tucking her twitching body into his shoulder as he talked to her. My cheeks burned, and his didn’t because he had always been able to love without flinching. “We’re not married yet, Maple. I can’t protect you until we are, and if anything happens—”

He made a noise that wasn’t a word that broke my heart and maybe, even through her sickness, Maple’s too. I could have sworn that glitter of silver under her eye was a tear. But she blinked it away before I could be sure and nestled into Morgan’s side, hiding her face.
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I love her. I love her, I really do, but sometimes I feel like I’m meeting her for the first time. She’s not the best friend I grew up with. Not the girl I got angry about and cried over. Not anyone I’d think twice about if I passed her in the street.

She’s had these episodes as long as I’ve known her. But over time, they’ve made less and less sense. Now I’m not even sure I can tell the difference between a good day and a bad one.

Kyrie’s journal, pg. 201

My father swilled his mouth with coffee. I squeezed into my only nice dress, a monstrous green thing with arms too short to be sleeves and too long to be straps. We converged in the living room at half past eight, and we went to church in our Sunday best.

“Look who it is.” Dad pointed up the shallow steps leading to the entrance, which nested beneath a short brick steeple. At the tip of his finger were Maple’s messy braids and Morgan’s copper-colored mop. “I guess congratulations are in order.”

This stumped me for a moment. Congratulations for what? By the time I pulled my brain out of its early-morning hibernation and remembered what I’d told him about their engagement, it was too late. He was already three steps away from me, shaking Pastor Basil’s hand, ignoring my frantic gestures—zip it, stuff it down, pinch your lips shut and don’t say a word, crickets, he’s going to do it anyway—and then he was taking the stairs two at a time.

Our pastor, dear old Basil, who had a smile that put the sun to shame, extended his hand to me and made a comment about the weather. Something about how much we needed rain, which we hadn’t gotten in the twelve years since the apocalypse or for a dozen before that, so we were all starting to run low on optimism. Most days I didn’t mind playing along with the delusional small talk, but today—

“Hey, Dad,” I began, planting my foot on the bottom step, emitting the first stream of words that came to mind. “I think I left my Bible at home—”

But he was too quick.

“Congratulations on your engagement,” he said in a voice that could have been heard clear to Yeager Air Force Base, a hundred miles outside the exclusion zone.

Every head except mine turned his direction. I took note of the coloring in the dirt that stuck to my shoes. The church door creaked, and Pastor Basil rubbed his hands together, and someone inside the building laughed, and the wind blew, and the length of a second increased to about three thousand years. And still nobody said a word.

A painful smile came to Morgan’s face. “Thank you,” he said.

He slid his arm around Maple’s waist and guided her up the steps. Not quickly enough to hide the empty misery in her expression. Even through the jumble of her exhausted mind, tortured by its illness, she must have remembered I was the only one who knew her secret. She knew whose fault this was. So did I. So did everyone—everyone whose opinion mattered.

“I’m sorry,” I mouthed through dry lips, but she had already dissolved into the crowd.

The whispers began the moment their backs were turned.

“The Millers’ boy too. A shame. He was in line for the next Council seat.”

“I suppose his parents couldn’t stop him.”

“She’s a pretty girl, I suppose, but that won’t last more than a year or two.”

The implication that Maple was just a face to be used and discarded—I’d talk that way about a potato I was throwing into my stew—that Morgan was so shallow he only loved her shell, that there could be anything wrong with my best friend and nothing wrong with the rest of us—

“Don’t you think you’re a little old for gossip?” I rounded on a lady with a pink straw hat. I wasn’t sure she was the one who’d said it, but it didn’t matter. She meant it. They all did. Their disdain was written all over their condescending faces, which I wanted so desperately to introduce to the heaviest book I could think of—or the whole Ten Commandments, if I could find the original stone tablets and lift them and swing them. “Anyone else. Anyone else, anyone at all, and it wouldn’t matter. You think you’re better than her because she doesn’t have a father and she works harder than any of you.”

The women stared at me, and my cheeks burned. My father, who was just staring at me, normally would have told me I ought to be ashamed of myself.

I wasn’t. Not for one short moment, when I glanced up the steps and saw Morgan peeking around the doorway, grinning at me with evident delight.

“The Lord says we are to love each other as God has loved us,” Pastor Basil observed quietly.

I could have hugged him, and I turned around to tell him so and possibly do it too, dignity notwithstanding.

And then I saw the two men standing behind him in the street.

“Wardens,” I breathed.

Suddenly, no one was looking at me, but for once that didn’t make me feel any better.

Dressed in black from head to toe—cliché, but familiarity didn’t stifle fear. Hair cropped close to their skulls. Ridiculous, would have made me laugh if anyone else had done it, but the Wardens had a way of sucking the amusement out of your soul. Heavy boots with thick soles, built for running until they caught what they were chasing. Guns at their waists. Rifles on their backs. Radios in their belts.

The Wardens enforced our laws. And there were many laws, so many, more than I could ever possibly remember, but a few of them flashed into my head in spray-paint font:

Remain in the village after dark.

Don’t touch the inner fence.

Theft is a capital crime.

And I could only wonder: Which of us did you come for?

The First Warden, marked by a single silver stripe on his shoulder, put a hand on his gun.

“Is Maple here?”

I knew he’d say that. I knew those were the words he’d use. Short, brusque, simple. To the point, if there was a point to any of this. I knew he’d leave off her last name, because nobody knew what it was, if it was mine or Morgan’s or no one’s. I knew how his voice would sound before he ever opened his mouth. I had lived this scene in my nightmares.

Basil took his time turning around. “You’re not permitted to interrupt a sacred ceremony.”

“There’s nothing sacred about a Sunday service, old man.”

“This is a marriage.” Pastor Basil pointed up the steps. “For Morgan Miller and Maple.”

I strained my eyeballs to the corners, not daring to move my head. Morgan was a faceless blur at the edge of my vision. I wondered if he felt as sick as I did.

“That wasn’t announced.”

“The bans will be published today.”

“Where are the Miller boy’s parents? Shouldn’t they be at his wedding?”

“They don’t attend church. Even for weddings.”

The Warden’s boot tapped the cobbles. He was evaluating. Calculating. Gauging whether Basil was serious and whether we, the unwilling guests, would dance at the risk of our lives.

“So we wait until you’re done with your preaching. That’s what you want, old man?”

“There will be refreshments after the ceremony, which you are both welcome to enjoy.”

“I don’t think you understand.”

My teeth were so tight my jaw felt stuck.

Pastor Basil dipped his head politely. “By statute forty-six, page fourteen, paragraph three, the Wardens cannot interrupt a special religious ceremony—”

“I know the law,” the Warden snapped. “We’ll wait.”

His companion clapped his hands, and I started.

“Inside! Now!”

All of us, hatted ladies, Pastor Basil, Morgan and Maple, my father and I, trailed into the church. A wall of damp hit our faces as we entered the shadow of the doorway. This was the only place in the desert where the air was so cold it made bumps on my skin. I loved Pastor Basil, and I loved the wooden cross that hung over the altar and smelled of olive, but I loved that cold most of all. I used to pray that sermons would last for hours so I could linger in the shadows and dense, still air that felt reverent, somehow, oxygen-rich and nutritious for soul and body.

Today I was going to get my wish.

“This child says he needs to use the bathroom,” Basil said, approaching the Wardens with his hand on the shoulders of a boy no taller than my hip. “May he leave?”

The First Warden examined the child, head to toe, top to bottom. You could never be certain the ten-year-olds weren’t hiding pistols or treachery.

“Go on, kid,” he said, concluding his investigation with a condescending ruffle of the boy’s hair. “Don’t come back. There’s nothing for you to see here.”

As we walked through the aisle, moving steadily toward our pew halfway between the door and the cross, I sidled up to my father. The Wardens were behind us now, both guarding the door, watching that little boy scamper off into the privacy of the desert. For the moment, they weren’t paying attention to those already inside.

I seized his hand and pulled myself up to his ear.

“I think Maple stole from the warehouse. They’ll shoot her.”

He tensed for a moment.

“That door in the back is the only exit,” he whispered. “One of them will stand there to guard it.”

We slid into our pew, and Hunter put his arm around my shoulders. I felt his muscles tremble against my neck.

“Do not get yourself killed for her,” he muttered. “She brought this on herself.”

The rims of my eyes burned, and I blinked.

“She’s basically your daughter.”

“So she’s my problem. Not yours.”

The churchgoers found their seats, and the room stilled.

I pretended to stretch my neck, which bought me a brief second to look back at the door. The Second Warden was there, hands clasped behind his back. I knew how their training worked. Morgan, who had friends among them, had taught me. From that position, the Warden could grasp either his rifle or his pistol in half a second and chamber a round in another quarter. That was the standard time. Sometimes even the new recruits were faster. If anyone in this church happened to be armed—which they couldn’t be, “Citizens shall not bear arms under penalty of . . .” and all that—they still wouldn’t have a chance.

Morgan and Maple were behind the last pew, just visible above the sea of fluffy hats, preparing for their ceremonial walk to the altar. The one that should have been months away. The one for which they should have been alone, with me and Basil and God the only witnesses. Maple’s head was drooped on her chest, and Morgan was frantically whispering something in her ear, his lips against her hair, his hands cupped around her face. I could hear his voice, faintly, but the echo scrambled his words.

What were you supposed to tell someone who was about to die?

We can do this. We’ll think of something. If worse comes to worst, which it will, I won’t let—

The floor in front of me creaked, and I swiveled around. Forward-face, march. The First Warden gripped the edges of Basil’s pulpit. His boots had left dusty prints in the red carpet leading to the altar.

“No one stands.” Booming copies of his words bounced back from the massive walls. “Except the couple.”

He took his seat in the mayor’s pew—empty, of course, because as the final judge and executioner, Mayor Heathe couldn’t be caught dipping his hands in blood—draping his arms over the back as though he belonged there, as though he didn’t think he deserved to be struck dead for poking his guilty head into the house of God.

Pastor Basil stepped up to the pulpit.

“We are gathered here today to join this man and woman in holy matrimony.” He paused. “Ladies and gentlemen. If you would please rise for the reading of Scripture.”

We all stood. And the Wardens, though they looked around sourly and held their hands on their guns, didn’t stop us.
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Cigarette smoke wafted from the back of the room, suspending me between a cough and a sneeze. The First Warden had pulled a book from his enormous pockets and was stretched across the first pew, absorbed in his reading. My back ached, and my legs shook uncontrollably. And Morgan and Maple were still unmarried, because no one had thought of how to save her.

We’d all gotten away with standing for the first round of Psalms, but when we came to the line about “they are corrupt, they have done abominable works, there is none that doeth good,” the Wardens made us all sit down. Even Morgan and Maple, who had processed in a lonely pair to the front of the room with no applause and no roses and no greeting besides the empty echo of Basil’s voice, had to crouch on the altar steps.

She was doing it again, resting her head on Morgan’s shoulder. I’d made fun of her for that so many times, and now I could almost see the firelight reflecting off her eyes. That was how they had been together on the nights when we were alone and life was beautiful and no one could touch us because no one knew where to look. It was hard to imagine why we ever thought we’d be safe. So she stole to stay alive, or maybe to make her life a little better. So did everyone. Why did it have to be her that got caught? Why couldn’t it have been Morgan, who was immune to justice because his parents were Council members? Why couldn’t it have been me, whom no one would have missed?

“‘Give them according to their deeds,’” Pastor Basil read, “‘and according to the wickedness of their endeavors: give them after the work of their hands; render to them their desert.’”

His voice was starting to crack. When it gave out, the ceremony would have to end, and somebody had to think of something by then.

“‘Save thy people, and bless thine inh—’”

The First Warden snapped his book shut with an echo as loud as a shot and stretched his arms above his head.

“I’ve read a hundred pages in the time it’s taken you to say the preliminary blessing,” he remarked. “Why don’t you get to the point?”

Basil cleared his throat. His eyes darted around the room, but he was out of options, and he knew it. “Who gives this woman to be married to this man?”

“I will.”

My father looked at me, and I looked at him, shocked, and he shrugged. Someone’s got to do it, yes—but of all people. You said she was your problem, not your daughter.

“Hunter Sterle.” The First Warden whistled. “I’m surprised they didn’t charge for admission. Now here’s a sight worth seeing—Hunter doing his civic duty.”

Hunter being a father.

My father squeezed his way out of the pew and walked to the pulpit. He didn’t ask permission to stand, but I might have been the only one who noticed. He’d done it now, shocking everyone, distracting everyone, making us all think he loved her.

He offered his hand to Maple, who took it automatically, and pulled her to her feet.

“Stand up straight,” he admonished softly. His voice carried all the way to the back of the room in the dead silence of fascination and dread. “This is your marriage ceremony. Be a man—a woman, I mean.”

A ripple of choked laughter spread through the congregation. Even Maple’s lips twitched.

Hunter shifted awkwardly. “Are you going to marry him or not?” he asked, coughing into his hand.

Maple threw her arms around his neck, burying her face in his shoulder.

Then Morgan offered her his arm, and they lined up in front of Basil with their backs to the congregation. My father, down one step from the pulpit, clasped his hands behind his back. His pointer finger was moving. His thumb arched, and his hand clasped around an invisible handle, following the invisible line of a barrel and bending around an invisible trigger.

He wanted me to know he had a weapon. All he needed now was a chance to use it.

My toes scrunched inside my boots. I’d be party to a murder if I gave him the moment of distraction he wanted. Two murders, if things went according to plan, and a hundred if they didn’t. Who would punish me? God, because murder was forbidden? Heathe, because his Wardens had to be avenged, lest we cease to fear them?

“This necklace I give you, in pledge of faithful love.” Maple’s voice was barely a whisper but perfectly clear, perfectly emotionless, perfectly dead. It was the first time in months I had heard her speak.

Basil unclasped the chain from Maple’s neck and fastened it around Morgan’s.

For a moment I thought I was going to smile. Now the whole village knew she was in love with a boy—Morgan Miller of all people, whom she had described when we were children as “that kid with the spiky hair who can’t grow a goatee.”

She’d never actually told me she loved him. I just guessed it one day, and she didn’t shake her head.

“This I give you,” Morgan repeated, “in pledge of faithful love.”

I wondered if his mouth was as dry as mine. Thank goodness they had the sense to skip the wedding vows.

Basil took Morgan’s chain and brushed Maple’s hair aside, preparing to fasten the clasp.

In a moment the thing would be done. The girl who had never been given a last name would have a family for the first time in her short life.

Maple Miller.

In a flash of clarity, I realized why Basil had been stalling. The moment he fastened that chain, the delicate bond of their low-class marriage, Maple would be a member of the Miller family. A daughter with parents on the Council. A daughter the Wardens couldn’t touch. Clever old Basil had distracted the Wardens with his endless stream of Psalms, letting them read and smoke in peace so they would never pay attention to the legal union.

But no marriage could be legitimized without a license. And you had to go to the warehouse to get those. You didn’t have to be there in person. There was no question of identity in a village as small as ours. You just had to pay the fee.

Time.

What Basil needed wasn’t a distraction—it was more time.

He was two steps away from Maple with the necklace in his hand. One. He was holding the chain over her head, clasp pinched in his wiry fingers. Thirty more seconds. He was betting. Betting on the return of that little child, the one who said he needed the bathroom, the one I was certain Basil had sent to obtain the license.

The Second Warden at the back of the room whipped his rifle off his back and fixed Basil in its sights.

“Don’t move,” he snarled, clicking off the safety with his thumb.

His colleague’s eyebrows shot up, and he snapped his book shut. “Clever. I guess you’d have to be if you’re in the business of convincing people that God is real.” He stood up, tucking his book into the corner of the pew. “And you sold your soul for nothing. Are pastors allowed to lie? Look how close you came.” He pointed toward the door, where the child stood silhouetted against the morning sunlight, clutching a slip of yellow paper in his hand.

“They wouldn’t sign it,” the boy whispered, intimidated by the sudden audience of everyone in the church, everyone who could crane their neck to see him. “They said it’s no good.”

“Since we’ve already been interrupted,” the First Warden continued, clasping his hands around his stomach, “and since this was never really a ceremony at all, I’ll let you all know why we’re here.”

His hand was in his pocket. He had a warrant, which meant they had proof, which meant the investigation was already over, which meant there was already a signature at the bottom of the page. Written with pen as sharp as a knife.

It felt like it took a thousand years, but it must have happened in half a second. I saw Morgan reach for his ankle, and I remembered what he kept there. I saw my father reach for his pocket. I saw Basil yank the necklace around Maple’s neck so tightly that she stumbled backward. We all knew that once the Warden read that warrant, Maple was as good as dead.

I didn’t think about it. I just screamed.

“Get it off!” I shrieked, cupping my hand over my arm, terrified by the echoes of my own outrageously loud voice. “Ouch, ouch! A wasp! Somebody get it off me!”

My cries distracted the Wardens for half a moment—but that was more than enough. Metal flashed in Morgan’s hands. The floor shook and it was a noise, not an earthquake, that sent me ducking and sliding to the floor, covering my ears and my head with my hands, yelling through the ringing in my ears and barely able to hear my own voice. Somebody cried, and somebody screamed. Maybe it was me, or maybe it was everyone all at once. Or maybe it was the bullet itself whipping through the air and crashing into the wood at the back of the chapel.

An enormous green sun hat swelled up in front of me and blocked my view of the pulpit. The hatted women stood up, one after the other like flowers emerging from the earth, to get better lungfuls of air and scream louder and shatter the stained-glass windows into still smaller pieces. Another earthquake. Another terrified cry. Another murderous noise, louder and deeper than the others, loud enough to swing the cross gently back and forth on the chains that anchored it to the ceiling, so that I thought it would fall and crush us all.

“Stop!” the First Warden’s voice roared. “We’ve done what we came to do. All of you are free to go unless you—”

“You wretch!” My father’s voice echoed.

We’ve done what we came to do.

No, they hadn’t. Not that quickly. They hadn’t arrested her so fast—had they?

“You’ve killed her,” Hunter shouted. “You wretches, you’ve—”

I was on my feet again, squeezing through the crowd of hats and women and panicked townsfolk. The sounds they made, their voices and the beat of their shoes, morphed into a rustle like the wind as they passed me and rushed out the door, trampling the Second Warden and ignoring his shrieks as his body bent against the doorframe. A well-deserved end, if he was lucky enough to suffocate before Morgan got to him.

And then they were all gone, and I was at the front of the room, and I could see everyone and everything. I could see the past and everything we’d done up to that point. I could see it all ten years into the future. For one single second, I knew the story of the whole world and every consequence, every horrible thing that was going to come from this.

The First Warden had pinned my father to the pew. He raised his pistol. The barrel touched Hunter’s forehead, brushing aside a stray black strand that sweat had glued to his skin.

Some string of desperate nonsense forced its way out of my mouth. The man’s arm twitched. Maybe he pitied me, if that was a thing they could do, or maybe my voice reminded him of his duty, that he had no business killing without that miserable slip of paper they called a warrant. He kept the pistol pressed to my father’s head, but he didn’t pull the trigger.

Morgan and Maple were still on the steps. Not kneeling this time. Only Basil remained on his knees, peeking over Morgan’s shoulder. I had only seen a face like his in nightmares. Morgan was sprawled across the top step with his arms wrapped around Maple’s chest. His hands left streaks of red across Maple’s only good dress.

I crossed the intervening space in one leap and flung myself onto the stairs.

“Call for help. Hunter, please, call for help.” Morgan’s breath came out in gasps as he fought to pull Maple further up the steps. Further in the light, further toward the cross, further from the Warden with the lazy smile—who knew what he was thinking, if he was thinking at all? “Maple, can you hear me?”

He lightly slapped her cheek, and her head drooped against his shoulder, exposing her neck. Ruby-red and glistening, as beautiful and horrible as the green fairy dust that had come with the end of the world.

“For the love of . . . don’t do that,” I blabbered, pressing the sleeves of my jacket to her neck, her chest, her shoulder, anywhere I saw blood, everywhere at once. “Can you put your hands in your pockets? Keep them warm. Let me see if I can clean this. . .” Something hot and burning rose in my throat, and I shut my mouth before my insides could turn themselves wrong way out.

This wasn’t supposed to be us. Even after the apocalypse, modernity and injections and gauze and bleach had made the specter of death something that lurked around the edges of everyday life, never getting too close. It was supposed to be the nurses, the doctors, the people who represented God in the fight against the ends of stories. They were supposed to save us. I knew nothing about death, little of God. I didn’t want to know what I was learning now.

“Hunter,” Morgan snapped, “I don’t care who you ask. Help us.”

“You can go.” The First Warden released my father with a jolt. “You’ll be too late. I have no reason to detain you—” because, by some miracle, my father had hidden his weapon before the Warden realized who was shooting. And even Hunter was sensible enough to know that bullets wouldn’t help us now.

Maybe if Hunter and Morgan hadn’t shot—maybe if I hadn’t screamed—

Hunter took one step toward the Warden. Then his better judgment won out, and he took off for the door, jumping over the Second Warden’s twitching body.

I peeled off my jacket. “We can stop the blood with this. Basil, a towel—a cloth—something.”

He gave me his stole, and I wadded it into a ball with my jacket.

Maple’s eyes flicked open as I pressed the cloth to where I thought her wound might be. Somewhere low, despite the distracting laceration on her forehead. Blank, dazed and almost happy, as though she had experienced so much pain in the last hour that she had forgotten everything else. Her body was blurring her mind to spare her pain. Well-trained and dutiful, it knew when to give up.

I could see it in her face, in the awkward way she tried to help me adjust the towel, as though she was in a rush to escape her own skin. Her hold on reality was slipping. She had never been so far from me, not even when she was in the furthest corner of the exclusion zone.

Morgan kissed the top of her head. “They’re going to help you. Hunter will bring them here, and we’ll save you.”

She blinked, slowly, as though she’d just woken up.

“I’ll be fine,” she whispered, her voice gravelly.

“That’s the right way to think.”

“No.” Her hands twitched and tightened around mine. “I won’t leave. I can’t leave you like this. There’s something you have to know.”

“Yes. I mean, no. No, you won’t leave us. You never did before.”

Morgan laid his hand on her cheek. “God will save you. You can’t die in a church. He can’t let you. He won’t.”

God. I’d believed in him all my life. He was sometimes useful in a pinch. A thousand times my father had gone to church in the morning and swilled himself in drink that same evening. Holiness never seemed to stick to him. But there was something in Maple that had been touched and purified by the same spirit my father sought so unsuccessfully.

I hated that it kept her smiling now. I wanted her to suffer and feel every drop of blood and every severed nerve like humans did and fight as hard as she could and come out on the other side of it and come back to us.

“I’ve told you enough.” Maple’s chest heaved—the wrong way, in when it should have been out, out as she exhaled. “You can find out . . .”

Her eyes flicked to the Warden, seated on the pew, watching us quietly with his hands clasped between his knees.

“My house,” she wheezed. “The pictures. The ruined film.”

“You’ll tell us about it,” Morgan interrupted. “When you’re feeling better.”

Pastor Basil put his hand on my shoulder. The touch startled me, and I lost my grip on the jacket. My hand brushed Maple’s chest as it slipped. I thought she’d say something. Twitch. Cry. But she didn’t.

“Listen to me, child.”

From somewhere in his withered palms, Basil produced the gold chain. Morgan took the clasp, and Basil took the ring, and they fastened it around her neck. I heard Basil whisper: “By the authority vested in me, I now pronounce you man and wife.”

Morgan cupped his hand behind Maple’s head and, leaning over her, pressed his lips to hers. Her hand, still clasped in mine, flooded with heat.

“I love you,” he whispered, and kissed her again, breathing the excess of his life into her lips. “Do you trust me?”

She coughed, a loud, racking cough. Maybe she nodded. Or maybe it was just the cough.

“Then I’m going to save you.”

It took exactly three seconds. I counted. Morgan slipped out from behind Maple. She dropped, and her hand slipped from mine, and Basil caught her. A gun fired, so close that I could feel my ears burst, and then it fired again.

The First Warden slipped off the pew. I could see the surprise in his face as he hit the floor. I could see the pain in Morgan’s eyes as he looked away. The Warden clutching his wrist. Morgan had shot his gun out of his hand, and shot his hand too, and shattered it into a pink shard of blood and bone.

Morgan let her go—for this? For revenge? For what?

The Warden’s gun had slid next to my boot. I picked it up. That was what I was supposed to do. He was crawling toward it, reaching his wounded hand as though he couldn’t believe his muscles wouldn’t respond, staring up at me with eyes that were suddenly painfully human—dilated in agony, framed in a halo of sweat.

He was getting up. Staggering. Slowly. Giving Morgan plenty of time to aim his gun, to threaten him, to cow him into silence.

He wobbled upright for about half a second, then fell into a faint on the floor.

It wasn’t Morgan’s fault. He had to do it. The doctors wouldn’t treat Maple if he didn’t keep the Wardens from getting there first. The Wardens would have killed us all before they let Maple live.

And yet—

So much pain in the house of God—could there ever be forgiveness for that?

The whole world was supposed to be God’s dwelling, Basil once said. What a nice mess we’d made of that.

Everything after that seemed to come in flashes of black and light. I knew my father didn’t return with the medics. They wouldn’t tell me where he had gone. They ignored the Second Warden—long gone, too late for him, suffocated by the stampede out the church door. They took the First, now shrieking faintly, on a gurney. They ignored Morgan, who begged them to take him along, who ran after their trucks as they took Maple’s stretcher. I remembered that they threw a blanket over her and covered her face, at first, and then they pulled the cover back and held a clear mask over her mouth.

Basil pulled me to my feet, and my legs held me up no matter how much I wished they wouldn’t.

Lying face-up on the floor was the warrant for Maple’s execution. In a dream, I picked it up, careful not to touch the spots of blood clinging to the paper. I read it aloud. Just as the Warden would have done, had he been allowed to finish.

Stolen:

Forty rolls of film (damaged)

Two blankets

Two batteries

Seven boxes of cactus seed flour

One pint of water
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Twenty minutes later, Morgan returned from the hospital with Maple’s necklace woven through his fingers.

“Why didn’t you come?” were his first words to me.

I didn’t think they’d let me in. I didn’t think I could stand up. Walk that far. I didn’t think you’d want me. I didn’t think I deserved to take that moment away from you. I didn’t think you’d be back so soon. I didn’t think. I haven’t moved since you left.

All excuses. Shameful, pathetic excuses. Lost in selfish misery, I had failed. I had frozen when they needed me most.

Pastor Basil, who had been speaking gibberish into my left ear since he sat me upright on the pew, patted my back and scooted over to make room for Morgan between us.

“Are you listening, Kyrie?”

Of course I wasn’t. I knew what he was about to say.

“The hospital pronounced her dead at half past one. They didn’t let me see her.”

A tear worked itself free of my eyelashes and slid down my cheek. The gold of the altar and the red carpet and the redder carpet on the steps morphed into a swirl, and I felt myself sway.

Morgan’s thumb brushed the moisture from my cheek, gentle and reassuring.

“She’s not dead.”

The altar refocused, and I spun around to look at him. To see if he was serious. Because if he was—

“The hospital is helping her fake her death.” The smile on his face was bright enough to make the sunrise look like a spark. “It’s brilliant. The nurses knew she had a warrant, but they treated her anyway. They wouldn’t have treated her if she had a warrant—they would have just let her die, don’t you see? And they said they couldn’t let me see her. They said they had to clean the operating room first. And I heard her voice from the back of the hospital. I heard—”

Bitterness filled my chest. “You sound just like her.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re just as crazy as she was,” I hissed, clenching my fists around my sleeves. “She died because she wasn’t in her right mind. Because she just had to steal from the warehouse, even though she got everything she needed from you. Because she forgot the truth, that nobody cared about her. And now you’re acting just as selfish and stupid as she did.”

Pastor Basil reached across Morgan and patted my knee. “I don’t think—”

“Maple is dead.” My voice was unnaturally loud. “It’s real. It’s not in your head, it’s real. She’s dead and that’s the end of it. We’re done. It’s done. Have you even considered that you might be wrong?”

I closed my eyes, and there in the darkness was her face—but not the way I remembered it from the firelit nights. This one memory would erase all the others.

“I’m sorry,” I sniffed, jumping to my feet and launching myself toward the door. “I can’t watch you live like she did.”

“Now, wait a minute.” Morgan stood up. Then called after me, “Kyrie! Come back!”

He might as well have saved his breath. There was no changing a future that had been predestined since the beginning of time, as Basil always said—but for what? Where were the inspiring last words, the self-sacrifice, the hopeful despair I remembered from the books?

This wasn’t the end of a book or a chapter or even a page. It was just a break in the middle of a sentence, as the author put his pen down and went away for coffee.
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I walked. I ran. I stumbled over obstacles that were invisible in the growing shadows of night. I never discovered how I ended up at our hideout. But when I came to my senses, there was our firepit, dry and cold, surrounded by a ring of black ash that sparkled in the moonlight.

I tripped over a rock and collapsed. My voice wouldn’t work. I couldn’t scream, couldn’t plead, couldn’t do anything except kneel and clutch my stomach and cry silently into the dry dirt.

There were only two people I could think of to blame.

I’ll never forgive You. And I’ll never forgive myself.

We were supposed to be immortal. We survived so much.

Why would a good God let a good person die like that?

If I hadn’t gotten an answer by now, I doubted I ever would.

I thought my rebellious thoughts over and over again, and when my voice reemerged, I murmured them aloud, and soon I switched to talking and then to yelling and then to shrieking and jumping up and staggering and slamming my boots into the dirt, and then I never knew what happened, only that I came to myself with my cheek pressed against something cold and metallic, inches away from a pair of round eyes watching me through a wire mesh. One of those eyes looked like a galaxy, all swirls of rich green.

I pulled myself up, clutching the metal thing—it turned out to be the fence—and dragged my body backward into the bushes.

“How did I get here?” I choked, wiping my cold cheek with the back of my hand. “How did you get here? How did you know what . . . but you don’t know, you don’t know what happened. How would you?”

His eyes behind the lenses of the mask were perfect circles now, cartoonishly confused.

“That’s not—” His eyes flicked to my chest. “Do you work in a hospital?”

I knew what he was talking about before I looked. Maple’s death was written all over me. I was her living memorial. And would be until it washed away.

“Or maybe you do know,” I blabbered, “because you’re out there, and you’re alive, and you’re not supposed to be, and maybe you’re the one who’s been doing something horrible to us all this time. I suppose Maple knew you existed long before I did. This whole thing was her idea, after all. Sitting here every night and wondering about whether anything was left alive outside the fence.”

Thatch’s gloved fingers twisted through the fence.

“Where’s Maple?”

The question set off an ugly mixture of laughter and tears.

He scooted closer, pressing his body against the fence.

“Is she dead?”

My head throbbed with dehydration. One last tear trickled down my cheek, and then no more would come, no matter how much my eyes burned. All the relief I could get from tears was done.

I clutched my skirt, trying to brush off the burrs that had gotten caught in the fabric. I knew what Maple would have done if she were here. She was an explorer. A Pioneer. I owed her this much if I was ever going to live up to the person she thought I was.

“Who are you?” I took a step toward the fence. If I caught the virus and killed myself and everyone—well, that would be the end of everything, and ends weren’t so bad once you’d lived through them. “Where did you come from? Is there anyone out there with you?”

“I hate to tell you this,” he said, staring at my bloody clothes, “but it’s just me and my supervisor, Hadley. Anyway, we were the only ones they sent from headquarters after I detected radio transmissions in the protected zo—”

“Headquarters?”

He shuffled his boots in the sand, kicking up a cloud of dust that made my eyes burn, and expelled a long sigh from the snout of his mask.

“I thought you’d know. I guess it makes sense that you don’t, but—”

“Thatch. Was that your name?”

Now I was clutching the fence too, and our faces were only separated by the distance between the inner and outer chain link. So close. The point where Peakin and the exclusion zone and the outside world were almost one. I could hear the air whistling in and out of his mask as he breathed, and I felt it brush my cheeks.

“I’ll do anything you want,” I told him. “I’ll go along with whatever plan you have. If you and the other survivors want to take over Peakin, I don’t care. If you want to be the next mayor, fine. I’ll help. But you have to promise you’ll get me out of here.”

“Out of—?”

“I can’t go back inside that church. I can’t look at Morgan while he’s acting just like she was. I don’t know where my father is. I’ll kill the mayor if I see him. There’s nothing left for me here. Please, Thatch.” My voice broke. “If there’s a way for me to live out there, even if I get the virus, I want to go. Get me out and I’ll do anything you want.”

His eyes finally met mine. “Anything?”

“Anything.”

“Then start by telling me exactly how you think the apocalypse happened.”
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“I recognize these letters!” The pages of my book flapped in the wind as I dashed from Mother’s bedroom to the living room. “I found a new word! Mom taught it to me.”

“You’d better teach it to me too. Can’t have you getting smarter than me, now, can we?”

I shrieked with delight as my father scooped me off the floor and spun me through the air. Everything was delightful at five years old, after all, and the world felt so big I could stretch my arms wide and laugh as loudly as I wanted. We came to a stop with a bump into his armchair, and I nestled into his shoulder. I figured I was too old for that, but there was nobody around, and the long shadows of Mother’s room had chilled me so that I craved his warmth.

“Gor-od.” I announced, pointing to a random word on a random page in my book. He had never taught me how to read his first language, but I fought to sound out the letters myself, knowing he’d be proud of me if I did. It was easier to deduce what a sentence meant than to identify a single word. “Mommy says it means a place where a lot of people live at once. Like a town. Or a city.”

My father smiled at me. “I guess you’ve never seen a real gorod.”

“Where does everyone live if they don’t live here?”

“Oh, there are a lot of cities—gorody—out there.” He gestured vaguely at the far wall, and my imagination painted a map across the bare boards. Rivers, trees, sidewalks—not the cracked ones we had here—and grass! They said everybody had grass in the cities, and little wooden fences around the houses that didn’t have to be metal to keep out the coyotes. White picket fences, like Mayor Heathe had.

“Your mother and I used to live in a city called New York. Before that she lived in Moscow. The world is a wide place, Kyr. You should see it if you get the chance.”

“Why don’t we live in a city like everybody else?”

“Well, there’s this thing.” He settled back into his chair. “There’s this thing about cities, Kyr. The people who live there are all supposed to act a certain way. That’s how they get along with each other. The rules are, you don’t bother your neighbor, and your neighbor doesn’t bother you. And that’s the deal. Do you understand?”

I nodded, because I was grown now and could understand everything.

“And there are some people who just can’t live by those rules. They’ve got to do something that nobody else likes, and they get in trouble for it. And then they regret what they did, so they decide to run away from the trouble, and that’s how they end up outside the city. I think the word for it in your mother’s language is vnye zakona.”

Mother’s voice trickled into the room from down the hall. “Hunter, stop it right now! Are you really going to tell her it’s a good idea to be an outlaw?”

My father winked at me, and I grinned back. Whatever secrets he told me, they were between us. Safe with me. I wasn’t a snitch, not like those mean old boys at the school that told on me for refusing to share my pencil and notebook with Morgan because he’d pulled my hair.

“Now, you go keep an eye on your mother.” He tickled my sides, and I squirmed away, laughing. “I’m going out to get us something for dinner. You’d better throw out the dishwater while I’m gone.”

“And if I don’t?” I crossed my arms. “What if I go out and play instead?”

“Then you’ll have to eat creosote for dinner because I won’t be able to cook.” He stood. “Don’t go past the street, Kyr. The snakes are bad this time of year.”

I opened my mouth to reply that the snakes never bit me, I had never been bitten by a snake, they weren’t going to get me now, and could I go play with my friends from school in the ditch by the shop? Just for a few minutes, you’re going there anyway, please?

Before I could translate my pleas to words, the earth shattered.

My father and I were thrown to the floor like a sword had slashed the backs of our knees. I was too surprised to cry, even when I got my breath back.

An earthquake—maybe?

The sound was a few seconds delayed. A violent split between the atmosphere and the ground. A rushing wind that was gone as quickly as it came. A scream, a roar, thunder without lightning, that burst against the eardrums and sparked static in my brain.

And then it was gone, and everything was quiet. We lay on the floor and stared at each other in startled silence.

“What was that?” I whispered. Dad would know. He always knew. And if he knew, then it was fine, nothing to worry about.

“That,” announced my father, “was an earthquake.”

He picked himself up and dusted off his knees, then offered me his hand. I took it uncertainly, testing my feet on the ground to see if it was solid or if everything still felt like jelly.

“We had one a few weeks ago. Do you remember? That was a big one, wasn’t it? Sometimes the earth has to shake off the bugs, just like you do. Look, see, I’m still going to the store. Everything’s fine, Kyr.” He raised his voice and shouted into the other room: “Just an earthquake. Nothing to worry about!”

“Do I still have to take out the dishwater?”

“Yes. But listen carefully.” He bent down and raised his finger. “Don’t go further than the road. And get back inside the moment you’re finished. I’ve never seen it myself, but there could be aftershocks.”

“Can I come with you?” I asked, still doubtful. “Not to the store. I mean, can I walk with you? I’m—” Not scared, of course. I just wanted to make sure he was alright.

“Of course.”

I went to the kitchen and picked up the bucket of water, clutching the handle with hands barely large enough to wrap around it.

“Kyr!” came a voice from the living room, muffled. And something else I couldn’t understand, and then a door slammed.

I rushed into the living room, but it was empty.

That was worth a grumble. My father said he’d come with me, and now I had to drag this heavy bucket by myself. Unfair.

I tugged the bucket through the doorway. Darned old thing. Always getting splinters in my hands and making such an awful scraping sound against the floor, which set my teeth on edge.

The first drop of water struck my head the moment I peeked out the door. Another plopped into the dirt in front of me. I had never seen rain. Not in Death Valley. I had never known how water kicked up the dust like that, forming a perfect little ring in the hard desert sand.

I looked up to investigate why the sky had gone dark, and that was when I noticed our roof. Dusty green. Shining like the sun should have been.

For the first time in my memory—which wasn’t good—the sky was cloudy. And those weren’t dust devils. They were real clouds, white and puffy, swiftly turning black.

“There’s glitter in the sky!” I shouted to no one in particular, letting the bucket clatter to the ground and throwing my arms wide to soak up the rare shower and that brilliant, wicked green. “The stars are falling, raining, burning up!”
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Radio. Cellular. Satellite. Cable. Electricity. Telegraph, if those still existed. Everything was knocked out in the blast. The earthquake didn’t spare a single line of communication with the world beyond Peakin.

So the mayor sent out scouts. Four of them. Three men and one woman, the bravest among us, who had no one to leave behind. They were to explore beyond our town and see if the earthquake had really been just an earthquake. Find out what had gone wrong. Why we couldn’t contact anyone. Answers. Reasons. Excuses. Anything that could explain what had happened.

The scouts drove two black trucks to the nearest town—Merton, fifteen miles to the west, still inside the outer fence, home to about three hundred souls if you counted the coyotes. They returned a few hours later. The only thing they brought back was a little girl with dirty hair and serious brown eyes, wide as saucers in a face the color of a cloud.

“We found her in an abandoned vehicle,” they said. “There’s no one else in town. No people. No bodies. Nothing.”

They were sent out again, this time to the next town twenty miles beyond Merton. Not quite halfway to Yeager Air Force Base, which had once owned both Merton and Peakin and was responsible for the double chain-link fence that surrounded our town.

The orphaned girl stayed with us. She never said a word. Not to my father, not to Mother, not to me, not to anyone. We figured she must be mute. She perched on a chair in the kitchen and stared at us with soulless eyes as we brought her food, tried to talk to her, and sometimes tried to ignore her. I asked her what she was waiting for, but I couldn’t even be sure she heard me.

I couldn’t quite like her, though I dutifully offered to share my toys and didn’t make her take turns carrying out the dishwater. Dad said this was called hospitality and you had to do it for everyone even if they weren’t nice. I didn’t let on I was doing it for him, not her.

And then, one day, she disappeared. My father and I searched, unexpectedly frantic, until we found her in a dilapidated shed a few feet off the main road.

“What are you doing?” my father demanded, resting his hands on his knees. A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead. “Kid, you’re the craziest thing since spray cheese if you think you can live alone out here.”

And then she spoke. “I am not ‘kid.’ I am Maple.” This was news to us. “I want this shed.”

“You have to live with someone.”

“I want this shed.”

She wouldn’t budge from the doorway, and even around the age of eight or nine, she wasn’t the kind of person you could argue with. So she got what she wanted. My father fixed up the shed and called it her hideout, and he never mentioned the fact that she spent more time there than she did at our house. I visited her a few times, which she never seemed to like. Sometimes I thought she didn’t notice when I was there or when I left.

All this happened before the scouts returned. When their trucks appeared on the road leading to the front gate of our compound, I happened to be playing in the street, giving my doll a dust bath like the birds did. I screamed to alert the gate guard that someone was coming. Then I scrambled to my feet and tried to run toward the trucks, but old Berlin held me back with his sun-dried arm.

“Wait a second, Kyr-kiddo,” he said. “Let’s see what they have to say.”

Both trucks stopped short of the gate, and one of the drivers got out. He stood there for a moment, swaying on unsteady legs. His cheeks were red as the sunset, and the texture of his skin was like cracks in the desert sand.

He held out his hands to us, a plea and a warning. One step forward. Then he stumbled back against the truck’s radiator.

“Please,” he whispered. “Don’t get close. Don’t touch us. Help—”

He collapsed. They said afterward that he was dead before he hit the ground.

We buried all four scouts in the village square, marking their graves with a single white cross. My father and I attended the funeral. He squeezed my hand the whole time, as though he were afraid I would run toward those little boxes and join the lost ones, a victim of my own innocent confusion and curiosity. At the end, he took me aside and put a tablet the size of a dime in my hand.

“Eat that, Kyr.”

“What is it?”

“If you swallow it quick, you can pretend it’s candy, and you won’t taste it.” His smile was one-sided. “Better get used to pills early. The hospital says this is the only thing that will keep us from catching the sickness those scouts have. We’re all supposed to take them twice per day from now on until—forever, I guess. Until we find a cure.”
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“So the fence around your town was here before the apocalypse?” Thatch’s face was pressed against the fence, his fingers woven into the chain link. “It’s not something you built? But if Yeager built the fence, why wouldn’t the main base be inside the exclusion zone?”

I blinked and tried to focus my blurry eyes on his face. Was that all he’d gotten out of my story? No word of sympathy about the scouts. No interest in what symptoms they had or what our doctors thought had killed them. Not even the practical things. No curiosity about how I felt the first time I watched a man die. Just a question about the miserable old fence that had surrounded me for my whole life. The most ordinary thing that still existed.

“Look, Thatch.” I took a step back from the fence. “I’ve got to go. I’ve got to . . .” I held up my hands in front of my face. “I’ve got to clean up. Find Morgan. Find Basil. Figure out what to do. I’ve got to do something. I can’t just stand here.”

He didn’t have to like it, but I had nothing else to tell him. No one remembered exactly how it happened. There wasn’t much point in memory when paper was only useful to print money and the writing profession had gone the way of garbage collection and grocery stores. It was the details that mattered. Details you had drilled into the back of your mind like scraps of paper that left ink stains on the wall when you tried to take them down.

“That’s not enough,” Thatch said. “You have to help me find out what really happened here twelve years ago.”

I blinked at him, vaguely annoyed. At him or myself, I wasn’t sure. Why did it matter whether he cared? I didn’t need his sympathy. I barely even knew him.

“Just promise me you’ll come back,” he insisted. “If you do, I’ll make sure you don’t spend the rest of your life inside this fence.”

Maybe.

I’d go home, and my father would ask me where I had been, and I’d have no answer that Basil or Morgan could corroborate, and he’d recognize the dust on my shoes, and he’d forget how miserable I was already, and he’d only think about my defiance of his control and how pitiful that made him look. I hoped he’d hit me. Then at least I could run from something I recognized. Something tangible that could make me feel pain linked to blood and sweat and bruises, that I could see and feel and bind up with gauze from Basil’s kit.

Thatch’s voice broke into my thoughts. “I’m sorry about your friend.”

