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Books One and Two of this trilogy were dedicated to my amazing, creative, funny, intelligent, joyful, sensitive, and freaking fabulous children. So, I asked them who they wanted me to dedicate Book Three to, and here is what they said:







Elliott said:

Toni — “She’ll just love it! Because she loves books and reading and Virulent…”




Ike said:

“I choose mommy.”

I replied, “Mommy isn’t going to dedicate this book to herself.”

He thoughtfully responded, “Okay. Then…Mike.”







So this book is dedicated to:

Toni and Mike


PROLOGUE

25 Years before The Release







Blair walked forward, the plastic on the store-bought bouquet crinkling against her green and white polka-dotted dress. She was wearing a scratchy petticoat underneath like she was dressed for Easter Sunday service. Her polished saddle shoes collected dew, and blades of grass clung to the heel; her socks were folded perfectly against her thin ankles. At her mother’s command, she placed the collection of pink daisies, yellow mums, blue zinnias, and orange lilies at the base of the pearl white granite headstone.

	Josephine Truman had labored over whether or not she wanted rose vines or ivy sculpted across the top of the cemetery marker (she went with ivy) and the exact color of the etching (deep gray against the light colored stone). Still, though, Josephine had often wondered if Kymberlin would have approved of the extravagance. Their oldest child: forever stuck at nineteen. Toothy, thick blonde hair, a light café au lait birthmark on her right arm—impetuous, sensitive, brilliant. Trusting. She was now relegated to a list of adjectives and memories. And even those were fading daily.

	What did she smell like as a baby? Could anyone remember her giggle? Her first crush was a neighbor boy named James Striklin; she used to ask for a dog at least four times a week and whistle “Oh, Suzanna” while doing chores. She cried when she received a failing grade on her first high school essay. Her favorite present was a small metal microscope and a box of glass slides.

	These were the things they would remember forever. 

	Blair ran back and tucked herself between her dad’s legs. She clung to him, grimly aware, even at three years old, that something was different about today. Huck reached down and mussed her hair, but Josephine tsked and smoothed the fine blonde strands back into place.

	“The cameras—” she complained.

	Huck bent to the ground and ran his hand across the grass. A chill ran up his spine and he drew in a quick breath. It had been nearly four years since they had buried his oldest daughter and yet the grass still remained a different shade of green in a perfect rectangle. Like a beacon announcing: this is where we dug a hole. This is where we put her in the ground. He hated those slight variants of color, hated how it helped him imagine her beneath him.

	“To hell with the cameras,” he said to his wife.

	Gordy kicked his toe against the earth and wandered away from his family. Huck opened his mouth as if he wanted to stop him, but Josephine waved him away.

	“Let him go. Boys should wander. It’s their right.”

	“How can you say that?” Huck asked. He reached down and pulled up Blair into him. He gave her a tight squeeze. “After everything...”

	“We’ll lose him one way or another,” Josephine sighed, and she watched as her twenty-one year-old son disappeared out of sight behind a collection of trees and shrubs. “Girls you get to hold on to. It’s the boys you raise to lose.”

	“That’s ridiculous,” Huck continued, but Josephine shot him a silencing glare. “Your negativity is an issue, Jo. Good thoughts. Positivity. Today, of all days, can you please hold yourself together?”

	Their conversations had become clichéd and terse. They strung along words and phrases that vacillated between trying to help and trying to hurt when their own pain didn’t feel sharp enough. 

	Blair trembled against her father, her eyes shifting between her parents. “I’m cold,” the child said and Huck rubbed her arms over the growing goose bumps. 

	“They didn’t look at us,” Josephine whispered. “Once. When they filed out. But I saw that one...the woman, with the red streak in her hair, always taking notes. I saw her look at him and smile, a soft smile. Warm. A warm smile, Huck! To him! When Kymmy’s friends took the stand? That man...the big one, in the back? He rolled his eyes. I saw it. I saw it! They’ve made up their minds, Huck, and when you figure that out, it will be too late. Our girl is gone and there’s no justice in this world. None. Throw away your empty optimism and embrace the fact that we have lost...seeing your disappointment will be too hard to bear.”

	Huck spun, the bright flowers in his periphery. “Shut up,” he spat. “Don’t you dare...don’t you dare poison this with your toxicity.” 

	Josephine took a bold step forward and stuck her finger in Huck’s face. Her arm was shaking. She opened and closed her mouth like a fish while she contemplated her response, her chest rising and falling in anger. Then she let her hand fall to her side and her shoulders slouch forward.