Tears blurred my eyes. I guessed I wasn’t done.

“If there’s anything I can do—”

I wiped my hand across my face. “Get me out of Peakin and I’ll owe you everything. I promise I’ll find you. I promise I’ll help you—whatever you want, so long as no one gets hurt. But I’m not hiding anything from you. I really did tell you everything I know, and I doubt there’s much more to the story.”

“Can you get past the first fence?”

I nodded. I’d find a way.

He took a step back and launched something over the fence. A tiny white cube, about the size of my thumbnail, landed beside my boot.

“It’s a tracker. Whenever you have it, I’ll be able to find you. And I will get inside that second fence. We’ll meet in the middle, and after that, you’ll help me unravel the truth of this town.” His mask pressed against the chain links. “You have my word if you keep yours.”

I picked up his device and stuffed it into my pocket. I’d already told him the internet didn’t work anymore. Maybe he hadn’t heard me, or maybe, like Morgan, he preferred to delude himself. Either way, I envied his optimism.

With a wry smile, I held out my pinky finger. It was easy to betray a stranger. Harder once you’d locked hands and looked each other in the eye. There was no shaking hands through the fence, but maybe we could have this.

“Promise,” I said.

His fingers didn’t move much inside his gloves, but he held his hand up to the fence in a reasonable imitation of mine. My skin brushed the rubber of his suit, hot and dry, an unpleasant texture that sent a shiver running through my spine.

“Promise.”
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Goodbye.

I said it to you. When were you planning to say it back?

Kyrie’s journal, pg. 473

I spent the night at Maple’s shed. I knew if I stayed too long, I’d be kicked to the curb by Wardens who would carry her things to the warehouse for quick sale after slipping a few bags of tea into their pockets. It was a routine as old as time. But they weren’t on duty until eight.

By morning, I had memorized every crack in the ceiling, every creak of the door as the wind blew, every rough texture that poked and prodded my back through her thin mattress. My nose was full of stale tea. My eyes burned with smoke, and my cheeks were stiff with tears I hadn’t bothered to dry.

Something struck the door. Once, then twice, then quickly in succession, jolting me out of my daze. At first I thought someone was knocking—and how much trouble would I be in for sleeping in a house that was now public property?—but no one entered.

After a few minutes of cautious silence, I got up to investigate. I had to shove the door with my shoulder to get it open, and when I finally managed to squeeze though the opening, I found it crisscrossed with yellow caution tape.

Nailed above that was a sign:

FOR RENT.

INQUIRE AT MAYOR’S.

I ripped it down and ground it into the dirt with my heel. They’d replace it, but the sooty outline of my boot on the paper would give them something to think about.

Sunlight revealed that Maple’s room was a categorical disaster. The geological strata that had once been her blankets were tossed and turned in wild volcanic mountains, disgorging flows of household odds and ends—a fork here, a shoelace there. A bottle of supplement pills, one of which I took. But nothing contraband. Even in her episodes, Maple was careful to keep those things hidden. Though apparently not careful enough.

How had they known?

No matter. At least not now. Maple had told me to find the photographs. That was the last thing she’d told me to do. Maybe Morgan had tried already, maybe he hadn’t. She’d told us both equally, anyway. So I knelt on the pile of blankets I had used as a pillow and started digging.

My first prize was a book. The pages were so well-thumbed that the ink had faded in places, mostly near the middle, and the spine was a mass of creases. This was Maple’s favorite, Roadside Picnic. I’d read it once to make her happy, but it was all artistic gibberish to me.

I opened it to a random page. Maple had underlined a sentence in the middle:

“Look into my soul, I know—everything you need is in there. It has to be. Because I’ve never sold my soul to anyone. It’s mine, it’s human! Figure out yourself what I want—because I know it can’t be bad. HAPPINESS, FREE, FOR EVERYONE, AND LET NO ONE BE FORGOTTEN!”

I dog-eared the page and tossed the book aside. I’d pick it up later if I remembered, but I hoped I wouldn’t.

Next, I found a teacup. Broken, of course. Someone had stepped on it, shattering the delicate porcelain into shards. The only piece left intact was the gilded handle, which had been faded when Maple acquired it and now retained only slim traces of its former glory. Once, I had seen her drinking hot chocolate out of that cup, when Morgan brought over some mix he “borrowed” from his parents. Her eyes were the same color as her drink. Morgan pointed this out, and somehow their conversation devolved into a kiss that lasted a few seconds too long. I had beaten Morgan’s back with a pillow out of embarrassment.

I pushed the pieces aside, careful not to cut myself on any edges.

Several rounds of excavation later, I found what I was looking for. The white Polaroid photos were inconspicuous, held together with a binder clip that had rusted onto the paper. Clever. Even if the Wardens had found them, they’d have been burned or, at worst, thrown away. No one would have thought they might be significant—that these were what Maple had died for.

I opened the clip and spread the photos across the floor. Four rows of five, twenty photos in all. All were patchy and blurred. I could make out a few with ghostly outlines of bushes or trees, and some with a pattern that must have been the chain-link fence. What could Maple have been photographing in that direction—and, come to think of it, when had she been at our hideout without Morgan or me noticing her camera?

I held each one against the light streaming in from the crack in her wall. The photos were all taken from different angles, but the vegetation around the edges overlapped, so they must have been pointed toward the same thing.

I rearranged them. Order didn’t seem to make a difference.

Then I got the idea of flipping them upside down. On the bottom of a photo I’d put halfway down the second row, I found a smudge which turned out to be a sliver of handwriting.

2000 mSvlh

The rest of the photos were blank.

I sat back on my heels, disappointed. That barely counted as a clue. It was just a cipher. Some sort of meaningless code, just another exercise in solving for the sake of solving. I wondered why she hadn’t written it in ancient Hebrew or something equally irrelevant.

Think harder.

I don’t waste energy or resources. That was what she used to say when she let me examine some device she was fixing, and I’d tell her that if she couldn’t fix it, there was no chance I could do any better.

I pressed my fingers to my temples. Context—that was what was needed. When had she taken these photos? What was she trying to show us?

When she first mentioned them, we were talking about the virus. That was when she said she didn’t believe it was a virus at all. And it was this non-virus, she claimed, which had ruined her film. Half of what she said was probably a concoction of her manic episode, but her story had stayed consistent when we questioned her. Conclusion: This note had something to tell me about the virus itself, the thing at the center of our existence in Peakin.

If any of what she’d said was true, I amended privately. Her delusions had a nasty habit of being just that—delusions, often frightening, always harmless.

Until now.

The next conclusion was too obvious to be ignored. If Maple was photographing the fence near our hideout—and I was pretty sure I recognized that semicircular arrangement of creosote—there could only be one subject for her to capture. Assuming she wasn’t trying to photograph the fence itself, she must have been aiming for Thatch. Which meant she had known about him before I did, and she hadn’t said anything to either Morgan or me.

Maybe the photos were simply her attempt to tell me Thatch existed. She couldn’t know that I had already met him. I’d never gotten to tell her.

Then there was that number, 2000. Numbers meant measurements. Numbers. Science, maybe? That could be evidence, somehow, for her theory about the virus.

And no matter how hard I tried not to think about it, I couldn’t let myself ignore the fact that Maple had been killed the day after she had promised to find us “proof” of her nonsense theory. It was convenient if she happened to be right.

Maybe she knew she was going to die. Maybe that had been the only evidence she could get on short notice. Because there would be no reason to kill anyone who asked questions unless they asked the right questions. It was a bizarre risk for her to take, but her mind worked in circles during her episodes. Or maybe, for some reason, she had just been that desperate.

Then who did it? The mayor controlled the Wardens, and his Council helped him issue warrants. Heathe had even warned us that Maple would be investigated, probably hoping that would be enough to put her off. But Morgan’s parents were on the Council, and I couldn’t imagine them agreeing to the murder of their future daughter-in-law. The mayor must have done this on his own authority, which meant that this secret, whatever it was, probably concerned the entire town of Peakin.

The virus, of course, was everyone’s problem. Somehow, it was at the center of this mess.

The only thing I couldn’t even begin to guess at were the letters. mSvIh. I knew nothing about science or viruses or numbers, but I had met someone who knew all about the stars. Juliet was bound to be better at this than me if the mayor made her study as much as she claimed he did.

2000—what?
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“That’s not an i.” Juliet, ever quick to inform me when I was going wrong on a vaguely scientific subject, shook her head. “It’s a vinculum.”

I shifted uneasily on her beanbag. I had only agreed to meet in her room because she said it was too hot for us to talk outside, and I couldn’t think of an excuse she wouldn’t question. Questions meant answers, and answers meant she might blab to her father.

“A which?” I asked, glancing at the door.

“Vinculum.” She flicked my notebook out of my hands and opened it to an empty page. Balancing my pencil between unsteady fingers, she redrew the I as a slash:

mSv/h

The best I could manage was a shrug.

She sighed. “It’s like this.”

Another few seconds of scratching on the paper, and she held the notebook up again.

Milli-Sv/hour

“What’s that?”

My supposed ignorance was ever her greatest disappointment. “It’s units. It’s a measurement. You know, like ‘miles per hour.’” She wrote “miles/hour” on the paper. “I don’t know anything about ‘Sv.’ It’s a scientific unit, but I’ve never seen it before.” She chewed the tip of my pencil, and it was so typical of her audacity that I didn’t bother to point out it didn’t belong to her. “I could look in Dad’s library for a book that—”

“No,” I interrupted. “Don’t tell the mayor I was here. Don’t say anything to him.”

Her round eyes softened.

“Is this about Maple?” she asked, glancing at me sideways. In a whisper: “Did she do something wrong?”

The mayor kept her sheltered from our sordid daily life, and I had sometimes been surprised by how well he managed. But the news of Maple’s death had probably spread like sand in a dust storm. Half the town had been in the church when she was killed, and they had no reason to keep quiet about what they’d seen.

Those people. Those miserable, hateful people. I could still see their faces. The shock. The surprise. They would gossip about what they saw, console each other, click their tongues about a life cut short and all the children Maple ought to have raised and all the things she should have done for Morgan, and then they would go back to their living rooms and sit on their sofas and carry on as though three people’s blood hadn’t stained the carpet under their feet.

I hoped Juliet would be able to do that too.

“You know Maple always had trouble with her thoughts.” My mouth was dry. “She would get these crazy ideas, and she would wear herself out trying to prove them. She left the note as a little puzzle for me to solve.”

“Were they good ideas?”

A smile tugged my lips. “Sometimes. Not usually. Once, when we were younger, she said she was going to dig a swimming pool behind her shed—house, I mean. She said the rain would come eventually and fill it with water. But the green rain was the last we ever had. This is the desert, after all. So the pool stayed dry. Morgan stuck a cardboard shark fin into the dirt after a while. He called it a sand shark, and I think Maple believed it was real.”

“Was it?”

“Of course not. Sharks can’t swim in sand.”

I hoisted myself regretfully to my feet. It would be a long time before I got to sit on anything that comfortable again. If only I’d been able to enjoy it without flinching at every little noise that might be the mayor walking up his staircase, coming to say hello or maybe “x-y-z is an offense punishable by death. Sorry—” bang.

“Remember, Juliet.” I put a finger over my lips. “This is our secret. Don’t say anything to your father.”

“What if I do? By accident, I mean?”

“Well.” My smile was getting stretched. “You’re a big girl. You can keep a secret.”
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Pastor Basil had always said that when the world was upside down, the church would be right-side up. And when you were drowning in uncertainty, the church was the only thing that would remain above water.

I wasn’t one for metaphors. For a while, I thought Basil’s phrase was a reference to the church spire, which was miles taller than anything else in Peakin. I daydreamed that if the rain returned and the village flooded, I would shimmy up that narrow pyramid and perch on the lightning rod, and maybe God would catch my hand and whisk me off somewhere above the world. I’d ask where the water came from, and maybe He’d show me a miracle.

Having encountered Juliet still living halfway in the past—a past where Maple was still alive and there was no chance she wouldn’t be—I realized that the flood had come long ago and I had never noticed.

I picked myself up from the edge of the ditch where I had been sitting, trying to work up the courage to do what I knew I had to do next. A few white flakes of dirt glowed faintly as they floated to the ground—not like the pale green dust, but with an external fire derived from the sunlight. It felt like sin to acknowledge that it was beautiful.

I hurried down the street, past the mayor’s house, past Morgan’s, straight to the center of the village with its wide dusty hill and sharp church steeple pointing straight to heaven.

Through the stained-glass windows, I saw promise of cool air and eternal welcome. Forgiveness for my cowardice, maybe. Forgiveness for running away and leaving Morgan to fight for himself. I knew he’d be here because it was where I would have gone too, if I were as brave as him. I knew what I had to say.

I seized the enormous iron door handle and let myself inside. I had never meant to come back, but here I was, carrying my turbulent soul and all my distaste for the God this place was meant to worship.

Just as you are. That’s how you’re supposed to come.

I found Morgan kneeling on the steps, head bowed toward the altar. Right where I thought he’d be.

He looked small, almost invisible, compared to the enormous cross above him and the bright colors and icons surrounding him. Painted in rough strokes on the wall above his head were Mary and Jesus and a host of others whose names I should have known, human in shape but divine in expression. I hardly paid attention to them anymore. They had been there since—well, since forever, probably. Since religion. I wondered how much gold was in the painted halos that graced the figures’ heads, and I wondered why nobody had tried to scrape it down and turn it in at the warehouse in exchange for a few expired crackers or a blanket.

Morgan had bent forward until his head touched the ground, beating his fists silently on the carpeted floor. And then came a dry sob.

A tear slipped down my cheek.

All I want to say is I’m sorry. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for Maple. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for Morgan. I’ll never get to tell her, but can You pass the message for me?

Apologizing. It wouldn’t bring her back. It wouldn’t make things hurt any less.

Will You forgive me if Morgan and Maple can’t?

Morgan tried to stand up. He got through one unsteady step toward the altar, crossing himself reverently, and sank to his knees again.

“I know you’re here,” he called. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

Now that he was speaking, my mind shifted again. I let myself slide down the pew until my head rested on the back.

“I don’t want to talk to you, Morgan.”

The icons above his head stared down at me with their larger-than-life eyes. They were waiting to see if I made a mistake this time too, that would ruin this like I ruined everything else and would continue ruining everything until the world ended for a second time.

“I have nothing to say.” Gripping the pew in front of me, I pulled myself to my feet and went toward him. “I made a mistake when I let you leave on your own and I’m sorry, but that doesn’t do us any good. Maple’s still gone and I wasn’t there. I let you both down.” My words bled into each other. Maybe it was the echo, or maybe I was speaking too quickly. “I’m sorry, Morgan. I’m so sorry.”

“We all do strange things when there’s grief involved.” His cheeks reddened to match the color of his hair, and he pointed to the bottom step next to him. “Come sit down.”

“I can’t.”

“If you leave before we have a conversation,” he said, “I’ll tell Basil I helped you cheat when you were reciting Bible verses.”

A laugh almost burbled out. But it didn’t. “You never did that. Besides, I was only seven.”

He spread his arms. “I don’t care if you need my help. I need yours. I’m selfish enough to admit it. Selfish pig, that’s me.”

I sat reluctantly on the bottom step, tucking my legs under me.

“Can’t say what I would’ve done in your place,” Morgan said. “Probably not that. You know how the fight or flight thing goes. I’m more on the fight side, personally.”

I didn’t answer.

“I’ve got a lot more experience with death than you.” He grimaced and shook his head. “That wasn’t meant to sound like bragging.

“I nearly killed them,” he continued flatly. “I wanted to kill those Wardens in the church. I don’t know what stopped me, but whatever it was, I wish it hadn’t. What kind of person does that make me? I’d do it again if I had to. I’d do it again right now.” He held up his hands in the shape of a gun and closed one eye. “Every time I think about it, I wish I could do it all over again, and this time, I’d be a murderer.” A tear formed at the corner of his eye, and he brushed it away with a rueful laugh. “I’d die for Maple. And I’d be happy about it. I really would. But living—to borrow an expression from you, crickets. It makes me cry. And now I’ve gone and ruined the one place any of us were ever happy. Do you think God will let me back in after this? I figure Basil will come eventually and throw me out. I deserve it.”

Suddenly exhausted, I let my head rest on his shoulder. I wished he’d talk about something else. I wished he’d go back to pretending that nothing had happened. I’d been so angry with him earlier, and now I wished I could go back in time.

“Do you really think she’s alive?” I asked.

“Do you really think the apocalypse happened because the rain brought a virus out of nowhere that killed every single person in the whole world except us? Of course you don’t. But I believe it because I’ve got nothing else to believe.”

I lifted my head. “Why did you say you heard her voice?”

“I heard it.”

“But the hospital staff said she was dead.”

“They had to say that. There was a warrant. She had to die.”

“And you couldn’t find her?”

“I tore the place apart looking for her. She wasn’t there.”

I took a breath, trying to slow the heartbeat that pounded in my ears. Half of me was confused, and half of me despaired. He had no proof. No evidence, either. Maybe it was better to let him believe what he wanted. I hoped he was happy, but I wished it could have been me too.

I concluded: “That story makes no sense.”

“It doesn’t.” Morgan agreed.

“Nothing does.”

Morgan was always the same old Morgan, desperate to do whatever it took to keep himself and the people he loved alive.

“Nothing’s ever going to be the same, is it?”

“Don’t think so.”

“We’re never going to forget about Maple.”

Pause. “Don’t want to.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier?” I didn’t believe there was a right answer to my question, but if there was, I really wanted to know. “Maybe it’s the coward’s way out. But it’s simple. Simple and quick.”

“I’d never love anyone the way I loved her,” Morgan told the ceiling. “If I lived my life like I hadn’t met Maple, I might as well not live it at all.”

I hoped I’d never understand what he meant. Not if this was what I’d have to live through first.

He straightened suddenly and rubbed his eyes.

“You’re my sister now, and I’m not going to make you go back to your . . . to Hunter, unless that’s what you want. But while we’re looking for Maple, we have something to do. I don’t know what it was she wanted us to find, but she wouldn’t have gone to eternity for it if it weren’t important. We owe it to her.”

“I guess we do.”

He gazed at me uneasily. I knew what was coming, so I decided to say it for him. “When is your next Pioneer mission?”

“Tomorrow. They’ve got to get me out of town after—after what happened.”

“That’s really soon.”

He grunted and took another swig of air from his bottle.

“How long will you be gone?”

“A week.”

I blinked. A week. Alone. A whole week. Seven miserable days.

“I’m going to take you with me.”

I eyed him. “Don’t threaten me with a good time.”

“I have Maple’s uniform. You’ll put it on tomorrow and we’ll hope Berlin hasn’t drunk his coffee yet. If he notices, well, we’ll come up with something.”

“Right.”

I almost asked him what would happen to me when I didn’t show up to my job at the warehouse. Ordinarily he would have thought of that himself, but his mind was apparently so scattered that he could only make one plan at a time.

And I couldn’t get in trouble for missing my shift if I never came back.

Scraps of a plan came together in the back of my mind. I’d heard rumors. Rumors that there were places in the exclusion zone where the Wardens couldn’t find you. Rumors of a gate in the exterior fence. The Pioneers sometimes discussed it in low voices when they delivered goods to the warehouse.

If I could get through the first fence, maybe Thatch could keep his promise to get me out for good. Then it wouldn’t matter if I never returned to the warehouse. It wouldn’t matter if I ever returned at all.

Ridiculous. And dangerous—for both of us. Before I did something so reckless, I’d have to tell Morgan. It was relevant information, wasn’t it—a whole person who wasn’t supposed to exist, whose hand I’d touched without getting infected? But how was I supposed to bring it up? Hey, by the way, the apocalypse that we thought killed everybody? Not true. There’s this guy. Also, Maple lied about it. By omission, at least. Sorry to be the bearer of . . . er, news. Not sure it’s bad news exactly.

I set my elbows on my knees and rested my face in my hands.

“Bless you, Morgan,” I said. “I couldn’t be alone.”

I’d tell him later. Maybe while we traveled.

“Me neither.” He patted my shoulder. “Now, let’s pray for forgiveness. Lord knows we both need it.”
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I left Morgan in the church and went to find my father. I had to thank him for taking Maple’s hand when no one else would. I had to tell him how much I hated him for calling her his “problem,” and how I wished he hadn’t left me in the church, even though I’d done the same thing to Morgan. I had to tell him I was leaving and that if Thatch did everything he had promised, I’d never be back.

I found our house abandoned. A thin rain of dust swirled around my head as I peeked behind the door. There were the boots Hunter wore when he was on duty as a fence guard, tucked beside his armchair. His everyday shoes were missing. I took the chance to change clothes.

I checked the brewery next. It was a mean little place, squat and painted a hideous electric blue on the outside, far removed from the main part of the village where the mayor and Council members lived. Some of the townsfolk said the swill on tap was brewed with coyote blood and rattlesnake venom, and even my father preferred his own bootleg whiskey. But maybe he’d drunk through his stash. Or maybe he hadn’t wanted me to find him at home.

The bartender, an old fellow with a tuft of unnatural black hair, greeted me with a toothless grin. He wasn’t a drunkard himself. Alcohol had long ago done what it could, and he had moved on to other things. The kinds of things Peakin had aplenty, if you knew who to ask.

“Lookin’ fer yer father?” he asked, sopping the dregs of a mug with a washcloth the color of coal. “He ain’t been ’ere in two days. ’E was supposed to buy some yeast. Where’s he got to?”

“I don’t know.” I pulled out a barstool and clasped my hands on the counter and leaned forward. “Has he been acting strange recently? Bought more or less than usual?”

“Nary a thing. Been ’ere little as usual, ’cept for the past few days. ’Cept.” He paused agonizingly. Thoughts didn’t come quickly to him these days. “I’ve seen Morgan in ’ere, time to time. ’E never used to come.”

“Morgan? Are you sure?”

“Ain’t sure a-tall.” He shook his head gravely. “Morgan has a brother, hain’t ’e?”

“Not since the rain. What do you mean, you’re not sure it’s him? He’s—” Recognizable. Red hair wasn’t exactly common.

“’E’s got that shock on him like a bird, ye cain’t miss it. But the face . . . hmm. There was sumthin’ different. Cain’t recall it now.” He made a great show of trying to remember, curling his fingers around his chin and squinting his eyes. Something was tumbling around inside that skull, but I had a feeling it wasn’t anything I wanted him to share.

“If you see Hunter, don’t tell him I was here.” I edged toward the door. “He’s . . . you know. I don’t want to make him think—”

“Mum’s the word.” He winked, and I fled.

On the way back to Basil’s, I stopped by the guard shack and borrowed the duty schedule from Berlin. Morgan’s next mission was outlined on the front page. He’d be leaving with three other Pioneers—one of whom should have been Maple. Her name was scratched out in black pen.

I flipped to the next page, swallowing the acid in my throat. My father wasn’t on duty for three more days.

He wasn’t patrolling the fence, he wasn’t home, he wasn’t at the brewery or the church. Maybe he was at our hideout. Maybe he was dead in a ditch. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that he hadn’t been there when the medics took Maple away. He might not even know she was gone. He certainly didn’t know or care, apparently, about what had happened to his daughter.

At least I’d apologized to Morgan. Apologies were useless, but they were customary.

I managed to disguise my tears before I returned to the church. There, I found Morgan sleeping in exhaustion in the first pew and Pastor Basil tiptoeing around him. When he saw me, he put a finger to his lips and motioned in the direction of his nearby vicarage.

“I didn’t want to wake him,” he said, once the door shut behind us. “I’ve made dinner. You can both spend the night here.”

“Thank you. And I’m sorry about”—I glanced at the church—“everything that happened. I know Morgan is too.”

“When I was his age, I would have run, and I never would have come back. There’s forgiveness for those who want it, even if they’re afraid to ask.”

Basil led me to his table, a heavy creation of solid oak that barely fit into his half-sized kitchen. Its feet had dug divots into the old tile floors, and its wavy surface lurched ominously to one side. Basil had pulled back three mismatched chairs. The smell of seasoned meat struck my nose.

He’d brought out his best for us, a best he couldn’t afford. We’d done less than nothing to deserve it.

“I’m going to sit in the chapel with Morgan,” I said, picking up the plate I guessed was meant for me. Basil had turned away, probably to find something in the kitchen, and I licked the rim while he wasn’t looking. One drop of that sweet broth was enough to fill my whole mouth with flavor.

“Did you talk to him earlier?”

“Yes, but I doubt he’ll remember when he wakes up. And I just want to make sure he’s okay.” That he wasn’t alone.

Basil held up his ladle. “Tell him he can help himself to whatever he wants.”

“Thank you, Pastor.”

I stood for a moment, conflicted, and then replaced my plate on the table.

“I’m sorry,” I burst out, flinging my arms around him. “The church was quiet until we came. And then we dragged our mess inside and ruined everything. We scared everyone. It’s our fault if no one ever comes back. It’s our fault if the Wardens shut the place down. It’s all our fault, Pastor, and—”

“I’m the one who should be sorry.” He wrapped his arms around my shoulders in an embrace that felt like a blanket. “I should have told her I was worried about her. Maybe then she wouldn’t have taken the risk.” His voice sank into the same familiar sadness that hung over me. “I should have convinced you to live at the church, away from your father. I should have given her more food. I should have told Morgan he made the right choice. I should have—”

“You’re the only one of us who did everything right,” I protested, pressing into his jacket, clinging to whatever it was that kept him standing under the weight of guilt and shame and loss. “We’ll find a way out. I promise, Pastor. If everything goes well, I hope—no. I don’t believe in hope. We’ll find a way to save everybody. We’ll all make it out of here.”

I didn’t know whether I was making that promise to God or Basil. The two had begun to blur together in my mind, the man a representation of his Maker.
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It was four thirty in the morning when Morgan shook me awake. The only light in Basil’s guest room came from the moon, leaking through his filmy curtains, and it turned Morgan’s pale skin the color of paper.

“Basil left breakfast in the kitchen,” he whispered as I pulled the covers over my nose. “Supplement pills too. We’ve got to be at the gate in half an hour.”

He put a finger to his lips and closed the door softly behind him. We hadn’t told Basil, who was snoring in the next room over, where we were going. We knew he’d try to stop us, so we let him believe we were on our way to work as usual.

I staggered out of bed. Cold feet. I’d read somewhere that you could see your breath if it got cold enough, and I hissed out a stream of warm air, wondering if that was true.

Maple’s uniform was folded on the stool beside my bed, where Morgan had left it while I slept. The texture of the button-up shirt set my teeth on edge, and it was a horrible fit—pinching in all the wrong places, too broad in the shoulders. The black leggings were supposed to stretch, but they were so tight that they made me waddle like a penguin. I couldn’t imagine Berlin would fail to notice that they weren’t mine when I sauntered past with my legs in a triangle.

There was a mirror hanging in the corner of the room, a rare thing in our world where the green dust used as makeup was all it took to become lovely. I spotted my reflection as I headed for the door, and for a moment I saw Maple. From the dull black of the pants to the boots that were too small, certain to leave blisters, to the shirt with a collar that was so tight it nearly choked me. Everything I wore glowed faintly.

Three days she’d been gone. Forever and no time at all.

Morgan was waiting in the kitchen, face obscured by a cracked ceramic mug. He had left a second steaming mug for me. I picked it up and stared at my image in the black liquid, wrinkled by my breath. There was a third cup on the counter, neither mine nor Morgan’s. That would go cold by the time Basil woke up, so I guessed it wasn’t for him.

Morgan finished his drink in a gulp.

“Thank goodness for the bean juice,” he said, sighing, dropping his cup lightly into the sink. “I still feel half-numb. If I could dissolve myself into this coffee, I’d do it.”

“Bean juice?” I lifted a brow. “Really?”

“It’s more like dust juice these days. The instant coffee from the warehouse must have expired years ago. But it’s not bad, is it? At least it smells good.”

I yawned. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings.

He started up the tap, careful not to let the water run too loudly. His cheeks were faintly pink. “I already apologized to my Maker. I wrote a note for Basil. You’re the only one left. So I’m sorry, Kyrie. For a second I lost faith, and I couldn’t think outside myself. And I thought about the Warden I nearly killed, and for a few hours I didn’t think I could live with myself.”

For a second I lost faith.

Faith in what?

The next thing I knew, I had been bundled out into the darkness and informed that we were on our way to the fence, that I had better keep my head down, and if we were caught, we would probably be shot.

A stab of warmth pierced my chest, momentarily dislodging the ache. I had never been outside the fence, and today, for the first time, I’d be free. Peakin behind me, the whole world—and a second fence that I thought I might get through—in front.

And, possibly, a horrible death from the virus. A small secondary consideration.

The other Pioneers were already waiting for us, a pair of drab uniforms and dusty boots outlined against the silver fence. I had met them before, but I couldn’t remember their names. Admitting I’d forgotten seemed like the fastest way to make myself look like I didn’t belong, so I mentally labeled the man One and the woman Two to keep them straight.

“You’ll notice she isn’t Maple,” Morgan informed the other Pioneers. They nodded solemnly, less bothered by the news than I expected. “I’ll be responsible for her.”

“She doesn’t have a gun,” Two pointed out. “Berlin might ask about that.”

Morgan reached for his belt and produced a short pistol, which he offered me handle-first. The thing was ice cold and unexpectedly heavy, and my first instinct was to drop it. He steadied my grip and guided me to tuck the weapon into a pocket on my right thigh.

“There’s a bullet in the chamber in case of emergencies,” he warned. “It will fire if you aren’t careful.”

I had never seen a gun up close, but I pretended I knew what he meant. At least I understood the gist: One wrong move and there’d be a hole in someone’s organs.

“Ready now?” Morgan asked.

The other Pioneers nodded, so I bobbed my head up and down.

Morgan set out at the head of the group, and I trailed in the back, trying to stay close enough that I would be overlooked by Berlin and far enough that the Pioneers wouldn’t be inspired to make conversation.

Berlin was sharp as a tack if you caught him at the right time of day, but he hated mornings even more than I did. Puddles of questionable origin at the back exterior wall of the guard shack indicated that he was suffering the effects of heavy drinking. He was dutiful enough to force himself out of bed, and he made unsteady eye contact with Morgan as he pressed the button to open the gate. But that was all he could manage. Not a question was asked, not a password exchanged, not a comment made. I could hardly believe I hadn’t tried to escape before. It would have been so easy if I had simply brought the old man a bottle of my father’s whiskey a few hours in advance. I could have met Thatch at the fence and climbed over it or dug under it, leaving Peakin behind forever. And risk getting infected, because the immunity pills weren’t perfect, but that was once again beside the point.

The dirt road did not become steeper when we left the town. The texture of the rocks and cracked dirt landscape remained unchanged. The temperature of the air did not rise. The moon did not set any faster, and the stars did not twinkle brighter. But the luminescent glow hanging over the ground, stretching away from us forward and sideways, was smooth and unbroken. It spread itself across my skin and gave it the same wild brightness that the other Pioneers had burned into their bodies. Beneath my boots was the same dust that would later be sold to some eager village girl who wanted to impress her friends with the glowing hue of her skin.

“Are you Maple’s replacement?” asked One—or maybe it was Two. I’d already forgotten.

“I’m not anyone’s replacement. I’m just here. Learning the trade from Morgan.”

A coyote screamed, drowning Morgan’s attempt at a diversion.

“—she’s a good scavenger,” I heard him say. Which was true if you counted foraging through the pantry. Expiration dates became readily ignorable suggestions when you got hungry enough. “Speaking of which, let’s review our checklist. Batteries for the mayor. Paperbacks for the mayor. Pillow stuffing for the mayor’s daughter. CDs for the m—”

“Do we work for Peakin or Heathe?” Two demanded. Her voice was loud even with her back to me, enough to carry a long way across the flat ground. “Who cares about CDs? The mayor’s daughter has the only disc player in town. And the only MP3 player. And the only charging cables.”

Little Juliet. I never thought I’d find myself missing her.

“There’s no point in complaining,” One observed philosophically. “We get paid no matter who takes the stuff, and we can spend that money on better things. Like food.”

“And books because we’ll finally have leisure time,” Two added. “Oh wait, no we won’t.”

“Watch it,” Morgan interrupted sharply. “There’s a snake next to your boot.”

Two shot into the sky like a rocket, and Morgan grinned.

“It’s just a gopher snake. I meant watch your mouth. Berlin’s ears are thirty years younger than the rest of him.”

On and on we went, always following the gravel road, never seeming to get any closer to the exterior fence. In this direction, the exclusion zone extended for miles beyond the village borders. That was what made our hideout special. In most places, the outer fence was invisible from the inner. Thatch would have searched in vain for someone to meet him unless he’d chanced across a stray Pioneer. Most of them were trained to shoot first, ask later.

The front gate faded to a silver speck across a sea of smooth brown and soft green, flecked with creosote. We had come to a fork in the road. Not the proverbial kind. Our path split in opposite directions, one curling onto a dry lakebed of low, bare hills, the other winding across a field of sparse Joshua trees and creosote. Beyond them was a shimmering grey structure, possibly a mirage, unidentifiable in the distance.

Between the forks was a wooden sign crafted by someone who apparently had never seen a sign. It hung lopsided, a breath away from falling. A spray-painted message read:

TO KNOW THAT

THE SUN IS THERE—

THAT IS LIVING.

“Well?” Morgan asked, amused by my confusion. “Think you’re alive? Are you aware of the orb?”

“Is that supposed to mean something?” I asked.

“I’ve heard it’s a literary reference.”

At the split in the path, One and Two linked arms like schoolchildren on a picnic and set off across the dry lakebed toward the hills. Threads of bickering drifted behind them: Was that a raincloud in the distance? If it rained for the first time in twelve years—that wouldn’t happen, but if it did, would Two be willing to shelter in place until the storm passed or would she make them both get soaked, and had anyone brought a change of clothes?

Morgan and Maple must have been like that once. Now it was just Morgan and me, and I wasn’t going to be much better than the hypothetical rain for company.

“Let’s take the middle,” I suggested, pointing past the sign. The rumors I’d overheard at the warehouse were nonspecific about the location of the mythical exterior gate, but I reasoned that it ought to be in a straight line from the inner gate. Besides, there was nothing for a long way in that direction, which left me plenty of time to figure out how to tell Morgan about Thatch and what I planned to do. “The dirt is smooth like someone’s been there before. There’s not much creosote, so we won’t have to worry about snakes and coyotes. And the sun comes up in that direction.”

“I haven’t been that way in months.”

“Why not?”

“Last time, Maple said she saw someone in one of the buildings.” He lifted his eyebrows suggestively. “And I thought I heard voices. We got out quick.”

These seemed like valid concerns. But before I could say anything, he set off in front of me, trampling the swirling dirt. It stung the back of my nose and left a sweet taste in my mouth, and that put talking out of the question. Not that I was looking for excuses to keep quiet.

The horizon was a pink line at Morgan’s shoulders, tinged with mirage at the edges and pricked by Joshua trees. In this direction, I noticed, the general glow of the landscape faded quickly. Where the grass had sparkled before, both with iridescent sand and the green dust, it was dull now, barely capable of producing its own light. To our right, toward the creosote field, a filmy mist shrouded the tops of the bushes. There was always a cloud in that direction. Maybe that was why it was a few degrees cooler at our hideout than it was in the village. The mist faded as it approached our path, hanging just out of my reach and appearing again over the sand on the opposite side, in front of and behind us, on and on, seemingly forever.

I glanced over my shoulder to see if I could still catch a glimpse of Peakin. On a clear day I might have had better luck, but a whirlwind of brownish haze had appeared in the direction we’d come from. Crickets. That looked like a sandstorm. And we’d be looking roughly like carrots in a blender if we didn’t find shelter soon.

But the sky was clear, and the wind was calm. Then what—?

“Morgan.”

The “sandstorm” was getting larger.

“Morgan!” I yelped. “Something’s behind us!”

In the half-second it took him to turn around, the dust cloud grew until it blocked the sun. A gentle rumble, too, a rush, a whoosh, getting louder.

“Berlin must have cured his hangover,” Morgan said grimly. “Let’s go.”

He grabbed my hand, and suddenly we were pushing the sound barrier in the direction of a meager creosote clump—not nearly thick enough to hide in, what was he thinking? Probably that there was no other cover as far as we could see, and my presence was a liability even his privileged status couldn’t afford.

My strides lengthened until my shoes slipped. The dust around us was so thick I could barely breathe, and was that our feet kicking up the cloud or was it the thing behind us? Mixed with the dust was the smell of diesel fuel. We kept some on reserve for the ambulance and the Wardens. I probably should have been flattered that they’d dug it out for us, but all I could think about was the look on Maple’s face when they’d killed her and will it hurt, will I see her again, where will I be when all of this is over?

I looked back, and there was the black metal body of a pickup truck—one from the parking lot where they kept all the vehicles I’d thought were useless, where I took naps between shifts. Surely they saw us by now. Our black uniforms were stop signs against the pale desert. The creosote was still twenty yards away. Ten. Five.

We threw ourselves behind it, rolling over and over and over until there wasn’t much difference between my arms and the sticks of creosote that melded with my body and helped themselves to my blood. Yelling seemed like the right thing to do, except that for some reason I felt like I should be quiet. Not that they could hear me over the noise of their truck, getting closer and closer and closer and so close I could smell the hot metal and closer and oil and closer and closer and they were going to run over us and we were going to die and maybe it’d be quick.

I peeked between the twigs of a branch. I wanted to see what was going to kill me.

Windows down, probably because the air conditioning hadn’t been to the car doctor in a decade or so. Someone in the driver’s seat, dressed in black, bald head. Someone in the back seat. And riding shotgun—

The truck flashed by so quickly that I couldn’t be sure. Couldn’t have sworn to it if I’d had my hand on a Bible, but I thought I saw—

Then it was gone, barreling off into the distance as though it had never been.

We weren’t dead.

“Move your foot. Kyrie, move your foot,” Morgan groaned. “Your foot’s in my mouth.”

I scrambled to move and found, to my surprise, that all my limbs still worked. My forearm looked like I’d introduced it to a cat with claws and a bellyful of hatred, but those were just scratches. I could still feel everything. Hands, toes, feet, legs. I could even stand up.

I offered my hand to Morgan, and he took it, moaning theatrically about how next time he jumped into a creosote bush he’d be sure to shove me in the opposite direction, because did he have all his teeth, and would I pay for his medical bills. There was nothing wrong with him, either.

“So we were a little quick to jump to conclusions,” he said, massaging his jaw. “They couldn’t have been looking for us. If they were, they would have just run us over. The only question is, where were they going and why?”

I glanced at the receding dust cloud.

“My dad was in that truck.”

He glanced at me anxiously. “There’s no way you could recognize him at that speed. Those must have been Pioneers on some special mission. Maybe the mayor ran out of coffee filters or something.”

I promptly regretted my remark. He didn’t need one more thing to worry about. “Must have been my imagination.” It was never imagination.

“There are some buildings ahead.” Morgan picked a few gravel fragments out of his palms. “Out where the mirage was before they kicked up all that dust. Maple and I usually split up to cover the whole town. I go right and she goes left. We’ve been through everything at least once, so you’ll have to look carefully, but there’s still plenty to find. Remember that we’re mostly looking for batteries. You know what they look like, don’t you? Of course you do. You work in the warehouse.”

“Mm.” There could be no doubt about it: I was paying attention. Just not to him.

“Don’t try to stuff your pockets, and don’t eat the food.”

“How would they know?”

Morgan grunted. “They just do. Maple and I have both been caught.”

“You know what will happen if they—”

“You get let off the first time with a warning. After that, you learn to cover your tracks.”

“Oh.”

It would be stupid to argue. He stole. Maple stole. Everyone stole when that was the only way you could eat and have the occasional nice thing, a moldy book or a tattered blanket or anything you didn’t strictly need to survive. Council members for parents meant wealth, maybe, but still not enough.

“You’ll be all right on your own,” Morgan said. “The coyotes won’t attack you.”

He stepped aside and swept his arm toward the horizon.

“Welcome to Merton. No running water. No electricity. No un-expired food. Nothing worth having, really. But it’s all we have, and here we are.”

Before us, just close enough to be distinct from the watery mirage and the fading haze, was a row of squat concrete buildings shaped like boxes.

Peakin’s hovel of a brewery looked cozy by comparison.

“That seems like a long way.”

“It’s about a two-hour walk, and we want to get there before it gets hot.”

He had a point. We’d be lucky on a clear day like this if the thermometer didn’t hit triple digits.

“These uniforms keep the sun off,” Morgan told me, “but they’re black. Wavelength absorption or something otherwise science-y. Maple used to complain about it all the time.”

At least I had plenty to think about. Thatch and his promises and mine in return and our wild half-formed fragments of a plan were enough to divert my attention from the heat. Better to focus on that than to waste any more time wondering how dehydrated I was. I curled my fingers around the tracker he had given me, which I had stuffed into the deepest seam of my thigh pocket, and tried not to worry about how rarely things went to plan.

What exactly did I have to tell Morgan? Would it be safer if he didn’t know anything about the plan I’d made with Thatch, which wasn’t much of a plan anyway, until I was ready to pull it off? Besides, he wouldn’t leave until he’d found Maple, even if there wasn’t anything to find except another white cross in the village square. I couldn’t leave without him, of course, but—well, maybe I could convince him.

I took it as a good sign that he’d left Peakin. He’d been so confident when he thought the hospital was keeping Maple safe that he hadn’t put up a fight to get his duty date changed. Or maybe he’d just recognized the futility of asking. He was privileged, but even he could only get away with so much.

“Daydreaming makes the time go faster.” Morgan’s interruption struck me as ironic. “Don’t forget to drink water. And if you didn’t take your supplements this morning, do it now.”

“Yes, Dad,” I muttered, popping a pill from my pocket onto my tongue. Just to spite him, I swallowed it dry, then took a swig from my water bottle. Theft or not, I’d have to find a refill out here somewhere. Thank goodness water didn’t expire.

“Now I’m going to think,” he said, “about where to find Maple. Don’t walk too loudly. Don’t distract me. I’ve got to figure out where they took her.”

I was grateful for the chance he’d given me to hold onto my secret just a little longer—to postpone the barbs I knew were forthcoming.
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Everyone was surprised Maple survived long enough to be found. What I always wondered was why she was the only one left. Where were her parents? My dad won’t leave me alone for fifteen minutes at a stretch, even when I wish he would. The question is, why did hers abandon her? Did they run when they saw the green rain and leave their daughter behind? Or had they left her behind already, running errands or going out to dinner as if they didn’t have a daughter at all?

Sometimes I complain about my life. But I wonder if, had the rain never come, she might have had it worse.

Kyrie’s journal, pg. 300

We stopped for a break in front of a termite-infested shed with a roof that sagged in the middle, a tilted crescent moon of sad brown and green. A prickly pear had perched in the curve and overflowed, dripping in soft plumes down the wall and digging a hole for its roots near the foundation. You couldn’t call the rickety structure a building, but compared to the scene behind it, there was something gentler about its uneven lines.

The apartments beyond the shack stretched in a militant row toward the horizon. Three lines of square, reflective windows lined the edges. Opposite these cheerful concrete structures was a rusty-looking factory with a smokestack poked through the roof, as though a child with shaky hands had stabbed paper with a toothpick. The piping teetered off to the side, and even at a distance, I could hear it creaking in the breeze. Wind and sand would have their way with this place eventually, and I could only hope we were long gone by then.

“Morgan.”

He was already making his way toward the shed, hopping over silvery dips in the sand, but he paused and looked back at me.

“There aren’t any . . . remnants of the virus, are there?”

“There’s no virus inside the fence. Not even in the exclusion zone between the fences.”

“And there never was.”

“You know the scouts found Maple here. She wouldn’t have survived if there had been—” He grimaced. “There are no bodies, if that’s what you’re asking. How did you even think of that?”

He ducked into the shed and reappeared with a clamor of rusty metal and a pair of shopping carts, which veered wildly on ancient bearings like square blocks. The thought flitted across my mind that these were what linked us to the humanity that had existed before the apocalypse. Nothing else was the same. The clerk had died long ago, and the shelves were empty, and if we didn’t find anything, we’d die and the earth would fall into a sleepy end without a human survivor to say goodbye. But we were still using shopping carts. Their wheels were still getting stuck in the sand, and we were still swearing at them because once you got used to convenience, you’d swear yourself into the underworld before you gave it up.

“Obviously, we can’t push these carts all the way back to Peakin,” Morgan said. “We’ll only take what we can carry. The rest is stockpiled in the shed so we can come back for it. Saves time on the next trip.”

A flick of Morgan’s hand, and one of the shopping carts came barreling toward me. I jumped out of the way, startled by the sudden burst of metallic clatter, but the safest place to be was right where Morgan had been aiming. The cart detoured and wandered down the leftward slope, and by the time I had gotten it stopped, Morgan and his cart were a silvery blur against the dust-coated walls of the factory.

I’d been expecting something more. An explanation, some guidance, a quick don’t-touch-this and look-out-for-rattlesnakes—but we were explorers, and explorations were unpredictable. I didn’t have a parent named Hunter for nothing. He should’ve named me Scavenger, I grumbled privately, digging my heels into the sand and tugging the cart’s wheels free of greedy vegetation, because who’s got any use for “mercy” out here?

Ignoring the screaming of the cart’s rotten bearings and its wild vibrations, I set off toward the dead little town of Merton, Maple’s hometown of long ago. Or at least the place where our scouts had found her during the first of their doomed missions. Perhaps one of these hideous, boxy rooms had been hers. Perhaps the reason she’d never expressed any fear about her Pioneer missions was because this place felt more like home than the town that had reluctantly adopted her.

My cart wouldn’t fit through the door of the apartment building. I had to tilt it sideways, shoving the front wheels through the frame and wedging myself behind it. The rear wheels smacked the floor and shattered a slate tile, sending scraps skittering into the corners. It wasn’t the first time that had happened, I noted, as my boots ground scraps of grey into dust.

It wasn’t five minutes before I got myself lost, winding through abandoned, windowless hallways with no sense of how far above the ground I was, or which direction I’d left the door and the cart. Door 301 looked the same as 414. Door 212 looked the same as both. The third floor was really the second, because the first was the basement, lined with windows around the ceiling that let in stale rations of dim, tortured light. I trudged dutifully along the brown-carpeted hallways.

Grey doors that had once been white—and might be again, if I ran my finger over the paint—lined each hallway, labeled with their numbers on a brass placard at the center. Not a single door was properly closed. At first I thought the residents must have left them swinging when they evacuated, but that didn’t explain why the locks were broken. Maybe that was Morgan’s work, or some other Pioneer long before him, performing his civic duty of making the pickings easier for everyone else. Nobody lived here now, so it didn’t matter that 208’s journal was open on the nightstand, or 111 left his bed unmade, or 345’s mouthwash had dried to a pinkish crust in the bottle. It was the kitchens we needed, the pantries with their canned goods, the tools and chemicals left under the sinks. Who cared about the delicate, painted dishes, too fragile to carry and too beautiful to smash? The shoes you could barely walk in, designed to accent a nourished and sculpted beauty? Who cared about those who had once slept here, who now rested quietly under the open sky?

But someone had cared. Someone had opened 208’s journal and left a note of their own, written in black mold smeared on a fingertip:

Why did you leave us?

In 319, I reached the top shelf in a closet to pull down a box coated in feathery dust. The whole thing came tumbling down on my head with a crash and a tinkle of shattered glass. An odd assortment of items tumbled into the light around my feet—metal spoons, a box of aluminum foil, five or six drinking straws, two lighters, and the remnants of glass vials.

I stopped for a break at 303. Someone tidy had lived there. The carpet was thick and still relatively clean, a padded fluff into which my boots sank ankle-deep. A pink blanket, torn and mended in some places, covered the bed. An inch of dust ruffle peeked out from beneath its folds.

Draped around the ceiling were dead vines, connected by a sequence of pots the color of wet sand. I deduced from the wreckage that these plants had once covered an entire wall. Now they had been dead for so long that the rotten smell they must have made when they wilted was already gone. Mold had sprung up in their place and died in its turn. The soil in the pots was dry and empty except for scraggly webs of roots.

Sitting on the bed felt like violating a tomb, but I had never been the reverential type, and it had been years since I’d felt the softness of a proper mattress beneath me. Never mind that this one kicked up a cloud of damaged drywall that made me sneeze. I lay back on it, trying not to breathe, and let my eyes drift closed. Under the quilt, I detected a comforter. A quilt and a comforter. And three pillows. One shaped like a flower. Not for any special reason. Just because it was pretty, and someone had loved it. If I took these back to the village, maybe Juliet would love them, too.

I caressed the pink velvet petals, letting my eyes cloud over and drift out of focus. Every joint in my body ached, throbbing with swelling and dehydration. I’d left my bottle downstairs with the cart before realizing how much trouble I’d have finding it again. That coffee at which I’d turned up my nose that morning had been my only meal. My body was accustomed to lean pickings, but I usually worked indoors, sheltered from the sun by the warehouse roof. Here, the walls acted as giant insulators, hoarding every ray of sunlight that was never ventilated.

The floor creaked, and I pulled the pillow over my eyes. Not yet. Not done resting. I didn’t think I could get up if I tried, the way my knees had locked into place.

“Morgan,” I mumbled, sticking out my hand, “can I have a drink from your bottle?”

My eyes snapped open into pink velvet darkness.

Of course I couldn’t have a drink. Morgan—and his bottle—were in the factory a mile east.

He might have come back. Of course he might. Maybe he’d spilled his own water bottle and wanted a drink from mine, or maybe he hadn’t found what he was looking for and thought he might have better luck here. Maybe he was checking on me. Maybe—

Maybe that sound wasn’t him.

I peeked out from under the pillow, trying not to rumple the blankets. Golden sunlight struck my face, forcing me to blink, but I was still alone in the room.

Another creak. Not quite so far away this time.

I lurched off the bed and squeezed myself into the closet. A clothes hanger poked my eyebrow.

Morgan. It had to be Morgan. Didn’t it have to be Morgan? The other Pioneers were probably miles away. Morgan had assured me no one lived here. This panic was childish.

But if it was Morgan, why hadn’t he called my name?

Creaks morphed into taps, taps into footsteps. I pressed my body to the hot cement wall and tried to choke off my breathing. My heart thrummed in my ears, and I hid my face in something soft that I couldn’t see to cushion my trembling.

But I had nothing to fear. Whoever entered the room did so with the grace and verve of an elephant, tripping over some scrap of debris and landing hard enough to rattle the floor beneath my feet. I expelled relief from my lungs in a whiff of dust. They’d be too busy with bruised knees to notice any wrinkles I’d left in the bed.

An unfamiliar voice let out an extended groan that, in spite of myself, made me grin.

“‘Congratulations,’ they said,” the invisible man grumbled. He seemed to be on his feet again. “‘Lucky you,’ they said. No desk job for you. All field work for you. ‘Welcome to the Agency.’”

Careful not to rattle the coat hangers, I edged toward the door and pressed my face to the gap.

The intruder stood in the center of the room, picking splinters from his palms. A plume of scruffy black hair obscured his face. He was dressed in some sort of khaki uniform—much more practical, I couldn’t help thinking, than the stark black Pioneer suits—with bulging pockets running up the legs.

With one final grumble, he dusted off his knees and fished in one of the pockets. A rubbery yellow device emerged, just small enough to fit tightly in his hand, and he raised it to the ceiling. The room filled with a sharp clicking, surprisingly loud and persistent, that made my hands fly to my ears. The noise continued until the man’s thumb flicked a dial on the device’s face.

“I should have left a letter.” He returned the device to his pocket and sat down on the edge of the bed. “I wonder if they’ll even let me come back.”

He raised his chin and looked right at the closet.

I took a sharp step back. Right into the coat hangers that tumbled from the rack.

The eyes. That was how I knew. I’d never have believed it otherwise. Until then, I hadn’t really believed he existed behind that mask, that a real human with breath and life and bruises and a gentle voice had touched my hand with rubber gloves and promised me freedom.

But one of the man’s eyes was blind, locked in the same green swirl that had so terrified me the first night at the fence. All that had changed was the fact that I could now see his whole face without the mask, unsmiling, though not unpleasant.

The rusty screws holding the coat rack to the closet wall finally gave out, disturbed by my skirmish with the hangers. The rod groaned once and dropped, scattering fabric and dust and slamming a stiff leather coat into the back of my head with the force of a battering ram. I stumbled, horrified. A faint shriek escaped my tight lips.

He grabbed that miserable flower pillow, holding it before his chest like a shield.

I’d done it now. I’d lost my chance to observe without his knowledge, to gauge whether his intentions were friendly. There was no point in hiding. At least he hadn’t reached for his gun, which gave me the opportunity to slip sweaty fingers around mine.

I stepped out of the closet, leveling the weapon at his head.

We regarded each other in shocked silence. Doubt, curiosity, confusion, and alarm crossed his face in quick succession, ending in a pinched smile that was, somehow, the malnourished cousin of Morgan’s habitual warmth.

“Kyrie,” he said, tossing the pillow aside. “I didn’t even have to look for you.”




[image: 17]


How did you get here?

Where did you come from?

What were you looking for?

Why do you talk to yourself?

All reasonable questions. But I couldn’t pull myself together enough to force any of them out. The barrel of my gun wavered between Thatch’s patient eyes, waiting for me to think of something to do. Something to say. Something to explain what I was doing here, and to assess if he really came for me. If he’d really kept the promise I’d exacted in a moment of panic and weakness.

He scooted sideways along the bed, now holding the pillow aloft. I matched him in one step, staring him down with what I hoped was a killer glare.

“I said I’d come for you,” he said. “I gave you that tracker. Here I am.”

“That’s not remotely an explanation.”

He slid the other way. “A little ‘thank-you’ would go a long way.”

“A little ‘hello’ would have gone a long way. I almost impaled myself in that closet.”

“And I almost shot the door off. I thought all that noise was a bobcat or something.”

“You look funny without the mask.” I told him, miffed. “You almost look human.”

He stood up, rubbing the backs of his arms, and regarded me from his lofty height with a glare that would have melted butter. Except I wasn’t butter, so I stared right back at him.

“I thought it would make me stand out. If there are any cameras, I don’t want whoever’s watching to know I’m not one of you. Besides, I doubt it would do me much good in here.” His gaze drifted over my shoulder. I almost took the bait and looked around, but Morgan had done that to me a thousand times before, and I had learned to spot a trick. Besides, there was nothing but wall back there.

“Can we go somewhere else?” he asked, finally dropping the pillow neatly against the headboard. “The air in here can’t be good for us.”

“Well, that’s certainly one of the things you could complain about. I can think of others. Did you bring snacks?”

“Protein bars.”

Not once had my stomach ever rumbled at the mention of protein bars, but there had to be a first time for everything.

“There’s a shed a quarter mile that way.” I point. Since I probably can’t separate you from your protein bars, you’re invited to my shady shelter. Reluctantly. “If you really think it’s not safe to stay here, I guess we could see what’s inside.”

“Are there cameras?”

“Of course not. There’s no electricity out here. The world ended ten years ago, remember?”

Thatch shifted. The movement was almost a shiver, if it hadn’t been a hundred-odd degrees indoors. “I’m borrowing a line from you. If we can just get out of here, I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

“Talk while we walk.” I gestured to the door, dreaming of shade and a snack and the rest of my water bottle. “I want to know how you got in here. And why you keep making that face whenever I mention the apocalypse.”

“What face?”

“That one.” I twisted my mouth into the expression you’d make when you got to talking with a child. The look I gave Juliet when she mentioned her dream of flying to the moon.

He said nothing, so I prodded, “Make the story quick. I’m hungry.”




[image: 18]


There was dark green in his memory. Greens and browns and the clear, harsh blue of a permanently cloudless sky. It was difficult for Thatch to focus his eyes on the paper he loved to read when the sun was directly overhead. The white between squiggles of ink reflected viciously and hurt his eyes.

It had been so long that he couldn’t remember the expression on his mother’s face when she told him—couldn’t remember her face at all these days. Thatch had cried and begged them to let him stay, clung to his brother, but they had determinedly pulled the boys apart. Through the haze that had settled permanently over his vision, Thatch tried to catch one last glimpse of his home, something he could hold onto no matter where they left him. He saw his brother running behind his father’s truck, trying to catch up, left behind in a cloud of dust and stale-smelling exhaust.

He did remember that they had promised to visit. He would always remember that. He had sat there in the bed, watching the darkness gather over the left side of his vision, gripping the rails to keep from screaming when they put the stinging drops in his eyes. Sometimes the monitor beside him would beep, and a stranger would rush in to push a needle into his arm. It made him sleepy, and he would count stars on the ceiling until the darkness fell. Those stars, nested in an opaque, dark sky, remained in one half of his sight forever.

The blackness became permanent, and he learned to turn his head when he wanted to see something on his left. He had the idea that someday his parents or his brother would be standing in his blind spot, but as he grew more used to monitoring the space he couldn’t see—to the point that he all but forgot about his corrupted eye—he realized the only knock on his door would be from a nurse with a meal or a needle.

Once, they brought him a book—the only one they had left in the hospital, they said, dug out from the bottom of a pile that had been donated to the children’s ward. It was a heavy brick of a thing that Thatch, exhausted from weeks trapped in a bed, could barely lift. So terribly bored was he, that he sounded out the letters on the front as best he could. P-H-Y-S-I-C-S. He traced the outline of a spring graphic, the cover image, onto a scrap of printer paper. A few days later, he asked for a calculator. He had to ask a few times, but eventually he got what he wanted.

And then, one day, instead of a meal, they brought him news. A drunk driver, they said. It had been quick. That was why his parents and his brother hadn’t come to see him—it had taken the hospital a long time to find out what had happened. The funeral was over. The costs were paid. The only loose end was Thatch, sitting there on his bed in quiet shock.

When they let him out of the hospital, he floated between homes, a quiet, ghostlike presence in each. He hardly remembered those days. And wouldn’t want to. He did remember the day the news came in the mail, that he could finally escape California and attend school on the opposite coast, and that he wouldn’t have to pay a cent for his education. Now, he thought with a grim smile, folding the envelope and tucking it into the space under the floorboards where his foster parents wouldn’t find it, now I can be free. He set out to earn his physics degree, working nights at a seedy restaurant.

He never entirely forgot where he came from, but he forgot enough that curiosity about his origins lingered. Did he have any other family? Why were their faces in his memory? What was that place? Who were those people?

It came to him one night when he was thinking about something else. Peakin. He put down his pencil, shut off his calculator, and opened his computer. The little town was at the center of an exclusion zone where no one was allowed to venture. What happened there? Not that he cared. Maybe it was for the best that he had gotten out before things went haywire.

The following summer, between his sophomore and junior years of college, Thatch was unexpectedly offered an internship with what he usually referred to as an agency. They taught him not to call it anything else or, if he was pressed, to make vague statements about the Department of State. But Thatch had no one to press him. He was an intern, a coffee-getter, but he was allowed one research project to sharpen his scientific skills and possibly earn permanent employment after graduation. He decided to write his report on what had happened to Peakin. And then, unexpectedly, he found heat signatures. Signs of life in the exclusion zone that had been, supposedly, uninhabited for ten years.

He brought the report to his supervisor, Hadley, along with a fresh cup of coffee. Hadley read it twice while Thatch sat across from him, shifting nervously. But it had worked. He’d gotten permission to investigate—on the condition that he did it alone and told no one. That was how things worked at the Agency.

“That’s it.” Thatch hadn’t smiled once during his story, and he didn’t now. “You’ve got Hadley and me. An intern and a supervisor who quit field work a long time ago. No backing from the Agency, not so much as a Geiger counter to our names. Just a physicist who needed a paycheck and a clever financial analyst.” He chewed his lip thoughtfully and added, “Well, I guess I can’t call myself a physicist yet. I’ll be a senior next year, so I still have a few classes to go.”
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The sun had sunk on the horizon, throwing our shadows across the sand. We had reached the shed long ago. I had been so riveted by his story that I couldn’t bring myself to fiddle with the latch on the door.

Nobody had ever lied to my face quite so dramatically—or so convincingly, with all the details intact. Delightful details they were too. Water heaters. Nearly infinite choices. College. Generosity toward strangers that didn’t bankrupt you or get you killed.

No wonder Thatch seemed perpetually tense. Freedom like that would overwhelm anyone.

“What a story.” The meaningless remark bought me a second to think. I decided the best thing to do was pretend to play along until I figured out whether he expected me to believe him. “But you’ve got to work on your math. You’d have to be at least thirty if all that were true.”

Thatch looked at me strangely. “Why thirty? Surely I don’t look like I’m that—”

“Because the apocalypse happened twelve years ago. And if you expect me to believe that people out there—if there are any—are wasting time with college since the world blew up, you’d better think again.”

I gave the door latch a shake. Morgan must have fastened it tightly before he left, and I couldn’t get any leverage. The rusty old thing broke off in my hands, leaving a trail of dirt and flaky paint along my palm. If only Thatch would exert the engineering skills he claimed to have—well, he’d said physics, but that sounded like more or less the same thing—and fix up a few things around here.

“Right. The apocalypse,” Thatch sighed. “I forgot about that.”

“I know Peakin has its fair share of addicts. Statistically, I might be out of luck. But I’d like to meet at least one person in this miserable place who has their head on straight.” My thoughts wandered back to the old man at the bar, and I shuddered.

“Let me ask you something.” Thatch trailed me into the shed, stepping gingerly across the worm-eaten doorstep. I was glad he had enough sense not to put weight on it. “This probably sounds like a stupid question.”

Tucked into a cobwebby corner was a stack of blankets almost as high as my head. It was a good thing, too—in my surprise at meeting Thatch, distracted by my rumbling stomach, I hadn’t even thought to bring the supplies I’d foraged. Next to the blankets, I found a stack of firewood in case we found something to cook. Maybe the protein bars Thatch claimed he had would taste less like dust if we heated them up. Expired protein bars were always a delight. Nothing with a shelf life of more than seven years was ever really meant to be eaten, no matter how fresh it had once been.

“Ask away,” I said, bending to pick up a blanket from the corner.

“What happened during the apocalypse?”

“Didn’t I explain?”

“But where did the virus come from? And what happened outside Peakin?”

I jerked my thumb toward the right-hand wall. Which, now that I was looking that way, I saw had a hole in it the size of my hand. I’d have to stop that up later if there was a blanket left from setting up some decent substitutes for beds. “Down that way about eighty miles,” I told him, “just outside the outer fence, there used to be a military outpost. Yeager Air Force Base. We figured they had an accident in one of their labs. Let the virus out by accident.”

“The Air Force doesn’t have biochemical research facilities,” Thatch commented. “Besides, if the virus got out of a lab, wouldn’t it stay local? Surely nobody in New York got sick because a scientist in California broke protocol.”

“The clouds carried it. You could see the green stuff when the rain hit the ground.” How could I make him understand the truth I had lived with all my life—the truth he, no doubt, had witnessed? “It didn’t have to be Yeager. Somewhere, a scientist was researching bioweapons and things got out of hand.” I started shaking out blankets to spread out.

He eyed me. “How do you know the world outside your perimeter is dead?”

“Because,” I responded, “there are probably other compounds out there. We can’t be the only ones with a fence and strict quarantine. But if that’s the case, why haven’t we heard anyone on the radio for twelve years? Why couldn’t we find anyone in the nearby towns? Why did all the electricity go out? Why couldn’t we—”

“Well, see, that’s the thing.” Thatch gathered his own blankets. “Why didn’t you find bodies?”

“We assumed everyone tried to get away,” I replied instantly. “We sent scouts past the outer perimeter, but they . . . we didn’t have time to question them.” We barely had time to let them inside the fence before we were digging their graves. “Maybe there were bodies. Maybe everyone out there looked exactly like the scouts did when they died, with blisters and red skin and everything. We could have gone back and checked, I guess, but I wouldn’t have volunteered. Nobody did. Big surprise. The scouts . . .”

The image I remembered from childhood projected itself onto the dark wall in front of me. Blood leaking from the corner of the first man’s mouth. Skin peeling off his cheeks, dropping onto his shoulders and staining them a brilliant sunset red. The uncomprehending terror in his eyes. The screams from the trucks behind him, from the scouts who weren’t so far gone but knew what their fate would be.

Those screams.

“They died horribly,” I muttered, blinking and turning to my blankets. The memory faded against the rough-textured cloth. “After that, we were never going to send anyone else.”

There was a pause. “What if I told you I just had dinner at Yeager with Hadley last night?”

“You can tell me anything you want.”

“What if I showed you a picture?”

“You don’t have one.”

He dumped his blankets on the other side of the room, then came over to me. “Look.”

He tapped his watch, and a tiny screen lit up on his wrist. That blue glow was almost worse than the desert sun—and then I saw a blurry image of Thatch’s head, crammed into the corner of the screen. You could tell he was trying his best to smile, but he was out of practice. Behind him was a shorter man with dirty brown hair and a grin like a slice of orange. Hadley, in the jargon of Thatch’s fictional universe, gave the camera a cheery thumbs-up.

In the dim background was a table full of food. Meat, mashed potatoes, gravy. The table was next to a window, and out there was a greenish-brown smudge that looked like a Joshua tree.

So much food. For just two people.

I turned away. “Nothing about that photo proves you took it at Yeager.”

“Why would I lie? Besides, it’s not like Joshua trees grow much outside Mojave.” He pinched the screen with his fingers and zoomed in on the speck. “See that?”

“You could be tricking me into going there with you.”

“Why would I need you out there if it’s safer in here? If you’re right, it’s in my interest to believe you and stay inside the fence.”

He had me there—maybe. “Show me more pictures.”

He did. He showed me a picture of himself in front of a lake. His smile was nicer in that one. He showed me a picture of a bar, much cleaner than Peakin’s, and a plate of some lumpy orange food I didn’t recognize. He kept swiping through pictures on his watch until he came to an image of slightly blurry teeth, at which point he hastily turned off the screen. I wondered if he was going to try to tell me there were still dentists out there too.

“It’s interesting.” I pretended to be occupied with spreading my blankets. I hoped Thatch would get his wits together soon so I could steal his protein bars and sleep. “But it’s not proof.”

“How much longer do you think you’ve got left if you stay here?” he pressed.

So tactful. I always enjoyed talking about my imminent death and the end of all humanity.

“Until the virus gets inside the fence. Or until the exclusion zone runs out of supplies. Everything ends eventually.”

“But you’d still rather believe that than hope that the world eighty miles away from you is still turning exactly as it did before the—er, virus?”

He didn’t know how narrowly he escaped a smack to the face. Of course I’d rather hope. Of course I’d rather believe everything was fine, that the only thing I had to worry about was whether my writing was good enough to get me hired at the local newspaper or that my kitchen appliances were in working order. Hope died hard, and do you have any idea what I went through before I lost it?

“Alright,” I said, wondering if there was a way I could turn this situation to my advantage. “If you know what really happened, tell me what the virus was. Because there’s the green stuff. The glow. You can see that if you just open the door. And people have gotten sick and died. And we’re all still taking these immunity supplements, and we really do get sick if we don’t. What is it, then? What have we all been missing?”

“That’s what I’m here to find out. I mean, I know already. Sort of. But I don’t know where it’s coming from.” His intensity faded. “But you promised to help me if I could get you outside the fence. I’ve already done half my part. Maybe you could give me some information.”

“I don’t know the answer, but I can give you a hint.” At least I thought I could. “When Maple died, there was something she desperately wanted to tell us. Something about how the virus wasn’t really a virus, and how there were still people like you outside the fence.” I had those photos—the only things she’d left me. I fished them out of my pocket and held them up to Thatch.

His eyes widened. He snatched them from me and held them up to the dying light, still streaming weakly through the crack in the wall.

“It’s a safe bet there’s no unexposed film within miles of here,” he murmured. “If only we’d brought better equipment. I could probably get numbers off these.” He pulled one of the photos close to his face and squinted at it. “Is that supposed to be me?”

“What’s so significant about a batch of bad photos?”

“There was an accident near Yeager,” he said. “Not at the base. Yes, there was something in the air, and on the ground, that created all this green haze. But the fence isn’t keeping it out.”

He held the whitest photo close to his face, examining it carefully as though trying to pull something free from the grainy haze.

“I’m sure you’ve thought of this possibility,” he said at last, returning my pictures, “and I hope I’m not the first to tell you this.”

“Tell me what?”

“That the fence isn’t keeping anyone out. That it’s only keeping you in.”
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It’s not my fault she died. I wish he’d see that. I barely even knew her. All I remember about her is curtains, dust, needles, sweet-smelling laundry soap, and fresh fruit. I wish I knew more than that, but I don’t. If he’s not going to tell me, he can’t blame me, either. I wish he had someone to blame, but it’s not me. It can’t be me.

Kyrie’s journal, pg. 302

I knew a thing or two about protein bars. I would have known more if I’d been able to read the label on the one Thatch gave me. It was too dark, but I tried valiantly anyway. I knew there was a question I’d eventually have to ask, but it wasn’t something I wanted to think about, and I preferred to distract myself.

Thatch had settled himself in the blankets across the room, pulling the top one tight under his chin and staring fixedly at the wall. It was already dusk, and the air had cooled to a bearable double-digits. I crumpled and smoothed the protein bar packet and let the heavy silence settle.

It occurred to me, as I watched Thatch from the corners of my eyes, that I didn’t really know him. Didn’t know why he’d come for me, or why he’d seen fit to invent such an elaborate tale about the world outside my fence. Of course I wanted to believe him.

But I had more urgent things to consider.

Morgan.

He’d been gone for hours. He’d never said anything about spending the night in that factory. A bobcat. A rattlesnake. A scorpion. A slip, a strike to the head. Any number of things might have gone wrong, and most of them would have already turned lethal.

But there was one fear I couldn’t quite shake, and it was in this room with me. Because if Thatch had gotten inside the fence, maybe he wasn’t the only one.

Maybe he knew something we didn’t. Maybe we weren’t alone.

The ink on the protein bar label had smeared onto my fingertips, staining them with unpronounceable ingredients. Suddenly frustrated, I crumpled the wrapper and threw it at the wall.

“I’ll be back,” I told Thatch, hoping he’d think I was going to the bathroom and deserved my privacy, and slipped outdoors.

I wasn’t born with many of my father’s skills—the tracking, the deadly accuracy, the clever lies—but he always used to praise me for my night vision. “Look there, Kyr,” he’d say, pointing to some vague shadow in the dusky night, his arm protectively around my shoulder, “can you tell me what that is?” I’d answer, and he’d reward me with one of his proud smiles. In that moment, I’d believed I was all he saw. That I might someday become as skilled and sly as he once was.

That was how I recognized it. Not a reflection of the moonlight on the glass windows. Not a torch, flickering and flaring in quick succession. Steady and firm, yellow rather than white or orange, perched two fingers-width above the line of creosotes toward the supposedly abandoned factory. Rectangular and even, dim enough to be confused with a cluster of the yellowish-green mist if you didn’t know exactly what the desert was supposed to look like.

“Thatch,” I called. “Come look at this.”

He was out in an instant, as though he’d been waiting for something to do, cramming his hands into his overstuffed pockets.

I pointed at the light. “Electric.”

He peered at it and, eventually, grunted agreement.

“There can’t be any electricity out here,” I said. “There never has been. We only have it in the town.”

But Morgan’s earlier warning pricked the back of my mind: Don’t take anything. Why? I don’t know how they know, but they do. They always know. I’ve been caught once before.

“If there’s electricity, there could be cameras.” My throat constricted. “If there’s electricity over there, then we might have already—”

Thatch would be recognized. I’d be seen with him. Maybe they knew already, and maybe that was what had happened to Morgan—questioning, interrogation, or God forbid a warrant—and all because I’d dismissed their warnings. Morgan had told me they knew. Thatch had asked about electricity. So confident in my story, I’d never even thought to wonder how they knew or why he’d asked.

Thatch cleared his throat. “You didn’t come alone, did you?”

“Of course not. I never would have found my way here unless—”

“And the first thing you did was get separated?”

“He told me it was safe out—”

“He let you wander around out here alone? And now you want to go looking for him?” Thatch’s eyes widened in disbelief. “You people really don’t get it, do you?”

“What else am I supposed to do?” I snapped. “What if he fell? What if he’s hurt? What if—?”

“Do you think those lights are him? What if they’re not?”

“All the more reason to help him.” It came out without conviction. I didn’t know if I could trust Thatch, and I certainly didn’t trust myself. There was the gun in my pocket, but it was about as useful to me as a disconnected doorbell.

You didn’t pry into Peakin’s secrets. You didn’t ask questions. You didn’t break curfew. You didn’t go chasing glittering lights on the horizon, and you certainly didn’t pay unannounced visits to people who preferred to do their work in the dark.

“We have to go,” I repeated stubbornly, hoping Thatch would agree. Then I’d be fresh out of excuses, and I’d have to go even if my courage failed me. “We have to help him.”

“But . . . the roof.”

“The roof?” I squinted. Maybe he could see better than I could. The sag in the old tin panels was obvious but not, I thought, particularly relevant. “We’ve just come across electric lights in a city that’s been abandoned for the past twelve years, and you’re worried about a little structural damage?”

“But . . .” Thatch gestured toward the speck of green above the lighted window. “It’s . . . glowing.”

I held out my arms. They looked like Maple’s now, with the black fabric of my sleeves coated in fine green. “Everything glows out here.”

“I can’t go back to those buildings. I was there all day—too long. Maybe you can.” He stopped and looked at me. “But how is that possible? How can you—”

“By putting one foot in front of the other.” I was beginning to fear I’d lingered too long. “I can’t leave him, Thatch. He wouldn’t leave me.”

And I’ve already left him once before.

“But the green,” he insisted. “The virus—”

“No Pioneer ever got infected in the exclusion zone.”

Well, there was one, but that had been extraordinary bad luck. Like getting struck by lightning. It had to happen to someone, but not to you.

The pills were just precaution. Thatch’s fear was paranoia.

But that electric light was real. Morgan was real. I had to focus on what was real, not chimeras from some fictional nightmare.

I set off into the creosote without waiting for Thatch to follow. I knew he would. I knew he wouldn’t want to be left standing there in the harsh black of a desert night. I knew I had more confidence in him than he deserved. But when I heard his boots on the gravel behind me, I knew I’d been right about him so far.

I hoped I was right to bring him with me.
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A steady rain of sand clicked against the metal roof of the factory, a mystical, deserted drum that staggered wildly off tempo, discovered a new beat, and strayed repeatedly. Give it ten minutes, I figured, until the sandstorm hit. Had we left the shelter any later—had Thatch argued longer, had I waited to step outdoors, had I taken longer to eat that protein bar—we might not have made it at all. I knew from the old men’s stories that scraped flesh and hardened lungs was no pleasant way to die.

Wind whipped around the corners of the building, holding its breath and howling and wailing in dull intervals. A tumbleweed rushed across the ground in front of us, skittering into the darkness like the glistening ghost of a plant that had once drawn sustenance from the parched earth. The wind that drove it could blow a human body beyond the fence and into the afterlife faster than you could blink the dust out of your eyes. One step into the center of the yellow vortexes, swirling around us as if in a gruesome ballroom, and you would be ground to bits.

It scared Thatch silly. His face didn’t show it, but he grabbed my hand and tugged me under the shelter of what was possibly a piece of the roof, which had slipped free and wedged against the wall of the main building.

The tin panel amplified the storm like a megaphone, and I had to shout to make myself heard.

“He must have gone through this door.” My voice was replicated five or six times, then promptly whisked away by the wind. “I saw his shopping cart on the way in.”

Thatch raised his eyebrows, but even he knew it was too noisy to be discussing the ins and outs of transporting post-apocalyptic groceries.

“You stay here,” he yelled. “I’ll find your . . . Morgan.”

Oh, no, he won’t. Not until I knew if I could trust him. “I’m coming with you.”

“I don’t need your help.”

I wasn’t in an arguing mood.

“Cover your mouth. Like this.” I tucked my chin into my elbow and jerked my head toward the door. “Go! Now!”

But he grabbed my hand again and pulled me forward, yanking my arm halfway out of orbit. My clumsy feet once again refused to keep up with Thatch, and I ended up skidding along the dirt on my knees, coughing and choking as the wind whipped my breath away.

The texture of the ground changed to smooth metal, and I yelped as the thin fabric of Maple’s uniform pants finally gave out, exposing my bare knees.

“Stop,” I gasped, yanking free from Thatch. “I’ve got my own legs. I can walk.”

Thatch bolted the door shut behind us, and the chaos of the storm melted enough to allow for my first proper look at the room we had entered.

Room was the wrong word for it. The place was more like a cave, the massive kind you read about in books that has some lucky rock-digger’s name on a plaque at the entrance. And it was empty, mostly. All those marvels of engineering, torn like fabric and gone for nothing once the world ended. Opposite me, seeming as far as one part of town from the other, was a wall laced with a zigzag staircase, supported by a system of flimsy metal bars that were every shape but straight. Above was a hole, like a meteor had torn through the ceiling, shredding the steel girders meant to separate the building from the elements. A fine rain of greenish sand trickled down onto my face when I looked up. The ceiling, or what remained of it, was so far away that the sand had lost most of its velocity by the time it filtered down to us.

To my left and right were walls that had once been painted a sickly yellow. Long swaths of pigment had been stripped away, exposing concrete beneath it. And below—

When I got around to looking down there, I figured I’d wasted my time with everything else.

The floor was a mosaic of squares, each about twelve inches across, arranged in a monumental circle around the middle of the room. Some squares were numbered. Some were red or blue or black or bare, shimmering metal. Some were missing altogether, and in their place were chasms without bottom. Some were raised above the ground, like tiny and irregularly spaced coffee tables dotting a café. There was no pattern to the mad dance of colors, and the texture made my skin crawl.

I inched forward, curious to see what was beneath the missing squares, but Thatch gripped my hand.

“Don’t step on that,” he warned. “Don’t even look at it.”

On the wall over his shoulder was a stencil:

REACTOR FOUR.

“What’s that?” I asked.

He spared it a half-second’s glance before his eyes flicked back to the circle of squares. “It says which room we’re in. A reactor is an—” A heavy cough interrupted him. “An industrial process.”

We circled the mosaic and made for the rickety stairs. Once, perched on a steel step that was poked full of holes, I looked down between my shoes. Only once. The room was so dim and the ground was so far away that it looked like I was standing on air, and that made my stomach feel like it might drop straight out of my body. The anatomical impossibility didn’t make me feel any better.

First toward the left wall, then a pause on a landing, and then to the right, and so on and on, until I had lost count of how many flights of stairs we had left behind. From above, the mosaic of boxes began to look more like an oval. There were some yellow squares I hadn’t noticed before. A nice touch. And there was a faint greenish glow throughout the room, hanging just above the floor like a poisonous mist. Not mist, though, nor poison. It was just sand kicked up by the wind, trickling through the crushed ceiling.

Up and up and still further up we went. My legs were burning, itching, tingling, and I fought the urge to claw them with my fingernails. It was always like this when I got the sudden urge to exercise after spending my days sitting on a stool in the warehouse.

“Thatch,” I muttered, “protein bars.”

“What?”

“I’m starving. I haven’t eaten since—forever.”

Thatch handed me a mushy piece of plastic. That was a protein bar, for sure, recognizable by its distinct lack of any indication that it was intended for human consumption and not, say, for use in a gasoline engine. Probably with a name like “Manhood Mint” or “Peanut Butter Prince Charming: Forty thousand grams of protein to fuel your next frenetic sprint to the bathroom.”

I flipped the package over to see how much trouble I was in. And I read the expiration date twice. Three times to make sure.

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen an expiration date in the future.

I pushed the thought aside and devoured the bar. It gave me a burst of energy, but I was still two breaths away from collapsing and rolling back to the bottom when we reached the final landing. On this platform was another metal door, which yielded to Thatch’s push.

“Footprints,” he said, gesturing vaguely to the ground. “Dusty. Recent.”

Of course there were footprints. There were always footprints. “Morgan?”

“Does he wear shoes with flowers in the tread?”

I frowned and knelt for a better look. Sure enough, imprinted into the straight lines of the soles was a five-petaled flower. Women’s shoes, no doubt.

Beyond the door was a hallway, cheerful and well-lit as a medieval dungeon, complete with the cozy drip-drip of Chinese water torture. The worst of it was that the water was invisible, sliding down walls too distant to be seen, folding into puddles somewhere on the floor. I would have plunged my face into those if I could’ve found them, but they were far out of reach.

Where had all that water come from?

There was just time before the door closed for me to realize that we were standing on a see-through metal platform with slender railings on either side. Painted, of course. Everything was painted, but most of it had peeled away, leaving behind scores of pigment like the scratches of vicious claws. Enormous pipes, too fat for me to wrap my arms around, plunged into the invisible ground beneath us and shot up beside the platform, arching over our heads.

After that, the only thing I could see was the glimmer of my skin and a halo of sparkles around the edges of my vision.

Something crashed. I was too confused to even twitch at the noise.

“Watch your step.” Thatch’s voice was taut. “There are holes in this platform.”

I ran my foot gingerly along the floor. Rough metal, and then the surface went smooth. Too smooth. One more step and my boot would have rested on nothing.

At best, a sprained ankle. At worst, a swoop into the darkness.

How much did Morgan really need saving?

“Thatch,” I asked hesitantly, lowering myself to my hands and knees and running my fingers cautiously across the floor in front of me, “you don’t think Morgan came this way, do you?”

“Someone did. You saw the shoeprints. And you said there wasn’t anyone else out here.”

It sounded like an accusation. If anyone’s leading us astray, it’s you. Not that I blamed him.

“Take another pill,” he said suddenly.

“Pill?” How did he even know about those?

“Don’t play stupid.” Real charmer. “Take another.”

I obeyed without comment. Sarcasm didn’t come easily when all the neurons in my brain were firing to keep me from plunging into the void, a poetic euphemism for “dying horribly where no one will ever find your bones.”

A crack of light seeped across the metallic floor. We had reached the opposite end of the hall, and Thatch had opened the door. In what I assumed must be predawn sunlight seeping through the crack—I really had lost track of time—I saw that two inches from my outstretched hand was another void, where the platform had rusted to ash.

Morbid curiosity got the better of me, and I peered over the edge. The hole had no bottom, at least that I could see. Flakes of rust, detached by the disturbance of my weight, slipped free and floated into the gloom. I might have followed them if I got unsteady, and if I lost my head, and if I looked down for too long—

I looked up. Thatch flicked his head toward the doorway and glared at me impatiently. I crawled around the hole as quickly as I dared and scurried past him, dusting my rust-reddened hands as I stood up.

When I stepped through the doorway, I realized we had reached a dead end.

From the size of the girder that lay crumpled on the floor, I could guess that this space had once been a duplicate of the room through which we had entered the factory. The opening that should have existed in the opposite wall and the vast cavern of empty space must have been blocked when the ceiling collapsed, and that had shrunk this space to the size of a room. All that remained accessible now was a series of desks crossing the center of the floor and a wall full of—buttons? Patterns?—some of which resembled the mosaic on the downstairs floor, but colorless. These were imprinted on the walls twice and on the flat surface of the desk once. Those could have been computer screens, though they didn’t look like the ones I had seen in the scrap pile at the warehouse. Here, I could pick out individual pixels resting silent and dark behind the curved glass screens, each a little grave to the light that had once filled it.

I swiped my finger across one of the screens, and my finger came away coated in fluffy grey dust, so thick it might almost have been vegetation. Mildew, perhaps. Maybe this had been the virus-not-a-virus that Maple had tried to warn us about: simply the long, gentle decay of time, which had ruined her film and ruined us.

There were no exterior windows in the room. How, I wondered with a pang of unpleasant surprise, could I see anything at all?

I traced the dim rays of light, following the streams of glistening dust that hung suspended in the air. They pointed toward an orange glow that had seemed like the sunrise at first, though it flickered slightly, somewhere near the rubble of the ceiling.

Thatch was investigating the buttons, so I took the chance to pick my way across the debris toward the light. Its source was blocked by a pile of broken concrete blocks, grey and smooth, tinged with powdered yellow paint.

I tapped one of the blocks with my boot to see if it would hold my weight. It didn’t budge, firmly embedded in the debris. So I hopped onto it and balanced myself against a second block, peering over the rubble, craning my neck and hoping against hope that I’d see a window and the round, cozy face of Mr. Sun. Of course I wouldn’t. It couldn’t have been more than a few hours since we’d left the shed in pitch black darkness. Sure enough, a bunch of red and black wires, tied in the middle, ran in a neat line toward the glow.

Electricity.

Maybe Thatch and Morgan were right. Maybe there were cameras. Maybe they were watching.

“What do you know.” Thatch’s musing voice drifted across the room.

I didn’t dare answer. If they could watch, they could listen. If they could listen, they already knew we were here. It might be too late.

He pulled the door closed.

“It’s safe in here,” he remarked. “Only about forty thousand times the background level.”

He only said it because he thought I hadn’t heard him. He was so immersed in those buttons, bending over them and rubbing them clean with his fingers and muttering strings of nonsense words to himself, that he had forgotten all about me.

He knew what those patterns meant. He had known all along. He knew exactly what we were getting ourselves into, and for some reason, he had swallowed his own fear to make me think he didn’t. He had guided me into the dark, judging that I was too frightened or cowardly to know the risks and still keep my promise to help him unravel Peakin’s secrets.

It was treachery, but I couldn’t call him on it unless I survived to tell the tale.

“Thatch,” I hissed, backing away from the light. “Electricity. Someone’s here.”

The orange glow cut across his face as he turned to look at me.

“Morgan was wrong, then.” The irritating certainty had faded from his voice, and the dullness that remained was far more frightening. “I’ve got to tell you something.”

“You waited this long to come out with it. Another hour or two can’t hurt,” I grumbled, jumping down from my block and sliding down a hill of crushed concrete. “If there’s electricity, there could be cameras. Microphones. We’ve got to get you out before someone realizes you’re not a Pioneer.” And shoots you, I didn’t add, and me and Morgan, to eliminate the viral risk you brought from outside the fence.

His eyes reverted to the pattern of squares. “I know what they’ve done to you.”

“Did your conscience finally give out?” I demanded. “You know more than you’re letting on, don’t you? You know why this place is dangerous, and that’s why you’re so scared yourself, but you brought me here anyway. I bet you even know what Maple was trying to tell me, and now you’re standing between me and my dead friend because you won’t explain. Do you have any idea how much that makes me hate you?”

I hadn’t been allowed to say the word hate as a child—and now I knew it was because when you really meant it, it was so ugly that it could choke you.

“I didn’t know what Maple was trying to tell you. Until we got here, I—”

I marched toward the door, wrapped my hand around the handle, and pulled. And pulled. I needed Thatch’s help to open it, and he must have known that when he shut it.

My heartbeat pounded in my ears.

“I was so sure.” Thatch’s hands were on the desk as he stared up at the buttons with something close to desperation. “They said it was for the greater good, but I don’t think they knew what that meant. They didn’t know it’s just you. You and your pathetic little lives.” His head dropped. “I should never have asked for your help. I should have just gotten you out the day I met you.”

I put all my weight on the door handle, digging my heels into rough patches on the floor. It didn’t budge. I wasn’t getting out of here without Thatch’s help.

I knew what I had to do—put my hand on his shoulder. It was the natural response, wasn’t it—to comfort someone who looked like they wanted to cry but had long ago forgotten how? Even if they deserved it all. Even if you wished worse on them. You had to help. It was only human.

It made me feel like a hypocrite. All I wanted from him now was his secrets, and I had a feeling that was all he had ever wanted from me. That made us alike in all the worst ways. That was why we couldn’t do without each other. Not because we were alone at the end of the world, but because we were the same.

I steeled myself. “Tell me the truth.” I’ll be ready.

“Morgan came to the fence two days ago.”

“How do you . . . how did you know who he was?”