	“She’s never coming back.”

	“I can still want justice,” Huck said. He bent down and picked up his youngest child and held her in his arms. Blair rested her head on her father’s shoulder. She brought a hand up and ran it through his dark hair greying at the temples. His body had aged a decade in the past four years. From the moment Kymberlin’s body was discovered, naked in the woods, covered loosely with dried leaves, her skin and fingernails scrubbed clean, her eyes left open, Huck watched his own eyes set deeper in his sockets and deep lines etch in broad strokes across his forehead.

	From behind them, someone stirred. Their driver took a tentative step forward and cleared his throat and motioned to the town car, which was idling on the gravel drive. “On the radio...I just heard...it’s time.”

	Huck and Josephine turned to him, their faces ashen. Josephine looked like she was going to be sick.

	“Gordon!” Josephine called without looking. “Gordon! Get back here!” Her voice rose. Here here here echoed through the trees. “Oh, Huck,” she whispered, and she sucked in the air through her teeth. “I’m scared.”

	He trudged forward through the grass and reached for the handle of the car. “I’m not,” he nodded with a tense smile. “Short deliberation is in our favor.” Huck looked back at his daughter’s final resting place. He blew a kiss in the direction of the headstone and ducked into the waiting car.







No one bothered to turn on the overhead lights. A single desk lamp illuminated Huck’s desk, his sprawling blueprints and stacks of paper. He tapped a pen against his temple and mumbled to himself while Bobby Darin crooned “Beyond the Sea” in the background. Blair, still dressed in her polka dots, had fallen asleep across the cushions of the front den’s leather couch, one foot dangling off the side. Her brother sat with his back against the front of the same couch, his head resting in his hands. Maybe he had drifted off to sleep, too, with an empty whisky tumbler turned over by his side, a melting ice cube creeping toward the edge.

	Someone knocked on the door.

	Gordon’s head shot up. He looked to his dad and then to his sleeping sister. “Are we answering it?” he asked, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

	Huck didn’t reply.

	“Dad?” Gordon called, a little louder. “Dad?” But Huck hunched over his paperwork, picking up one piece and then another, oblivious to his son’s voice or the knocking. “Dad!”

	He turned, his red-rimmed eyes catching in the light.

	“If you care about who is at the door...then answer the damn door,” Huck replied. Then he stared, unmoving, as Gordon hesitated and finally rose, wiping his hands on his pants as he walked. 

	Keeping the chain lock in place, Gordon unlocked the deadbolt and opened the door just a few inches. He looked out into the hallway at a tall man with sunken shoulders, his tie unknotted around his neck, hair disheveled.

	“You’ve been drinking, too?” Gordon asked, still peering, his voice raspy from sleep.

	The man gave a non-committal shrug. Gordon sighed and shut the door, slid the chain free, and then opened the door wide. The visitor squeezed Gordon’s shoulder as he walked past, making a beeline to Huck.

	“You don’t have any lights for this place?” the man asked.

	No one answered him.

	“Maybe,” Huck said after a long moment, “you should have called before coming here.”

	“We didn’t get to talk at the courthouse, about options, and for me to say how sorry...”

	Huck put up a hand. He turned to the man, his face flat, expressionless. “Save your sorry. You’ll need them in bulk when the other teenagers turn up dead. Their fathers are going to want to know how a man who kidnapped a college student in broad daylight and strangled her in his apartment, and then transported her to a well-traveled park...was able to walk out and see the sun today. Smell the rain coming in. Feel freedom. He felt it, on his skin, seeping into his pores. Freedom that he doesn’t deserve, that’s for sure. So, no, no—no sorry for me.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Save the sorry. Save them all.” Then Huck turned back to his desk. “Do you know what next week is?”

	The man swallowed loudly. Gordon resumed his place on the ground; he didn’t take his eyes off his father, even as the man looked to Gordon for reassurance.

	“Huck—”

	Huck drummed his fingers against the wood. “My question. Answer my question. In all those copious amounts of notes you needed...you have it written down?” He then wielded his pen in the direction of the man. “You must have it written down.”

	“I don’t know. I’m sorry. It’s been a long day. God. Seriously, can we turn some lights on in here?” The man reached for the wall light, but Gordon coughed and Huck spun, lifting his pen as a weapon.

	“Tsk, tsk,” Huck said. He waved the pen like a metronome keeping the beat. “I saw the date...bright and clear today on my daughter’s headstone. Her birthday, Harris. Next week would have been Kymberlin’s twenty-third birthday.”