Red cheeks paled. “He cursed me roundly. Cursed me for killing his fiancée, Maple. I guessed that was who she was. For turning your father against you. That must have been Hunter. For spreading poison throughout your village. For not letting his . . . our parents know I was alive. For existing. He went on and on until he was out of breath, and I didn’t believe any of it at first. I really did think I was doing the right thing by talking to you and your father.”

He stopped, and I realized I was supposed to say something.

“Our parents?” I stammered.

“He was right. It was my fault.” Thatch sank down upon the desk. Sweat trickled down his face. “I’m the reason Maple is dead. I realized it the night you came and told me what had happened. If I hadn’t talked to her, she’d still be alive. And I still didn’t tell you. And now I’m killing myself, and”—his voice faltered—“I can only hope to God I’m not taking you with me.”

“For heaven’s sake, Thatch.” I grabbed his collar, forcing him to look at me. I wanted to shake his cryptic thoughts back to reality. “Tell me something I can understand,” I pleaded. “Tell me what you mean. Tell me the truth.”

“The virus is here. In this building. I knew it. I didn’t know exactly where it was, but I knew from the detector that it was coming from somewhere north of Peakin. I talked to you, I got to know you, I met you here, I promised you everything you wanted because I wanted to see if you’d survive. If you had the cure.” He had the decency to flush a brighter red. “I brought you here because I was hoping you wouldn’t die.”

My face must have betrayed my horror.

“You do have the cure.” His green eyes traced their way across the ceiling and back to me as he whispered, “And now I need it, too.”
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Everyone wanted something. Everyone had their motivations. For some reason, which I’ve already forgotten, I’d thought his would be different.

“If I hadn’t talked to her—”

“That must have been Hunter.”

“Maple, I guess that was her.”

If he’d only told me the supplements were what he needed to keep himself alive, I would’ve given them to him. Starved myself to do it if I had to. That was just human nature.

If all he wanted was the cure, everything we’d gone through had been for nothing. If only he’d simply asked.

I’d seen red cheeks and sweat like his before. I knew the signs. Somehow, he’d gone his whole life without contracting the virus, even outside the fence. But the moment he found another fragment of humanity, by some perverse miracle, we killed him. And, through me, he might kill us.

Was it too late to give him one of my pills?

“Pull yourself together,” I snapped, swallowing the acid that rose at the back of my throat. I dug into my pocket, feeling for the supplement pills that had worked themselves into the seams. “We’ve got to find Morgan and get out of here.”

He stood, clinging to the desk for support. “The floor,” he croaked. “Someone’s coming.”

“Thatch,” I repeated, annoyed, “get going and help me figure out what we’re going to do.”

But then I felt it too—the vibration of heavy boots against the metallic floor outside. Too close now to run. The pill would have to wait.

Thatch was too far gone, either in illness or misery, to do anything but dry heave over the mosaic of square buttons. But terror gave me strength, and I hauled him across the floor like a duster. His dragging feet left a trail of clean concrete that pointed to our hiding place, but there wasn’t much I could do about that.

The darkest part of the room was, conveniently, under the light, where the rubble cast a shadow and made a wall between us and the door through which we had entered. I pulled Thatch behind a block and tucked his legs underneath him. It couldn’t be comfortable, but I could only pray he wouldn’t complain.

Footsteps. More. Still approaching. That could be Morgan, I thought wistfully, if Morgan was at least three people with steel-toed boots.

I pushed closer to him, trying to stay clear of the light. “Don’t you dare die,” I hissed venomously, smacking his shoulder with the little force I could generate in our cramped shelter. “You don’t get to go until you’ve told me the truth. Every last miserable word.”

Now I’d found the pill. I gripped it between thumb and forefinger and, without ceremony, pressed it between Thatch’s lips. I thought I heard him swallow, but in the darkness, I couldn’t be sure.

Heavy footsteps from people who knew they belonged here, who didn’t need to hide. They were crossing the skywalk, voices muffled by the thick metal door that separated us.

It swung open with a wail.

“I know you came this way,” chirped a voice I hated. “If you come out, nothing will happen to you.”

He laughed. He actually had the audacity to laugh. The mayor of Peakin, who had no business being out here, who had signed the paper that put a bullet through Maple’s chest, found it amusing that the people he was supposed to protect were cowering under his watch.

Thatch’s hand pressed mine. The rubber was gone. He had taken off his gloves. Now there was only human skin—comfortingly rough.

He pressed his mouth against my ear, and he spoke so quietly that I couldn’t have really heard him over the noise of the Wardens’ boots and the mayor’s idiotic promises. But I knew exactly what he meant.

“I’m going.”

Call it forgiveness or desperation or weakness or anything else. It was hard to think logically when you were five feet away from a man who wanted you dead, and you got to wondering what would happen to you if one of those little pieces of lead found its way into your skull and gave you a fast ticket to the afterlife.

It made me wish he would have stayed. That I didn’t have to watch what was about to happen to him. That I hadn’t wished evil on him back when I thought such wishes had no power. That I didn’t have to see it all happen again.

A choking mouthful of plaster dust prevented me from protesting as he squeezed past, dislodging a piece of sheetrock and sending it crashing down the rubble pile to shatter on the floor.

If Heathe hadn’t been certain we were here, he was now.

“You meddling idiot.” The mayor’s voice was sharp enough to draw blood. “You brought a Geiger counter, didn’t you? Tracked your way here from the gate in the outer fence, following the signal. I should have soldered that lock when I had the chance.”

“I would have found my way in without the gate.”

All I could see of Thatch now was brown hems, folded into his faded boots. I wondered if he was half as frightened as I was, but I couldn’t picture his face as anything but fiercely tight-lipped. I’d thought once before that he looked a bit like Morgan. He’d probably look even more like Morgan if he smiled, but I would never see that now.

I put a hand over my mouth to silence my breathing. If I twitched, I risked bringing this whole plaster mountain down on my head. My heart pounded erratically.

I wasn’t ready to die. Not yet. I had more to say. More to confess. More to do. I still didn’t know what death was, besides an abruptly scribbled “The End” on a story its creator hadn’t felt like finishing.

It couldn’t be like this.

Thatch’s hand appeared, fingers brushing the brown fabric. A gun. Jammed into the side of his right boot, cleverly hidden but easily accessible.

He had that the whole time, and he’d never used it to threaten or coerce me.

But that was only because he didn’t have to, I told myself. Not a point in his favor. So far, I’d done everything he needed me to do without even being asked.

And now he was going to die for me.

“She’s not here,” his voice said.

My spine tingled, because of course it did. I had read about heroes who said those sorts of things in stories. But it never ended well for them. No one who said that, or who had heard it said about them, was destined for a happy ending.

“You won’t be able to hide her if we shoot you,” Heathe remarked. I could picture him spreading his arms out to embrace a podium, pasting a grin onto his face that accented the sag of his jowls. “Be reasonable. Let Kyrie go, stay away from Peakin, and I’ll promise we won’t hurt her.”

“How would I know if you kept your word?”

Save us, I pleaded. One more time. One more attempt to reach the God who seemed to have gotten tired of saving His ruined creation. There had been no answer the first time, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t stumble on the magic words. The secret passphrase. The proper combination of courage and humiliation. Or save him at least. There must be a way for one of us to live with what we’ve seen and done.

I want to go home.

I had to believe there was such a place.

I will go home.

“Put the gun down, Thatcher Miller. That stupid name suits you. One against five? Not that it matters. We’ll be dragging you out of here on a sheet with blood running from your ears before you can pull the trigger.”

As I huddled further behind the plaster, mind spinning, I felt something metallic.

My gun.

I’d completely forgotten I still had it.

I’d never touched a weapon. Not until this mission, when Morgan handed me the power of death with a grin and an enormous dose of misplaced confidence. But how hard could it be? They did it all the time in the books. Ask any Chosen One. They’d whip a gun out of their pocket and put it where it belonged in two seconds flat, no training required.

Whatever happened, whether I succeeded or not, it would be over in seconds. Once they realized that Thatch wasn’t alone, they’d fight to kill. If I missed, or if they were faster on the draw, or if Thatch didn’t realize what I was doing, or if any of a thousand other things went wrong, that would be the last page of my journal. My blood and Thatch’s and maybe Morgan’s too, our names written up in the records as “presumed deceased,” and that would be that.

I sifted my memory and retrieved the spy novels, the adventurers, the pirates with their blunderbusses and the soldiers with their rifles. They’d “rack the slide” and “pull the trigger” before their enemies dropped like rocks. But there was another nagging memory too, one nearer to hand. Morgan’s words when he gave me the weapon. If you pull the trigger, it will fire. Bullet. Chamber. Something. I’d seen that done in the books, too. One squeeze of a finger.

I took hold of the metal grip, clenching the weapon with both hands. Sharp ridges in the top bar—the sliding thing, the black chamber of death—dug into my palms, but I didn’t let go. I wasn’t going to get two shots.

“Surely you weren’t short-sighted enough to bring Kyrie with you,” Heathe continued. He’d be smiling now. That was what they called politics. “Our lookout said you were alone. Did you kill her? Take her pills? Clever, but too late. I’d hate to be you in a week. Though you aren’t likely to last that long.”

Thatch and I hadn’t strayed five feet from each other since we entered this building. Why had the lookout lied about Thatch being alone?

“I left Kyrie in the apartment complex.”

“A change of heart? All because of that girl?”

I lowered my weapon, briefly—irrationally—curious.

“You could see the veins through her skin,” Thatch protested. “And they were glowing. Have you ever thought about what that means? Those iodine supplements—don’t lie to me, I know that’s what those pills must have been—couldn’t be enough to keep her safe.”

Heathe laughed. I could imagine his wickedly white teeth shining in the dim orange light. “Iodine? As in, potassium iodide? Don’t be ridiculous. They’d have all been dead years ago if that was all we had.”

There was renewed confidence in Heathe’s voice, and I realized he had gotten what he wanted—to see how much Thatch knew and, by extension, how much I was likely to have gathered. Now he could stop these charades. Now he could kill us both.

I squeezed the gun even tighter between my palms and wrapped my forefinger around what I hoped was the trigger.

I prayed then, more than I had in my whole life. I prayed that I wouldn’t become like Morgan with his delusions and that this was the right thing to do and that I wouldn’t regret it one day and that it would save us and that the gun would fire, and a thousand other little things that didn’t matter. Please let Juliet never find out that it was me who tried to kill her father and also don’t let there be sand from this storm in my house when I get back. Because I am going back. I’m getting Dad and Juliet and everybody else out of here.

It was over a quarter of a second after I peeked my head around the corner. A burn in my hands, and a sound like a tidal wave in my ears. An astonished shout from Heathe, which shouldn’t have been audible over the gunfire—but it was, and it was loud, and the fear in his voice felt like a mirror of my own, and when I pulled the trigger a second time nothing happened—not that it mattered, because I couldn’t see anything through the dust and the smoke and maybe my eyes were squeezed shut too, because the room had suddenly turned a dim shade of ominous, vibrating, heartbeat red.
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They said in the books that everything went into slow motion when the heroine needed saving or the hero had a knife to his throat or something wretched was about to happen. I wasn’t cut out to be a main character, apparently. Everything I could see—which wasn’t much—went into super-fast-ultra-high-speed-galactic-time-warp-mode, aggravated by the shock of several guns firing at once and the increasingly definite conviction that I must be dead or, if I’d gotten unlucky, would be dead after a few agonizing seconds.

There was no blood. I’d always imagined there would be, but there wasn’t. Only little round tears in the fabric around their chests, perfectly aligned in the center of their right shoulders. Nothing like sleep, this death. It hadn’t erased the surprise in their wide, glassy eyes, and it hadn’t relaxed their muscles, still tensed to react but too slow to escape my—our?—bullets. Changed in an instant from someone you’d say “hello” to at the market to something that made you cover children’s eyes.

That was my only glimpse of the destruction before Thatch whisked me behind the rows of desks. I opened my mouth to ask him something and choked on sweet-smelling smoke.

“Quit while you’re ahead,” gasped a heavy voice from the opposite side of the desks. “Or keep fighting. But it’s only going to get worse from here.”

I had a funny thought: At least I’m not terribly out of breath. It was absurd, but I was convinced it mattered. Everything related to life—the breath, the blood, the sore muscles, the texture of the dust grinding beneath my boots—seemed to matter more now than ever before.

“You’re hurt,” the voice continued. Heathe’s. “We could help you.”

Hurt. Where? All my limbs worked, no pain, nothing except my ears that were still ringing like bells. I scanned my own skin—dusty, not bleeding.

My eyes landed on the bare patch of floor between my boots and Thatch’s.

Great drops of it. Glistening circles on the concrete. I’d seen the spots of color from the corners of my eyes, but it hadn’t occurred to me that it wasn’t supposed to be there.

No cuts, tears, scratches, bruises, breaks. Then it wasn’t my blood.

“Not so badly that we can’t keep fighting,” Thatch growled back.

My surprise had failed. I had done everything right, prayed and pulled the trigger and killed one of those men, and I had still failed to save him.

And because I couldn’t fail again—couldn’t let those deaths be for nothing—couldn’t watch another death like Maple’s—my lips moved before I could stop myself.

“I’ll surrender if you let Thatch go.”

Silence. Heathe probably didn’t believe me. I didn’t rank highly on his list of threats, and I’d never done much to prove him wrong.

What was Thatch thinking? Though I wasn’t doing this for the thanks I’d get from him. I wasn’t sure why I was doing it at all.

“You need me, Mayor.” He’d even said it once, long ago, when I was working in the warehouse: I can’t have you running out of supplements, not this soon. I just hadn’t known what he meant. “You knew Maple told me what she found, but you didn’t kill me then. You knew I left the village while pretending to be a Pioneer, but you didn’t try to track me down. So you must need me for something. Whatever that is, I’ll let you have it if only you’ll let Thatch go.”

Another drop of blood struck the floor.

“Kyrie,” Thatch whispered to my back, “don’t do it.”

“Numbers,” Heathe interrupted. I was surprised he condescended to explain, though what he said didn’t make much sense. “We can’t afford to lose any more samples. We need you or we won’t have a large enough sample size.”

“Then you shouldn’t have killed Maple.”

“I suppose not.” There was a smile in his voice.

“But you’re going to kill us.”

“We’re in the business of saving people, not killing them. You’ll have to promise that you won’t tell about anything you’ve seen, but there’s no reason why you can’t walk out of here in one piece.”

I felt Thatch slump against my back. Lightly, but enough for me to detect his shivering. Fever.

“Make up your mind,” I snapped. I couldn’t turn toward Thatch until I knew Heathe’s men wouldn’t round the corner and shoot us while we weren’t looking. “We don’t have all day.”

“If Thatch goes back where he came from, we’ll let you both go.”

Thatch was shaking his head.

“Give your word and go,” I urged him.

The shaking became more violent. He shifted, and I felt his fingers tighten around my jacket. “You can’t stay here.”

I took a breath. “When you get out there, make it mean something. I don’t want to spend the rest of my time in Peakin wondering if I did the right thing.”

It was a poor choice of prospective last words, but I didn’t know how to tell him what I really wanted. Give my life meaning. Let me die for something. Even if I don’t believe in anything, make it count somehow. Nobody could live under the weight of a request like that, and I couldn’t ask him to try.

I placed my hands on my knees and stood up slowly, wobbly from the rush of blood to my head, and turned to him.

“Think about this, Kyrie.” Thatch had braced himself when I stood. “I’m not getting out of here even if they do let me go. They know that. It’s the only reason they’re agreeing.”

I fished in my pocket, gummy now with crumbs and dust and melted medicine, and produced the last of my supplement pills. Several days’ wages. I guessed I wouldn’t be missing those, and now that I knew they were all Thatch wanted, he could have as many as he liked. I dropped them in a heap on the floor.

And then, on a disgraceful whim, I buried my hand in the back of his fluffy hair and gave a little tug. A tuft of red wove through my fingers and came away with my hand. He didn’t react. I hoped it hurt, just a little. He deserved it.

“I’ll find you when it’s over,” I said, patting the top of his head. Fluffy. Irritating. Like Morgan, but not like Morgan—entirely different and selfishly beautiful. “Don’t get yourself killed. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“And if this never ends?”

His voice was flat, and he gazed quietly at me. Eyes half-closed. Expressionless. I had barely ever seen myself in a mirror, but I had felt myself looking like that many times before. I recognized desperation when I saw it.

“Whatever you did, I forgive you.” I wasn’t sure if either of us believed that. “I don’t think you killed Maple.”

I placed the gun beside the pills and stepped out from behind the desk.

Heathe and his two remaining men were crouched beside a row of office chairs, knees to chests and necks bent at comical angles. They didn’t look so frightening from up here, not when they were all curled into balls like the bugs Morgan and I used to tease from underneath the windowsills. I stared blankly down at them, wondering what they were thinking. Wondering if they knew, perhaps better than I did, what I thought I was doing. How I’d gotten here. Who I was saving. Who I was doing this for.

Heathe grimaced as he pulled himself up from his hiding place. His two remaining Wardens stood up sheepishly, dusting off the backs of their clothes and stretching their necks. They were supposed to be in top shape for enforcing the village’s laws, but I suspected it had been a long time since anyone had seriously resisted their authority.

Thatch stood too. I thought he was going to make a break for it, and I was about to shout at him. His face had turned the color of the concrete walls. I had just enough time to make the comparison before he ducked back behind the desk and lost whatever remained of his protein bars somewhere in the corner.

One of the Wardens flicked Thatch’s gun away. It struck a slab of fallen concrete and was buried in an avalanche of pulverized debris.

“Delightful.” Heathe extended his hand to me. “I’m glad we came to an agreement before things got ugly.”

Something exploded inside my skull. Lights flashed and sparkled in a crazy pattern around the corners of my vision, and the sound of a thousand oceans roared in my ears.

“Kyrie!” someone cried—was it Thatch?—but my eyes had gone heavy, and the desks were running rings around the room, and the walls were collapsing into streams and rivers of dark, glistening color.

Flashes of sensations poked through my daze. Thatch’s fists clenched around the sleeves of my shirt. A Warden bending over us. Gibberish in Heathe’s voice. A crack like a gunshot. A groan, and the weight of Thatch’s head on my shoulder.

Goodbye and thank you. I don’t know for what. I just know that I finally have something nice to say, and now’s probably not the time, is it? I’m learning something about life. I don’t know what it is, but I’ll know soon.

Something pricked my hand. A chilly stream wormed into my vein and up my arm and into my shoulder.

“I didn’t ask you to do that,” a voice murmured near my ear. “I never . . . wanted . . . you.”

But we’re the same, aren’t we?

I wanted you to escape.

I wanted you to want my forgiveness.

I wanted to know that this was all worthwhile.

But more than that, more than anything else in the whole world, I wanted to sleep.

My last thought before I drifted off:

Eight hours. No alarm clocks.

Now there’s a prosaic last thought.
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A mass of red hair lay on the mattress. That was the first thing I noticed.

Hypothesis one: I’d been kidnapped by a giant cat. There was always a chance, given how the rest of my week was going. Hypothesis two: I’d been sleeping next to the soggy remains of a bad haircut. Conclusion: Disgusting either way. I reached out to whisk the unidentifiable fluff onto the floor, and my hand struck something solid.

Evidence: This was the back of Thatch’s head.

I followed the line of hair down to the sweaty neck and rolled shoulders and found the rest of him. He had pulled a chair next to my bed—or rather, somebody’s bed which I happened to be occupying, because I had never owned a mattress this foamy in my life—and fallen asleep hunched forward on my coverlet.

He wasn’t supposed to be here, wherever “here” was. He wasn’t supposed to be with me. He’d lost his suit too, and had changed into an ugly set of plaid hospital scrubs that made him look like a diagram from an anatomy textbook. “This person is sick,” the caption would read. “What type of medicine does this person need? A) Morphine. B) Nothing, he’s costing the hospital money.”

I pushed myself up to my elbows to investigate. A headache crashed into my forehead, reinforced by white fluorescents and whiffs of what smelled like bleach. I clutched my head, groaning, squeezing my skull to keep my pounding brains inside where they belonged.

Waves of white solidified into walls. Sparkling glimmers of silver became the bottom rail of my bed, and the statue beside me became an IV pole, held in place by a leg ending in a black leather boot tucked between its wheels. This couldn’t have been the Peakin hospital, where Hunter had taken me once for a persistent earache. The walls there were covered with peeling floral wallpaper. Things here were sterile. Pristine. Annoyingly reflective, so that every surface seemed to stab my retinas with light.

I craned my neck as much as I could bear. That leg and boot were on the wrong side of the bed to belong to Thatch. Then who—?

Morgan lay heaped in the corner. His arms were wrapped around a lumpy black blanket, and his red hair was tangled with brown. He was fast asleep.

I tried to pinch myself. Then I realized I was already being pinched by a needle in the back of my hand. My heart thrummed a little faster. My throat thickened as I felt pains I couldn’t name.

It wasn’t the headache this time. Nor the needle. It was the blanket in Morgan’s lap. And the dark hair tangled up with his. The scraped black tennis shoes with half the soles torn off, now peeking out from under the blanket. And the soft, glistening reflection of a necklace clasp under the harsh hospital light. Barely visible under all that lovely hair. But visible. Visible and quite possibly the only thing I had ever seen that ever mattered at all.

I slipped out of the bed, balancing myself on feet that felt as unstable as wheels. The needle tugged the back of my hand, and the IV cart rolled smoothly after me, a clear bag of liquid jiggling and refracting in the fluorescent light. Three steps. Just three steps and I’d be able to see what was under that blanket.

Three steps and I stood above Morgan, staring down at his rising and falling chest and the gentle flicker of his eyelashes on his cheeks. If we were in Peakin, this would be the moment when I found a bucket of water.

I reached down with my non-needled hand and eased the blanket back.

I was right.

Or rather, Morgan was right.

My legs wobbled, and I made a hasty retreat to the bed.

“Thatch.” I nudged his head with my elbow. “Thatch. Wake up and tell me what’s happening before I rip this needle out of my hand and make a bolt for it.”

He shot up with a start, and I got my first look at his face. His cheeks were still the color of cherries. The rest of his skin, from his forehead down to where his throat disappeared into the scrubs, was pasty white, coated with a gloss of sweat.

“Somebody slept well.” He settled back into his chair. The unrelenting eye contact was unsettling. “We all tried to wait up for you, but you were sleeping like the dead. Morgan kept checking your pulse, and he swore up and down that you’d be fine.”

“Well, I’m up. And there is someone who’s dead. And there’s Morgan. And there’s you.” Who should also be dead by now. This is a real roomful of miracles.

Thatch rubbed his eyes. “It’s been almost two days.”

I glanced at him. “Did the good Lord come back to Earth while I was asleep? Or is there something else you’d like to tell me?”

A grin flickered across his lips. “Things weren’t as bad as we’d thought.”

I stared at her hair, the only piece of her I could distinguish from Morgan’s embrace and the blanket. It was rougher than I remembered. Snarled in knots around her chin and thin at the ends. She had always kept it so neat before. And then I knew.

“Maple?” I choked.

“She’s alive.” He gave that a moment to sink in and then added unnecessarily: “I didn’t kill her.”

I forgot about my headache. I forgot about everything. I forgot that Morgan and Maple had slept through my entire conversation with Thatch, which meant they must have been exhausted, and I forgot that I was in pain, and I forgot that I owed them an apology I could never afford to give. I knew that wouldn’t matter. Somehow, it never even occurred to me that she might not forgive me. Because she was my friend. Because I loved her.

Morgan’s eyes flicked open. It took him a moment to wake up, but when he recognized me, he grinned.

“You can’t have her,” he told me, smacking playfully at the back of my head. “She’s mine.”

Maple twisted slowly, sandwiched between Morgan and me. Her raccoon eyes crinkled at the corners. I’d never seen her cry, and I didn’t get to now. Before I could see anything at all, she threw her arms around my neck and buried her face in my shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, rocking her back and forth and squeezing her tighter. She’d gotten away from me once and, in the holy name of everything I had ever believed in, I wasn’t going to let it happen again. “I’m so sorry, Maple. I wasn’t there with you. I left you. I’m sorry.”

She didn’t say anything. She never did. But I never had a second’s doubt that we were, once again, sisters.
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How many kinds of love are there?

Kyrie’s diary, pg. 444

“Now.” Morgan settled into the corner, pasting on the best frown his smile-creased face could manage. “Maybe Thatch would like to start with an explanation of who he is, why he’s here, how he’s here, how he knows Heathe, what’s wrong with him, and why he looks like my reflection except for the dark hair and that—eye.”

I glanced back and forth between them. Curly. Green eyes, the same shade except Thatch’s swirled pupil. Pale, freckled skin. Dimples from smiling, forehead creases from frowns. An unfairly difficult game of spot-the-difference.

“But haven’t you already had two days for family reunions?” I asked. “That’s the question I would have started with.”

“No kidding,” Morgan said dryly, “but my brother died in the apocalypse twelve years ago. And his name wasn’t Thatch. It was Luke. Who’d name their kid after a plant?”

“Well, why don’t you answer some questions too?” I demanded. Now that I had him back and could see that there was nothing wrong with him—nothing except the usual, anyway—I could afford to be annoyed with him. “You didn’t tell me you knew about Thatch.”

“Neither did you.”

“Why not?” I persisted.

“Probably for the same reason Maple never told us. Because I didn’t want you to get in trouble. Isn’t that why you never told me?”

I launched my pillow at him. It bounced off him and rolled under the bed.

Morgan glared at me. “Anyway, there’s clearly part of this story that only Thatch can fill in.” His eyes darted to his—counterpart. “So go on. Get to the explanation.”

“I can’t. If Heathe believes you don’t know anything, he might still let you go.”

“He’s not that stupid. Besides,” Morgan added, sulkily, as though his pride had taken a kick, “he’ll kill you for sure, whether you tell us anything or not. You do know the truth, even if you don’t want to admit it. And you managed to get inside the fence. He knows he can’t afford to let you go. If you’re going to die, you might as well die for something.”

“I’m flattered that you noticed.” Thatch held up his hands and flipped his palms toward us. In the creases of his skin were patches of blisters, scabs that looked like burns, and clots of dried blood. Red, large, and jagged around the edges.

“Does it hurt?” I blurted foolishly. “Did you touch something?”

“Door handles. Railings. Those desks. Everything in this place, especially in this building, is poison for me. It’s poison for anyone who doesn’t take those pills. Heathe knows he doesn’t have to kill me. He just has to wait until I absorb enough radiation.”

That was enough to reorient me. If we weren’t in Peakin, and if Thatch was still so sick, this room must have been somewhere inside the factory. Perhaps this was where Heathe had set up a secret, second base.

“Morgan, you had a bottle of supplements, didn’t you?” And then, because I knew I’d have to ask eventually and I might as well know: “Did I miss any doses while I was unconscious?”

Morgan shrugged. “The Wardens found me a few minutes after I arrived. They took everything I had, including the pills. I didn’t worry about it at the time. There’s no virus inside the fence, and the pills are just a precaution. Besides, I had . . .” He glanced at Maple. “I had other things to think about.”

Excellent.

“But along comes Thatch,” Morgan continued, “who seems to think the virus is not only inside the fence, but specifically concentrated in this building. Somehow, he got his hands on a few of those pills, and he’s been giving them to Maple and me. He crushed one and put it into that bag of fluids.” He jerked his head toward my IV pole.

“And you didn’t leave any for him?” That didn’t seem like a Morgan thing to do.

“Thatch spent most of his time sleeping or throwing up in the corner. I didn’t know how important it was.” Morgan didn’t meet my eyes. “I figured if he lived outside the fence, he was immune to the virus, so he wouldn’t need the pills. And he didn’t tell me otherwise.”

Because I’d only left six pills. Two days for three people. Not enough for four.

Maple laid her hand across her lips, and we fell silent as the door swung open. I was treated to a close-up view of the face I hated the most.

“Heathe,” I said wearily, returning to the bed and sinking back onto my pillows.

He nodded and beamed at us, framed by his Wardens. The very same Wardens, probably, that had given me the headache currently threatening to split my skull. I scowled, which didn’t seem to disturb them.

“I’m glad to see you’re feeling better.” Heathe’s head bobbed in my direction. “I’m sure you have a lot of questions, and you must be wondering why you were so treated so roughly. You must have guessed that we have a secret in this building. But it’s completely harmless, I assure you. I know you’re all good Peakin citizens—well, aside from this one, but I suppose you’ll be willing to vouch for him.” He laughed. “And I’d like to trust you with the project we’re working on. Perhaps this will help you understand.”

We all looked at each other, wary. Innocent secrets weren’t protected by blood. Innocent secrets weren’t a reason to keep us prisoners.

But then, what about Maple? Heathe hadn’t harmed her. In fact, he must have rescued her out of the hospital, where she would surely have been allowed to die without his protection. And he had treated her wounds.

If he wasn’t lying, what was his game?

“I’ll prove we mean no harm,” Heathe continued, standing aside and holding the door open with his arm. “Three floors down is a little miracle of nature. I think you’ll like it. It will help you all—especially Thatcher—see what we’ve been working on out here.”
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“Tell them what it is, Thatcher.”

I didn’t need any explanation, though I’d never seen one before—at least, not one with water in it. There was a swimming pool back in Peakin. I could stand up in that one, crunching broken tiles under my shoes, and still see over the edge. When the Warehouse bought the deed to that old building from Heathe, they used the empty pool to store paper products that needed to be kept away from the dust. Magazines and old books and things like that.

This pool wasn’t empty. And I couldn’t have stood on the bottom and seen over the edge even with a hundred ladders to help me. Its surface was a round hole in the ground, forty feet across, filled precisely to the brim with water that glowed a delicate, pulsing blue. Reflections of ripples played on the wall above our heads, though there were no disturbances in that perfect glass, so still that it was barely recognizable as water.

I stepped closer to the edge. Shooting up from the abyss was a pattern of blocks, similar in style and shape to the mosaic on the first floor of the building. The blue glow emanated from the sides of the blocks, creeping up the edges and dissolving into the water above. A spiral stair plunged into the water and spun round, round, down, and down forever, as far as I could see, until it vanished into the blue depths.

Heathe watched with quiet pride, clasping his hands in front of his chest like a child with his artwork.

This pool wasn’t for something so lowly as swimming. That much was clear. This was a machine, mighty, like the ones that were built before the apocalypse. We had fragments of them back in Peakin—the empty pool, the mechanized clock in the church tower, the streetlights—but nothing so tantalizingly powerful as this.

Morgan and Maple drew closer beside me, staring down into the water with their mouths open. Whatever Maple had imagined in the heights of her wild fantasies, I could tell from her expression that it was nothing like this.

Thatch hovered behind Heathe, clutching his arms tightly around his body.

“What is it, Thatcher?” the mayor asked. “Have you seen one of these before?”

“It’s a spent fuel pool.” Thatch took a careful step backward, balancing against the wall behind us. “No. It’s a pool reactor. There’s not . . . it can’t be. How could you possibly have one of these?”

Heathe put an arm around Thatch’s shoulders. “They’re hard to come by. Difficult to make.” He jerked Thatch’s head toward him and whispered something in his ear.

I cleared my throat. “This could be used as drinking water if we brought it back to Peakin.” I’d meant it to sound like a compliment—wow, Mr. Mayor! We have so many wonderful resources, why exactly aren’t we putting them to use?—but I didn’t have the gift of flattery. Hastily, to cover my mistake: “It’s pretty. That blue glow . . . are there lights down there? Is it safe to have electricity in the water?”

“It’s Cherenkov radiation,” Thatch muttered.

Right. I knew that.

“Thatch is a physicist, so he understands.” A sweeping gesture of Heathe’s arm invited us all to stare at his magnificent waste of water we so desperately needed back in Peakin. “It’s a groundwater filtration system. Water from deep below the surface is pumped through this pool and filtered with high-energy beams of light.”

Thatch slid to the ground, pressing his back against the wall, and curled his knees to his chest. Ripples of blue reflected off his face, turning his eyes a dim shade of grey.

“The energy from the light beams vibrates the water molecules, causing impurities to fall to the bottom of the pool,” Heathe continued. “That’s science. That’s what’s going to save Peakin while we continue searching for a cure to the virus.”

I didn’t know we’d ever started searching. I’d always assumed that our little backcountry hospital didn’t have the resources to spare, never had, never would.

Morgan dipped his finger into the water.

“Warm,” he remarked. “Hot, actually. Is it safe to drink?”

“Perfectly.”

If I’d been two feet closer, my face would have already been plunged into the pool. Hot or cold, I didn’t care. But Morgan, more cautious than I, sat back on his heels and flicked the water off his hands. His hesitation gave me pause.

“I’d like to trust you, Heathe, but you have some explaining to do.” There was a moment in which he seemed to weigh the risks of directness against the vengeful pleasure of accusation. “My wife was almost murdered on your orders. All four of us were locked up the moment we wandered into what is evidently your personal secret laboratory. Why shouldn’t I assume that you’re just looking for ways and reasons to kill us?”

“The order against Maple came from the Council, not me.” Heathe shook his head. “I would have countersigned it, but I never saw it. My duty is to protect Peakin from internal and external threats, not to stage executions. I only do what’s required to keep us safe.”

“Nonsense,” Morgan retorted. “My parents are on the Council. It takes a unanimous vote to approve capital punishment. You expect me to believe my own parents signed for Maple’s death?”

“I swear it’s true. I couldn’t believe it, either.”

I studied Heathe’s face, shadowed and pale in the blue glow from the pool. He had no difficulty meeting Morgan’s eyes, and his hands, usually busy with some stage-managed gesture, rested firmly at his sides. I couldn’t say whether that was a sign of a clear conscience or a strong will.

“You can swim, can’t you?” Heathe turned back to Thatch. “Are you feeling alright?”

Thatch didn’t move.

Heathe lifted a hand. “You’re a good scientist. You know what that pool is. Why don’t you take a drink or have a bath? The water would be good for you.” He waved in the direction of the water. “Show them it’s safe, so they can drink too.”

Terror. Not anger. Not frustration. Not a hateful wish that he had managed to keep up his deceptions, and not cowardice before his well-deserved death. I knew fear when I saw it. I couldn’t be that wrong about a person when I had lived the same emotions, the same horror in the face of the unknown.

But if the water was really safe to drink, then Thatch had been wrong about everything. What this place was. What he knew about it. What he was doing here. Or, if he hadn’t been wrong, he had lied.

He glanced at me as he stepped toward the pool, his eyes empty and despairing.

I couldn’t let him do it. I’d live with that look in my head all my life if I didn’t stop him from doing the thing he was so clearly afraid of—even if, as Heathe promised, there was no harm in it. I had never seen someone look so certain that they were going to die.

“Don’t touch it!” I cried, reaching for his arm.

Morgan was faster. One step, and I was a prisoner, three feet from the edge of the pool.

“Stop being ridiculous,” Morgan hissed. “We can’t trust him, either.”

I flailed against Morgan’s grip, but he held on too tight. Thatch was still headed for the pool, one slow, deliberate step at a time.

“Heathe is right,” he said quietly, staring down at the water. “It’s perfectly safe.”

He took a breath, pinched his nose with his fingers, and stepped off the edge of the platform. The splash bounced off the walls, repeated a thousand times in a second.

Nothing had happened when Morgan wet his hand, but Thatch was different. Thatch was sick. Maybe he couldn’t swim and this was the mayor’s way of getting rid of him. Maybe he had sunk to the bottom, following the staircase in a mystical, deadly swirl until his legs gave out and his body was lost in the blue.

Reflections of waves danced on the ceiling above us, wilder and faster now.

And then a gasp, and another splash, and Thatch bobbed to the surface in a halo of bubbles.

“It’s safe.” He brushed his hair back from his face, placed his hands on the edge, and slid out of the water. “I’m fine, as you can see.” A puddle of water formed around his body as he crouched on his knees.

Heathe shot a pitying glance in Thatch’s direction. “I’m sure it must be difficult for him to admit that he was wrong,” Heathe murmured, leaning in so close that I could smell the artificially flowery scent of his detergent. “Perhaps we should allow him a moment. I don’t want to make him feel worse. I’m sure he had a reason for misleading you about the purpose of this building, or perhaps he simply misunderstood—though as a scientist, he should know better! But I can’t imagine—”

“No,” I interrupted. “That can’t be.” Maybe Thatch had been wrong, but that didn’t make him a liar. “Thatch panicked when he saw those desks and that—mosaic thing on the floor. He really did believe there was something wrong about this place. And he really did get sick.”

Thatch looked up. “People get tired of being alone, you know. I was lonely. I wanted to convince you it was safer outside the fence. I wanted you to think Peakin was dangerous so you would come with me.” He blinked rapidly. “I knew about Peakin. I was born here. That’s how I knew I’d find . . . someone . . . here.” His words died in a fit of coughing.

“I chose you because you seemed kind,” he said, voice low. “You all seemed like friends. I thought maybe there was room for a fourth. I persuaded Maple first. I wanted all of you. Heathe is right. There’s no world beyond the fence. There’s nothing for you outside Peakin. The world is dead and I’m the last one who will ever see it. I got lucky. I survived. But my luck’s run out, I’ve got the virus, and I’m dying.”

I glanced at Morgan, horrified.

He hadn’t trusted Thatch from the beginning. He wasn’t buying this little charade, this last request for pity. He knew better than to believe a serial liar who, come to think of it, had never done much besides put us in danger.

Was it possible for someone to be corrupted so thoroughly, so quickly?

Because Thatch hadn’t been like this when I met him. When he comforted me after Maple’s death and promised to help me survive, I was certain there had been no selfishness in him then.

Unless I was deceiving myself. People could be wrong. And people could change.

“I don’t believe you.” One last try. One last plea for him to defend himself.

I turned to the others. “Thatch was going to help me find Morgan,” I insisted. “He shared his food with me. He could have killed me, but—”

“But that was never what he wanted,” Heathe interposed. “He wanted your friendship. And he did everything he could to earn it except tell you the truth about where he came from. He must have lied to you about me, too. Look, you’ve known me all your lives, but you’re acting like this is all some cosmic trick. He lied to you about this place. He lied to you about who he was. Why would you believe him now?”

He was talking like Thatch wasn’t even there. Any moment, Thatch would show us proof. Deny everything.

But I could tell he had let go of something when he jumped into that water. And the longer he resisted, the longer he didn’t say a word in his own defense, the less I had to wonder what it must have been.

“It didn’t have to be you.” Thatch spoke dully. “Any human face would have been good enough for me. Back then, when you turned yourself over to the Wardens so I could go free, you sacrificed yourself for something that didn’t exist.”

I waited for him to take it back.

I waited and waited and waited, enduring the eyes of everyone else on my back, enduring their unspoken pity, enduring the sensation that was burning through my chest.

“Kyrie.”

I turned to see Morgan, halfway between me and the pool.

“Heathe says we can go.”

“He’d never let us leave,” I protested. “We knew that from the start. What about Maple’s photos? What about Thatch surviving outside the fence?”

“Well,” Morgan said as he began walking over to me, “Maple’s not a fugitive if the mayor says she’s free. He’s already been extraordinarily generous by bringing her here and treating her injuries until he could arrange for her pardon. He’s letting you off the hook too, for impersonating a Pioneer. He says this whole thing is a misunderstanding and personally”—he glanced over his shoulder and, lowering his voice, spoke more rapidly—“I don’t care if it’s true. I won’t risk letting anything else happen to Maple. We’ve lived happily in Peakin our whole lives, and there’s no reason why we can’t grow old there. A few hundred yards of extra freedom isn’t worth it.”

“But you know Heathe is lying about signing Maple’s warrant,” I whispered.

“I’m willing to risk that’s the only thing he’s lying about.”

Morgan was right. Of course he was right. I had spent all this time wishing and praying that I could have Maple back, and now I did, and I’d let myself be distracted by pity for someone who hadn’t spoken a single word I knew to be true. I owed Thatch nothing. Not pity, not mercy. Not even hatred.

And yet—Thatch might be lying about everything else, but he couldn’t fake the burns on his hands.

There would be no medicine for that kind of death. No veins that could survive the prick of the needle. No blankets, for each rustle of the sheets would tear his skin, exposing the bone. No comfort because no one would dare to get near him—although I had been with him for almost four days, not realizing that he was sick, and nothing had happened to me.

Not yet, anyway.

Six seconds between breaths. That was long, but not mortally so. He had a long time left to live, and he would spend every second of it wishing he was dead.

“You’d sacrifice the whole town for Maple.” Half a statement, half a question. I didn’t look at Morgan when I said it.

“Of course I would. But it’s not just Maple. It’s you too, and Basil and my parents. It’s living when everything else is overrun by the virus. It’s the possibility that technology like this could get us out of Peakin someday. It’s hope that there’s another way to end the apocalypse.”

His words sounded like they came from someone else’s mouth. And maybe they did. When Heathe was watching, you said what you had to say, and you said it quickly and got it over with.

I turned to Maple, standing near us. I was her last believer. The last one who attached any importance to the white pictures, her demented speech, her heroic attempt at self-sacrifice. What was it all for? I wanted to ask. Why almost die for that secret—and then never tell us what it was?

“You’d let him do that for you?” I asked.

She pointed at me.

For you.

I hated to be protected. Peakin’s fence had done that my whole life, and it had never felt like anything more than a prison.

“And you’d let me come back to the village, even though you know I might be infected?”

Heathe had drawn near enough to hear my question. “You won’t get infected if you take the supplements. We’ll triple your dose. If you haven’t had symptoms yet, you’ll be fine.”

I made the decision without any conscious thought. They had all the answers. I had no choice. If Thatch’s life was the exchange required to save my friends, so be it.

I turned toward the door and walked away.
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Heathe escorted us back to the room where I had woken up after my concussion—the concussion his Wardens gave me, I felt compelled to point out. It was just protocol, he said. Something about how he needed to make sure we got back to Peakin safely, so would we kindly wait while he finished his work here, and then we could ride home in his air-conditioned truck? He apologized for his Wardens. Always acting without approval, reacting to what they perceived as threats. It was just their job. Like me in the warehouse. Mindless tasks you did because someone told you to. Who told them to do that?

Morgan and Maple returned to their corner and conversed softly with each other. Are you alright, nod, are you sure, nod, you didn’t lie, did you, brief frown, and so on.

I lay with my head flat on the bed, counting the dots on each ceiling panel. If I let my gaze drop, if I looked around the room at those sterile walls where there was no pattern to distract me, I knew I’d only see the blue glow of the pool. The staircase winding toward invisible death. Or the look on Thatch’s face before he jumped.

Maple had given up. Morgan had given up on everything except her. I had given up on Thatch and myself and finding the answer to Maple’s mystery. I wasn’t even sure there ever had been a mystery. Maybe her white photos and the little note, “2000 mSv/h,” were nothing more than a diseased imagination run wild and the sudden realization that her life was finite. A desperate search for meaning in the last few days. That was enough of a temptation to drive anyone mad.

I could understand it. I could even forgive it.

There was still the puzzle of who had signed her warrant, but it didn’t need solving. She might have caught the attention of some disgruntled Warden, who had forged the mayor’s signature and counted on her being unimportant enough to die quietly. Or Heathe might be lying, and Maple would have to live the rest of her life wondering when he would try to have her killed again. Unimportant either way. All she needed was that elusive marriage license, and she would be forever safe from the law as a daughter of the Millers, Council Members Three and Four.

One day, thanks to the technology three floors below our feet, there would be fresh water in Peakin. We’d stay there forever. We’d never know what was outside the fence, and we’d be grateful we never needed to. Our freedom wouldn’t matter, because at least we’d be alive.

It wasn’t such a bad ending after all.
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I thought the tapping was Morgan at first, playing one of his absurd little games that was supposed to amuse Maple and keep her exhaustion from spiraling into a manic episode, but the third time it happened, I raised my head and looked around. Someone was knocking on the door. Quietly. Inconspicuously, with the tips of their fingers.

Maple rose to her feet and opened it. There in the doorway stood my father.

All I could think when I saw his face was how much I wished he had been the one who lied, not Thatch. Because somehow, I was used to that. It wouldn’t have felt as strange, leaving him behind at the pool and walking away for good. It would have felt like justice.

Hunter pushed past Maple without so much as a hello.