	Harris didn’t reply. Then he opened his mouth into a long drawn out oh and closed his eyes.

	On the stereo, Darin’s voice repeated sailin’, sailin’, sailin’ as the song hummed its ending. Then after three long seconds of silence, the track picked back up at the beginning. Harris turned toward the music, but kept a poker face. 

	“I should have remembered, Huck. Really, I should have.”

	“You failed us.” Huck took a step forward and then leaned in, poking the tip of his pen into Harris’s tie. “The jury failed us. Failure, failure everywhere.” He looked wildly between his visitor and his son and then his sleeping daughter. He paused and examined his pen against the green and white fabric of the tie, an inkblot spreading, and withdrew it with a swift motion. “Not again.”

	Harris put his hands up. “Huck, listen, friend. I mean this without offense, because I know what you’ve been through today...but if you’re planning on doing anything...extreme...I can’t let you. I’ll have to report you. We’ve been friends longer than this trial...I’m going to help you...”

	Retreating to his work, Huck didn’t answer. Then he slipped a piece of paper out from a single stack and held it to the light. “A-ha,” he said, pleased with himself. “Found it.” He flicked his finger against the middle and the paper wobbled in his hands. “Goodbye, Harris,” he said, and he walked to the door and opened it wide.

	“Huck,” the man pleaded. He remained rooted to the floor. Then he looked around the room, and his eyes settled on the fully dressed Blair and the disheveled Gordon as if for the first time. He lowered his voice to a whisper and took three large strides over to his friend. “Okay, okay. I can call in some favors. Some people...from back in the day, they can help with these kinds of things.”

	“Please,” Huck interrupted. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Leave before you embarrass yourself.”

	“You always knew that was on the table—”

	“Stop.”

	“Where’s Josephine, Huck?” Harris asked, and Huck narrowed his eyes, his hands remaining fixed on the open door. When no one answered, Harris took a step back toward the middle of the condo. “Let me just talk to Josephine before I go, okay?”

	Gordy stretched his legs out in front of himself and yawned with an exaggerated flair.

	“She’s on the roof. With a bottle of wine. And that’s where she wants to be right now...so leave her be,” Huck replied.

	“Oh, now.” Harris ran his fingers through his hair, his arm made a shadow on the wall. “Huck, now...”

	“Have a good night, dear old friend.”

	“Come on. Don’t kick me out. Today’s been dreadful, for all of us.”

	“No,” Huck said with an eerie calm. “Not for all of us. But really, what could be worse than the day I found out she was gone? There’s no pain that measures up to that moment...so, this? Today? Your epic botching of a case giftwrapped for you?” Huck brought his free hand to his mouth and mimed blowing dust off of his palm. Then he wiped his hands together, tucking the single piece of paper under his arm. “That’s all you are to me...and I’d appreciate it if you got out of my house.”

	“Huck—”

	“Leave,” he instructed. And after a moment of hesitation, Harris rolled his shoulders back, waved goodbye to Gordon, and disappeared into the well-lit hallway; his shoes hit the tiled floor with deliberate thuds as he traveled back the way he came, carrying himself away from them.

	“Was he right?” Gordon asked after Huck shut the door and the condo settled back into shadow.

	“He wasn’t right about anything,” Huck said as he turned with a methodical slowness and walked toward his son. He held out the paper and gave it a little shake. “You mean, will I let Harris intervene? Will I take that killer’s life like he took everything from me?”

	Gordon cringed. 

	Huck lowered his eyes.

	“No,” he answered to the floor. “What’s the point?”

	“Revenge,” Gordon seethed. He hit his fist against the floor.

	“Revenge will eat you alive,” Huck said and crouched to the ground and put his hands on Gordy’s head. “That’s the thing you’ll learn when you become a man, my son, about the things that could kill you, devour your humanity...the part of you that still wants goodness and justice.”

	“I’m already a man, Dad.” Gordy pulled his head back from under his father’s touch. “I’ll be a senior in college. How is that not enough of a man for you?”

	“I won’t let this consume our family,” Huck said without answering his son.

	“You should go to her.” Gordy looked up at the ceiling and Huck nodded once. Then Gordy sighed a sleepy sigh and rested back against the couch. He placed a hand on his sister’s back and felt her tiny body rise and fall. “This one...she’ll never understand...not really. It will be like a dream. The sister she never knew, the long days at the courthouse, our loss. She’ll grow up and never know...”

	“She’ll know,” Huck corrected as he rose from the floor and walked toward the door. “She’ll feel it in her bones.”