“You’re not hurt, are you?” he asked, sitting on the chair beside my bed, feeling my forehead for fever. “You’re not sick? No nausea? No blisters or bruises?”

Once, I would have been grateful for any sliver of his attention, even if it had to be diluted by Dr. Ganton’s before he could bear to hold a conversation with me. But now it was too late. At least a week too late. I’d given him a thousand chances to play father with me.

“Was it Thatch who managed to make you feel sorry?” The surprise in his face only made me snort. “Somebody should give him a medal.”

His expression changed. “I couldn’t help it, Kyr. I had to find out where Heathe was taking Maple. I never meant to be gone for more than a day, but he wouldn’t let me leave. I couldn’t get back to you.”

I didn’t care. Mounting emotions toppled over. “Is this how you fund your drinking habit? Or do you just follow the mayor around so you have a place to go when you get tired of being home?” With Morgan in the room to intervene if things got violent, I was free at last to say what I’d wished I could say for the last twelve years. “At least I clean up the mess you leave on the coffee table. And make you food. And pay for all the food. And your supplements. But apparently you can get along just fine without any of that. I guess you don’t need me. I guess you could get along just fine if Heathe had killed me two days ago.”

Hunter took my accusations with infuriating silence.

“I’m not asking you to forgive me,” he said at last. “But I have to ask you to listen. Just for a minute.”

“There’s nothing you can say that will make any of this better.”

“No. But I can make it worse.”

My father’s next words were exactly what I thought they’d be: convenient, with an annoyingly high possibility of being true.

“Heathe has no intention of taking you to town. Maybe he did, originally, because he would have preferred to keep you alive and useful. But now you know too much, and he can’t risk it. He’s going to wait here, making excuses about how this or that needs fixing before he can leave, until all four of you are dead. He’ll tell you that this place is perfectly safe, and how Thatch is gone so you don’t need to bother taking the supplements. That those are just a precaution. Well, they’re not.” He hesitated. “They’re the only thing that’s kept anyone in Peakin alive since the explosion.”

Explosion.

That wasn’t how I remembered it. The wind had picked up and driven sand through our door, the clouds had piled up in the sky like giant pillows over the course of several hours, and there was nothing strange about them until the water they dropped stained the world green. The earthquake—that was just a coincidence. We had them all the time. We’d had a hundred since the apocalypse. Though never one quite so dramatic. There had been no mushroom cloud. No fire. No screams. Nothing to indicate that the rain and the earthquake had been unnatural.

Hunter seemed to realize that I didn’t believe him. “Did you see the hole in the ceiling?”

The steel beams twisted into knots like pipe cleaner. The concrete shattered like glass. I remembered what I’d thought when I saw it: Only a meteor could cause damage like that. Or something that burned as hot as the inside of a star.

Stars.

The incidental thought reminded me of what Juliet had told me when I asked her to interpret Maple’s note: The only thing I know for sure is that numbers mean something scientific. Something that could be measured. Something from the natural world.

I had forgotten the first thing they taught you when you grew up in the desert: Look where you’re putting your feet. At the ground. The dirt. The green.

“What is this place?” I asked, gripping the hem of my blanket.

“It’s the source of the virus. Well.” He paused. “The explosion was the original source. But I think this place is producing more. Keeping it from dissipating. All while providing power for any projects—measurements, lights, cameras—that require electricity.” Another pause, this one longer. “I don’t think it’s any virus at all. It’s better than that. What virus has a perfect mortality rate? It’s a deterrent to anyone from the outside world who might come looking for us.”

Exactly what Maple had tried to tell us.

“If it’s not a virus, what is it?”

“It’s a chemical. Something they made—are making still—in this building.” He glanced pointedly at the corner of the room. A red flash of light. A camera, which I should have noticed the moment I started counting dots on the ceiling.

My father leaned forward and dipped his head close to mine. For once, I wasn’t blinded by the smell of alcohol on his breath.

“You can’t even try to go back to Peakin. You have to get out. Save yourselves. Come back and save the rest of us.”

My head was spinning. To walk out that door—to follow him into the hallway—to accept that he knew Maple was right all along, he knew there was something wrong with this place, he knew she was here but hadn’t thought to tell Morgan or me—to trust him and to act like it was high on the ever-lengthening list of things I couldn’t do.

“Heathe isn’t keeping us alive, forcing us to take those pills, out of the goodness of his heart.” My father was already halfway to the door, moving briskly, as though we weren’t staring open-mouthed at his back. “Peakin is his experiment. He needs us alive for as long as possible. We’re his guinea pigs, but I won’t let that be my daughter’s fate, and I won’t let Heathe kill you because you found out the truth. I’m getting you out, at least.”

I glanced at Morgan, waiting for him to object.

“Heathe certainly won’t let us leave this place after that little speech.” Morgan commented wryly. “You told us too much. I guess we don’t have a choice.”
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Thirteen Years Ago

“I heard you managed to get off the stuff. Back to dealing?”

Hunter grunted. “Trading one vice for another.”

“At least you’ll have the lungs for it.” The man puffed his cigarette, exhaling a cloud of perfumed smoke toward the street and coughing into his beard. “You’ll be walking your daughter down the aisle when the rest of us are six feet under.”

Except nobody’s going to dig six feet through dirt as hard as this. There’s no peace, even in the grave.

He couldn’t exactly say he regretted packing up and moving his family to Peakin. It was a sad little place, with a view of the barbed wire fence leftover from its military days. But considering the alternative, it had been a wise decision by all counts.

Kyrie had a future, and she needed her dad. That, Hunter had decided long ago, was as good a reason as any why he shouldn’t have to go to prison.

He sipped his beer, the only thing below the boiling point he could find in this wretched wasteland, and reflected for the thousandth time on what he might have done differently. There were people who got into the trade by choice, lured by the promise of dollars and the things they could buy with them—power, say—or women, and more of their own supply. But Hunter was a hard man to delude. He had his girl, and she was better by miles than the ones who’d lost their teeth and their sanity and most of their hair to their addictions. He didn’t want money, and he planned to raise Kyrie so she wouldn’t, either. And power—as though he’d ever be good enough at this to get control of anything besides a few errand boys to do the dirtiest work on his behalf.

No, there was only one thing Hunter wanted, and that was what he’d sacrificed his whole life to get—or rather, two things. One was a refrigerator. You needed it to keep the insulin viable. And that was the other—insulin, and glucose strips, and a monitor, and fresh fruit, and insurance.

He vowed when he married Andi that he’d love her in sickness and in health, but there had never been any health. She lived a vial and a needle away from death.

He was the first to admit he should have chosen another way. Health insurance was easier to come by at that point. And the important thing that came with a job was respect and a pass whenever a cop came by with his lights on. You knew it wasn’t for you. It had been a long time since he hadn’t flinched when he saw that white-and-black paint. Then again, he hadn’t seen one in a while. They didn’t come out here to Peakin.

The factory a few miles down the road was the town’s blessing and curse. Blessing, because it meant that nobody stopped for a visit unless they had business with Heathe and the other dealers. Curse, because who liked having a dusty factory as the only thing worth visiting within a hundred-mile radius? There were chemicals too. Hunter had heard rumors that whenever it rained, it was because someone had seeded the clouds. He wasn’t sure what for, only that rain was supposed to be safe to drink, and there had to be something wrong when it wasn’t.

When Heathe offered him the chance to come to Peakin, claiming it was a safe place for people on the wrong side of the law, he hadn’t thought much about what that must mean. Isolation, of course. But to live on an old military base, long abandoned, falling apart, surrounded by a double-layered fence that stretched for miles and was the only thing kept in perfect repair—that wasn’t quite what he’d expected. Andi would have complained if she could have seen it from her bedroom window. She liked things to be neat, and she was a city girl. She wouldn’t have been happy if she knew that Peakin wasn’t even on the map, and you couldn’t get to it without crossing miles of dry lakebeds.

But Hunter was under surveillance, and his background didn’t allow him to switch course and start work. He had to take whatever avenue was still open for him to feed his daughter and cure his wife.

That, at least, was what he told himself.

It had started with insulin, long before he ever dreamed of coming to the desert. They sold it for cheap in the street, and it wasn’t too hard to find, and he had a lucky streak getting good batches. They kept offering him other things, which they said would dull the pain or give a good night’s sleep, but Hunter knew better than to accept. Get caught with that and he’d never work again. Things were already hard enough for foreigners.

But then he had a bad day. Got yelled at by customers. Misplaced an order and took a verbal beatdown from his boss. Something small. He didn’t remember exactly what. That night, for the first time, he purchased something different. He took some, and Andi took the rest, and she sent him back for more the next day. The cycle kicked off, like Hunter knew it would. He also knew that the only way to afford it was to deal it.

So he did, for a while, and then he met Heathe, and he came to Peakin to run from his sins, and through a haze of drugs whose names he couldn’t pronounce, he saw Kyrie crying in the corner because “Daddy isn’t moving, why isn’t Daddy moving, you promised you’d play with me!”

Not using the stuff hurt, it hurt like nothing he’d ever felt, but it was worth it for the kid.

All this didn’t make him a good person, which he wasn’t. It just made him understandable.

He hoped Kyrie wouldn’t remember any of this when she got older and reviewed that hot pink notebook he’d brought her from a trip to the closest town, sixty miles away. He never read it, because he knew she kept her inside thoughts there, and even if he wanted to know what was tumbling around inside that small skull, everyone was entitled to an “inside.” But sometimes she told him. She wrote everything in there. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner menus. Stories—“A man was riding a horse. It was a red horse. And then it stepped on a snake but it didn’t die.” Things she saw. People she met. He knew she had a sketch of the man sitting beside him right now, Charles Hadley. She said he had a nice name, and that made her want to draw him, but Charles had never forgiven her for depicting him—accurately—without teeth.

There was also one conversation she’d written down that Hunter hoped she’d erase.

“Daddy, where are all the cities?”

“What do you mean?”

“Where does everyone live if they don’t live here?”

“Oh, there are a lot of cities. Your mother and I used to live in one called New York. Before that, Moscow. The world is a wide place, Kyr. You should see it if you get the chance.”

“Why don’t we live in a city like everybody else?”

“Well, there’s this thing about cities, Kyr. The people who live there are all supposed to act a certain way. That’s how they get along with each other. The rules are, you don’t bother your neighbor, and your neighbor doesn’t bother you. And that’s the deal. But there are some people who just can’t seem to live by those rules. They’ve got to do something that nobody else likes, and so they get in trouble for it. And then they regret what they did, so they decide to run away from the trouble, and that’s how they end up outside the city. I think the word for it in your mother’s language is vnye zakona.”

He’d never really thought of Kyrie or Andi as outlaws. But everyone who lived in Peakin was, technically, since there was no law here besides the one created by the mayor, who could veto the Council, and the Council, which could veto the mayor. There was very little on the books. You could do whatever you wanted, so long as it didn’t happen to be something Mayor Heathe didn’t want.

He’d tried that once. Said he wouldn’t do any more deals because he’d grown a conscience and it pricked. Heathe pulled him into his office—the nicest hole in the town by miles—and sat him down in an enormous leather chair and stood beside him and put his hand on his back.

“Hunter,” he said, “do you know what they make in the factory down the road?”

He shook his head.

“Do you want to know?”

The right answer was always “no.” Once you knew too much, there was an excuse for watching you. But sometimes you didn’t get a choice about what you heard, even if you covered your ears and screamed.

“What they make in there, Hunter, is electricity. It powers Peakin—we’ve arranged things—and Yeager Air Force Base and all the towns out that way. But the process to make it is dangerous. That’s why the factory is all the way out here. These people are living next to a bomb that could blow up the world, but they don’t know it.” The mayor’s hand had tightened around the chair. “And you won’t tell them.”

“No, sir.”

“If I ever start to think you’ll tell them,” Heathe said, “importing insulin is difficult, and I’ve had to purchase special containers to keep it cool, and I’ll have to think about whether that’s worth it.”

“Will my family be safe?”

“Of course.” Heathe patted his back. “Perfectly safe. So long as you don’t tell.”

Kyrie had asked him why he went to see the mayor, and he gave her an abbreviated account of their conversation. Nothing much. Nothing incriminating. Maybe she’d write it down in her journal, though, and maybe she’d remember it someday. Whenever it really counted.

“Hey, Hunter.” Charles’s voice jolted him out of his thoughts. “Your kid fell.”

By the time Hunter got to his feet, Kyrie was up again, blood on her knees, running after the boy who had bumped her and yelling at the top of her lungs.

His lips broke into a grin.

“She’ll be okay,” he said. “She’ll do better than me.”
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Present Day

We found Thatch beside the pool, submerged in a puddle of rapidly drying water. He was staring gloomily at the pulsing blue, legs stretched in front of him. He didn’t look up when we entered, but I had no trouble getting his attention. All I had to do was dip my hand into the water.

“Don’t touch that.”

“Do you know how to pronounce ‘thank you?’” Morgan ticked off the letters on his fingers. “T-h-a-n-k y-o-u for coming back to get me, brother dearest. Thank you for not leaving me beside the glowing pool of death. You say it like ‘tha-nk yo—’”

“Get up,” I told Thatch, drying my hand on my jacket. “We’re leaving. With you.”

He just looked at me.

“I told them not to believe what you said to Heathe.” Hunter, who had wandered ahead to check for guards, glanced back over his shoulder and waved his hand toward what must have been the exit. Hurry. “About looking for friendship and all that nonsense. You’re going to take them outside, and then—”

“And then what?” Thatch scrambled to his feet, but he didn’t get far before he had to stop and breathe, balancing with his hands on his thighs. “Leave everyone else here? Let Heathe kill you and kill everyone we send to try getting people out? It would be better if we could get everyone out at once. We still don’t know for sure who’s running this place. If we don’t take them down too, this will only happen again somewhere else.”

“You have all the proof you need, don’t you? You only need enough to justify an investigation. That will uncover the truth.”

“I have readings from this building and the town.”

The town—Peakin? When had Thatch been to town?

“And you have my daughter and her friends. There’s nothing more you need.”

“Look at you,” Morgan gave Thatch a slap on the back that made him cough. “Why don’t you focus on staying alive? You’re the only one who knows how to get outside the fence.”

“I smuggled myself inside what was supposed to be a barrel of reactor coolant,” Thatch told him. “I don’t know how to get out.”

“Maybe the fumes you breathed while you were in there are the reason why you can’t seem to give us a single coherent explanation.”

“I couldn’t tell you because I needed—” He broke off abruptly. “Did any of you bring the supplement pills?”

“I’ve got what’s left in my bottle,” Hunter said. “You can have them. I’ll get more.” He passed the familiar glass bottle to Thatch, who took one of them, then slipped the rest into his pocket.

Might have trusted me with that, I grumbled privately, but I was still too unsteady to be walking around with glass that depended on my balance for its survival.

“Was that what you wanted?” Morgan scoffed. “I would have given you pills for days if that was all it took to get rid of you.”

“I needed you not to panic, not to alert anyone that you had noticed something strange. I needed time to get proof while I figured out a way to get you out. I needed to understand what they were doing to you. I needed—”

“So you wouldn’t tell us the truth because you thought we wouldn’t cooperate,” I broke in. It came out grumpy, which was exactly how I’d meant it.

He shot a glance at me.

“The thing I needed most was those pills. And I didn’t know what they were. If they were a shot or dissolved in water or what. Until I found out, I couldn’t let you realize how important they were. I was afraid you wouldn’t let me have them. And I thought you would tell someone about me.”

“Be quiet,” Hunter warned us and pointed across the cavern. “I’m supposed to be on lookout duty for another fifteen minutes. If you’re not out of sight by then, you’re dead.”

Our voices vanished instantly, replaced by the sound of our careful footsteps. Slowly, the blue glow faded behind us, replaced by the ever-present eerie green and long, heavy shadows.

“There won’t be a guard here,” my father said in an undertone as we approached the far wall. “Thatch, help me find the door.”

Thatch sprang into action and just as quickly sprang out. The moment he lifted his arms, he toppled backward as though the weight of his own body was too much for his equilibrium.

I dropped to my knees beside him. “Stay with me,” I whispered urgently, swallowing my panic and straining every nerve and muscle and tendon and who knew what else to keep the quiver out of my voice. If he was going the way of our scouts, these fainting spells were going to happen again and again, and it was a sign that he still had a long way to go, and that was a good thing because maybe we could still get him out in time. “Wake up, Thatch. We’re almost there.”

Maple hovered above me, turning her pockets inside out. Looking . . . for . . .

Thatch had the pill bottle. I found his pockets. Cable, soft leather wallet, something in a plastic tube I couldn’t identify—then finally a glass bottle, tangled in the well-worn stitching. I tore it free and handed it to Maple. There was no reason, I figured, why he couldn’t take a double dose. She shook out a pill and, businesslike, clamped her hand over Thatch’s mouth to force him to swallow.

A triangle of warm orange light opened and expanded on the floor from the door Morgan had started to open. I’d lost track of time during our stint in this dim, windowless cavern, but I’d been crossing my fingers we’d emerge into darkness. It would have been difficult to cross the open space between us and the apartments even in the dead of night. During the day, we’d have to run. I didn’t know if Thatch would make it.

“He could stay,” Morgan suggested, peering ruefully around the doorway, as though he’d forgotten what the sun looked like. “They’ve got morphine here. That’ll make it quick, at least.”

Maple ignored him and offered Thatch her hand, and he staggered to his feet.

To Thatch’s credit, he managed to cross the threshold on his own. But I saw him grip the handle on the outside of the door like a life preserver, and I wondered how far he was going to get.

A hand on my shoulder stopped me from following.

“Do not give your life for that man,” Hunter said in my ear. “You didn’t know the truth when you tried to save him before. You don’t know half of it now. Always ask yourself, before you trust someone, what their interest is.”

“Thank you, Dad,” I said, not bothering to lower my voice. “Have you ever wondered what my interests were?”

“I love you.” He unexpectedly kissed the top of my head, and I flinched. “And I’m sorry. I know it’s not worth anything now, but I’m sorry.”

I walked outside, expecting him to follow. But he stepped back through the doorway.

“I can give you an hour,” he said. The door rested on his shoulder, already half-closed. “I don’t know how much longer I can keep them busy.”

“Hold on,” I stammered, “no one said anything about—”

“I’m not trying to earn your forgiveness.” His face softened. “I was trying to save you, and I did it in the worst way possible. Alcohol works the same way the supplements do, though not quite as well. If we couldn’t afford enough pills for both of us, I wanted you to have them. And I failed, didn’t I?” He glanced away, grimacing. “I’m not going to make it right. I’m only going to give you the chance to make the best of what I’ve done.”

He leaned back, and the door swung another half-inch closed.

“Stop!” I shouted, tripping over my own tangled legs. He wouldn’t shut the heavy iron door on my hand—I was certain he wouldn’t let my fingers be crushed. If I could just reach it in time. “They’ll kill you!”

“They won’t know who did it. They think they have a hold over me. They used to be right about that.”

The door was closing, and my hand froze at the last second.

As my father pushed the door from behind, I saw his smile, I saw his rough, cracked fingers, I saw his eyes glisten. I had never seen him cry except for when he broke down from drinking too much—for me, apparently. So I would have enough of the supplements we could barely afford, which were so expensive and so necessary that none of us ever had time to think about anything besides our work. So I would live and he would drink himself to death and I would be left to pick up the pieces.

How many people had known the truth besides me? How many secrets had been kept, lies told, beside my own?

The lock clicked into place.

I raised my face to the sky. The sun evaporated the moisture on my cheeks.

Someone was standing next to me. “Thatch.” I swallowed. “Is it true? Could he really have been drinking to replace the supplements, and could that possibly have worked?”

He didn’t answer right away. Maybe it didn’t matter. Because it still wasn’t a very good excuse. I would have rather had my father than any number of those supplement pills. I would have rather died of the plague than of the long, slow suffocation that was my father’s love.

I stared at Thatch, willing him to say something.

“Maybe.”
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She clings to Maple like a barnacle. Treats me like a pincushion. Is so innocent that she doesn’t see anything wrong with either. I don’t like her, but boy, do I love her. I almost wish she were my kid, but I really can’t stand her.

She often comes in handy because of what she knows. She knows the same things the encyclopedia does—useless things, but when you need it, there’s nowhere else to get it. You just ask her something and she gives you a whole university lecture.

There’s something seriously wrong with a world where twelve-year-olds have to justify their existence by being useful.

Kyrie’s journal, pg. 389

It took us nearly twenty minutes to cross the ditch and reach the apartment buildings. The sun had changed its position in the sky by the time we stopped, climbing further toward the center of the blue sphere and raining down heat that made the warehouse feel like a refrigerator. Morgan and Maple were used to it. Thatch’s limp had all the dynamics and verve of a wilted flower. He needed water, but we had none to give him.

We took shelter from the murderous heat under the porch at the first entrance. Maple entered the building to scavenge for bottles—a mighty sacrifice, since the concrete walls were heavily insulating—and Thatch lowered himself onto the porch.

“So.” Morgan reclined against the door post, arms crossed. “It got you. When do we get sick?”

Thatch exhaled. “The farther you get from the power plant, the safer you’ll be. And we’ll be outside the exclusion zone in a few hours. You won’t get sick.”

“Tell me more. You’ve got the medicines you wanted. Nobody’s panicking, and our cover is blown anyway. You should be able to give us the whole story.”

The white photos. Maple’s note and the scientific units Juliet had interpreted for me. The blue glowing pool. The mosaic of tiles on the floor. The deaths, the fence, the virus, the secrecy, the green glow, the deadly rain and then no rain ever again. The answer—the one thing they had in common—

“Radiation,” Thatch said.

“What?”

“The building you keep calling a factory. That’s where they used to make the electricity that powered Yeager and Peakin. The most efficient way to do that is to use a nuclear reactor.” He straightened his back. “Reactors run off elemental fuel. Usually uranium. Those squares you saw embedded in the ground—those are rods, graphite rods, that help slow down or speed up the chemical reaction. When everything is working properly, the uranium fuel begins to decay, and that releases energy.”

Morgan’s brow furrowed. “I thought radiation was what happened when you dropped a nuclear bomb.”

“The process inside a reactor is pretty much the same. The differences are technicalities.” Thatch paused for breath. “Something went wrong here. The . . .” He stopped again. “There was a power-generating reactor in the first room of that building. That had gone cold, probably for a long time. The pool with the blue glow is a research reactor, sort of a smaller-scale version that can still provide a little power. No doubt Heathe and whoever is helping him on the outside use that for their cameras and measurements, and perhaps to manufacture the supplement pills. That pool is probably also probably leaking radiation, which would keep levels around the plant and in Peakin high even after the original contamination started to decay.”

Stupid. Stupid, stupid. I had always accepted that the pills had to be manufactured in secret, lest someone should rob the supply we so desperately needed. Same with the electricity. People couldn’t be trusted. No one could be trusted, except the benevolent mayor. We accepted that as axiomatic, and it had been our downfall. Because if anyone had thought to ask—if anyone had looked—perhaps we would have learned the truth much sooner.

“Radiation,” I repeated.

“Yes.”

“How does it make you sick?”

“When the particles hit your skin, they’re absorbed, or they hit a cell and split it open. Your blood vessels can’t hold themselves together, and your bones become too fragile to support the weight of your body, and your skin separates, and your organs fail. If you survive that,” he said grimly, “the particles scramble your DNA.”

I wondered what it felt like to be so intimately familiar with the thing that was killing you. He had studied it, was clearly fascinated by it, still discussed it with quiet awe of its intricacy and creative genius. He had known, from the moment he entered that building, exactly how he would be torn apart. And he’d done it anyway, in the name of research and—and what else?

“Lovely,” Morgan groaned. “And we’ve been living right in the middle of this—these invisible bullets our whole lives.”

“More than enough to kill you a thousand times over. Last night it was about two thousand milli-sieverts per hour in that shed.” He pointed to the sagging shelter where we’d almost spent the night, a black speck on the dusty horizon. “Inside the plant, it was closer to three. In that pool—I was glad I couldn’t measure.”

mSv/h.

Milli-sieverts per hour.

2,000 milli-sieverts. Somehow, she had been able to measure it.

“See-ver,” I said aloud in my raspy, parched voice. “That was what Maple wrote on the back of those photos. Don’t go above two thousand milli-sieverts per hour, she said. What’s a seever?”

“Sieverts,” Thatch corrected, reminding me for a split second of a certain twelve-year-old scholar who always had to get things exactly right. “It’s a unit of measure. Don’t worry about that. Just know that it means you should all be dead.”

I looked at Morgan, and for the first time, I saw something approaching remorse in his expression. He didn’t like Thatch, didn’t like the danger he posed to us, didn’t like that he had upset the delicate status quo that had kept the mayor from killing us outright, kept him from sharing Maple’s near end, kept us all alive. But it would have been hard not to feel pity for someone who could watch the end so stoically.

Even if they hadn’t been brothers.

Morgan cleared his throat. “Thank you. I think I understand now.”

Thatch grunted.

I looked at him more closely, observing the sweat on his temples and the pasty hue of his cheeks. Then, silently, I trickled the last of my water bottle over his head. He began to shiver.

I know all prayers are answered. That’s what Basil said. But can the answer to this one please be yes?

I’ll never ask for anything again.

Maybe that was what you had to do—make wild promises to convince the divine to listen. Religion had a way of being just mystical enough that you didn’t know the right words and just concrete enough that you thought it applied to everyday life. That was why it was so tantalizing.

I needed a distraction. Something to occupy our minds.

“The photos,” I said suddenly. “Maple’s photos. What was the point of those?”

“Radiation ruins film,” Thatch answered. “Even Polaroid film, which can self-develop. Those smears of white across the image, and the thick grain—those are signs. She couldn’t tell you directly because knowing would put you in danger. And she knew you’d never be able to solve the puzzle. She left it to me to tell you when I thought you were ready. I guess she figured that I’d keep quiet until you were so far into your escape from Peakin that it wouldn’t matter how much you knew.”

“You guessed that much from a pile of whited-out photos?”

“Of course not. She told me what she wanted me to do.”

So that was why Thatch thought he’d killed her. Just talking to her would have been enough. He thought someone had seen them together, or realized what she knew, and had her killed—or hidden—to hide their secret.

He was probably right, but that didn’t make it his fault.

“I didn’t believe her when she said no one in the village knew,” he continued, “but the more you went on about the virus and the end of the world, the more I realized she was right. Somehow, you all were so isolated that you didn’t realize the nuclear accident was a local event, not an apocalypse. So I kept her secret until the last minute, hoping that even if Heathe did find you with me, he’d let you go. And hoping, of course, that you’d eventually let me in on the secret of why you weren’t getting sick. And—” He looked up at us. “I also had to make sure you weren’t working with Heathe. The possibility was small, but it wasn’t zero. You could have been trying to get me to come inside the fence so you could take me straight to him.”

“You’ll never trust anyone,” I said. “It’s not like I couldn’t have shot you through the fence.”

“I trust you now.” He coughed. “Not that I have much of a choice.”

“The real question,” said Morgan, annoyingly practical, “is whether we trust you. How do we know you’re really going to get us out? How do we know what’s waiting when we get there?”

“My friend Hadley will meet us at Yeager. Most people aren’t supposed to spend more than three days per week there because of the radiation, but a few workers stick around for research. Hadley’s probably stealing their coffee in exchange for bogus stock-picking tips.”

“Maybe you should tell him we’re coming. You know, since the outside world exists and cell towers still work. That would be a nice way of proving your story is true.”

“There’s no service out here. The government installed a jammer when the accident first happened because they didn’t want classified nuclear secrets getting out. The military even did a sweep to make sure no one was left in the exclusion zone. I guess they missed you.”

“Missed us,” I repeated. “Missed us, or left us.”

Thatch didn’t contradict me.

“I think there’s one question we’ve all been forgetting to ask,” I continued. “You knew there would be radiation here, Thatch. Why didn’t you bring pills to protect yourself? Why were you wearing that weird rubber suit when it was a hundred degrees outside?”

“The history lesson will have to wait.” Morgan straightened. “I hear Maple. We have to go as soon as she gets back.”

“I hope you’re planning to steal a car,” I told him. “We can’t walk all the way to Yeager in this heat.”

“We can get one from the scrapyard in Peakin.”

Maple emerged with her arms full of water bottles—a stockpile, I supposed, that she’d been planning to return for later. The sight would have been enough to bring tears to my eyes if I’d had any moisture left in my body, but my cells were shriveled. I stole one from her stash and cracked the cap and wet my lips, and for that single second, I was in heaven.

Thatch sat up and drained his in a second. He should have known that would make him nauseous, but he seemed so thirsty that I decided to let him figure things out on his own. We had enough for him to replenish, slower, once he did.

“So we go back to Peakin,” Morgan said, wetting his hands and slapping the water onto his neck. “It’s about a three-hour walk. Two if we hurry. Steal a truck. Maybe take a sweep through the mayor’s office if he’s not there and see if we can find any further information about the nuclear reactor thing, then head for the outer fence. Berlin might have a thing or two to say about that, but we can hope he’s drunk already.”

Maple shook her head, and I voiced what I knew she must be thinking.

“Heathe would beat us to Peakin. He’s got trucks at the factory—reactor.”

“Well, we could steal one of those.”

“We should have thought about this before we left,” I grumbled.

“We were in a hurry.”

Maple pointed at Thatch.

“Right,” Morgan sighed. “In good conscience, we can’t take him back there.”

“I’ll go.” Thatch drained the last of his water. “I feel much better. In fact—”

He retched over the side of the porch stairs.

“He feels better,” I repeated.

“Yeah.” Morgan nodded solemnly. “I’ll get that truck.”

“I’ll come with you,” I offered as Maple stepped forward.

“Oh, no, you won’t.” Morgan linked arms with his wife—how strange it felt to call her that—and stepped off the porch. “You stay here with Thatch and make sure he doesn’t eat anything you don’t want to see come back up. We’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”

I wanted to argue. But one glance at Thatch, who was bent crookedly over the steps, convinced me that Morgan’s plan was best. So I plopped down, exhausted, keeping a safe distance from Thatch in case he had any days-old protein bars left in him.

The wind rustled the creosote near the porch, and I peeked out at the sky. No haze—a good sign. Sandstorms usually came days apart, but stranger weather had happened before, and driving through a whirlwind like the one we’d had two days before was a good way to make sure you ended up sideways in a ditch.

I slithered further toward the railing, tucking my boots underneath me as Thatch wearily leaned his head against a pole.

And then I saw the horizon.

I shaded my eyes to make sure I wasn’t imagining things. I wasn’t.

“Speaking of science.” I pulled myself to my feet. “Two people couldn’t possibly be driving three cars, could they?”




[image: 31]


One of the trucks hit a ditch and bounced out of sight behind the creosote. I held my breath. One second passed. Two. Three. Ten. Fifteen. Much to my relief, the truck in the lead was almost to the porch before the other two reached the same ditch. One leading and two chasing. That meant we could pray the first one was Morgan and Maple, outrunning their pursuers by the barest skin of their fuel tanks.

Two seconds later, I got my confirmation. Maple’s head popped out of the passenger window, and she gestured at us, mouth moving silently. She was too far away to hear, even if she did manage to squeeze out comprehensible words, but I knew at once what she wanted us to do.

“Come on, Thatch.” I grabbed his arm to yank him up. “Morgan will stop for us.”

A whistle broke the air above our heads. The pole Thatch had been leaning on splintered as a bullet struck it.

“Go!” I screamed, tightening my grip on his arm and breaking into a sprint that deserved a medal. I didn’t know how Thatch stayed on his feet, but he did, and we were almost there.

The truck was on a crash course for the building. For a moment, I thought it would hit, and the engine would explode, and we’d all go out before we had a chance to feel frightened. But at the last second, Morgan jerked the wheel sideways and skidded to a dusty stop three feet from us. I tugged on the door handle—locked—Morgan unlocked it, I pulled Thatch after me, and we were off again with a scrape of tires almost before our feet had left the ground.

“I’ve always wanted to do that.” Morgan grinned. “It’s a straight line back to Peakin from here. We can beat them.”

There was no point, I figured, in asking what he thought we’d do once we got there.

I grabbed the headrest and twisted myself around, holding my body against the seat as our speed and the bumps picked up in tandem. It might have been my imagination. Or maybe not. No, definitely not.

“They’re getting closer,” I warned.

“Which way, Thatch?” Morgan yanked the wheel to avoid a creosote.

I whipped around and fumbled for my seatbelt.

“Thatch! Directions, please!”

“Through Peakin,” he said tightly. “Straight through—other side—almost due south.”

“Around Peakin, then. Guess there won’t be time to stop.” Morgan put his weight on the accelerator, and I shot backward in my seat.

Another look, this time gripping the belt. Not my imagination. Not this time. I also wasn’t imagining the long black object held by the passenger in the vehicle closest to us.

“Mor-gan!” I screeched, the last half of the word soaring up several octaves as we barreled through a pothole. “They’re going to shoot!”

Maple released her seatbelt.

“What are you—?”

I ducked as she quickly crawled into the back seat, pushing Thatch and me away from the rear window. For once, I didn’t feel like arguing. She balanced on her knees, swaying like a clothesline in a breeze, and I clung to the backs of her legs to hold her steady. Her head was inches from the ceiling, one jolt away from a broken neck.

“What on earth are you doing?” Morgan cried. A cross section of his face reflected from the rearview mirror: panicked, horrified, and more than a little impressed. “Get down from there!”

Her hand slid to her waist. Somehow, in all the confusion, she had gotten the pistol I brought from Peakin.

Hunter.

I hope to God he’s not in that truck.

He couldn’t be. He would have sabotaged them by now. Probably Heathe or Heathe’s men had left him at the warehouse, realizing he wasn’t trustworthy. Or—something else had happened, and I’d find out later.

I closed my eyes and held on to Maple, bracing her against the seat. The last thing I needed was for her to go flying through the windscreen if we had to stop.

Her shoulder brushed mine as she slid open the rear window, took aim, and fired. The shot reignited my familiar headache, and I tried to wedge my arms against my ears. Her next shot felt like it shattered the bones in my face.

The car swerved violently. My eyes widened and fixed on the rearview mirror. The truck behind us was gone, replaced by a wall of flame and smoke.

I stared numbly. If my father had been there, he was atomized now. But he wasn’t. He surely wasn’t.

The second truck burst through the flames, bouncing over metal scraps of its companion.

“Round two,” Morgan groaned, his face popping comically in and out of the rearview mirror.

Our engine revved. All three of us were slung vigorously to the left.

“Sorry,” Morgan announced. “Joshua tree. Hard to see anything at this speed. Speaking of which—” His voice broke off, and we flew right. This time I got the worst of it, and my breath left my body in a wheeze.

“How far to the fence?” Morgan asked. “Because the gauge here says it’s ten miles until we need gas.”

Thatch spoke up. “We’ll have more time if Maple gets that truck off our tail. We won’t make it to Yeager without fuel.”

Maple braced herself to shoot again, and I covered my ears with my hands. She had the middle seatbelt looped around her thigh and Thatch’s weight pinning her down. I needed my eardrums.

But the expected shot never came. Instead, she threw herself flat on the seat, forcing Thatch and me down with her. The rear window Maple had opened partway shattered, burying shards and crystal powder in my hair.

Thatch had enough presence of mind to pick up the weapon Maple had dropped, jerking the barrel toward the door where it wouldn’t kill us if we accidentally caused it to fire. He racked the slide. “Empty.”

“There’s Peakin, straight ahead.” Morgan’s hands tightened around the wheel. “That would have been a two-hour walk.”

“I don’t like your math,” Thatch remarked. “I think you’re speeding.”

For once, Morgan wasn’t in a humorous mood. “We can’t stop at the fence and ask Berlin to let us in. We’re going to have to go straight through it.”

“You think you can snap the chains?” Thatch asked, his voice rising. I refrained from asking how he knew there were chains.

“At a hundred miles an hour—probably.”

“Right.” Thatch’s eyes drifted to the ceiling as he ran the numbers in his head. I wished I could tell him to stop, that physics was only a hindrance when you were out of options. “It depends on the fence’s K-rating and our instantaneous velocity, and the exact mass of this vehicle, but I think if we were going that fast—”

“I can’t stop,” Morgan interrupted. “Hold on.”

I had the vague idea that I didn’t want the last thing I saw to be the back of a leather seat. Was there sun in heaven? Were there birds besides ravens and other things that wanted to eat you and only didn’t because they weren’t quite big enough? Coyotes? Would the pain of death be gone? How long was eternity, anyway?

Creosote flew across my vision like shooting stars. Wind from the shattered window whipped my hair around my throat and choked me and stung like wire. My head hit the seat behind me, and a silver streak flashed by and was gone in time too short to count, and somebody was screaming—it might have been me—and Thatch’s head collided with my shoulder. I thought I saw Berlin in his guard shack, suspended mid-drink and staring at us with horrified eyes, but it must have been my imagination filling in a few blanks, because we were gone, gone, a speck in the distance, far too fast to notice anything so specific.

The engine coughed and sputtered, flailing into an abrupt death when we hit someone’s feeble wooden fence. Now, propelled by sheer momentum, we were dragging something, which whined against the dirt and occasionally broke into a wail of metallic agony. It slowed us down, but not enough. Not nearly enough.

The other thing I could see from the window was the brick wall of the church, getting closer and closer and closer and closer and—

“Will the brakes—?” Morgan yelled incomprehensibly.

I grabbed something, maybe Maple’s shoulder, and twisted for one last look. Our violent entry through the fence had cleared the way for the second truck. Stop, and we became the easiest of targets. But plowing straight into a brick wall wouldn’t turn out much better.

“Morgan,” I shrieked, “the graveyard!”

He pulled the wheel to the left, throwing his weight into the turn. The tail of the truck grazed the brick. The front smashed through a tidy row of gravestones. Twenty of the slender carved stones cracked and snapped. We bounced over the fragments, throwing Thatch and me to the floor in the rear and sending Maple soaring halfway into the front seats, draped over the center console like a rag doll. One moment I saw the sky, and the next I was looking at a ground that seemed too far away.

Somehow, Thatch wriggled past Maple and dived across Morgan’s lap, pressing his hand into the brake.

We stopped.

“Way to be a backseat driver,” Morgan said, his voice small and breathless.

That did it for me. I giggled.

Maple picked herself up from the console, rubbing the back of her head. She still worked—her legs and arms and everything that I could see. Our eyes met, and then we clung to each other, laughing and crying with the desperate adrenaline rush of disbelief and tremendous relief.

Thatch had slithered back into the rear seat. He collapsed against the window—but whatever he saw there made him sit up with a start.

“They’re headed this way.”

“Only one,” Thatch said. “Unarmed as far as I can tell. I think that’s—” He shaded his eyes with his hand and then slumped back.

“Hunter.”
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Hunter had taught Maple how to run with a gun, how to carry it securely without accidentally shooting herself, and how to keep it ready for immediate use. One arm free for balance and the other tucked tightly around the weapon, elbows in, steps long and even.

That was how I knew he wasn’t armed. His run was too frantic to have any form whatsoever, and his arms were waving in the air like the blades of a fan. I could see his mouth moving, but it was anyone’s guess what he was saying.

Right on cue, Thatch asked: “What’s he saying?” and tried to roll down the window by pressing a button.

City slicker.

I reached across him and Maple to rotate the old-fashioned crank. At first I thought it wouldn’t work, but at last, the glass slid down with a melancholy squeak.

Hunter’s words, faint and far away, drifted across the graveyard. Pitched wildly, distorted and breathless as he ran.

“Must—get—people!” He leaped over a creosote with agility from twenty years ago and ducked to avoid a twisted branch of Joshua tree that had it in for his head. “Wardens—coming!”

Of course they were. I wouldn’t have expected anything less. Why would Hunter follow us all the way back to Peakin just to tell us what we already knew?

Something bright appeared in the window of Heathe’s abandoned truck. A glittering spot of light that looked unnaturally round.

“Scope flash. They’ve got rifles.” Morgan pushed open his door and slid to the ground, hopping lightly over a mangled shard of fender that was now married to a gravestone. “If they shoot the gas tank, we’re dead.”

Forget about the gas tank. Forget about us.

Those snipers had an easier, closer target.

I threw open the door on my side of the truck, facing the road. Nothing between me and the sniper scopes.

A bullet chipped the plastic above my head, scoring a gash in the fabric ceiling. This wasn’t a case of now or never. It was now or forever, for all eternity, because eternity was where I was going to end up if I didn’t move.

I heard Thatch shouting something behind me, but I didn’t stop to listen. If Hunter could make it across the open space between the road and the graveyard, I was certain I could meet him in the middle.

That was it. That was the plan.

Except it wasn’t an excellent plan. The head of the gravestone to my right, a flowery carving depicting a cherub with silly little wings the size of my hands, shattered into dust. Then the left one was gone, and a bullet whistled past my ear. They were closing in, framing their shots so the one they aimed at my head would be the one that counted.

I ducked behind a cylindrical monument, a column that didn’t seem to be supporting anything, and dizzily tried to guess which way they wouldn’t expect me to go. I swooped out to the left, dodging from side to side and tucking my head whenever I remembered, and sprinted toward my father.

The distance between us was closing. Hunter had almost reached the first row of gravestones, and I was four rows behind. I held out my arms, and he shouted something I couldn’t understand, gesturing unevenly at something behind me.

I felt it first. It brushed me lightly in the chest, a gentle ripple in the air filled with irresistible power. I stumbled forward, propelled through my exhaustion and burning legs. My hands locked with Hunter’s, and we went down in a heap.

I heard it several moments later. Not a sound, though. More like a mighty vibration, sending waves of pressure through my skull and crushing my ears. With the pain came a ferocious wall of radiant orange. Bright and hot, it seared my skin.

They’d found the gas tank.

The force of our collision sent my father and me rolling across the dirt in a dizzying rush of rocks and fragments of stone. Our bodies crashed against someone’s monument, choking the air out of my lungs.

I kicked and flailed, putting on a good imitation of a dying fish, gasping for breath that didn’t reach the bottom of my lungs. Hunter had gotten the best of things, landing on top, and his weight kept me pinned to the ground. Rotten smoke filled my throat, forcing burned rubber and gasoline fumes into my lungs. A fragment of black metal that had rocketed into the air smashed a crater in the dirt twenty feet in front of us, and I ducked my face under my father’s shoulder.

“Thatch!” I tried to scream, but all that came out was a whimper that couldn’t have been heard three feet away. Just my luck. Just like a bad dream. “Maple! Morgan!”

Morgan had known this was coming. He might have gotten them out if he hurried. Thatch and Maple were still in the cab when I jumped—but if they hurried, if they had run—

Pretty soon it wouldn’t matter. Shards of metal were still raining from the sky, drilling holes into the dirt, and the blazing heat on my exposed arms made the noonday sun feel like a cold shower. I couldn’t see it, but I knew the creosote had caught fire, and then it would be a matter of time before the flames reached us.

“Dad.” I smacked his shoulder. “Move. Toward—” What wouldn’t burn? We were always so careful with fire, aware of how hungry the desert was for flame, and how fertile the heat. But every house was a liability. Every house had curtains, blankets, carpets, and a thousand other flammable things. And most of them were made of wood.

I twisted to scan the field. Where would Thatch and Maple and Morgan go if—when they escaped? The black spots in my vision coalesced around the only stone building in the village. The only one where maybe even fire couldn’t get inside.

“The church,” I rasped. “Go, Dad, go!”

With a furious effort, I tugged myself free and pushed him up. He sat back on his heels, blinking, clearly stunned. I didn’t blame him for that. It had happened to me. I’d frozen once too. But I wasn’t going to let it happen again.

I planted my heels and pulled him to his feet. He stared at me, blinked, then straightened. The confusion faded from his eyes, and his hand tightened around mine. Suddenly he was the one pulling me, dragging me, toward the chapel.

If I was wrong, if the fire did get inside and the chapel caught fire, we were done. The front door was the only way out, and the snipers would have that covered. But from inside, we could protect ourselves. We could wait while the whole village burned if we had to.