 

The roof of the building of luxury condominiums was a communal gathering place. Outdoor lights glimmered around the perimeter and a small fire pit had burned down to coals. It was spring, too cold for parties, and Josephine shivered, curled up in a wooden chair, her wine glass dipping precariously toward the cement.

	Huck watched her from the stairwell before making his entrance. Clearing his throat, he jogged her attention and she shifted, pulling her glass upright, the red liquid sloshing against the sides.

	“Harris came by,” Huck announced, and he pulled up a chair beside his wife.

	“It’s not his fault,” Josephine replied and she took a drink. Her words slurred and her eyes drooped. “No one’s fault. No one’s fault.” She repeated the phrase and then snickered at it without a hint of mirth.

	“Blair needs to be put to bed.”

	“You do it.” She raised her eyebrows.

	He stared at her. “Look at this. I found her paper.” He held up his prized white sheet with excitement. Josephine made a grab for it, but Huck pulled it way. “No, no. Not yet.”

	“It’s just a stupid school paper, Huck. You’ve put so much into it...like it matters. Like any of this,” she waved her hand, the side of it hit the chair, but she didn’t flinch, “matters.”

	“What makes today different?” he asked her. He folded the paper and held it in his lap.

	His wife looked at him and then hiccupped a lone, reluctant sob. Straightening her back, she tilted her head toward the sky. “Because it’s over.” Then he turned to him, her eyes wet and glistening.

	“In one sense...”

	“In every…single…sense.”

	“Kymberlin believed. She believed in greatness and she had her own ideas! She was going to be a great engineer someday.”

	Josephine laughed. “Oh...to be dead. Everyone remembers you how they wanted you to be.”

	Huck recoiled from the statement. “But—”

	“She was perfect. But she was lost. Amazing. Brilliant. Kind. But flighty. You hold that paper like it’s a key to our daughter...but it was just a fantasy, Huck. She wrote that paper to impress you. You think if our daughter was still alive, she’d want you throwing everything into her hippy-dippy ideas of communal living? Abandoning your business, your friends...because you thought that you could save the world?”

	“We are at war.”

	Josephine brought the glass to her lips and threw back the rest of the wine. Then she took the glass and held it out over the chair and let it drop, the stem cracking and the bowl shattering into tiny pieces. 

	“We will always be at war,” came her reply.

	And Huck ran his fingers over the crease in the paper again and again.

	“Give it to me,” she commanded, and he handed the paper over. She examined it, shaking her head. “It’s kid stuff. Science fiction. There is nothing even remotely possible about building this utopia of hers. You are so blinded by what you wanted her to become. She was a child when she wrote this. A child!”

	“She was still a child!” Huck replied. “Maybe, just maybe, if we listen to children—”

	Josephine raised a finger and cautioned him with one look. Then she stood up and brushed herself off and stepped over the shards of glass with delicate tiptoes.

	“At least say goodnight to Blair before you pass out,” Huck whispered to her back. “At least pretend like you give a damn about her.”

	“I have nothing to give that child,” she replied, and she waltzed to the edge of the building, putting her hand on the protective lattice.

	“You fought for that child,” he snapped. He rose to his feet. “You can’t give her back because she isn’t Kymberlin! You can’t punish her because she wasn’t the clone you hoped for.” As soon as the words left his mouth, he hung his head, his chin resting against his chest. “I’m sorry—” he looked up, but Josephine hadn’t turned. “That was wrong.”

	“You are right,” she said to the wind. “I don’t know what I was thinking. Blair would be better off if she had never have been born.”

	“I didn’t mean that,” he pleaded, practically begging. “We wanted joy...we wanted happiness...peace.”

	She turned and exhaled, the edges of her mouth rising in a snarl. “Go find it.”

	Huck paused. He stepped forward. He felt the glass under his feet. “Jo—”

	She took a step onto the cement wall and brought her legs up under her. She tottered for a second and then kicked the lattice swiftly to the street, where it fell with a distant crash. “You have my blessing to find happiness. Peace.” She balled up the paper he had taken so much time to locate; crushed it in her hand and tossed it out to the night air. Huck watched the paper disappear and he spun to the rooftop door, taking several steps before turning and then taking a step back toward Josephine.

	She stepped up and over the cement barrier and to the ledge below. Then she turned and reached her hands up above her head, her dress rippling like waves.

	“Josephine!” he called and he imagined himself running after her, arms flailing, reaching, reaching for her hand and grabbing her bony wrists. He closed his eyes tight and called her name again, his voice echoing and bouncing off the other buildings—the other condos and apartments, their curtains wide with people milling about, going through the motions of their day, oblivious to all facets of their tragedy. 