Hunter dropped to his knees and skidded behind a marble monument, dragging me with him until he came to rest with his back against a gravestone.

“You listen to me.” He gripped my arms, pulling me down below the level of the stone. “They’re lousy shots. They won’t hit you if you run.”

His voice sank, blending with the ringing in my ears.

“Thatch will get you out. But when you go—” He stopped abruptly and took a deep breath. “Take—Basil—Juliet—and everyone you talked to. The Wardens will use them as collateral. Or kill them. This experiment is over. There’s no saving it now. They’ll try to . . . everything they can, they’ll—”

I startled. “Experiment? Dad, what do you know about an experiment?” The edge of the gravestone splintered as a bullet flew by, and I ducked. “There’s no time for this. We have to keep going.”

One of his hands lifted and found my face, caressing my cheek.

No.

I’d seen that look before.

“Run,” he commanded. “Before they get closer.”

His head dropped back against the gravestone, and his hand slid from my face.

“No,” I said loudly. “I’m not going anywhere until you’re ready to—”

“Kyrie!”

Morgan. Calling to me from the steps of the chapel. Risking his own life to let me know he was alive and he’d found a place where we’d be safe. The same place I had.

But I couldn’t go. Not without Dad.

I’d get him there. I was strong, and fear made me stronger. I draped his arm over my back and fought to stand up. My thighs burned, but I bit my tongue and kept pushing. If I could just—

Somehow he slipped free. Without his weight to offset mine, I dropped backward, landing with a jolt on bone.

I saw his lips move: “Go.”

“Fight, Dad! Please, fight!” I shrieked, crawling toward him. “You can’t stay here! Get up and keep going!”

I love you.

You can’t give up.

You can’t let it end like this.

We haven’t even gotten a chance to talk.

“Go.” The mouthed words sounded like a voice deep in my consciousness. “Go!”

My fingers fumbled with his collar. Adrenaline lent me strength, and I tore it open.

It was anyone’s guess when it had happened. Maybe that wound, not the explosion, was what had prevented him from getting up the first time we fell. I could have fit my fingers into the two neat holes in his chest—and maybe I should have, maybe I should have tried to stop the bleeding, but there were only a few drops of blood on his skin. The rest was inside, flooding his chest, choking the air out of his lungs, pulling him away from me.

Somehow, at that moment, he looked at me and smiled.

I was a child again, running to his bench from my dust bowl in the street and holding out some new discovery—a branch of creosote with a snake twined through it, the feather of an owl that had burrowed into the ground, a handful of dirt that I later learned put us both at risk for contracting valley fever. He and his friend Charles, Mr. Hadley to me, used to sit there and talk and sip drinks and watch me forage. Morgan would hurl playful and well-meaning insults from the sidelines, and Maple would sit there with enormous eyes fixated on a scorpion scuttling into the ditch. For an hour or two, the pain and worry engraved in his face would fade. We would be a family again.

His lips relaxed, and he whispered something I couldn’t understand.

“Don’t you dare.” I shook him ruthlessly. “Don’t leave. You can’t. I need your help. I need you.”

“I love you.”

His eyes fixed—drifting further from me, further into a world where I couldn’t follow.

“I’m not asking. I’m telling you to stay,” I blabbered, wrapping my arms around his neck and pulling his body tightly to mine, willing a bit of my humanity, my mortality, to bleed from my skin to his. “I love you. Of course I love you. You know that, don’t you? I told you that? Don’t be sorry. I didn’t understand why you were doing it, but now I do, and I should have tried to ask why—”

“Kyrie!” Morgan called again. He couldn’t see my father from where he was standing, couldn’t see what I was doing. He must have thought I’d panicked, lost my mind, frozen and overwhelmed. “They’re getting closer! Come on!”

I raised my head. The snipers were halfway between me and the truck, about twenty or thirty yards away at the most. My odds of getting to the church were slim already. Ten more seconds and there’d be no odds worth mentioning.

I kissed his cheek, fiercely, with all the love that had been stifled for the twelve years since I’d lost him.

“Goodbye,” I choked, running my hand across his eyes. He looked asleep then, at peace amid the destruction we had helped create. “Goodbye, Dad.”

Goodbye. That was what I told him when I went to work in the morning, how I dismissed myself, and when he left to buy whiskey, and when I bought supplements from the pharmacy. It wasn’t a very good word, and it had been a long time since it meant anything.

And then I left him.
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I got there. I never could figure out how. Morgan whisked me inside the doors—there were a hundred holes in the wood above and beside his head. And when I got inside, there were Thatch and Maple and, surprisingly, Basil too. They were safe. They were all safe.

You’re supposed to cry, aren’t you?

You’re supposed to feel something.

Something brushed my shoulder, and it was Thatch, sitting beside me on the pew.

“Where’s Hunter?” he asked quietly.

If I had pulled him behind a gravestone—if I had fallen on top after the explosion—if I hadn’t run toward him—if I had done a thousand things differently, he would still be alive. Then we could talk, and then it wouldn’t matter what else happened.

“Thatch,” I said, blinking, “we’re getting out of here.”

“Yes.”

“And we’re taking everyone with us.”

“We’ll come back for them.”

“No.” I raised my voice to be sure they all could hear. “Now. Everyone we talked to. Everyone the Wardens might think to ask about us. My father said they’re all in danger.”

“Who would that be?” Morgan asked. “Basil, maybe, but who else would know about—”

“Juliet,” I interrupted. “And your parents.”

“Heathe won’t hurt his own daughter.” Morgan rubbed his eyes wearily. “Well, maybe he would. Right now, we’ve got a bigger problem. Between the fire and the snipers and the fact that there’s no back exit to this place, how are we going to get out of here?”

“The Wardens will eventually have to fight the fire,” Thatch observed. “The whole town will burn if they don’t. We could wait it out until then.”

“They might still have someone covering the doors.”

“Are you certain there’s no other way out?” Thatch glanced at Basil, who shrugged helplessly. People didn’t make forts out of churches. There had never been a need for a back exit.

“Fire hazard.” Thatch shook his head. “I’ve never felt so strongly about building codes.”

Maple took Morgan’s hand and guided it upward. The stained-glass windows glistened at the tips of their fingers.

It might work. If we could get up there. And if we could get down on the other side.

Thatch reached for the book on the back of the pew in front of us.

“If we threw a few of these”—he flipped it over—“these hymnals at the glass, we might be able to break it.”

“We might as well walk out the front door,” Morgan scoffed. “From the snipers’ perspective, it’s all the same. They’ve got a clear shot either way. Even if we could get up there—”

“There is one thing.”

Four heads swiveled in Basil’s direction. One thing was better than nothing.

“I didn’t want to keep this in my house, because I thought it would be easier to find there, but . . .” He reached under the pew Thatch and I were sitting on. “For emergencies. Hopefully not for mortal wounds.”

There were other mortal wounds besides physical, I thought.

At the sight of the shotgun, Morgan’s eyebrows shot up.

“We can work with this.” He took it from Basil and opened the break, bending the weapon into an off-kilter L shape. “Loaded. Any more shells?”

Basil again reached under the pew and produced a small cardboard box. Strips of silver duct tape hung off the sides, which had once kept it strapped to the seat bottom. The front of the box read “SLUGGER” in black letters. Below that: “16G.”

Morgan tucked the box into his pocket. “I don’t see how this solves the problem, but I’d still rather have a gun than not.”

Maple’s hands moved wildly, and she pointed at the gun, the windows, and the door.

“I take the gun,” Morgan narrated, “you take the window—no, the other way around—you take the gun, and I take the window—and Kyrie—and Thatch and Basil stay here—and what’s your plan, exactly? You’re just going to walk out that door and try shooting them?”

“It could work.” Thatch’s lack of confidence was contagious. “You were able to stand there without getting hit.”

Morgan snapped the breach closed and rested the barrel on the floor. “Do none of you remember how a shotgun works? By the time you’ve gotten close enough to your target to do any damage, you’ll have as many holes as a colander. This thing”—he held up the weapon and stretched his arm alongside it—“probably can’t shoot further than fifteen yards. You’d have to sneak up on them, and there’s no cover.”

Maple sketched the outline of a gravestone with her fingers.

Morgan stared at her in disbelief.

She raised an eyebrow. Unless you can think of a better way—

“It’s suicide.”

Thatch leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees, staring off at the altar with a preoccupied expression.

“She thinks we can climb out the windows at the side of the building and dodge behind gravestones, hoping the whole time that the Wardens out front haven’t been smart enough to call for backup. And she’ll provide cover fire,” Morgan clarified. He turned back to Maple. “The whole town will have seen the explosion. They’ll all be standing on the street to watch your brutal execution. Justice done, case closed.”

“Or there might not be anyone out there,” I mused. “We saw at least half a dozen Wardens at the reactor building. They probably don’t know we’ve been found, which means they won’t be here yet.”

It didn’t matter if I was right. If I wasn’t, we weren’t getting out of here, anyway.

“If Maple can escape the church after we’re gone and steal that truck from the Wardens, we could meet at the fence,” I added. It seemed unfair to hoist the lynchpin of the plan onto her, but she was the only one I’d trust with it. “Say, in half an hour. Morgan gets his parents, and I’ll find Juliet. We’ll meet at our hideout. If we don’t make it in time, you leave without us.”

I could tell Maple was already agreeing.

Basil didn’t get a vote. The blank look on his face told us all that he hadn’t yet realized he wasn’t going home. I wasn’t going to be the one who reminded him. He shouldn’t have had to suffer anything, this kindly old man who had spent his life trying to make ours better.

“Why can’t I get the truck?” Thatch suggested. He had lifted his head too quickly, and even that small movement cost him. I could see his jaw tense. “Maple could wait here with Basil as a backup in case—”

“The only person who has any chance of taking those Wardens out with a break-action shotgun and getting all the way past them is Maple,” Morgan snapped. “There’s no one better than her.”

“I’m going.” I took the hymnal from Thatch’s loose hands and stood up. “If someone could peek out the front door and cover me, that would be great. But I don’t care what you do. My dad asked me to get Juliet out, and I’m going.”

“Fine.” Morgan shook his head. “But on the condition that I go first. If they shoot me like a rabbit, maybe don’t follow.”

Reluctantly, he handed Maple the shotgun. Her fingers wrapped around the barrel, but he didn’t let go.

His cheeks mimicked the red in the carpet. “I was going to save this for later, but it never seems like there’s going to be a later, so—”

He let go of the weapon and pulled her close, searching for her lips and finding them and anointing them in a kiss. Passion held hands with love, and violence with grace. None of us wanted to look, but it was like trying to hide from the moon when everything else had gone dark.

It only lasted a few seconds. Morgan eased away, cupping her cheek in his hand.

“I don’t care what Heathe or Peakin law or any contract says. I’ve married you, and you’re my wife. And I’m leaving you here to go find my parents and find us a way out, so”—a hard swallow, but he kept going, low and urgent, as though if he said it confidently enough it couldn’t help but come true—“don’t you dare go out there and die. Don’t leave me again.”

Maple’s eyes sparkled, and she opened her mouth to respond. No sound came out, and Morgan kissed a tear from the corner of her eye.

“Thank you, Basil,” he said, roughly, “for everything.”

He held out his hand, and Basil shook it. I wondered if the old man knew what he was doing.

To give Basil a hug—that was easy enough. He deserved that and more, but I’d say it all when I got back. To squeeze Maple’s arm and wink at her and pretend that neither of us were crying—it had to be done, and it was done, and our turbulent sisterhood and friendship had gone through worse. And Thatch—

How much did I really know him? Two weeks. That was how long we’d been friends. Most of that time had been spent apart. He had only befriended me for the radiation cure, and I’d put up with his deceit to help Morgan, and then something had changed—but if I couldn’t put a name to it, how important could it be?

Which wasn’t a great reason for putting off my goodbye to him until last, or for having his face in my head while I tried not to look at Maple and Morgan. I wasn’t sure he’d take it too well, either—hey, you’re okay. Not that I’m qualified to pass judgment after knowing you for two whole weeks, but for what it’s worth—

I settled on: “Half an hour. Be there.”

He tried to smile. He was out of practice and too tired to get a good start, but he tried.

“Do me a favor,” he said. “If you happen to see my friend Hadley, the one I said is waiting for us outside the fence, ask him if he works for the Culinary Institute of America. It’s funnier if I don’t explain why.”

Because I won’t be here to tell you later.

Because I don’t think either of us is going to make it that far.

“Culinary Institute of America.” I’d never remember that. “Got it.”

Morgan started to the window, as Maple adjusted her shotgun.

“Thatch, give us a lift,” he ordered. “Kyrie, give me that hymnal.”

He took a step backward and flung the book at the window furthest from the door.

The colorful image of Jesus’s crucifixion shattered into a mosaic of disorderly color. Shards of cross and sky and Savior fell to the ground, and we crunched the pieces underfoot as we ran for the window. We were on a clock now. When the Wardens saw what we were doing, they’d forget about the fire and turn their attention toward us.

“Thirty seconds.” Morgan grasped Thatch’s shoulder and hoisted himself up. “That’s how far it is from here to the closest shelter. That’s how far we’ve got to make it.” He gripped the edge of the window and glanced back at Maple.

“Three,” she mouthed, “two—one—go!”

Morgan vaulted over the window and disappeared over the edge.

And then it was my turn. Before I had time to second guess myself or consider the fact that I’d never climbed anything higher than the three stairs to my house, I had treated Thatch like a ladder and swung my body upward, my legs over the window. Morgan had made it look easy. I figured my ascent probably had the grace of a donkey climbing a boulder.

Looking down was a mistake. I did it anyway, and I froze. I couldn’t let go. I’d die if I fell that far. There was nothing to land on, nothing to break my fall.

“Go, Kyrie!” Thatch called from inside the chapel. “Maple’s covering you!”

Morgan shouted from below: “Let go!”

Growing more frantic: “Let go!”

From the corners of my eyes, the flash of the snipers’ scopes, pointed directly at me—exactly what I needed. I wasn’t about to lose before I started, so I let go and landed with a crash in a prickly bush.

My first thought was that I’d be picking twigs out of my skin for the next six months. But I didn’t have a chance to get started. Morgan grabbed my wrist, shaking me out of my daze, and pulled me to my feet.

“Run,” he commanded. “Straight to the row of buildings in front of us. Go. You can do it. We have to do it.”

I nodded. And ran.
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There are only two things I ever really wanted in life. One: to write. Two: to fall in love. When forced to do both, I suddenly didn’t like them anymore.

Because if you don’t write, you forget. And if you don’t fall in love, you don’t know what you’re writing about. Or who you’re writing for. So you’ve got to do it, but there’s the paradox—nothing forced is love.

Kyrie’s journal, pg. 481

Thirty pounding seconds. Thirty seconds. Only thirty seconds. Everybody could sprint for thirty seconds. Couldn’t they? Twenty-nine more.

I was out of breath within five. Burning lungs by ten. Aching legs by thirteen. Wishing I was dead by fifteen. Doubtful I’d make it by twenty-one. Since when had nine seconds become all eternity?

Morgan stayed a few feet ahead of me, clearing the path through the underbrush, vaulting over something that passed by too quickly to see—maybe it was a snake, and if so, I wished it luck, because if it was under my boots, it was getting trampled.

A building rushed up at us from the creosote. Three more desperate lunges and I was there. I threw myself to the ground, sliding along the dirt behind the shelter of that flimsy wooden wall that was barely big enough to hide us both from the snipers.

My skin burned. I’d left some of it in the gravel, but that was a small price to pay for a second of rest. Shattered lungs and a splitting dehydration headache. Pain in my legs, throbbing, cramping pain, and sharper pain in my right arm, which was odd considering that arms weren’t generally much use for running, but what did I know about such a miserable sport—

“You’re bleeding,” Morgan said. He wasn’t the slightest bit out of breath.

I wrapped my fingers around my bicep—or the place where my bicep should have been if I had ever earned them—and felt a warm, throbbing wet.

Morgan tore an uneven strip from the bottom of his shirt and wrapped it around my arm. The fabric burned like fire. My stomach went queasy. “It’s just a surface wound,” he said. Comforting. I’d been shot, but it was just a surface wound. “We can’t stay here.”

“I don’t need convincing,” I grunted. “Find your parents. I’ll get Juliet. Meeting point in half an hour. Don’t be late. We really will leave without you.”

He winked. “So would I.”

He gave my wound a final pat, which I couldn’t feel through the bandage, and darted out from behind our shelter. Heading left. Not technically the direction of his house, which wasn’t far from the mayor’s. I figured he was trying to divide the snipers’ fire, leaving the direct route open to me.

I placed my hand around my bandage, mostly for moral support, and tottered into the street as briskly. No speed records were to be set that day. The important thing was getting there in as few pieces as possible.

The streets of Peakin were deserted. The ground was untouchably hot in the direct afternoon sunlight, and it was common knowledge that you stayed in your house at high noon unless you had a thing for being broiled alive. But I’d expected to see at least one enterprising citizen out with his watering can to fight the fire eating the creosote outside the church. Or a small army of Wardens who’d be delighted to welcome me back to town. I wasn’t certain it was a good thing that I’d been wrong. Where was everyone?

Juliet’s yard was empty. I half expected her to jump out at me from behind a bush, as she’d done before when she was “measuring soil acidity” or “categorizing insects,” but my footsteps and the distant crackle of firearms were all I heard as I traced the stone path to the porch. The house windows were covered by thick drapes.

I glanced over my shoulder, surveying the street. A row of windows frowned at me from the opposite houses, and I could picture the neighbors pressing their invisible noses to the glass. But what were they going to do?

I knocked on the mayor’s door.

No answer. Not surprising.

I wrapped my hand in the hem of my shirt and tugged the metal handle. The door swung open.

My footsteps on Heathe’s perfect floor kicked up a cloud of fine dust—not the kind we had in the streets, the gritty stuff that made your eyes burn, but the kind that came with antique furniture, thick carpets, and windows that could didn’t let the sandstorms inside. The dust of opulence, the kind of living that the rest of us in Peakin could only imagine on our best days.

“Juliet,” I hissed, “where are you?”

No answer. I glanced behind me and found that I was leaving dirty footprints on the carpet. It wouldn’t take a genius to trace those to me.

“It’s me. Kyrie. You have to come with us.”

I’d never had to beg for her company. Can we go to the hideout? Please? I’ll tell if you don’t let me! Did you bring popcorn? Do you think I can grow my hair out to look like Maple’s? That was usually the point where I said something I regretted. I was regretting it even more now.

“Juliet.”

Another step.

“Please.”

I had failed my father yet again.

“Juliet.”

Softly, from above: “Who’s there?”

“Thank God,” I whispered, and I meant it. “We’ve got to go before Heathe gets back.”

Juliet appeared at the top of the stairs, framed by a halo of soft silver dust. She had headphones around her neck, a little MP3 player clutched tightly in her hand. Because of course she did. Because her father had always given her everything she wanted.

“Go where?” she asked cautiously.

I heard the fear in her voice, and my heart filled with pity. “Away. Out. We won’t be coming back.”

“I can’t leave.”

“You have to.”

“I can’t.” Her voice shook. “I can’t leave Dad.”

“If you don’t—”

How could I explain to a twelve-year-old that her father had betrayed us, was coming to kill the people he had promised to protect, would hurt her too, if it got him even a scrap of information about our plan to escape?

And maybe it wasn’t true. Maybe he’d stop at a stern scolding, or maybe he’d think of a way to manipulate her into thinking she was doing us a favor by telling everything she knew. She didn’t know much, after all—just where our hideout had been, the message Maple had left, the early science behind the discovery we’d made. None of that would matter after we were gone.

But Juliet would grow up. She’d find out the truth, because she was clever that way. If our escape failed, or if we couldn’t free the people left in the village, she’d face the same horrible choice we did. Save herself? Save everyone? Save no one? Live like this forever? Betray her only family? Betray herself and what she knew?

I was going to make that decision for her. She’d thank me.

“Maple’s going,” I told her. “I’m going. Morgan’s going. Pastor Basil’s going. And I have a new friend, someone who lives outside the fence, who promises that we’ll be safe. He’s a scientist, like you. He was able to read that message Maple left me, and—”

“Maple’s alive?” Slowly, she took the headphones off and unplugged them from the player, setting them on the floor beside her.

“You think she could be killed that easily?” I held out my arms. My right one wouldn’t go as high as the other, and I was starting to feel the pain—a dull, aching, throbbing pain that stretched from my shoulder to my wrist. “You’re not leaving your father forever, Juliet. We’re going to come back. And we’re going to save everyone. But for now, I need you to believe me.”

“Will Dad be safe?”

Gravestones. Cold skin. Can’t save him. Can’t do anything.

“He will. I promise.”

“And I’ll see him again soon?”

“Of course.”

She slipped the player into her pocket and descended one step. “What kind of science does your friend do?”

“He’s, um—” How had Thatch explained it? “He studies particles. The kind you can’t see.”

“Particle physics.”

“That.”

I clenched the railing. Step by step, dangling my weight from my good arm. Step, step, and another step, and I was there.

“Dad’s office.” Juliet pointed down the hall as I approached. “I saw a picture of Maple on his desk. I think he knows what happened to her.”

If he had a picture, he had proof. The paper kind. There had to be files, photographs, records, something I could show everyone we’d meet in the outside world to convince them that our little apocalypse was real.

I hoped every page was signed with Tedd Heathe’s name. Basil always said revenge wasn’t a Christian virtue, but justice was. I figured you couldn’t always tell the difference.

“Wait here,” I told Juliet, “and scream if you hear anyone coming.”

“Why would anyone come?” she demanded.

Just trust me.

I had never been in Heathe’s office, but it looked exactly how I’d imagined. An enormous wooden chair and desk in the center of the room. Bookshelves from floor to ceiling on every wall, heavy and tottering under books with vaguely familiar authors—Tzu, Machiavelli, the sorts of books pretentious people read and pretended to understand. An overpowering light fixture dangling from the ceiling, ready to crush you if it could get free of its chain. Red carpet, decorated around the edges, thick and soft and perfectly clean.

I went for the desk first. People who were important enough to have files would keep them neat. Top left drawer—pencils. Below that—envelopes, stamps, and notecards with a gold “T. H.” embossed at the top. The box of stationery was half empty, and I wondered where those letters had been sent.

Below that were the goods. Stacks of yellow files, each labeled at the side.

Water. Electricity. Communications. I put those back at the bottom of the pile. I didn’t have time to read about Peakin’s sewage system.

Project Rad-Iant.

I pulled out the file and opened it to a random page.

Report for the Department of Defense.

Introduction: Phosphorescent paint has been used for decades as a detection device for subatomic particles. Until now, a formula has never been developed which reacts exclusively in the presence of radiation, specifically the type frequently emitted by malfunctioning nuclear reactors. We propose an experiment in which—

Juliet screeched.

“Wardens!” She poked her head around the door. “On the sidewalk to our house.”

“On the front?” I tucked the Rad-Iant file under my arm and stuffed the others back into the drawer. “A little more warning next time, please?”

“I couldn’t see them.” Her voice trembled. “I think they came around the back.”

They’d been careful to stay invisible from the windows. Which meant they knew I was here, and now they were patiently surrounding the house, waiting to force us out like rats from a sewer.

Us. Or just me. They probably thought I was keeping Juliet hostage.

I remembered what my father had always said about the Wardens, and I wondered if Heathe had told Juliet the same thing: If you get lost, ask them for help. But don’t spook them, okay? Play nice. Remember, there’s no way for them to know whether you’re reaching in your pocket to get a stick of gum or a needle. Things were different now that they were coming for us.

I changed my mind. Better to have my hands free. The Rad-Iant report wasn’t thick, so I folded it in half and stuck it down my waistband. In the same drawer were a few other files that had been stapled together. I took those, too, and then I peeked out the window. There was no one out back—at least, no one I could see, and it was a safe bet that even the best-trained Warden couldn’t find a hiding spot among the sparse vegetation in Heathe’s backyard. We could get out, and then we’d have to climb the fence. From there, it was a straight shot to our hideout. And there would be cover beyond the fence—for us, and for the Wardens, if they had the foresight to realize we’d head that way.

Directly below the window was a cloth awning. In a pinch, it might break a fall.

I slid the window open, tucking my fingers under the seal to prevent it from squeaking. Below was a five-foot drop to the awning, then another ten feet to the ground. That was a long way, but we could take a few feet off the fall if we swung down from the awning’s metal bar. We’d crash-land in a bush, which would definitely make a noise, but we still had a chance if the Wardens couldn’t immediately figure out where it was coming from.

“You go first,” I told Juliet. She had the best chance of climbing down to the awning without tearing through it. “Drop to the awning, then to the ground. Don’t jump. Hang off the edge. Try to land quietly. If you—”

She was trying to look determined, but she was halfway to tears. She couldn’t cry. If her vision blurred and she missed a step, or if she so much as sniffled, we were dead.

Stories. Tell her a story.

“Have you ever heard of the White Rabbit?” I asked, taking her hand and leading her closer to the window. “During the Second World War, there were plenty of brave men on the battlefields. But the White Rabbit was the best soldier of all.”

She had to stand on her toes to see over the edge of the window. I wrapped my hands around her waist, bracing against the wall, and, wincing, hoisted her onto the sill.

“The White Rabbit was an escape artist. When enemy soldiers locked him in a prison, he was only there for a day before he escaped. He pretended to be an enemy soldier, and he did such a good job, that for a while they didn’t even know he was gone. He—” My knowledge of the details had thinned since I last read the story, so I improvised. “He climbed the prison fence and ran forty miles across battlefields, dodging bullets and bombs and explosives hidden in the ground. When he made it home, everybody said he was a hero.”

Her muscles shook under my hands, but she leaned a little further out the window.

“And when he escaped, he made sure everybody else escaped with him. That’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to get everybody out of here and make sure they’re all safe.”

Something bumped. Not Juliet. Not me. Down and behind us. Maybe one of the Wardens at the front door.

“If he could do it, you can too.” I hoisted her out the window and prayed she’d have the wits to grab the awning before she fell. “Pretend you’re the White Rabbit!”

She disappeared—silently, much to my relief—and the crash I waited for breathlessly never came. I peeked over the sill. She was invisible, but her white fingers gripped the edge of the awning. They disappeared with a plop to the ground below.

I straddled the window and glanced down. Now I could see what had given Juliet trouble. It was so far away. Further even than the church windows had been.

Another bump. This time it was louder. If it was the Wardens, they had probably forced the front door open by now. They’d see my footsteps, and they’d head straight for the staircase. And it would be my fault we didn’t get away.

I swung my other leg over the sill. One arm clutched the files I’d taken, and the other was starting to feel like it had been ripped out of its socket. Without arms for balance, with nowhere to put my feet, with no hands to hold on, I had no choice but to let gravity do the work. I dropped.

The awning held me for a moment. Then the fabric ripped, and I made an abrupt reunion with Mother Earth—and a pile of couch cushions. Heathe had placed an outdoor sofa under his awning. It was his only design choice that I could wholeheartedly get behind. That hideous plastic thing, with its pile of mismatched cushions and moldy stuffing, had probably saved my life. It was totaled now. I only cared because the plastic had made an awful noise when it snapped. If the Wardens hadn’t known where we were before, they surely did now.

I grabbed Juliet’s hand. “Let’s go. If we beat them to the creosote, we’re safe.”

Juliet squirmed her hand away and sprinted ahead of me, flinging herself over the fence without pausing to check if that wrinkled board could hold her weight, or if there were snakes on the other side, if that unmoored tumbleweed had thorns. It wasn’t the first time she’d fled her own home. Books and lessons and Latin prayers had a way of producing agile escape artists.

I forced myself to keep up. So long as there was a chance they’d hit Juliet, the Wardens couldn’t shoot at me. Heathe would have told them to be careful. Even if he hadn’t, they’d know.

Wooden boards sharpened to points at the top, full of splinters and paint chips and rusty nails—but none of that could hurt worse than a bullet. I did it like Juliet: hands on the lateral supporting board, jump and push off the ground, files everywhere, pieces of clean white paper swirling and shrouding my painful arm as boots scraped the fence. Almost too low—but not too low.

I landed with a jolt, jarring every nerve.

An explosion cracked the air. A perfect circle appeared in the dust next to Juliet’s shoes. I stared at it stupidly, and then I realized I’d been wrong. There was something Heathe cared about more than his daughter. The Wardens hadn’t given up just because they couldn’t see us.

I grit my teeth and pulled Juliet alongside me until the circles were all gone and the noises faded to silence and we were too far away for their rifles to reach us.

Dad, look at me! I did it. I did exactly what you said.

But I hadn’t done it. Not yet.

Because when we got to the fence, there was no one waiting for us.




[image: 35]


“Isn’t Maple supposed to be here?”

I realized I had been standing there for a long time, staring at the empty sand in front of the concrete wall that sheltered our hideout. I wasn’t sure what I was looking at. The ashes of our fire, maybe. Or my imagination of Thatch’s silhouette through the fence.

I forced myself to look at her. A creosote had clocked her across the face, drawing tiny beads of blood in a line on her forehead. I wiped it away with my thumb and gave her the best smile I could manage. I had six years on her. That meant I had to know what to do. I had to fix this.

“Maple must be running late.” I sat with my back to the wall, cradling my wounded arm. The pain was setting in like a toothache, dull and exhausting. “We’ll wait for her. Come on, sit down. What do you see outside the fence?”

We couldn’t wait long. We had outrun the Wardens, but it was only a matter of time before they tracked us here. We had no weapons—not that those solved anything. Nowhere to hide. No way of climbing the fence, or of escaping if we did get that far.

Maybe this was what the end was meant to look like. Sitting with our backs to a hot stone wall, comforting each other with silly little stories, pretending everything was okay until the moment when we finally had to accept that it wasn’t. Maybe that was how humanity had always survived. With distractions and false promises that muffled the pain until it couldn’t be ignored.

I know I promised I’d stop asking. But I thought You’d also let bad things stop happening.

It’s hard to feel loved when You let us go through hell.

But if You get us out of here, I’ll try. I’ll try to feel it.

Riddles and mysteries and hopes and faith. That was all I knew religion could be. It was never clear. Never explicit. Never easy. Never available to the imperfect, the ones without dresses or suits and shiny shoes, with tangled hair and bruised skin and dry eyes in the face of tragedy.

But—what about Morgan? I could still see him there, collapsed on the altar. Screams. Despair that you could only understand if you were perfectly human, perfectly imperfect. The come-as-you-are kind of despair that held the hand of the dying and drew blood in the name of the innocent and drowned the pain in unbridled cursing, all in the church, all in full view of the divine, with unapologetic adoration. The way he’d forgiven me without a second thought, while I wept, while he slept, while the cross swung gently over our heads and the candle burned on the altar and the painted icons watched with folded hands as we made mistakes and we were still loved.

If I came to You like that, would You forgive me too?

If I came, human, with one hand in the earth and the other reaching for heaven, I’d be free. From death, from religion, from all the rituals I’d put myself through to placate the divine. The questions would become a delight. I would see love and hatred and death and despair and life eternal, not in the future, not now, but both and forever and after infinity.

If it wasn’t about deals, exchanges, trades—

Then promise me this. I get out, and I find You. I ask why, and You answer.

A mechanical groan drifted from somewhere on the opposite side of our concrete wall. Rapidly approaching. An engine, a diesel engine, knocking ferociously on our low-quality fuel and letting out snorts of rage every few seconds.

Either Maple or the Wardens. Either we were dead, or we were saved.

Juliet slithered through my arms and peeked over the wall.

“It’s Maple!” she cried. “Maple’s got a truck!”

But I knew she was just assuming. She couldn’t see the driver’s face through the windshield.

Let the Wardens come. Let everybody come. Nobody could say I hadn’t tried.

Juliet crouched behind the wall and covered her ears with her hands. I watched her through a greyish mist and I thought, what a small thing to worry about when it’s going to hurt much more in a minute. Did it matter if the sputtering engine shot up our eardrums? Did the headache, the rancid smell of exhaust, did anything really matter except our fragile mortality?

The truck rounded the corner and stopped with a wheel-spinning, dust-kicking flourish. The driver door opened.

And, after all, it was Maple.

“I thought you’d be stuck in that church forever.” I savored the blurred lines of her face through the clouds in my eyes. Crickets, wasn’t she lovely, sooty cheeks and gasoline perfume and all? “Tell me Basil and Morgan and Thatch are with you. Tell me you got everyone out.”

She glanced at Juliet, perplexed. Then she saw Morgan’s makeshift bandage, the source of all my nonsense. Her expression softened, and she knelt beside me to examine it.

Blood had soaked through the thin fabric of Morgan’s shirt. It was just a surface wound, he’d said. Then why couldn’t I move my hand? Why was there so, so, so, so much blood . . . why were my fingers moving by themselves, why did Maple look like she was too close one moment and so far away the next, why was the sky getting darker, why was the world spinning so fast it was going to throw me into space . . .?

I was falling. Fading into the space between earth and time. I clawed my way out, one distressed breath at a time, pumping the blood, feeling the pain. I filled my lungs to the bottom, and Maple’s face became clear again.

My voice came out husky, like I’d drunk a pint of dust. Probably not far from the truth. “We’ve got to go. Morgan will find us. He’s smart”—as a roadrunner, which didn’t count for much, but I knew he’d rather not find us at all than find us dead. “The Wardens are coming. Hurry—get me up—”

“No one’s coming.” The passenger side window that had been slightly open rolled down all the way, and Basil’s head appeared in the opening. “Maple took care of it.”

I gaped. “She killed them?”

Basil smiled ruefully. “She torched my house. Every Warden who could see the smoke came running to fight the fire because, having spread from the church, it was close to the barracks. Clever idea.”

That wasn’t what he was supposed to say. Where were the curses—the complaints—the questions—where was the regret that the fire had devoured his Bible, his communion, every physical thing he had that made him Pastor, Pastor Basil? For thirty years, longer than I’d been alive, longer than we’d lived in Peakin, that had been Pastor’s house. And now it was gone, burned to the ground to save our unimportant lives.

Clever.

Worse still, I didn’t care, either. I was only grateful.

“Thatch.” I gripped Maple’s arm and used it to pull myself to my feet. “Is he with you?”

Maple glanced at Basil.

“You didn’t leave him?”

Maple shook her head fiercely, and I let myself take a breath.

Basil pointed to the back seat. “He’s here. He’s . . . asleep.”

“Asleep?” It came out sharper than I intended, but I never knew what that word meant anymore. “He’s alive? He’s alright?”

Maple was letting Juliet inspect the butt of her shotgun, and she had her back to me.

“He’s alive,” Basil said. “He’s exhausted. Completely. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

No, you haven’t, I thought bitterly, but you’ll feel it soon if we don’t get out of here. How long do we have before our last doses wear off?

I raised myself onto tiptoe and peered through the rear window. There he was, head lolling on the back seat, legs sprawled out and seatbelts wrapped around his chest and woven through his legs. Maybe that was for the best. I wished I could’ve slept through the worst day of our lives.

I opened the door and eased his legs out of the way. He groaned softly when I touched him, and the sound twisted my stomach.

“How long has it been?” I asked Maple. “How soon until we have to go?”

She gave a slight shrug. She didn’t have a watch, but anyone who had spent most of their life outdoors could tell time better than the clock tower. I knew, and she knew. The half hour was up. Morgan should have been here by now.

“We could go look for him,” I suggested weakly. Of course we could, if we were suicidal. Fire notwithstanding, the Wardens would shoot us on sight.

I never had any doubt that Morgan would make it. He always did. He was just the kind of person that fate couldn’t touch, who delighted God’s earth so much that he simply had to stay. The only question was how long it would take and whether the rest of us would be around to see it. We wouldn’t leave Maple, and I knew she wouldn’t leave Morgan. We had until the fire was put out, and then we would be sitting ducks.

Juliet stared at Maple, wide-eyed, clutching the hem of her dress. I should have told her to get into the car, but I didn’t want her to see Thatch in all his glorious fragility. I didn’t want to hear her questions, give her lies for answers, explain that he wasn’t as badly off as he looked. I didn’t want her to see me with my hand on his forehead, feeling his fever pulse under my palm, brushing his hair away from his eyes so I’d know the moment he woke up.

“Fight, you idiot,” I whispered, taking his hand. “Is this the only thing I’m good for? To beg people to stay when they don’t want to? I’m tired of doing all the work. I want someone to remind me that I have to go on existing. And I decided it has to be you.” I tightened my hand around his stiff fingers. “You owe me a favor, remember?” My voice faltered. “I wish you’d never come. Then I’d be fine without you.”

This would have been easy if it had happened to anyone else. I knew Maple. Basil and Morgan and Juliet and Hunter and Heathe. I knew who they were to me, and who I was to them. With Thatch, I was perpetually lost, trying to thread my way through confusion and darkness and smoldering hope.

Like a saw on a violin, every one of Maple’s endless pacing footsteps made the well of bleak hopelessness in my chest expand. We didn’t have time for pacing. We didn’t have time to think. We had to find Morgan, and we had to leave. And if we couldn’t do both, we had to decide.

Come on, Morgan.

Come on, God.

Between the two of you—

“Running late is my favorite form of exercise.”

The bushes to the left of our hideout rustled and parted. There was Morgan—what was to be seen of him. Most of the dirt that had once been on the desert floor was now on his face, and his hair made a cactus look soft by comparison. In his right hand was a bottle of Dr. Ganton’s Triple-Distilled Whiskey, and in his left was something that looked about halfway between a pistol and a shotgun—some nondescript weapon, probably, that he had cobbled together with spare parts filched from the warehouse.

He looked marvelous.

“I got that from a book,” he continued. “And since I’m never late, I’ve been waiting years to say it. Holy beautiful sunset on the moon, Maple.” He swung the arm with the bottle around her shoulder and steered her toward the car. “You look better than anything I’ve ever seen. And no, before you ask, I’m not drunk. I’m just . . . what would you call it . . .” He looked at me for input, as though being a writer meant I had a mind-reading thesaurus in my back pocket. “Surprised, I guess. I have a lot to think about.”

Maple planted a kiss on his cheek. Good. Now we could hit the road.

“Where are your parents?” I asked Morgan as he climbed into the driver’s seat.

Maple squeezed in beside me, balancing a starstruck Juliet on her lap. I was next to a now-sitting Thatch, as close as I dared. Any closer and I’d be sitting on him, which wasn’t high on the list of medical recommendations for dying people.

“I don’t know.”

“You didn’t find them?” Basil asked.

“Would I still be traveling solo if I had?” Morgan held out the bottle of Ganton’s, twisting his arm over his opposite shoulder. “I brought this for Kyrie and Thatch. I figured you could clean up your various scrapes and burns or whatever with it.”

The bottle was unopened. I took it and settled it into the cup holder on Maple’s side.

Morgan revved the engine. “Alright, Thatch. It’s your time to shine. Where am I going?”

No answer. I elbowed Thatch, and he roused with a flinch as if I’d stabbed him.

“To the left.”

“That’s a fence. Try again.”

“Well, don’t go left until you find the gate.” He sighed. “You have to go back through the front gate. There’s no other way into the exclusion zone and the gate that leads to the outside world. We should never have . . .” He noticed Juliet. “I’m running short of ideas.”

“We could try driving straight through that fence,” Morgan suggested.

Maple shook her head vehemently, and I didn’t have to be a genius to see why. We’d never be able to back up far enough into the creosote to get a good running start. Besides, last time we tried a stunt like that, it had ended in flames. This truck needed to run.

“Or,” Morgan added, stepping a bit too suddenly on the brakes, “we could just drive as fast as we can and hope none of the Wardens think to start a posse. I don’t feel like doing another high-speed chase across the desert.”

“Me neither.” No one had asked, but I figured they were wondering.

It didn’t matter. We all knew what had to be done.

Morgan put the truck in gear, or did whatever people were supposed to do with cars, and we shot forward through the creosote with so much momentum I thought my spine would sever. It wasn’t his fault. Driving wasn’t the most useful of post-apocalyptic skills, and he’d only gotten a brief apprenticeship as part of his Pioneer training. Which didn’t make me feel any better. Thatch was still strapped down with all three rear seatbelts, Maple’s work, and I held onto his arm for dear life.

We blew past the creosote, merging onto the road as we passed Heathe’s place. It dissolved into a blurred streak behind the glass windows, all blue and black and white from the siding and the picket fence. It really was a beautiful house. I’d never thought so before, mostly because it just looked so out of place among Peakin’s dust-colored, single-story homes. Now that I was never going to see it again, I realized I’d miss the familiarity. And I’d miss having someone, something, someplace to blame.

Then Morgan’s house. I wasn’t a regular guest there. He’d invited me over for dinner a few times, and I had always declined. His house had Council members for parents—important people—decisions that affected hundreds of lives—wealth beyond anything I could have imagined. Sometimes I preferred to forget that Morgan’s life was so far removed from mine.

As Morgan stepped on the accelerator, Maple’s shed appeared. The “For Rent” sign that had been on the door was gone. Several plastic crates were stacked beside the door. Storage was all that hovel was good for, anyway. I wondered what had happened to everything Maple left behind. If the Wardens had taken the very few valuables to the warehouse, and what they’d done with the rest.

The clean afternoon air that filtered through the truck’s air conditioning was suddenly replaced with the reek of smoke, thick and gritty in my mouth.

Basil’s house burning.

The creosote bushes that dotted the graveyard shot plumes of smoke into the sky, blocking the sun and producing shadows the bleached ground had never seen before. Orange flames danced above what had once been Basil’s porch. Dotting the ground like giant flies were a few Wardens with buckets and anything they could find to put out the fire. A few of them pointed at us as we passed, and I could only imagine what they must have been shouting to each other.

They thought they were the heroes, didn’t they?

And now it’s all going to burn.

Somewhere in there, lost in the blaze and the smoke and the heat that penetrated our steel truck like it was fabric, someone slept soundly for the first time since the apocalypse and alcohol had killed his soul. Behind his back, holding him upright, was someone else’s gravestone. Eyes closed, oblivious to the inferno burning around him, he rested with legs outstretched and chin folded to his chest and perfect peace in his motionless heart.

He wouldn’t have been afraid. Life after death and all. We’d talked about it a thousand times when I was a child who had just lost her mother to something she couldn’t see or touch or taste. If everything he said was true, he would have known where he was going and who he’d see once he got there. He would have looked back down to earth, back to me, back at the tapestry of events across the surface of the world, and he would have known how it was going to end. And that the end, even if it came suddenly, unexpectedly, horribly, was going to make things right.

Tears blurred the warehouses, Berlin’s guard shack, the mangled relics of our passage through the fence, the creosote dotting the road, the first shimmers of green mist and sand dunes and one fluffy tumbleweed crossing our path.

Goodbye doesn’t mean forever.

I held up my pinky finger, covering the flickering line of the horizon. Just like I had done with Thatch when we first met. My promise was a little reminder of my humanity, the one thing I had left that made me unforgettable.

It just means that I’ll be back.

Until then . . .

God be with you.
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“You’re all in better condition than I expected.” A strange voice. “Thatch included. I was already drafting the letter home to his family. Between us, physicists aren’t generally built like tanks.”

“Happy to surprise you,” Thatch answered dryly.

I squeezed my eyes tighter shut. I didn’t like all this noise. I was still drowsy, and now I was warm, too, and I had no intention of waking up.

“Let’s start by having you all change clothes. If you’re certain the radiation didn’t affect you, we don’t want you showing up to the hospital and having all kinds of unnecessary procedures done just because your clothes make the Geiger counter tick. There’s a shower in my hotel room . . . but you’ll contaminate it. Well, there’s not much we can do about that. I have a bottle of decon soap. It’s for medical purposes, so not much use for this, but—”

“Shouldn’t we get Thatch to the hospital first?” Morgan asked.

“Not unless you want a needle the size of a straw in your arm and all your blood replaced for a cool three thousand dollars. Let’s get you clean first.” A truck door opened. “Hey, kid, what’s your name?”

The tremor in Juliet’s voice pulled me a little further out of my doze. “Who are you?”

“I’m Hadley,” the unrecognizable voice said. Male, smooth, and not otherwise remarkable. “I’m Thatch’s supervisor at the CIA.”

Something he said jogged my memory. Thatch had told me to say something about that acronym, and here was my cue.

“Culinary Institute of America?” I said, opening my eyes at last and rising from my messy slumber like a phoenix. If phoenixes had knots in their hair and fabric imprints on their cheeks.

At some point during our eighty-mile drive, I had fallen asleep on Thatch’s shoulder. This would have been acutely embarrassing if he had been awake to see it. But fortunately for me, he had been equally asleep and equally messy.

I looked at Hadley through the truck’s open door and blinked. I was pretty certain I was looking at a poster—an ad for something expensive.

He looked like he’d stepped straight out of one of the magazines I used to sort back in the warehouse—dressed in a suit, of course, because why wouldn’t he be, wearing it with somewhat affected elegance, slicked-back hair the color of the night sky, and eyes so ferociously blue they made Morgan’s look black by comparison.

“CIA,” I repeated, mostly to preclude making a face of confusion and alarm. “Culinary Institute of America.”

“Central Intelligence Agency.” My joke got a frosty smile out of the statue. “You must be Kyrie.”

I stretched out and took his hand, pumping it up and down a normal number of times. “Nice to meet you.”

Morgan kicked a tire impatiently. “How long do you think it’ll be before they let us inside?”

“I doubt it will be long,” Hadley answered. He shut the truck door. “You’ll all receive guest passes that will get you through the front gate, but you shouldn’t have any reason to leave the base.”

Another gate. I was getting awfully tired of gates.

Hadley strode away—now there was one ugly word I’d sworn never to use, strode, but in this case it was clearly the right one—toward a shabby little shack the color of the desert, which looked remarkably like Berlin’s old guard shed. Peakin had once been an outpost of Yeager Air Force Base. Probably, if the government out here was anything like the government in Peakin, all buildings that weren’t privately owned looked monotonously similar.

I craned my neck past Thatch to see out the window. If Thatch had been telling the truth—if the apocalypse hadn’t happened after all—if there really was a world out here, someone would come out of that shed to greet Hadley. The simple existence of even one other person meant that the apocalypse, the whole end of the world, had been nothing more than an elaborate lie.

A soldier appeared in uniform. Cupping his rifle across his chest.

The most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

I straightened to find Thatch smiling lazily at me. He knew what I’d seen, and he knew what it meant. Or maybe he just knew that I was deliriously happy. I didn’t have to say anything. Couldn’t have, even if I’d tried.

For the next hour—one perfect hour—I was so close to heaven I could have screamed.
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People. People everywhere. Tall ones and short ones of every shade and hue. Men and women. Mostly in uniforms, different uniforms, some blue and some green and some brown and some white lab coats. Each of them had a badge and a barcode pinned to their chest. Hadley said these were dosimeters, devices to measure radiation exposure, and that people were sent away when their cumulative exposure became too high—usually in a couple of weeks, depending on how much time they spent outdoors.

The hotel, identified by the letters “VOQ” on its door, was at the far corner of the compound, surrounded on two sides by a chain-link fence with concertina wire coiled viciously around the top. It reminded me of Peakin’s fence.

I glanced back at the truck. We still had a little gas if things went wrong. But they wouldn’t. We were out of the frying pan and onto the plate, served up with nice silk napkins and shiny silverware to keep us company.

Then I noticed the line of green spots, formed on the concrete just behind us. They were dim, not quite glowing like the dust of the exclusion zone. But that ethereal shade of green was all too familiar.

“Hadley,” I said for about the fortieth time since I’d woken up, “what’s that?”

“That’s Radiant,” he answered. “RDT for short. It’s phosphorescent paint that glows when it detects radiation. A safety measure. More reliable than a Geiger counter. Everyone around here knows that when the ground starts glowing, radiation levels are dangerously high. It happens around the southern side of the base occasionally when the wind blows out of Mojave.”

“How did you cover the ground with paint?” Morgan asked.

“Crop dusters. Airplanes that spray pesticides over farmers’ fields. It doesn’t take as long as you’d think. The question now is how we’ll get rid of your footprints.” He stared ruefully at the trail we’d left. “I guess I’ll bring a few bottles of water out here. We don’t want to worry anyone.”

Everyone knows. Everyone around here knows.

What if the ground had been diligently glowing for a decade, trying to make the invisible visible, shining the brightest and loveliest where death was closest, and we had misinterpreted the warning? What if the dust that had exploded into the sky on the night of the catastrophe had seeded the clouds, producing the last and perhaps only heavy rainstorm the desert had ever known? What if, instead of making the danger visible, the paint had only succeeded in making it beautiful?

Hadley whisked us into the nearby building and up a tiny staircase, which reeked of mold and old feet. Thatch trailed in the rear, taking every step with cautious deliberation. I prepared myself to catch him if he tripped, but Hadley’s room was only two flights up from the parking lot, and Thatch made it without mishap.

When Hadley opened his door, my eyes were offended by clashing colors. Red curtains, made of something that was too obviously intended to look like satin. Velvety green carpet that had gone pale in spots. A blue bedspread, disfigured by a yellow fleur-de-lis that wasn’t quite centered. A small black refrigerator had been absentmindedly stuffed into a corner. Hadley had obviously been using that as a nightstand—which was understandable, since there wasn’t a stick of proper wooden furniture in sight. The glass of water and still-open book sitting on the glazed black surface were the only signs that the room was anything more than a storage unit. Either the designer had been playing darts—“two points, that’s green, three points, that’s the most hideous shade of orange we can dig from the refuse bin of the local department store”—or they had gone with the cheapest options from the magazine without bothering to look at what they were ordering.

“Put your clothes in here,” Hadley ordered, pointing to what might have been a laundry hamper jammed between the bed and the fridge. It had once been a trash can. I knew from the food-colored stains on the side. “Don’t touch anything. Go immediately to the shower and wash with the soap in the white bottle. Wash your hair too. You can borrow any of the clothes in the bag behind the bathroom door.”

“And Thatch?” The same Morgan who had mistrusted Thatch from the beginning now seemed deeply interested in his fate. Maybe he, too, felt that we couldn’t afford to lose anyone else. “Are you taking him to the hospital?”

“Yes. I’ll tell them he was out driving and got lost. Not too far from the truth, so it should be easy to remember.” Hadley held out his arm to Thatch. “Can you make it back to the parking lot?”

“Of course.” Spoken, I thought, with too much confidence.

He took a step toward the door and swayed, catching himself on the hallway wall.

Hadley gave us a strained smile. “Don’t touch anything until you’ve decontaminated.”

Then Hadley stepped between us, and the door swung closed behind him.

All five of us stood there for a few seconds in silence, only broken by the air conditioner—bless that air conditioner, bless whoever had thought to install it, bless the electricity and the roads and the multitude of different cars and—crickets, for the first time in my life I could probably have a cell phone, and what if there were stores that had everything the warehouses did, except new and in perfect condition?

Morgan began to speak, reminding me that I was a hapless victim of consumerism and we had more important things to think about.

“That Hadley person looks familiar,” he said, eyes lingering on the closed door. “But I can’t figure out where I’ve seen him before. Maybe it’s the radiation addling my brain. How’s that for a bookish expression, Kyrie? You should ask Hadley if there’s a library out here.”

Because I’d have all the time in the world to catch up on light reading, now that we’d set our town on fire and escaped about thirty would-be murderers in a truck that didn’t belong to us. Everything was bound to go right back to normal.

Obviously.

“Why don’t we let Kyrie decontaminate first,” Basil suggested, “so she can follow Thatch to the hospital?”

He smiled at me, and I remained as stoic as I could while wondering exactly what he’d noticed. Maybe that would help me make sense of my confused emotions.

“I’ll be as quick as I can,” was all I said aloud.

I hadn’t been planning on a shower knob that worked like a decoder ring. Once I got past that, I finished in a hurry—mostly because Hadley’s decontamination soap smelled like a hairball coughed up by a mountain lion, plunged into a bath of household cleaning chemicals. The front of the bottle read ISO-FREE and had a picture of a startlingly green field of grass. Beneath that was a short tagline: “Lightly sented soap for nuclear medicine.” That was false advertising if I’d ever seen it. And trustworthy too, with that enormity of a typo.

Some of the stuff got into the cut on my arm, and I choked back a scream. I rinsed the suds away with cold water (the wrong temperature, but I couldn’t figure out how to change it) and labeled the creators of ISO-FREE with every slanderous term I could think of.

Then I dug through Hadley’s bag of clothes. He must have figured Thatch would bring someone back from the exclusion zone, because he had collected an incoherent assortment of men’s and women’s clothes. But he had incorrectly guessed that we would all be seven feet tall. The smallest shirt I could find, a striped button-up thing with a collar that had been starched into steel, had sleeves to my knees. Every time I breathed, the waistband of the pants made credible threats to hit my ankles.

The files I’d taken from Heathe’s desk were still tucked into the waistband of my old pants. I’d been sucking my stomach into make the lump less obvious, but the loose shirt hid things nicely. Best to keep the papers with me, I decided. I’d have them ready when the time came, and until then, I could keep them safe from the prying eyes of cleaners or military inspectors or medical personnel or whoever might have access to this room.

Each additional breath of ISO-FREE made my lungs feel like they were on fire, so I put my dignity away and left the bathroom clutching Hadley’s pants around me. It turned out not to matter. Basil was napping on the bed, limbs carefully angled so that he was only touching a coverlet someone had spread over the duvet, and Juliet was flipping through one of Hadley’s books. Maple and Morgan were looking out the window, conversing with each other in their odd mixture of speech and signs. No one paid any attention to me or the cloud of horrors wafting from the bathroom.

“I’m going to find someone to take me to the hospital,” I announced, scrunching up the arms of my shirt and retrieving my hands from somewhere in its depths. “I’ll check in later.”

“Good luck, Kyrie.” Morgan said absent-mindedly. Then, unfortunately, he glanced at me, and whatever he saw made him laugh. “You look ridiculous. And you smell like scat.”

“Thank you.” I’d always thought Morgan was the closest thing I had to a brother.

Behind the desk in the hotel lobby was a neatly uniformed lady, who told me the shuttle wouldn’t arrive for another fifty minutes and offered me tea that smelled stale. I figured I could walk the mile and a half faster than that. I thanked her mournfully for the directions, refused the tea, and set off.

The hospital looked like every other building on the base. It was shaped like an L, and in a geographic miracle I managed to walk past it twice without doubling back. Eventually I realized that the building which didn’t seem to have any doors, the one with the funny yellow-and-black sign that looked a bit like a three-petal flower, was, in fact, a nuclear research laboratory. I didn’t know what that meant, but that was what the sign said, and the lady from the hotel had said the hospital was conveniently located a block down from “the nuke lab.” Glass doors labeled “Emergency” were the only other sign that I had reached the right building.

Hadley was sitting in the lobby, scribbling on a clipboard. He glanced up when he saw me and nodded at the hallway to the left of the reception desk.

“They’ve got him all the way in the back. Last room on the right.”

“What are they doing to him?” There was probably a better way to phrase it, but the smell of disinfectants and the sterile white walls and the nurse rushing by in smooth blue scrubs reminded me of the room in which I had woken up, the room where we had all been locked away beside the source of our sickness. Of course they weren’t going to hurt him—they were doctors after all—but the eerie silence and the emptiness and the smell, always the smell—

“They’re giving him fluids and loading him up on iodine tablets. Between us, though . . .” Hadley set his clipboard on the seat beside him and looked intently at me. “If you have any more of the anti-radiation drugs you took in Peakin, those might give him a better shot. Give them to me, and I’ll get them approved by the hospital staff before he takes them.”

My stomach sank. I should have asked Juliet where Heathe kept their medications. I should have brought his whole stash with me, but I had other things on my mind—the files, Maple, Morgan, the real possibility that Thatch wouldn’t need those pills because he’d be dead.

“I don’t have any,” I told Hadley.

“Didn’t Thatch tell me that the mayor—Heathe? Was that his name?—gave you a new bottle right before you left Peakin? You should have had plenty. Did you bring them with you?”

I had to think about that one. Then I remembered. My last day working at the warehouse—crickets, I never turned in a resignation letter or anything, I wonder who ended up taking my place?—Heathe had paid me in supplements instead of coins. I’d forgotten all about it, distracted by Maple’s illness and supposed death and Thatch’s unexpected foray inside the fence and a dozen other more immediate things.

I couldn’t remember ever telling Thatch about those pills. How had Hadley found out?

“I left the bottle at home,” I said.

“Then we’ll have to hope the iodine is enough.” Hadley crossed his arms. “The doctor said they can do a blood transfusion if things go sideways.”

Cell phones and cars and air conditioners and mass-market paperbacks and paperclips, all this and more in plenty, but no cure for a danger the size of an atom. Maybe these people thought it was better to die in comfort than to live in squalor. I wouldn’t know. I’d only ever seen one side of the coin.

I left those thoughts in the lobby with Hadley and headed for Thatch’s room. Someone had scribbled a message on the whiteboard beside his door:

Visitation limited to twenty minutes daily. Caregivers must wear PPE.

But I was immune to the thing that was killing him—at least, I hoped I still was, and I didn’t really care if I wasn’t—so I knocked gently on the door. It was heavier than I expected, but I put my shoulder to it and opened a crack wide enough to slip through.

Thatch’s bed was surrounded by clear curtains, stretching from the ceiling to the floor. Wrinkles in the plastic distorted the shapes behind it, and though I could tell he was turned toward me, I couldn’t make out any of the detail in his face. His body blended in with the coverlet, the walls, the seemingly zigzagged metal stand beside his bed that held his IV fluids. The wash of colors and sparkling light made it hard to look at those curtains for long.

There was a plastic chair in the corner. I pulled it up beside the head of Thatch’s bed and tapped the curtain.

“Hey,” I said.

There was a long pause, and then: “Hey.” His head lifted.

“Napping in style, I see.”

“Beats being dead.”

“Does it?”

“How pathetic do you think I am?”

The sharpness of his answer surprised me. “Not very.”

“Well, thank you.” He settled glumly back on his pillows. “I don’t mean to be rude, Kyrie, but I didn’t really want you to come.”

That’s okay. I didn’t just walk two miles in midday heat for you.

“I’m . . . sorry? What do you want me to say?”

“Nothing. You should go.”

I searched for a barbed response, but the harshness died in my throat. He was tired and in pain, all suffering he’d endured because he tried to help me and my friends. Maybe it was understandable that he’d be angry. He didn’t owe me anything. Not even friendship. It had become too easy for me to forget that we’d only known each other for two weeks. A little less if you counted the days individually.

Whatever I’d been hoping for, I was deceiving myself.

“I’m sorry.” I stood up and backed away from the glittering curtain. I was learning to mistrust things that sparkled. “I’ll just wait in the lobby until Hadley’s ready to—”

Thatch rolled over, turning his back to me. “Go back to the hotel. Go to the library or try a restaurant or something. I bet this place feels like an amusement park to you.”

“That’s not fair.” He wasn’t the only one who had lost something.

“Nothing’s ever going to be fair for you, so you might as well make this easy on both of us and leave.”

I allowed myself to throw my hands in the air. It was frustrating, if only because I’d walked so far and gotten myself sweaty for no reason. It wasn’t that I needed his friendship. Or approval. Or whatever I had subconsciously been trying to earn. Basil would probably say something at this point about how you had to be nice to people who weren’t nice to you, but he wasn’t here, and he wasn’t the boss of me anyway.

So there.

“Get well soon. Maybe I’ll bring you a balloon or something if you find you can stand a few minutes of my presence.” I bit my tongue, but I didn’t regret what I’d already said. “Goodbye for now—I mean, for as long as you want.”

“Goodbye, Kyrie.”

He’d used my name. That seemed like a good sign. My hand hovered above the doorknob, but he didn’t change his mind and call me back at the last second. That only happened in the books.

That’s what you’re supposed to do, you idiot.

I let myself out and promptly planted my face into the back of a doctor’s clipboard.

“Sorry,” I stammered. “The corner blocked my view.”

“How long have you been in there?”

He might have started with, “Oh, sorry, I didn’t see you, either,” but this was fine too.

“Less than two minutes.”

“Wait outside.” He gestured at the lobby. “Patient information is confidential.”

Another much-appreciated reminder that Thatch and I were worlds apart.

“Got it. Thank you. I mean, sorry. I mean, I don’t know what I mean. Have fun. Good luck.” I cinched my lips and took an oath of silence.

The doctor and his clipboard disappeared into Thatch’s room, and I started down the hallway in a huff. If I wasn’t wanted here, I was going to bed. It had been an unholy number of hours since I’d last slept—really slept with my head on a pillow, not flopped down half-conscious on whatever surface was available—and I had lived a thousand lifetimes between then and now.

I let my eyes fall closed, sampling what it would feel like when I sank down into the blankets I’d borrow from Hadley and allowed myself to feel the texture of the fabric against my skin. I’d sleep, and I’d dream, and I’d be halfway removed from this world for a few hours.

Halfway removed from my father’s death.

From Thatch’s illness.

From Maple’s silence.

From Morgan’s obstinate happiness.

From Basil’s bravery.

From Juliet’s childish suffering.

Played on repeat, in full color, on a screen that took up my whole field of vision, with the frame rate of real life. I lived it all over again in the half-second I spent undistracted, alone, silent, blind.

“A marriage is no marriage at all if it’s not licensed by the Council, and I don’t see a scrap of legal paper here.”

“I don’t care if you need my help. I need yours. I’m selfish enough to admit it. Selfish pig, that’s me.”

“I don’t think it’s any virus at all. It’s better than that. What virus has a perfect mortality rate? It’s a deterrent to anyone from the outside world who might come looking for us.”

“The church. Go, Dad, go . . . go . . . go . . . go!”

I needed something else to think about. And the perfect thing was right there behind me, separated only by a clear curtain and a door and words that were meant to drive me away—but weren’t going to succeed, because I don’t care if you need my help, I need yours, selfish, selfish pig.

I wondered what I’d feel when I pressed my ear to the door. Guilt or shame. Sadness or frustration, cleverness or bitterness. But it turned out to be curiosity—about whether I’d be able to hear, about what the doctor would say, about how you told someone they were teetering on the edge of life and death and that the prick of a needle in either direction would be enough to decide their fate.

Reassurance. Plenty of time. All the time in the world to figure out who we were and where we were going and what we were going to do next. A chance to get the tangled desires and loves and hates properly sorted.

That was what I wanted to hear.

The thick metal of the door distorted the voices inside, but not enough to contain the secret.

“Seizures?”

“No.”

“Lost consciousness?

“I don’t know. I’ve slept. A lot.”

“Dermatological symptoms?”

“What does that mean? Red cheeks? Blisters?”

“I’m trying to determine whether your symptoms are primarily gastrointestinal, or if your nervous system is affected. If the former—”

“I know what’s happening to me. I need time. As much time as you can give me.”

A long pause. Pencil scratching paper. Rustling of the plastic curtain.

“How long ago did you say were you exposed?”

“I guess about two days. Maybe a little more. I’ve lost track.”

“And you’re feeling better now.”

“A little.”

“We call this the latent stage. Even if you’ve received a fatal dose of radiation, there’s no way for us to know until you start showing further symptoms.”

“Then—?”

“Then it depends. If you begin to recover within the next thirty-six hours or so, and if things don’t get any worse, then you only have to worry about the long-term effects.”

“How soon? How high is the risk?”

“You pegged our Geiger counter. We couldn’t get a reading, but I suspect . . .” The doctor’s voice faltered, an accident of pity. “Nuclear accidents are rare, and there’s not much literature. But if you’re anything like the case studies I’ve read, and the one patient I’ve seen personally, it could be two years. Or it could be ten. Or never. It’s hard to say, but I suspect—the amount of radiation you’ve been exposed to has shortened your time.”

“What’s going to kill me?”

Another pause. Euphemisms weren’t compatible with the earthy directness of the human body.

“Bone cancer, probably.”

So that was it. That was why he didn’t want me there.

But the doctor had said years. Years would be enough. Nobody lived forever. We were all dying anyway. Every second we were taking one step closer to eternity. Years was a long time. We’d make it into enough.

“And if the treatments you’re giving me now don’t work?” Thatch’s voice changed. It wasn’t quieter, nor louder, but it was tempered with the realization—for the first time, apparently, though he’d said it so many times before—that he was dying. “How long do I have?”

“Death from cardiovascular or nervous system failure would be expected within four to five days. You would likely start feeling symptoms in the next thirty-six hours. You won’t be awake . . . when it happens. We’ll make sure you don’t feel anything. It’ll be just like going to sleep.”

“No, it won’t,” he said. “That’s all I’ve got for questions.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. What idiot goes and gets themselves lost in a nuclear power plant?”

“Accidents happen.”

“Not like this. Is that why you’ve cuffed my hands to the bed?”

“It’s just a precaution.”

“Because you think I’m either a danger to myself, or I went looking for uranium reactor fuel to make a bomb or something. Brilliant. I don’t blame you. You shouldn’t take chances with something that can kill like this.”

“I’m sorry,” the doctor repeated, “but I don’t have protective equipment.”

“Yes, of course. You can go. And please, one more thing—if there’s anyone in the lobby waiting for me, tell them I don’t want to see them. Tell them it’s too dangerous in here or something. I don’t care if you have to lie. Don’t let anyone in.”

“If that’s what you want.”

I had to move. I had to get out of the way before they found me, or I’d be kicked out for good. But my legs had fallen asleep, and my body felt heavy as lead, and the floor had been transformed into an ice rink on which my shoes skimmed.

You can’t do this.

Crickets, Thatch, if you don’t need me, then I need you. I can’t watch anyone else die.

But anyone could do anything if they had no choice.

I used the doorknob to pull myself up, I regained my balance, I navigated through the blur across my vision, I returned to the lobby and sat down beside Hadley without taking a breath. I felt like I weighed nothing, and I felt like the whole earth was tied to my ankles, holding me down, pulling me under, drowning me in simultaneous inability to feel and feelings too enormous to be named.

“How’s he doing?” Hadley asked, glancing up from the clipboard he was still filling out.

“Fine,” I said. “Just fine.”
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You get used to it.

It can be anything. You get used to carrying your groceries in bags instead of shopping carts. You get used to going without things like taco shells and makeup remover and energy drinks and creamer. Eventually you get used to having no groceries at all.

And it doesn’t matter. The groceries, I mean. Humanity was never made for grocery stores. It was made for fight and struggle and relentless, ruthless survival—all the things we’re doing now. What’s so awful about it is that grocery stores are only the first thing to go, but even then, you’re already feeling like it’s a loss.

Just wait until the rest of the world goes the way of corn tortilla chips.

Kyrie’s journal, pg. 491

I tried to make myself stay. I lasted five minutes.

Hadley left for a meeting he had arranged with the base’s chief scientist—what for, I didn’t care to ask. I waited until he was out of sight and all the nurses seemed preoccupied, and then I wandered back to Thatch’s room. I tried the door. It was locked. I didn’t know hospitals let patients lock their doors, but Thatch was a special case. He could burn eyes that looked and melt skin that touched until he was fully decontaminated. I’d pray he lived that long.

The hallway ended just past his door. I sat down in the corner beside a vending machine. Resting my elbows on my knees, I rubbed my temples with my thumbs. Pressure radiated through the back of my head and down my neck. I didn’t dare peek at the wound on my right arm. I hadn’t looked at it since the ISO-FREE had hustled me out of Hadley’s shower. It was a warm, pulsing, fleshy reminder that only a few hours had passed since my life changed forever.

What good was sitting here? I should have been with Hadley, showing him the files I had stolen from the mayor’s office, meeting with chief scientists and whoever else ran this miserable outpost of death, telling everyone who would listen about what they had done to us in Peakin. But something still didn’t feel right.

They.

Who are they?

I had never thought much about the question. If life only existed inside the fence, then “they” were the Council and the mayor. But now I knew that whatever drug Heathe and the Wardens and the village doctor had used to keep us healthy while our bodies decayed to living biohazards must have come, at least partly, from the outside world. Though we were a town of outlaws with a secret system of proprietary recipes, and though we brewed all sorts of horrible things—everyone knew it, though no one said it—we had never been able to make progress in the way of medicine. If that had changed, we must have had help from outside.

Our lives had been a giant medical experiment. Then who was holding the microscope?

Until I knew the answer to that question, I couldn’t risk showing anyone the files I’d taken from the mayor’s house. I couldn’t even tell anyone I had them, and I’d have to find a way to keep them hidden.

I groaned. I’d thought it was over when we escaped.

I swiped at a cobweb and pressed myself further into my dusty corner. Now was as good a time as ever to look at those files myself. I didn’t know exactly what I’d stolen.

Phosphorescent paint has been used for decades as a detection device for subatomic particles. Until now, a formula has never been developed that reacts exclusively in the presence of radiation, specifically the type frequently emitted by malfunctioning nuclear reactors.

So much for the green glow. The report further explained that the process of activating the paint could cause unexplained changes to the weather, since the particulates were light enough to be carried into the atmosphere and become cloud seed.

There didn’t seem to be anything nefarious about phosphorescent paint. If anything, this seemed to be designed as a safety measure to alert the public in case of an accident at the power plant. I tucked the Rad-Iant report under my leg and opened the next document.

Report on water usage in Peakin, CA, for the month of May.

Useless. Next.

RE: Reactor

Sir,

The main reactor is in cold shutdown. No further contamination is expected. The associated research reactor is still operational, providing limited emergency power to the plant and the surrounding buildings. Radiation in the area will decay quickly, and we expect it will reach habitable levels within ten to fifteen years.

All base personnel have been evacuated. Recommendation to sweep the surrounding towns and ensure everyone has been notified of the danger. Further recommendation to install electronic signal jammer to prevent classified data regarding the reactor from leaving the area.

The message, which must have been an old email, was dated just a few days after the apocalypse. There was no information about who had sent or received it, but I could deduce from the stiff tone and the “sir” that this must have been the cleanup crew for the original accident. Given the recommendation to ensure a total evacuation, I could also deduce that whoever had written this had no knowledge of the experiment that was to come.

RE: Agreement

I have received the signed documents and look forward to working with you. Be advised that no further communication via email will be possible once the jammer is installed. Satellite communication will be kept open on an encrypted band in case of emergencies. I will be monitoring your progress and will come to collect the results once I have the data I need. When the experiment is shut down, no one need know that your isolation was no accident. I will take care of that.

Riches await us when all is complete.

Footsteps echoed down the hall. I shoved the documents back into my waistband and pretended to be reading an infographic on the opposite wall—“Early Signs of Rheumatoid Arthritis.” A doctor was heading for the room across from Thatch. He saw me, but I must have looked pitiful enough that he only remarked: “You look like a HIPAA violation.”

I nodded. I’d throw up if I asked about another abbreviation. IHG. BX. NRF.

I hugged my knees to my chest, suddenly exhausted. Once I knew Thatch’s fate, I’d leave. I had my pride. I wouldn’t stay where I wasn’t wanted. I hadn’t learned much from the reports I’d stolen, and I was afraid to read any more, lest I find out that I hadn’t actually stolen anything material. Maybe sleep would make the time pass faster. Maybe after that, I could make myself useful.

“Have you ever had an orange cream soda?”

I looked up, reluctantly, and there was Basil. With an orange cream soda in his hand.

Soda.

After all this. A stupid orange soda is the thing that finally makes me cry.

The glass bottle felt like it was going to freeze my hand, and I set it on the floor beside me before I dropped it. Things didn’t get that cold in Peakin. Basil helped me pry off the lid, and I took a sip.

Weird. Sweet. Too sweet. Not quite the way I had imagined oranges from what I’d seen in magazines. A funny buzz in the back of my throat that felt like a hive of friendly bees.

Maybe it was that tingle that was making my eyes water.

“Thanks, Basil.” I was pretty sure I had never truly meant anything in my life before then. “No, I’ve never had an orange cream soda. I like it.”

“It’s an acquired taste.” He sat down beside me and produced another bottle for himself. “I had a hard time finding this place. I figured you’d want to talk to Thatch alone, so I didn’t hurry.”

“Yes, well.” I let my head rest against the wall. “The sign says I can’t be in there longer than twenty minutes at a time.” It wasn’t technically a lie.

“How are you feeling?”

“Just peachy. Orange-y now.”

“How are you really feeling?”

There was no deflecting the man who had spent his entire life as the village’s spiritual counsel. I’d always thought he did a good job at it too, until I saw his congregation fleeing the church while Maple’s blood stained the steps. Though it wasn’t his fault they were all cowards.

“I’m talking to the man who got his house burned down by my best friend because of something I did—or helped do, anyway. I don’t have a lot of latitude for complaining.”

“It’s not a competition.”

“Really? So there’s no finish line?”

“You have a wonderful sense of humor, Kyrie, but not everything has to be funny.”

I swirled the orange drink in my bottle.

“Sarcastic comments don’t actually take your mind off your problems?” It came out on reflex, and I felt immediately guilty. “If we had all escaped, I don’t think I’d care that I don’t have a home and one of my friends might be dying. I’d still have hope. But, Basil, I prayed. I said all the right things. At least, I don’t know what I would have said differently. Did I not believe hard enough? What does it even mean to believe in something? Is it more than just really thinking hard that it’ll work? Because I don’t see why my dad couldn’t have lived. ‘All things work together for the good of those who love Him . . .’ well, ‘good’ must mean something different when it’s God’s good, because I don’t see anything good about all this. How could it be good that I’m an orphan? Or did I not love God enough?” I choked on the orange cream, and my streaming words became a trickle and ended in a whisper. “What else was I supposed to do?”

At first, Basil didn’t say anything, and I wondered if I’d finally asked the one question he’d never heard before. If maybe I’d reached the limit of human suffering and there was no one standing at the end of my line. If I was so alone and so wrong in everything I had said that I’d have to explain until I had cried my eyes to blindness and put my whole soul on display for a world that found it pitiful and awkward.

But it wasn’t really Basil’s answer I wanted.

You’d better have an answer.

If You’re going to make me live through all this, there better be a reason.

“God is good,” Basil said, “but He still experienced suffering.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“To be good, and to do everything you’re supposed to do, and to live exactly the right life so that nobody can point to a single fault—that’s what Jesus did, but He still suffered, still died on the cross, still watched His friends die because of Him. You told me you said all the right things when you prayed. I believe you, dear heart, and I believe you meant every word. But it’s not about that. It’s not about believing hard enough or loving hard enough. I don’t know what that means, either. No one does, because we’re human, and we can’t do it. ‘In this world, you will have suffering’ is an unavoidable truth, even if you’re God.”

“Then God should have done a better job making this place.”

“He could have made it a comfortable prison. Say Adam had no free will to make the mistake that brought sin into the world. Maybe things could have gone on perfectly forever.” Basil sipped his soda. “But if a comfortable prison was really what you wanted, why did you leave Peakin? You were a prisoner there, but you were free within the fence. You couldn’t leave, but you could live to the extent of old age. You couldn’t become a writer like you wanted, but nobody interfered with your work at the warehouse. Apparently, that wasn’t enough for you, because you’re here. Why? Because it was never about leaving. You wanted freedom. You wanted the choice to leave. You could never love the fence that kept you safe so long as it prevented you from stepping willfully into danger.”

Why had I left Peakin? I made it a rule not to believe in anything so vague and arbitrary as freedom. Had I done so in spite of myself? Was freedom worth it?

“And consider,” Basil added, “that good doesn’t mean now. It means you will experience the good that comes from suffering. Maybe not on this side of heaven. But eventually. I can’t prove that to you, Kyrie. I can give you all the evidence and let you experience it for yourself, but in the end, faith is required.”

“I can’t accept that.” I didn’t mean it to come out so flat. “Because—because if you say it that way, it sounds like God thought the world would be better off without my father, and I refuse to believe that. I won’t let anyone tell me I don’t need my dad, even if he—if sometimes he didn’t seem to need me.” I sniffed fiercely. “He was a good person. He drank so he could save me. He didn’t deserve to die.”

“Good isn’t situational. Maybe it’s heaven. Or maybe it’s in your father’s heart. You’ll know what the good is someday. But you may have to wait until eternity to understand. Part of faith is accepting that eternity is just that—the past, now, and forever. Earth and eternity aren’t entirely separate.”

“Would he be happy there, Basil? Would he be free?”

“Of course.”

“Do you think it scared him? Dying, I mean?”

“I think he knew what was coming. I think he knew he’d be forgiven. People are sometimes afraid of things they’re sure about, but it’s a different kind of fear.” He paused. “I never knew your father to be afraid of anything unless it had to do with you or your mother.”

I took another gulp of my soda, burning the back of my throat with tight little bubbles.

“Do you know, Basil, that I never once asked him why he did it?” I’d never even been sure there was a reason. “When I was little, my dad used to point to his friend Charles, who had lungs so bad he could barely walk from his home to their bench, and tell me that I’d better not smoke or drink or anything unless I wanted to end up like that. He seemed to take it seriously. Even as a kid, I knew Peakin was a sanctuary for the addicted, but Dad didn’t touch drugs—as far as he let me see, anyway, though now I know there was more to him than he had shown on the outside. He always took pride in finding the best food, the cleanest water, for Mom and me. It wasn’t grief, either. He started drinking before she died, just a few days after the apocalypse. I never once asked why he did it. And it turned out to be for me. So that I’d have enough of the supplements to stay healthy, while he drank himself to death as an alternative way to protect himself from the radiation.”

A doctor passed us without so much as a glance and disappeared into Thatch’s room. I tried to get a glimpse of what was going on inside, but all I could make out was the glittering plastic of his curtains.

“Did Hunter ever tell you what happened to your mother?”

Told me—no. Guessed—of course I had.

“When the radiation came, we couldn’t get any more insulin. All it took was one bad day and she was gone.” I figured everyone had their kryptonite. My mother’s simply happened to be her own failing body.

I’d come home from my first-ever shift at the warehouse, proud of myself as a sturdy and adult seven-year-old who could break down boxes like a professional, and found the curtains closed and the house as dark as a hole and my father crying on the floor in the living room, his face crushed so tightly against the floor that when he looked up at me, the carpet pattern was stamped on his nose. He’d pulled me to him and held me like a pillow, crying and telling me that everything was going to be okay and we were still a family, even though we had been three before and now we were two, or maybe one and a half. I’d cut my finger on a shard of broken glass from one of his bottles, and then I had cried too, because the alcohol stung.

“Hunter once told me something I didn’t believe, and now I do, and I wish I’d listened.” Basil shifted uncomfortably, and I wondered how long it had been since he’d sat on anything besides the padded benches of his pews. “I always hesitated to trust him when he was drunk. But he said that Heathe had told him that the powerplant might be dangerous, and that if Hunter ever let the secret out, he would stop importing the insulin your mother needed to survive.”

It was so unsurprising that I couldn’t even find the energy to be angry. Of course Heathe would do that. Of course he did. And of course someone had died, because things didn’t go his way without a hellish sacrifice.

“There were three people Hunter wanted to save: your mother, you, and his friend . . . but he couldn’t tell you because you were too young. And he didn’t want to worry your mother. He thought he could care for both of you. But he told his friend. I guess he was worried his friend wouldn’t take the medications seriously and would get himself killed by skipping doses. Somehow, Heathe found out, and he kept his word. Everything your father did after that, working for Heathe included, was intended to keep you safe, because he knew Heathe’s threat was no bluff.”

Smoking buddies on the bench. That was how I remembered Charles, at least until my dad quit. Then they had hobnobbed like a pair of old men, better than grandmothers for local gossip, until Charles fell down dead one day. That happened rather often in a town that started as a haven for people who couldn’t overcome their vices.

“If it hadn’t been for Charles, we might have lived safely forever.” My drink was gone now, and my mouth felt drier than before. “Never mind. I think I would have done the same thing.”

“Charles,” Basil repeated thoughtfully. “Yes, that’s the name. I can’t picture his face anymore. Do you remember his last name?”

“Charles. Charles . . . Hadley, I think. Yes. I used to call him Mr. Hadley.”

A picture popped into my mind. My father and Charles sitting next to each other on the bench, fraying each other’s nerves and laughing and watching me scrounge for fool’s gold in the dirt, yelling at me to watch out for rattlesnakes. Maple in the background, tinkering, always tinkering, seemingly without blinking for several minutes at a time. Morgan irritating her, pulling her braids, making jokes at my expense, for which Maple sometimes slapped him, kicking up a cloud of dirt that made her cough.

And behind them, standing quietly with his arms crossed, a young man with Charles’s face, except gentler, handsomer, the first knight in shining armor to capture the imagination of an innocent eleven-year-old. Waiting to help his father get home, with those bloody lungs and the cough. Watching us children, smiling at us when we glanced shyly up at him, once offering me a hand when I slipped on the gravel. A good and uninteresting person in all respects.

His name—

Crickets, I knew it—

“Good morning, Mr. Jason.”

“Kyrie, it’s rude to use someone’s first name.”

“Oh. I’m sorry, Mr. Hadley.”

Jason Hadley. That was Charles’s son.

What were the odds that the Hadley of now would look so much like the man from my memories, and that Thatch would look so much like Morgan, unless there was a connection somewhere between their world and ours?

“What a coincidence,” Basil remarked. “That Hadley was your father’s closest friend, and now it’s a different Hadley who’s getting us out of Peakin, eight years after the first one died.”

“How odd,” I managed.

But it wasn’t a coincidence. Basil had to know it too, and he was reminding me without directly telling me. We both knew what happened when secret information got out.

Hadley introduced himself as just that—Hadley—but what if that was his last name? Why hadn’t he said anything about once living inside the fence? Did he think we would have all forgotten him? How had he escaped from Peakin? And what had he been doing since he left?

I’d ask Thatch if I could. But, separated by that heavy, lead-lined door, we were as far apart as the sun from the moon.

“Thirty-six hours,” I muttered. “I can wait that long.”

Or maybe I didn’t have to wait. There were at least two tricks left that I could try.

God, please. Let me have this one. Let the good be Thatch surviving. Let me talk to him one more time, and I swear I won’t mess this up. I know you said no deals, just promises, but I’m bargaining a little bit here. Just—please.

“They have phones out here, don’t they?” I scrambled to my feet, scooping up my bottle and placing it in the trash can beside the nurses’ desk. “I’m going to call the hotel. Maybe Morgan or Maple or somebody still has a few of the supplement pills.”

Calling was harder than I had expected. The nurses at the front desk gave me a tutorial on the phone, eyeing me like I was fresh in from outer space. I listened carefully and pretended to know what I was doing, but I got the room number wrong at first and had to hang up the phone on an angry man whom I’d apparently pulled out of a nap.

The line for room 214 rang and rang and rang, and I was starting to think I’d gotten the number wrong again when Hadley’s smooth voice answered.

“Hello?”

“It’s Kyrie, calling from the hospital.”

“Is something wrong with Thatch?”

What was I supposed to say to that—no? “Can you ask Morgan and Maple if either of them have any supplement pills left?”

“Supplement pills?”

“The—” I glanced at the nurses and lowered my voice. “The anti-radiation pills. Just call them supplements. They’ll know what you mean.”

A mumbled conversation ensued. I tried not to make eye contact with the nurse, who was glaring at me. She knew, and she wanted me to know, that she had better things to be doing.

“Morgan says he picked up a bottle from his house,” Hadley’s unnaturally scratchy voice reported. “But, Kyrie, there’s something you should know. These pills don’t work retroactively. Thatch would have had to start taking them before he started showing symptoms. By now, I’m afraid the damage is already done. There’s nothing that can patch his DNA back together except his own body.”

“How would you know?” I countered. “It’s worth a try.”

“I know because Thatch gave me the pills he brought back from Peakin on our way to the hospital, and I’ve had their chemical makeup sequenced. They’re mostly iodine, which inhibits the body from taking in radiation, but doesn’t help once it’s absorbed.”

He worked fast. Earlier, he’d told me the pills might save Thatch. That meant the pills had been sequenced within the hour since he’d left the hospital.

“How would you know?” I repeated, less confidently this time. “Thatch said no such medicine exists outside the fence, so there’s no way you could have figured out that quickly—”

“We are the CIA,” he answered.

He seemed to think that meant something, but I had eaten acronyms for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and they were all starting to sound the same.

“I’m sorry,” he continued, “but this drug isn’t perfected. Perhaps if you had stayed in Peakin a little longer, you would have figured out how to improve it. But this cure is incomplete. It’s no cure at all, really. Just a preventative measure.”

Could that be true? Everyone in Peakin had started taking the drugs within a few days of the green rain, but those few days—how many had it been? Twenty-four hours? Forty-eight? Four days? Five? Most of us had survived that long even before we knew about the supplements. But then, only a few had shown symptoms. And the ones who looked like Thatch had died, all of them, drugs notwithstanding.

Still. “We could at least try.”

Something scuffed in the speaker, and I heard voices raised in argument—fighting, apparently, over who controlled the phone.

“Kyrie.” Morgan’s voice emerged from the chaos, clear and understandable as though it was coming from the opposite side of the world. “Are you inside the box somewhere? Gosh. Modern technology. I remember phones from when I was a kid, but these are a little . . . weird. You sound like you’re standing in the room with me. I don’t like it.”

“Hadley said you brought a bottle of supplement pills.”

“I did. This feels unnatural. Yes, I did, took them from the medicine cabinet. I figured we’d need them if we ever went back to Peakin to—I don’t know, rescue people.”

“I need them now. Thatch needs them. The doctors aren’t sure he’s going to make it.”

“Listen, Kyrie, there weren’t that many in the bottle. Only enough for one of us for a few days. If Thatch takes them now—”

“Thatch is dying.”

More muffled conversation.

“Hadley says they’re not going to work.”

“If we run out before we get back to Peakin, I’ll go without.”

A spasm of lightheadedness floated through my body, and I stepped a little closer to the wall. Just in case it took Morgan so long to respond that I fell asleep on my feet before he got around to it.

“Morgan?” I said at last, wondering if the phone had stopped working.

“Okay. I’ll bring them.”

“Are you sure—?”

“What am I supposed to do, sit back and watch him die?” Another pause. “He’s my brother. Somehow or another, he’s family. Possibly the only family I have left.”

That was as good as a yes for me.

I handed the phone back to the nurse. She took it from me like it was infected and placed it gingerly on the counter, next to a bottle of hand sanitizer.
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“I told you not to stay.”

Thatch’s voice wasn’t as steady as it had been earlier. I chalked it up to his medications, hanging from an all-too-familiar IV pole at his bedside.

But Thatch wasn’t in any condition to win an argument.

“I’m leaving,” I told him, without stating the terms and conditions: I wasn’t going anywhere until I watched him swallow the supplements. “But I wanted to give you this.”

I held out the handful of pills Morgan had given me, pressing my fingers against the clear curtain so Thatch would know what they were. Just in case the doctors were listening, I didn’t want to say it aloud. Giving patients additional medications that came from nobody knew where seemed like the kind of thing that would be frowned upon in a hospital.

“Where did you get those?”

“Morgan brought them from his house.”

He stared at them hungrily. I might as well have been holding a rotisserie chicken.

“Hadley said they wouldn’t work.”

“When did he say that?”

“When I showed them to him on the way to the hospital earlier. He said the pills were marked, so he knew what they were.”

I pinched one of the pills between my fingertips and examined it. The side read RDTPHARM, a string of letters I had noticed a few times before but had never thought much about. Hadley’s statement wasn’t necessarily a lie, then—but if it wasn’t, why had he told me to find more pills and give them to Thatch?

Come to think of it, though, he hadn’t said to give the pills directly to Thatch. He’d told me to give them to him first, so that he could get permission to administer them from the hospital staff. Why would he lie about that?

“If it works, it works. If it doesn’t—well, we did everything we could.” I tried to say it lightheartedly, like the penalty for failure was a slap on the wrist. “I guess you don’t want me to come in there, so I’ll leave them on the chair. Please, Thatch. For me, if not for you. I’d—well, I’d really like it if you lived.” Obviously. It wasn’t like I wanted him to die. “They’re right here. See? On the seat. You should get them before the doctor comes in. I’m really going now. Going to get some sleep. I’ll be back in the morning.”

The hard line of Thatch’s mouth softened slightly. “I’ll still be here.”