	When he opened his eyes, his wife was gone. The space she had occupied consumed by darkness. 

	And his feet remained rooted against the cement roof, planted over the remnants of the wine glass, crunching the pieces as he shifted this way and that—searching the void and hoping for her shape to materialize. After a long minute, a gust of wind shook him into a startled inhale. He turned and walked back to the stairwell, his hands clenched into fists by his side. When he looked one last time, silent tears stung his cheeks, and Huck wondered if he would be able to find Kymberlin’s school paper drifting on the street. He noted the wind trajectory and tried to remember which way she had dropped it. Closing his eyes, he watched her ball up the white paper and he imagined being the paper, sliding past the eastside windows, maybe landing outside the pizza parlor or the nail shop. It had to be down there; the paper was waiting for him to find it. He would find it.

	Huck must have stood there with his eyes closed for minutes.

	It was the sirens that jolted him back to reality. 

 











CHAPTER ONE







Scott King nodded to the guard on Floor E and ran his finger across the scanner to enter Pod 4. He smoothed down his blue button-down shirt and tried to walk with confidence toward the boardroom. He didn’t know why Huck Truman, leader of the System and the new world, was calling the powerful and elusive Elektos Board together, but the air underground was tense, and the prolonged time without natural sun or freedom was wearing on the System’s inhabitants. Even Scott felt antsy, his armpits wet, his stomach churning as if he were on the brink of gastrointestinal distress.

	He wiped his forehead, and a droplet of sweat gathered on his index finger. He did not feel like facing the Board today. He did not know why Huck had asked him to bring three vials of his new virus or what he intended to do with them, but he knew that their appearance at this meeting wasn’t arbitrary. Or optional.

	Since their arrival in The System, Huck had called together the Elektos Board on two other occasions: the week they arrived to their new underground home and the day before Lucy and Grant appeared among the survivors. The first meeting, the entire Board was there in person. The master tech had not yet been able to secure remote communication. Huck had assembled his fleet of pilots and airplanes and shipped in each of his most trusted followers.

	The Elektos Board had fourteen members: two representatives from every Elektos Underground System, Gordy as vice-president and Huck as president. Huck’s daughter Blair was not a member of the Board, but had imposed herself as the meeting secretary. She sat in the corner of the room—away from the view of the other members—and kept elaborate notes that Scott was certain no one ever read or looked at again.

	At the second meeting, the only members there in the flesh were Scott, Huck, Gordy, and Claude Salvant (architect of the Systems); everyone else communicated via video chat from their distant locations across the earth. That meeting had been lively and jovial—with reports of their successes documented and inarguable. 

	Huck had accomplished the first two steps of his plan without resistance.

	Step one: annihilate the earth. Step two: relocate survivors to their temporary underground homes in the Elektos Underground Systems scattered across the globe. Each System contained a cell of people dedicated to the cause. For decades, Huck had built a secret army of bright and incomparable minds. As the date closed in for their attack, he sought out others invaluable to the cause.

	Doctors, nurses, computer scientists, physicists, chemists; the best electricians and pilots, craftsmen and construction workers. Trade skills and academic minds were of equal value in Huck’s mind. He had recruited the best and the brightest and left the rest to suffer the fate of the Release.

	Scott, engineer of the virus that killed the world’s population, wasn’t sure how he landed such a coveted role at Huck’s table—there had been more deserving men among the saved—but he took pride in his role as one of the elite. For this meeting, though, his fear outweighed pride. It wasn’t a secret that Huck was uncomfortable with the new arrivals—Lucy and Grant, then Ethan and Teddy—and Scott knew he was responsible. Interactions became tense, and Huck had seemed withdrawn, distrusting.

	Scott put his hand on the boardroom door, but he paused when heard the hallway pod slide open. Claude entered and smiled, walking toward Scott with purpose and confidence, his head held high.

	“A beautiful day for a meeting, don’t you believe?” Claude asked. His thick Haitian accent gave Scott pause for a second. While he had become more accustomed to Salvant’s dialect, sometimes he needed an extra moment to process. Claude’s daughter Cass had a smooth drawl, a silky mesmerizing way of speaking; Claude seemed more clipped and perfunctory.

	“Is there any possible way to tell if it’s a beautiful day?” Scott replied with a weary smile. Claude blinked. And Scott looked to the ground. “Because, you know. We don’t have windows.” He raised his eyebrows and assessed Claude’s stoic expression. “Unless, of course, you know something I don’t? Secret periscope?”