You’d better be.

“Maybe I’ll bring you pancakes or something if you behave.”

“I like those. I’d like them more if you brought them.”

I played it cool. “Oh, so you regret throwing me out. Good to know.”

“I regret letting you in at all. I thought maybe you’d seen enough of—this.” He gestured vaguely at his plastic-wrapped body. “It’s not your problem to solve, anyway.”

As if. Who was going to arrange a funeral if he died? Who’d have to sit there in some hideous black clothes while Basil read the Bible verses I knew by heart and the weather was probably abhorrently hot and we were all outside next to a plot of the barest dirt known to man? Yes, it was my problem if he died. Of course I didn’t want him to die. I cared. His fate had been tied to mine the moment we had walked into that reactor building together. One of us safe and one of us doomed.

“If you don’t want to inconvenience me, then just fight. Fight with everything you’ve got, and then we’ll all be okay. And if everything’s okay, there’ll be time for me to make—stew and pancakes and other nice things.” Food, I’d heard, was a great motivator for men. “I can make pretty good oatmeal.”

A smile crept to his face, and he held out his pinky finger. “Promise?”

I put my hand up to the plastic, and our fingers touched through the barrier.

“I promise that if you get better, I’ll find pancakes. I don’t know how to make them, but I’ll figure it out if I have to. Pancakes, Thatch. That’s what’s at stake here.” I giggled nervously and withdrew my hand. “Do it for the pancakes.”
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Basil helped me find my way back to the hotel. The sun had gone down, mercifully, and the air had cooled to a bearable temperature. It was a shorter walk now that we knew where we were going. It felt like it took forever.

Once I was installed in the bedroom next door to Hadley’s, alone, I began to count the hours. If Thatch was still alive when I hit thirty-six, then maybe I had done at least one thing right,

One.

Two.

Three.

Four.

Five and a half.

Seven—a few minutes of fitful sleep.

Eight. The sun rose and threw an orange bar directly across my pillow. But instead of rousing me, it seemed to push me even deeper into the haze of descending numbers and strange, bright, wavering patterns on the wall that seemed to come from somewhere inside my own head.

Eleven.

Twelve.

Thirteen. I rolled onto my injured arm and woke myself up with my groan.

Fourteen.

Fifteen. I tried to get up, but I was so nauseous, I quit while I was ahead.

Sixteen. If Thatch had gotten worse, he would be feeling symptoms now. His head would hurt worse than mine, his body would ache, he would shiver, shiver, shiver, so cold, cold . . .

Nineteen. The headache felt like a drill to the brain.

Twenty-six. Time had slipped, but I caught it when I looked at the clock.

Thirty. That was too long. Too long, and I couldn’t remember why.

I lost count. I floated in a dream world of crisscrossed black and gold, the darkness and the sunlight, everything cold like ice. They took the blankets away, they put cold things on my skin, they forced water down my throat, they put something that felt like needles into the wound on my arm. I wanted to tell them no needles, but I was too exhausted to fight, tired, always tired, never could get a good look at their faces, had almost forgotten who they were. Where, where was I, didn’t care, couldn’t sleep, couldn’t wake up, this was how Thatch must be feeling, there was something I was supposed to be doing, something I was supposed to care about, but all that mattered was the black and gold and the number of spots on the ceiling and was that Maple, that lovely ethereal floating thing, and why did her hand feel so cold in mine?

I love you Kyrie I’ll be waiting for you not yet not yet don’t go don’t come are you even paying attention where were you when I called your name why didn’t you take me with you come back for me why did you leave me there what were you waiting for did you think I’d leave you alone after that after everything you did for me for us for everyone can’t you see you’ve done something no one else could have done you’re not listening wake up. Wake up. You’re forgetting something important.

Thirty-eight.

I woke with a start and sat up straight. A damp washcloth fell off my forehead and plopped in my lap.

My room was dark. The curtains were pulled, but the familiar bar of light still cut across my pillow. An untidy heap of blankets covered a chair. The only covering left on the bed was a white sheet, which I must have kicked to the side at some point during my fevered sleep. It was damp with sweat and past generations of wet washcloths. Flecks of red disturbed the white.

My arm.

I reached around and brushed it gingerly with my fingertips. The sting was almost gone, replaced by a gentle ache. Just enough to remind me that I did, in fact, have an arm. Nothing worse than that. Which meant I’d been out for a long time.

I rolled onto my stomach and looked at the clock on the nightstand. Eleven. It wasn’t so bad if I’d slept through a day and a night, though I felt like I’d had years’ worth of dreams since I fell asleep.

Not normal sleep. I’d been sick. Could be a result of my arm, but a scratch wouldn’t do that, surely. I’d caught something from the hospital. Or it was stress. Who knew. Probably someone did, but there didn’t seem to be anyone around to ask.

There was something—something I was supposed to do. Urgently.

Of course.

Thatch.

I hopped out of bed, fully expecting to hit the floor like a rock, and was pleasantly surprised to discover that I still had legs, and they worked. They needed a tune-up, but they worked. One step toward the door, then another, and I even managed to keep my balance when the nightstand reached out and tripped me. My headache had miraculously vanished too, and I wondered—but no, I didn’t wonder, all I knew was that I felt superhuman by comparison, and whatever drugs had been stuffed down my throat were doing a fantastic job. And I’d be needing more of them later to fix this stubbed toe.

I didn’t care what I looked like, of course, because nobody cares what they look like after they’ve spent so many hours in bed, but maybe I did care a little because I stopped in front of the mirror and examined my reflection. Fluffy hair that looked like a dark brown halo—that could only be fixed with water and a towel, and there wasn’t time for that. Well, I could run my fingers through it and hope for the best. Sweaty face marked with the craters of my first teenage years and a red-tipped nose dotted with freckles. All fine, all part of my pleasant and perfect self, except for the shiny relics of my fever that made me look like I’d been polished with furniture cleaner. I wiped my cheeks with my shirt—Hadley’s shirt—and tried to smooth my eyebrows into some semblance of an elegant arch. It wasn’t bad if I stood back from the glass.

I reached the door and had an argument with the knob before realizing it had been locked from the inside. We reached a truce, and I stepped out into the hallway.

The carpet seemed to come alive, rising in a wave of weird texture and morphing into unnatural shapes and faces. I blinked and the carpet became carpet again, and I wrote my brain off as a lost cause. I’d walk across that carpet even if it turned into the Pacific Ocean. I had to get to the hospital.

Hadley would give me a ride if I could remember his room number. It was either 215 or 214, or maybe 213, but in any case, it was likely to be the room right next to mine. They’d left me alone with a high fever, which meant they had to be nearby—right?

I knocked. No one answered.

Well, that was perfectly fine. It wouldn’t be my fault if they panicked when they came back and found my room empty. I’d done my due diligence. Not my fault they had forgotten the conventional wisdom about don’t leave a person with a fever alone for extended periods of time.

My eyes crossed and blurred again on the stairs, but I still felt relentlessly energized, like I’d downed a cup of that nasty coffee Morgan used to drink back in Peakin. I wouldn’t turn down a dose of that stuff today, even if it did taste like boiled beans mixed with ash. To float on a magic carpet of adrenaline and medications and the lingering relics of my fever—that was traveling in style.

I was flying too high and I knew it. I just needed to get to the hospital. Then I could drink a gallon of water and wash this sickness out of my system.

Hospital.

Thatch.

Hospital.

Door with the odd trefoil symbol on it, not the right one, don’t go in there, that’s dangerous.

It’s the building next to that.

This sidewalk didn’t feel quite so sloped yesterday.

Now would be a great time for a total solar eclipse.

Hot. So hot.

My reflection in the glass hospital doors looked more like a patient than a visitor. I tried to straighten up, stand tall, and pretend I knew what I was doing.

“Can I help you?” asked the nurse at the front desk, and she couldn’t, but for some reason I didn’t want to tell her that.

“I’m here to see Thatch. What room is he in? Is he still here?”

“Last name?”

“Miller.”

“I can’t give out that information. It’s a HIPAA rule.”

A simple “Yes, he’s alive,” would have been enough, but no—there was protocol to be observed, rules to be followed, and my nervous system to shatter with a baseball bat of acronyms. Besides, hadn’t they let me in earlier? Why should I run up against a wall of bureaucracy now?

“My name’s Kyrie Sterle,” I told her, trying not to fidget. “Thatch was in the last room down that hallway. He said I could visit.”

“I think he has an approved visitor list. Let me see.”

Has.

So he’s still here.

“Kyrie Sterle,” I repeated idiotically. “Kyrie—”

“Down the hallway to the left. You’ll need to sign and show me your ID—wait! You need to sign!”

Cost-benefit analysis suggested the old nurse was unlikely to vault over her desk and chase me down. And I had already done enough waiting for a thousand lifetimes.

I pushed Thatch’s door open without the ceremony of a knock. It was unlocked, after all, practically an invitation, and words tumbled from my mouth. “I’m here. I made it. I don’t have pancakes, though. How’s the hospital?”

He was there. He was really there. He had color in his face, and he was sitting up. Across the bed, propped on the rails, was a tray of unidentifiable breakfast, mostly located between the mush and brick food groups. He had a spoon in his hand. There was no IV hooked to his arm. No curtains surrounding his bed. No sign announcing that his presence could kill you. He was getting well. He wasn’t dead.

And he was looking at me.

“I—wasn’t expecting you,” he said, brow raised. “Morgan said you were sick.”

“Boy, am I.” I plopped down into the chair next to his bed—there was always a chair next to the bed, except that this one was a recliner and absurdly comfortable—and hid my face in my hands. Excitement had gotten me past the first hurdle of self-confidence, but I remembered my reflection in the mirror with dismay, and I wasn’t sure whether my eyes were going to cooperate and stay dry.

“I feel better now, though,” I added, trying to keep my chin down so he couldn’t see my face. “Just—ah. Don’t mind me.”

“Because I look so wonderful?”

I knew where he picked up that smart remark. Morgan’s irritating sense of humor was the real virus we’d been fighting all along.

“Because I’m happy just thinking about how I don’t have to eat hospital food.” No, I wasn’t thinking that at all seemed too abrupt. “I should have gone to more effort to find the pancakes.”

“It looks like getting here was hard enough. I have some extra water. Or we could find a place to get a drink.”

He offered me his glass. He’d probably already drunk from it, but there wasn’t much chance that he had germs worse than the ones that already knocked me out for a day and a half, so I directed the bottom to the ceiling and drained it all in a gulp. My tongue felt fuzzy in my mouth.

“I’m taking this chair,” I told him, tucking my legs underneath me. “You can do whatever you want. Make noise or start dancing or jump up and down on the bed. I’ll just be over here. You can try to throw me out, but I like this chair a lot, so I’m not leaving.”

A smile cracked his lips. I could feel my heartbeat in my throat. It sure was nice to have a positive reception. I wasn’t sure what had changed his mind, but I didn’t care. Maybe he just liked to be alive.

“I’m sorry, Kyrie. For a moment, I lost faith,” he said. One hand reached from within the blankets and tugged a lock of my hair. “But I think it’s all going to work out.”

“Of course it is. We escaped. Now we live.” I buried my red cheeks in the safety of the chair. “Life outside the fence is going to be glorious, Thatch. I know it will be.”
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“Yes, she’s here. She seems fine. She’s napping in the chair I asked the nurses to move earlier. I don’t think she needs anything. Kyrie, do you need anything? She’s still asleep. I don’t want to wake her, unless—”

I sat up so quickly that my recliner lurched. Thatch was standing by the window, holding his wrist to his face. It took me a moment to realize he was wearing a watch, which apparently doubled as a cell phone. That was light-years ahead of Peakin’s technology. Not half bad, either. I wondered if I could have one someday.

“She’s awake.” Thatch held out the hand with the watch. “Do you want to talk to—?”

“Kyrie, you scared Maple!” Morgan’s voice wafted from the watch with ultra-high-super-awesome-definition audio, which gave me the delightful illusion of getting chewed out in person. “You can’t just get up and run away like that.”

“Well, I couldn’t find you,” I said peevishly, rubbing my eyes. “When I woke up, there was nobody in the room.”

“What are you talking about? Maple was right there! She fell asleep, but she’d been up for almost two days taking care of you. She wouldn’t even let me help.”

So the pile of blankets hadn’t been just blankets, after all. She must have been exhausted if she’d been up that long—but then, crackers and cheese!—two days? How long had I been out?

“Basil was getting worried about you,” Morgan continued cheerfully, apparently interpreting my silence as permission to continue saying unhelpful things. “He said he’d never seen anyone with a fever as high as yours. Hadley got a thermometer from the pharmacy down the road, and things weren’t looking good for a while. If you hadn’t recovered, we were going to take you to the hospital today—”

“Morgan,” I interrupted, “let’s just pretend this didn’t happen. Got it? Right. Okay, I’ll see you later.” I retreated into my chair, and Thatch tapped a button on the side of his watch. Morgan’s goodbye cut off abruptly.

“Sorry about that,” I sighed. “He’s trying to make me feel better. He’s not normally this childish and blabbering, I swear.”

Thatch sat down on the edge of his bed, hands folded on his lap. His stiff posture suggested he was about to close a business deal. The only thing that ruined the suddenly formal atmosphere was the electric blue scrubs.

“He didn’t sound like that when he called to explain why you hadn’t come back to the hospital,” he said wryly. “Actually, he yelled at me. For a long time. He ran the battery on my watch down to three percent.”

“What for?”

“Something about how I weakened your immune system when I wouldn’t let you know what was going on with me, and if anything happened to you, it’d be my . . .” He gave a loud sigh and lifted his hands. “And he was right. I shouldn’t have sent you away like that. I’m sorry, Kyrie. I just thought—well, I wasn’t really thinking, but if I was, I was seeing the look on your face when you came to the fence after you thought Maple had died, and the way you walked into the church after Hunter was gone. I figured whatever you thought about me, it would be a bit much for you to see it happen again so soon.” He had said all of this to the floor in front of the bed, but now his head lifted. “Morgan’s doing his best to pretend it never happened, isn’t he? He knows you better than I do. I shouldn’t have brought it up again.”

“You idiots,” I groaned. “I wish you’d see that I don’t need anyone’s protection. I just want you to be yourselves around me.”

Thatch’s face colored.

“Okay,” he said cautiously. “By the way, have you found any comfortable rooms in this place? A nice room with board games or a window or a sofa or something? Anyplace you’d like to show me?”

I sighed. Of course he had me running errands for him. He had that in common with bossy-older-brother Morgan, too. “I haven’t really looked around, so I don’t know.”
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I knew he wouldn’t vanish if I stepped out of the room to get a drink from the vending machine Hadley had showed me how to use, or if I asked the nurses at the front desk for a protein bar that tasted older than the exclusion zone. But it was just easier to lock eyes with him and make sure he was still there.

Recovering, certainly. Not the kind of patient you’d want to write a testimonial for your hospital—I lived, but at what cost? But he was getting better by the hour. Sometimes by the minute. One day, he could stand for a few minutes to look out the window, and the next I took him outside in a wheelchair. I let go of the handles on a small hill, and to his credit, he didn’t yell, even when I pretended—so I said—that I almost couldn’t run fast enough to catch him.

Each time he sat up from his pillow, he left a few tufts of hair behind, souvenirs lost to his illness. Once as thick as Morgan’s, his strands were sparse and falling limp on his scalp. The doctor said this was a side effect of the radiation. It made him wildly self-conscious, and when I entered his room, I would sometimes find him with his blanket covered around his head. Hadley brought him a hat that said “VIRGINIA” in large, embroidered letters. Every time he put it on, he asked me to look away. I didn’t tell him I thought he looked just as good without it, because that would have been a weird thing to say.

I like you with hair. I like you without it. See anything in common here?

Juliet came to visit us sometimes, chaperoned by either Basil or Maple. She was terrified of Thatch at first, and would stand in the corner, eyeing him warily, but it didn’t take long for them to hit on science as their common interest. It happened when Thatch made what sounded like an off-hand comment—“I wonder if those solar flares are going to mess up my cell service?”—and Juliet squeaked out an excited: “Solar flares?” Thatch cocked his head, and Juliet’s tense posture relaxed, and thirty seconds later they were jabbering about sending a rocket to Mars. They were happy. So was I.

Maple was getting speech therapy from the hospital. Her nurse gave her a notepad and pen, and those became her voice. I tried asking her, more than once, why she’d stopped speaking. I’d asked her before. Her answers always ranged from “I don’t know” to “I couldn’t help it” to “I was stabbed in the throat by an owl with a vendetta” and eventually I let the matter drop. She’d tell me someday when she was ready, or when she understood herself.

Whenever she floated into my room, an unhealthy-looking specter of dehydration and sleepless nights spent practicing vocal exercises in front of the mirror, I made her sit down and write on her pad about everything she’d seen that day—airplanes that were marvels of engineering, like nothing she’d ever seen before, a new type of screw that could only be loosened with a special tool, somebody’s car and jumper cables that she had tried to politely observe from afar, and so on. Her writing hand got tired of this much faster than I did. Just seeing her halfway to happy was enough to energize me for the rest of the day.

I didn’t see Morgan much. Through her notepad, Maple told me that Hadley was helping him get paperwork for the five of us. Apparently, the modern world dictated that you couldn’t possibly be born without a birth certificate clutched in your baby fist. All our documents were long gone, so Hadley and Morgan were trying to find any copies that might have been filed somewhere in the government’s vast offices or labyrinthine computer systems. But bureaucracy, with its many acronyms and protocols and HIPAAs and what have you, was a slow wheel to turn. Morgan and Hadley spent many frustrating hours on the phone with a place called the Vital Records Office, arguing and pleading and persuading, and then afterward at a local restaurant where they could drown their sorrows in lemonade and tacos.

This was only the first step we had to take to protect ourselves. It was hard to convince the government that we weren’t foreign terrorists trying to steal uranium from a nuclear disaster zone. And, according to Hadley, our testimony about Peakin wouldn’t be enough to prove before a court—the only place, he said, where anything could be done—that the place even existed, let alone that it was the site of an illegal and secret experiment. We needed satellite photos. Dosimeter readings to verify radiation levels. Maybe even recordings of Heathe or the Wardens. Before there could be justice, there had to be investigation. And investigation meant bureaucracy, and bureaucracy was efficiency’s murderer.

But, as Hadley was fond of reminding me: “We are the CIA.” The day after our arrival, the case had been transferred to the FBI as a purely domestic matter, and two agents had been dispatched to gather data. I couldn’t see how they’d have any better luck than Thatch, but that was their business. Hadley assured us they knew what they were doing.

Meanwhile, he gave me a notebook from the Post Exchange—which I refused to call the PX on principle—and ordered me to write down everything I could remember about Peakin that might be useful in a trial. He didn’t have to ask twice. The green dust that I now knew was Rad-Iant phosphorescent paint. The lack of cell service or radio or Internet, which Thatch had said was due to a government frequency jammer intended to prevent foreign nations from stealing nuclear secrets. The virus, which had been no virus at all, but the silent poison of radiation. And I wrote a few questions we hadn’t solved yet. Who was running the experiment outside the fence? How were we going to get everyone else out? Where had our medication come from, and what was it for?

I still had the files I’d taken from Heathe’s office. In quiet moments, when Thatch was asleep and there was no one else in the room, I scoured them for evidence. It was all too disjointed for me to build a clear picture of what had happened, and any names or email addresses had been deleted or redacted. Still, everything I read confirmed what I already knew. I decided I’d give Hadley the files with my notes. He’d be surprised and quite pleased, and by then, I would have memorized any important details they contained in case I was ever called on to testify about what I knew.

I wrote for thirteen days before the doctors said Thatch was ready to be discharged from the hospital. I still hadn’t found any mix for the pancakes I’d promised him, but he seemed happy enough with the hospital food, although I never saw any colors on his plate besides grey and brown and, on a good day, faded yellow that had once been green.

Thatch counted the ceiling tiles, when he wasn’t absorbed in a physics book, while I worked on Hadley’s project. I could tell he would have preferred to talk on those occasions, but I was so close to being done with my notes that I didn’t dare look up at him. He had a way of getting me started on things—what color I’d paint these walls if I could pick anything I wanted, what flowers I had never seen and might like to see someday, where I’d live if I could pick anywhere in the world—that took me on hour-long tangents, during which he didn’t say a word, only lay there and smiled and nodded in all the right places.

But not today. Today, I had work to do.

Thatch stirred restlessly every few minutes, driving my patience up a wall and onto the ceiling and out through a vent, but I bottled it and tried to focus on my notes.

At last, he gave in to the fidgets. “Do you like coffee?”

“No.” Crickets, I couldn’t remember now—were there two blocks of apartment buildings across from the reactor? And had I seen any cameras in there? The investigating agents’ lives might depend on the directions I gave them, and here I was, mixing up north and south.

“Oh.” Thatch fidgeted with his blanket. “Then, do you like food? I mean, not—food, generally. But, you know, food. What I mean is, what food do you like to eat with other people?”

“Didn’t you just have lunch?” The tray was still propped across his bed, the unidentifiable mush all scraped away and ingested. “I’ll get you something from the vending machine.”

“You don’t have to do that.” Thatch subsided onto his pillows and went back to counting.

Those cameras were strange. How could the video have been transmitted back to Peakin if the government was jamming all internet, cell, and radio frequencies inside the exclusion zone? Wires were a possibility, of course, but it seemed unlikely that Heathe had managed to put down five or six miles of wire without anyone noticing. What if there had been a control center somewhere inside the reactor? What if Heathe had kept a few Wardens out there to watch the feed, making sure the Pioneers didn’t become thieves or, worse, make a break for the outside world?

“Let me see if I can come up with a better way to say this, since I’ve been trying for thirteen days and still haven’t gotten the point across.” It was a long sentence for Thatch, long enough to leave him winded. He paused for a deep breath and then, “Can I tell you something?”

I looked at him in surprise.

He took another breath. “When you walked into that building to save Morgan. I’ve never known anyone who would do something like that. You knew it might be dangerous, you knew you might not come out, but you didn’t even hesitate. You encouraged me to run faster. And I admire that. A lot.”

I was at a loss for words, even though he glanced up at me as if I might have something positive to contribute to this discussion. Maybe an enthusiastic I’ve always admired you too!

But the processing capability of my brain had dropped to the level of a slide rule, on its way to a toddler with a pencil and no paper.

Somebody had to say something, so Thatch continued desperately, “I’ve been thinking. You know we’re about the same age, and maybe I could help you if you ever have a problem related to physics. Not that you would, but I can tell you exactly how much torque you need to open the lid on a stubborn jar, which is something that men are sometimes useful for, according to Hadley. I don’t think I’ve ever talked this much in my life. Kyrie, say something, please. It doesn’t have to be anything coherent. Just—save me from myself, will you?”

I panicked. “Stop it before you start sounding like you’re trying to sell me a used car.”

That was probably the least romantic thing that could have come out of my mouth. Not that this was necessarily romantic. Maybe he was just complimenting me and I was reading too much into it.

“I have nothing you’d want.” Thatch sat up a little straighter against his pillows and looked me straight in the eye. At least, he tried, though I was playing dodgeball with his pupils. “I’ve lied to you. Deceived you. Used you. I thought that by getting the medicine from you and completing my mission to Peakin, I was doing the right thing. Along the way, I realized that the mission was never about the medicine. It was about every person whose path crossed mine. You weren’t the first one I saw in Peakin, but you were the first who made me stop and wonder where I’d gone wrong. You were the first person who ever made me want to tell the truth for the truth’s sake, not simply because of some old-fashioned moral principle I couldn’t shake off. You showed me what it means for every person to bear the image of God. Because you were the first I ever met who saw things that way.”

He was gazing at me intently, and I learned there was a fleck of brown in the green swirl of his blind eye, a tiny boat in a terrific storm.

“I want to know more about you. Whatever you have, the memories, the experiences, your awful tendency to make everything a joke, good and bad, everything you see, I want those too. Back in Peakin, I was pretty sure I was going to die for you. If you let me try, I think that now I might be able to live for you.”

I stared at him, open-mouthed.

You might have told me this was part of the plan. Then at least I would’ve had something to look forward to. Though I probably would’ve been embarrassed if I’d known about this in advance. On second thought, good call. If I’d known this was coming, I’d have jinxed it. I wouldn’t have gone near him.

My children have everything to look forward to.

Don’t worry, there’s more to come.

“You’re making a terrible mistake,” I told him, “but I hope you never figure that out.”

He reached across the bar of the bed and pulled me toward him, and our lips met.

Warm and sweet. Pure and gentle. Mortal enemies turned to mortal allies. A solemn oath that it was true, it had always been true, ever since the creation of time and space and everything, that one thing had always been true:

Love keeps no record of wrongs.

It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.

Love never fails.
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Don’t tempt fate. Actually, there’s no such thing as fate. So I’ll just say, don’t tempt Evil. Because even the Good says it’s not going to be okay. Not here. Not ever—not until eternity, and I don’t think that’s included in “ever.” Not the way we define it when we talk about “ever”: Have you ever had chocolate that wasn’t expired? Do you think we’ll ever get to go home?

Point being: Never say it’s going to be okay. Because it isn’t, and why take shots you’re sure to miss?

Kyrie’s journal, pg. 492

“Did he ask you out?”

I got up from my chair, and I set a world record for speed. I hadn’t been sleeping—no one could sleep after a conversation like the one I’d just had, except Thatch, apparently—but I had been so lost in my thoughts that I hadn’t heard the door. Hadn’t seen it, either.

“Hadley. I was just taking a nap.” Was I still holding Thatch’s hand when he barged in unannounced? Was that what had given it away? Well, too bad. Friends held each other’s hands. Like Maple and me. I’d held Maple’s hand. “It’s just that when I stand up too quickly, I get dizzy . . . crickets, you scared me.”

A slender smile, which I decided to interpret as an apology, because it was the closest thing I was likely to get.

“May I come in?” he asked.

“Yes, but—”

I glanced at Thatch. Sure enough, he’d slept right through the commotion. Now there was a superpower. Forget about X-ray vision. Give me the ability to sleep like a baby after emotional upheaval and after getting your hand dropped like a hot potato.

“I won’t wake him.” Hadley pulled the door shut, quietly, holding the latch down to keep it from clicking. “I just wanted to see how he was doing. I haven’t been by in a few days.”

Which was why I hadn’t yet gotten the chance to ask him the question that had been at the fringe of my thoughts ever since my conversation with Basil.

But now that we were alone—more or less—now that I finally had the chance to get it off my mind, I couldn’t think of how to say it. That was partly because my few remaining neurons were otherwise occupied, and partly because the question was inherently an accusation.

It is you, right?

I mean, surely you knew I’d remember what you looked like. You haven’t changed much since I was a kid.

How did you escape?

Why didn’t you take anyone with you?

Why didn’t you come back for us?

Hadley’s back was to me. He seemed focused on the monitor beside Thatch’s bed, bending down to watch the gently pulsing ECG line at eye level. I had all those numbers memorized: SPO2 98%, HR 65, beep-beep-beep in regular intervals, RR RPM 15 and so on—who knew what any of it meant, so long as it didn’t make any sound and the nurses didn’t come running and the numbers all stayed generally the same, it didn’t seem important.

Maybe talking to his back would be easier.

“By the way.” I pretended to be distracted by a loose thread on my sleeves, just in case he looked up. “I don’t think you ever told us your last name. I’m sorry, but it feels weird for me to keep calling you Hadley. I’m in the habit of calling everybody Mister Something.”

“It is a strange name, isn’t it?”

Our eyes met.

He knew.

“You’re Charles Hadley’s son.”

“Interesting.” He leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms. “You remember me. But your friends don’t.”

“No. Just me.” I didn’t see a reason to mention Basil. “Jason Hadley, isn’t it?”

“Pleased to meet you. Properly, this time.”

His face had transformed. Pleasant lines hardened. His smile had widened, only now there was something about it—something about the way his eyes remained open, uncreased, as though his muscles couldn’t touch them, watching me, waiting to strike. Gone were the kindness, the gentleness, that I remembered from the moment I had met him and he had offered to house us and clothe us and take Thatch to the hospital.

I wondered how I’d missed it. This man was a snake. And now I’d stepped on his lair.

“Kyrie,” he said, “do you know what I did while you and Thatch were in Peakin?”

I shook my head.

“Do you want to know?”

Dad had warned me about questions like this. The right answer was always no, but once you knew too much, there was an excuse for watching you more closely. So sometimes you didn’t get a choice, even if you covered your ears and screamed.

I looked him in the eyes. “Yes.”

“I’ve been dying to let you see this.”

He pulled an electronic device from his pocket—a cube, which unfolded to a rectangle, which unfolded once more to reveal a black screen. He poked the clear glass with his finger, touching buttons and swiping through menus that I couldn’t see, and then he turned it around to face me.

“Sit,” he ordered.

I obeyed.

In the video, perched on a stool in the little dive bar near our house, slumped over the counter, cradling a drink. The video was silent, shaky, and I could only see his back. The bartender was slapping his shoulder, laughing heartily.

“Excuse me.” Hadley tapped the side of the screen. “I forgot to turn on the volume.”

“—workin’ out ’ere in the ’sclusion zone,” the bartender was saying. “What a riot. I bet yer kid doesn’t miss ye when ye’re not around.”

“I should have stayed with her,” Dad mumbled. I could smell his breath, feel his sweaty hands on my shoulders. “I should never have brought her here. A saint couldn’t raise a child in this den of addicts. I should be shot.”

“Blamin’ it all on the mayor, aren’t ye? And what would’a become o’ this yer town if it weren’t for him? ’E’s a good man, ’Eathe is. Ye’ve got only yerself to blame that ye ended up ’ere.”

Hadley folded the screen back to a rectangle with a snap and placed it in his pocket.

“It’s interesting, isn’t it?” he said. “What people will say when they don’t think anyone is listening. It seems your father had thoughts of betraying Heathe for some time. Had I dropped a hint to your mayor, I might have had him put away quietly.”

The shock sat so heavy on my chest that I couldn’t squeeze out a response. Hadley watched me explore the seven circles of horror with something close to amusement in his expression.

“It was in my interest to let you escape. Think about that, Kyrie. I knew all this, I saw everything, I can do anything, and I decided it was better for you to be out here rather than in there.” Now his smile was a real grin, so wide I could see his gums. “That is the truth about Peakin. I didn’t create the experiment. The accidental explosion at the power plant, the installation of a research facility in the old plant, and your own isolation did that. But I’m in charge of it now because I’m the only one who knows about it. I just had to keep up appearances that the whole thing was an accident, and that was where Thatch came in. All young and naïve, a warrior for justice. Now that I have the results—the anti-radiation drug developed inside one of the hottest radiation zones in the world—I’m willing to let you all leave the experiment, and no one will have to know what happened there. For a price.”

“You knew about Peakin,” I said, my voice strained, “a little town in the middle of nowhere that was supposed to be hidden from the police, the government, everybody, so we could produce our drugs and live in peace. You knew because you grew up there. And you . . . you left shortly after the explosion, but you carried that knowledge with you.”

“Clever girl.”

“You must have planned it with Heathe. You and whoever you work for—or maybe they don’t even know what you’re doing on the side—realized that we could manufacture an anti-radiation drug and test it on ourselves, in exchange for . . .” What could it have been? Complete immunity from the law? Money? Supplies to keep making the drugs that kept the older ones docile? It didn’t matter. “All you had to do was convince us that we had no reason to leave the danger zone, and that no one would ever find what you had done.” How had none of us realized? “We were perfect. We were isolated. Everyone had forgotten about us. There were enough of us to make—” I swallowed hard “—a statistically significant sample for your drug. Which I presume you can sell at a great profit.”

“The government that possesses the formula for this drug can rule the world. It would be immune to nuclear threats. It could launch its own weapons and never fear retaliation.”

“And Thatch? Why Thatch?”

He shrugged. “Our experiment needed a control. With some, let’s say, persuasion, the Millers generously allowed him to stay in the hospital outside the exclusion zone after the explosion. He and Morgan are so similar that we could compare their biological markers. One living in an irradiated zone, treated with the drug. One entirely normal. I recruited him to the Agency because I wanted to keep him close. When he brought me this project, I let him think the experiment was some unethical science project that we were duty-bound to stop—but not before we got the drug. He fell for it, the little moralist, and never thought I had any ill intentions. I would have left you all to die there if he hadn’t insisted on staging this escape.”

My chair shook underneath me. “Why would you risk letting Thatch hear when you’ve kept the secret for so long?”

Hadley stepped closer to the bed and leaned over the sleeper. Forward, forward, and further forward until his face hovered just above the pillow.

He was taunting me. Seeing how close he could get. And if Hadley moved just an inch too far, if he let out a breath that was slightly too loud, if Thatch’s eyes opened and revealed that he had heard us—

There had to be something I could say to stop him. I just had to think of the right words and use the right voice and the right tone and he’d listen to me. He’d see that this was getting him nowhere.

“Hadley.” My voice came out scratched and constricted. “You said you wouldn’t wake him.”

Thatch’s chest rose and fell evenly, his breaths escaping through slightly opened lips, his eyes closed, hands resting at his sides above the coverlet. I had once joked that he slept like an advertisement, always on his back, with perfect form, as though he were a sketch of what sleep was supposed to look like. Maybe Hadley also thought Thatch’s sleep was too picturesque to be real, because he passed his hand over Thatch’s face once, twice, three times, coming within an inch of his nose.

“I don’t need him.” Hadley resumed his stance against the wall. “I don’t need any of you. I sent Thatch to get the medication, and his kindheartedness won out. He helped you escape. Fine. I’ll let you four stay outside the fence, since I have what I want. But my agents will be watching you. They won’t know why, but they don’t question their orders. And if I find that you ever breathed so much as a syllable about this to anyone—”

If Hadley was telling the truth, the Peakin experiment was over. The nuclear plant could be shut down, the power that had helped produce the pills turned off, and the radiation allowed to decay naturally until the land was safe again. But what would happen when they needed new data? If we didn’t speak up now, what would happen to the next isolated, dying town?

“There’s no one left in Peakin I love,” I said, gathering my wits. “You can’t threaten me with them. My father warned me to take everyone you might try to use as collateral, and I did. I did exactly what he said to do, and you can’t control us out here, so there’s nothing you can do. So you can take your threats, and you can—you can—”

“But you’re so soft-hearted, Kyrie,” came the smooth voice. “It doesn’t have to be your friends. Say it’s the mother who used to buy dried cactus leaves at the warehouse. Or the crazy old man who lived down the street from you. Or one of Basil’s miserable converts. You’d die for any of them. You know you would. Because you haven’t learned to think logically yet. You don’t know how horrible death really is.”

Hadley pulled the screen from his pocket, unfolded it, and turned it toward me.

There were three people in frame this time—Heathe, standing beside the blue pool in the reactor building, and Morgan’s parents, halfway between Heathe and the door. A time stamp glowed orange at the bottom of the feed. It was live—supposedly. I didn’t suppose Hadley would have had a chance to doctor it, though I knew better than to trust a viper.

The Millers. A sick feeling pooled in my stomach. Morgan had been willing to leave Peakin without them. He said he couldn’t find them, but he hadn’t looked at us when he said it. What if they had argued, and he had escaped them, just like we escaped the Wardens? What if they had tried to stop him?

What if they had ordered Maple’s execution, just as Heathe said—working with him, though not in the same way, to protect Peakin’s secret? Could that have been the only way they got and kept their positions on the Council?

“I understand how hard it must be for you,” Heathe was saying, his voice muffled through the camera microphone, “but I’ve confirmed with the experimenters that they’re long gone. Outside the fence. They’ll be used as a control group until they’re returned to the experiment, or until the experiment is terminated. You never know. Maybe we’ve perfected the drug by now.”

A control group.

Even out here, we were just as much a part of the experiment as we had been inside the fence. We were merely data points, numbers in a mathematical proof that the medication was effective.

Or so we were supposed to believe.

“It was all that kid’s fault,” Heathe continued. “I thought the pool would kill him, but it turns out there’s hardly any radiation in there to speak of. I should have made him dive to get him closer to the rods. Maybe if I’d thrown Kyrie in and had him swim for her—now there’s an idea. Why didn’t I think of that?”

Mr. Miller took a step toward the pool, staring down into the pulsing blue depths. That lovely, deadly water in the heat and dry of the desert had a seductive pull that Miller, though he had probably seen it before, couldn’t seem to resist. I knew it. I’d seen it. I’d felt it myself.

That water, and everything it stood for, had been more important to him than his son. Because he must have known Morgan was imprisoned somewhere in that building. He must have known that Maple was there too.

One betrayal separated us forever. One sin was enough to be the last.

Hadley moved his wrist toward his mouth.

“Call Tedd Heathe,” he told his watch. With a click and beep, the device obeyed.

The on-screen Heathe flinched as though something had shocked him.

“I’ll be right back,” he told Morgan’s parents. “I forgot to warn the Wardens about the possibility of a fire tonight. Things have been tense since . . . you know. It’s better safe than sorry.”

Hadley tapped the screen, and the camera angle switched to follow Heathe out through the room with the mosaic, out through the door, into the first stretches of the desert. He looked left and right, up and down, and then he pulled a device from his pocket. A watch, like Hadley’s. Not strapped to his wrist, but tucked into his pocket where anyone who did happen to see it would assume it was nothing more than another expensive hobby. It must have been tuned or programmed to pass through the jammer that had severed radio and cell communication in Peakin—the satellite band, I recalled, mentioned in one of the emails I’d stolen. Bitterly, I wondered how long Heathe had known that communication was possible, even if only in this limited form.

“Can you make this quick?” Heathe glanced nervously over his shoulder. “The Millers are waiting.”

“Yes, the Millers.” Hadley tapped a button on the side of his watch and turned it toward me. The word “mute” appeared in red letters across the screen.

“It’s interesting you haven’t considered them possible suspects,” Hadley said, slowly, delightedly, because he knew that each word burned in my chest like a knife. “Since their son was the one who escaped. I think you should interrogate them. Get every bit of information you can, and then kill them so they don’t decide to go looking for Morgan.”

I shook my head.

“Hello? Are you there?”

Hadley tapped his watch again. “I’m here. I was thinking about what I should say.”

Mute again.

“I’m sure there are other people in the town who might know something about the escape. You’re the one who will be held responsible if this happens again. Shouldn’t you root out the problem at its source? After all, you only have so many Wardens. And if you make it obvious that you’re trying to keep people in, rather than keep the virus out, well! You’ll have a revolution on your hands.”

The first point went to Hadley.

“I won’t tell,” I conceded through clenched teeth. “If you promise to get everyone else out of Peakin the moment your test is finished, I’ll never reveal that it was a research project. And I’ll forget your name. Your secret is safe with me.”

“It hardly matters. No one would believe you. No one would want to believe you. It’s far more pleasant to accept that the residents of a scrappy little town developed the pill to keep themselves alive when they believed the world had ended—with no help from the outside. I’m your rescuer, not your jailer. You have no proof connecting me to the experiment. No proof that I taught Heathe how to keep the research reactor running so he would have power to manufacture the pills and so that the contamination wouldn’t decay. No proof that I gave him a formula to start with. No proof that he ever agreed to work with someone on the outside.” Hadley’s eyes lit up. “But if you do stay silent, you’re on the right side of this story, though I know it must be hard for you to appreciate right now. The radiation cure will save millions of lives. And surely those millions in the future are worth a few lives now.”

But he was wrong. One infinity was the same as two infinities, and three were the same as a quadrillion. And some secrets were too dangerous to keep.

“When the next war comes,” he continued, snapping his screen shut and cutting off Heathe’s puzzled questions, “when the whole world becomes radioactive from weapons, not reactors, you’ll thank me. You’ll be glad you did this when you see the truth. But.” He crossed his arms and looked at me with something close to pity in his eyes. “I wish I didn’t have to force you. When the medicine is fully developed and the world goes to war, I hope you’ll forgive me for forcing you to make this sacrifice.”

Not while I was alive and breathing. Not while I knew the truth. Not while I still had the files from Heathe’s desk—which proved that someone had run the experiment from outside the fence, even if they never identified Hadley.

I could afford to wait. But someday, I swore, I’d write it all down for the world to see. I’d make his name famous.
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On her way to the hospital, she hugged the chocolates tightly to her chest, knowing they would be melted by the time she arrived, not caring because at least the box was intact and shiny and bright, beautiful red. That morning, Juliet had convinced Basil to walk with her to the store. She used the last of his cash to buy the biggest box of chocolates shaped like a heart—“Because they love each other, don’t they? Maybe they just need a little help to figure it out.”

She only said that to make Basil smile. People always smiled when she acted like the child she was supposed to be. It was better to let the adults think she didn’t understand. Then they talked openly in front of her, and she could use what she learned to stay clear of their schemes.

It wasn’t so bad to be different. Juliet knew there were worse things that could happen to a person. She knew about the old powerline pole in the village where you stood if you had done something the rules said was wrong. Your hands were tied around the pole, and you were blindfolded. She knew about the trigger of a gun and how it worked and how it brought about the swift end of stories and souls.

That was what the books were getting at. Her father never would have let her read them if he knew what they were really about. Being different was quietly, patiently, relentlessly sorting through all the scientific knowledge left in the village to find out what had really happened on the day the green rain fell. It was being twelve and realizing that you didn’t have to save the world, that you couldn’t really, but you had to try, because it was too late. You already knew too much, and you were the only one whom no one doubted, so you were the only one who had a chance. And that chance grew slimmer with every day you grew older.

She had done her best to grasp this fantasy, keeping her mouth shut whenever she heard something she wasn’t supposed to, staring wide-eyed at a world she understood perfectly well.

It almost worked.

Hadley was the man with the nice suits. Instinctively, she knew he must be important if he was dressed like that, and important people were the most dangerous. She hadn’t gone out of her way to avoid him, but she hadn’t spoken to him, either, acting shy or otherwise occupied whenever he dropped by the hotel room.

When she arrived at the hospital with her chocolates and heard his voice inside Thatch’s room, she froze. She had spent many years dodging her father’s secrets, but now she had come to the wrong place at the wrong time.

Our experiment needed a control.

She could run. She could pretend she had gotten lost and wandered too far down the hallway, out of earshot.

I don’t need him. I don’t need any of you.

The door opened abruptly, and Hadley stepped into the hallway before she could dodge him. Hitting the floor almost knocked the breath out of her.

“Sorry, little one.” Hadley helped her to her feet. “Are you alright?”

“The—the chocolates—” They had gone flying, sliding toward the opposite wall and coming to rest beside a long caravan of folded wheelchairs.

“Of course.” Hadley picked them up and handed them to her, ruffling her hair with a touch of condescension. “As long as you’re alright. We can get you more chocolates from the store.”

She hugged the box defensively, unable to stomach the thought of accepting anything from this man. Hadley smiled. She knew he would. He thought she was just stupidly possessive of the gift someone had given her.

“I’m sure Kyrie will be happy you’re here,” he said. “Tell her to call me if she needs anything. I’ll be in my office a few streets away.”

The door to Thatch’s room swung open silently when she pushed it. A stone-faced Kyrie looked at her, unnaturally silent. Thatch was still sleeping, the rhythm of his monitor steady and regular.

She ached to tell Kyrie that she knew. They could trust each other—but this wasn’t about trust. It was about the fact that Juliet could do things Kyrie could not. She could slip out of the hotel room and find her way to the security building. She knew where the office was that had the label by the door, “Military Police.” She could find someone who didn’t know about the experiment, who she knew would be properly horrified and who had the authority to investigate further. She could do it all before Hadley ever thought to look for her.

And if they didn’t believe her because she was, after all, only a child, she could prove it to them. Because she still had the music player.

That old thing was the only item she had taken from Peakin. She hadn’t taken the device out of her pocket or turned it on since she left, and it still had a little battery—enough to make a recording.

She could ruin Hadley.

And she would.

“Kyrie!” she yelped.

Kyrie smiled slightly. She glanced at the door. And, at the look in her eyes, Juliet suddenly knew.

They both would.

Juliet held out the box of chocolates. “Look what I brought you!”

The heart was still an alluring red, shiny and bright.

With no glitter at all.
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