	“It’s an expression, not a declaration,” Claude said matter-of-factly. “No periscope. No, this meeting is no doubt about the Islands. At least I can assume, since I was asked to bring our latest plans.”

	“How are they coming?” Scott asked, his hand still on the door.

	Claude smiled. “They’re beautiful.” He opened his mouth to say more, but the boardroom door opened wide, with Gordy on the other side.

	“I thought I heard you two,” Gordy said. “Ready?” He motioned them inside, and they settled in at their places at the boardroom table. Scott watched as Blair entered the room and set up shop in the corner without a word. She arranged her yellow legal pad on her lap and kept a collection of colorful gel pens just within reach. Although the meeting hadn’t started, she was already jotting down various tidbits in multicolored glory.

	Huck sat with his back to the men, his eyes trained on the six screens set up along the conference table. As Claude, Gordy, and Scott took their seats, the other Elektos members began popping up before them. Within minutes every member was present, and the room filled with greetings and smiles. Scott watched Huck spin—his mouth taut, his eyes narrowed as he examined each face in turn—and he knew that the cheery Board members could not sense Huck’s ever-souring mood. The vials in Scott’s pocket felt heavy, weighted with questions and worry. 

	“That’s enough, that’s enough. Let’s begin,” Huck announced, and the voices settled. Everyone turned to his or her camera and watched their fearless leader float before them.

	While Scott had only met the other members once in person, he knew them well enough by face and reputation. He waved to his computer’s built-in camera and watched as his broadcasted image lifted his hand to the screen, too. Except his image was delayed by a full second.

	Victor Barbosa waved back to Scott from the corner of his screen. A contingent from the EUS One in Brazil, Victor was broad shouldered and frog-like, with a mouth full of tiny, even teeth. In his former life, he had been a local politician—independently wealthy, without a family, and touting a liberal platform that kept him aligned with the left. His transition to leader of the EUS One and Elektos Board member was seamless: from one area of power to another. He relished his role and it was evident in his eagerness.

	Victor spoke first.

	“If I may, Mr. Truman, begin with a request. My people here are restless,” he said in English with only a hint of a Portuguese accent. “Explain to me, again, why we cannot arrange trips above ground? I see no harm in allowing—”

	“We discussed this last time,” another voice interrupted. Scott’s eyes moved to the center of his screen where Roman, from the Australian EUS, lifted his finger and launched at Victor. “If your System jeopardizes the safety of all the Systems—”

	“That is ridiculous,” Victor said, raising his voice. “We confirmed a lack of life. There are not people barging...” he looked to the side for confirmation that he had used the right word and then nodded, “yes, barging, down our doors. It has been long enough. Let my people breathe.”

	“Are your filtering and air purifications systems unsatisfactory?” Claude asked.

	Blair scribbled on her notepad. Huck looked at her with a sidelong stare, but either she didn’t notice or didn’t care.

	“They are fine—”

	“We are on a timeline,” Roman continued. “We discussed this last time. How will we ever get to new business if you continue to want special treatment for your one System?”

	Mueez, from Pakistan but living inside the Saudi Arabian EUS, clapped his hands. “Thank you, Roman,” he said. “I, for one, did not come to listen to Victor’s whining...”

	“You have asked me to help be the voice for my people here. And so I will raise concerns as I see fit,” Victor continued. He leaned his face closer to his camera, his wide-set eyes looming on the monitor with such ferocity that Scott pulled back from his screen.

	“You were not elected,” Roman said in a lengthy drawl. “You are a mouthpiece for Huck. You’ve been given voting powers and a place at the table.”

	“The EUS Four is equally tired and cranky, Victor. But I have provided them with fine words of hope. Weren’t you a politician in a former life? Can’t you do the same?” Mueez asked.

	“Hope for what?” Victor asked and threw up his hands. “Huck? Huck?” he called and tapped his camera; the echo of the thud, thud, thud was loud and shrill.

	“If I left my handpicked leaders to their own devices, you would all crumble into the same fate as our predecessors,” Huck said, frowning. “Peace, dear men. And patience. We are all on the same side. Do we need reminding of that?”

	He paused.

	No one interrupted.

	“Perfect. Now, Victor.” Huck turned his eyes to the Brazilian leader on his screen. “I appreciate your concern for those you have been charged with caring for, but I assure you that if you trust my plan, you will not be led astray. Get control of your System. Appease them with whatever means you have. And if that does not work...” Huck trailed off and shrugged. “At one point or another, these people made a decision to save their families. If they have had a change of heart, we are more than capable of taking back that choice.”

	“Threats?” Victor shook his head. “Dearest Huck, you know I trust you, but they are only asking for sun—”

	“And sun they shall get. When it’s time. And it’s almost time.”

	The Board went silent as they processed Huck’s statement. It was Morowa, the lone female Elektos representative, living in Botswana in the EUS Four, who was the first to clear her throat.

	“The Islands are ready?” she asked. She cocked her head and examined Huck’s face from across the world on her small computer screen. “We will be able to leave these Systems soon?”

	Huck nodded.

	“We have several Islands ready. The others are still under development. But I believe we will be ready for our move within the month,” he replied.

	“A month is a long time to wait,” added Gabriel, the second representative from EUS Four. “But some things are worth waiting for.” He smiled wide.

	Huck couldn’t help but smile back. “I share your enthusiasm for this plan. The Islands are our lifeline, or labor of love. The Systems were always intended to be temporary shelter. Don’t lose focus so close to the goal, my friends.”

	Everyone murmured excited agreement.

	Then Huck put up his hand and waited for the voices on the screens to halt. When he had everyone’s attention, he leaned close and grimaced, as if his next words were already giving him pain.

	“The issue I need to bring forward today is of variables.” He said the word like it disgusted him. “We have discussed this before and the conversation, unfortunately, is not over. You see, they are dangerous, and they threaten the good we wish to accomplish.”

	“We have no unknowns here,” Morowa said with authority. “Our population is grateful for shelter, water, food. We are deeply committed—”

	“The EUS Five can also boast of no variables, Huck,” said Yuri, from Russia. “You cannot think that we are harboring people without your knowledge?”

	Huck looked at Gordy and snapped his fingers. Gordy tried to shake him away, but Huck snapped again. Covering his camera and his microphone, the screen on the computer cutting to black, he leaned over to his dad. Blair’s pen stopped writing and remained poised above the paper at attention.

	“Now?” Gordy asked. “This is not the time, Dad. You said as a last resort. You said if they disagreed...you haven’t even given them time to disagree.”

	“They don’t understand,” Huck said. “Let’s help them understand.”

	“You have to execute this perfectly or you will risk everything. Are you ready for that?” Gordy whispered.

	Blair looked between her brother and her father with just her eyes, the rest of her body frozen into position. She was holding her breath.

	“Bring them in. Now,” Huck commanded and pointed to the door.

	“Are you ready to take this risk?” Gordy asked again.

	Scott watched them volley. He felt his heart lurch as his thoughts wandered to the vials in his pocket. When he looked over to Claude, he saw the man staring at him, his eyes dark and penetrating. Whatever Claude was trying to convey, Scott had missed the message. He exhaled and settled into his seat, watching the faces of the concerned Elektos Board as they whispered among themselves. 

	Gordy withdrew his hand from the camera and rose from his seat. He exited the boardroom and slammed the door.

	“Not outside variables,” Huck continued. It was as if his conversation with Gordy hadn’t happened. “I’m not discussing the possibility of survivors. To my knowledge, we have systemically handled the issue of unknowns. And my rangers will continue to do periodic sweeps. No, I’m here today to discuss those who were initially necessary to the cause, so we might have overlooked their unsavoriness before. But now, as we move into Phase Three, as we move to the Islands, they are no longer welcome here. They are not part of our elite group...they are intruders to our way of life and my plans for the future.”

	Huck turned to Scott and held out his hand. Scott cleared his throat and his hand went to his pocket, he felt the smooth plastic on his fingertips. Huck made a grabbing motion. Scott hesitated.

	“Keep them then,” Huck said flippantly. “If you’re willing to administer the vials yourself.”

	Scott wanted to answer that it wasn’t the first time he’d been forced to get his hands dirty on behalf of Huck’s whims, but he refrained from upsetting the fragile balance. “I haven’t been able to test on human—”

	The door to the boardroom opened and Gordy walked in first, followed by a bulking man in a thin white shirt and a jittery female whose hair was teased off her crown, a long forgotten dye job exposing the darkness of her roots against brash faux red cascading down her back. The woman looked to Claude first and then narrowed her gaze. She snapped her fingers and a teenage boy slogged through the doorway on her heels; his hands were shoved into his jeans pockets: his deep-set eyes flashed from one person to another, sizing them up with an undercurrent of latent hostility. 

	Gordy situated the family in front of a monitor and made them go live to the Elektos board with a flip of a switch. Without explanation, their faces were broadcasted to the six underground Systems, and every board member examined the new arrivals with cautious curiosity.

	“Mr. and Mrs. Brikham...their son Charles,” Huck announced. “They requested a meeting with the Board and I have granted them their request today. Welcome, Brikhams.”

	The husband cleared his throat. “Hello.”

	The boardrooms went silent. Someone tapped a writing implement on his desk and when he realized it was the only sound on the monitors, he stopped.

	Gordy rolled his eyes.

	Blair noted it all.

	Huck motioned for the man to continue. “You have their attention,” he prodded. “Certainly you aren’t having second thoughts?”

	“No,” the man snapped and Scott drew in a quick breath. Raising his chin, the man cleared his throat a second time and his wife pursed her lips and crossed her arms. Scott couldn’t stop looking at the harshness of her hair and how hard she tried to tame it. “My name is Eugene Brikham. You heard of me?” the man asked the faces in the monitor. The Board looked at him with soured expressions, no one answered.

	“Yeah, well, I’m a big name here in the US.” He paused and postured, leaning closer to the camera.

	Someone sniggered.

	“What?” Eugene said defensively, scanning the faces in front of him. “That’s funny to someone?”

	Mueez pointed to himself. “Yes, me. You are aware that the United States of America no longer exists. Your fame died with it.”

	Eugene stiffened at the tone and looked to Huck. “What is this?” Huck raised his eyebrows, but didn’t say a word. The visitor motioned to the faces watching him on the monitors. “Some kind of joke? I thought I was going to meet the people in charge. This little set-up is ruling the world?”

	Huck leaned back in his chair and let out a slow sigh. “You asked, Mr. Brikham, and I delivered. You have an audience with the Board, but I cannot promise you more than that. You currently have their attention, too, and I would suggest you keep it...you won’t have it for long.”

	Only Scott truly understood the reality of that threat.

	Three vials. One for each of them.

	Scott looked away from the visitors and found a small mark on the wall on which to fix his attention.

	“Yeah, okay, well,” Eugene stammered. “Look, Huck and I have been in communication for years. There were promises made, okay? This place? I built this.” Eugene motioned to the ceiling, the walls. His wife nodded, her lips still drawn together. The teenager hadn’t moved a muscle. He stared at the screen without a hint of interest.

	From the corner of his eye, Scott saw Claude sit up a bit straighter and lean his body forward. Clasping his hands together, Claude rested them upon the table and watched the trio with interest.

	“Which part?” Claude asked.

	“What?” Eugene asked, balking at the question, turning his attention from the screen to Claude, and back again. 

	“Which part did you build?”

	“Not like, built it with my hands...I meant...my money built this place. It was financed by me and my company. Every penny—”

	Huck shook his head. “Not every penny.”

	“I was promised things.” Eugene looked wildly from each face in the room to each face on the screen. “I want what me and my family were owed.” 

	His wife leaned forward. Scott’s eyes rose from his spot on the wall and he watched her in person. She raised a finger and pointed at Huck, the bangles on her wrist clanging inharmoniously. “I should be able to eat in the Sky Room when I want to.” Her voice was lower than Scott had imagined it would be. “And I want a bigger place. And you’re out of your mind if I have to be regulated to that five-minute shower rule. The people who helped supply the finances, the means, we deserve things. It’s our right. I’m not some lowlife...tell them, Eugene, tell them what we were promised. Luxury. And this? This underground shithole...”

	Huck cleared his throat, “Well, that took a turn. Let’s just settle down.”

	“Is he telling me to watch my language now? Jesus Christ.” The wife crossed her arms and looked over at her husband with a perfected coldness.

	Her husband patted her arm to placate her and turned his attention back to the group. “This entire enterprise is a far cry from what I was promised. How hard is it to give us a better apartment? Reward the people. You know?”

	David, Roman’s Elektos partner in Australia, waited until he was certain it was okay to interject, and then he launched. “Reward you? Are you out of your mind, mate? Isn’t your inclusion here reward enough? And besides, the new world only works if you view yourself as part of a team. And I’m sure you remember how that old adage goes...”

	The teenager Charles scoffed. He tugged his shirt down over his hands and let them fall on the table with a bang. 

	“By all means,” Huck said, “let’s allow all the Brikhams a voice.” Then he settled backward in his chair and waited. “Go ahead, young man. You think you have something valuable to add? We’re all waiting.”

	“My son doesn’t answer to anybody except his father and me,” the woman snapped and she put her hand on her son’s head and wrapped her fingers in his messy hair. He scooched out from under her love-pat and shot his mother a dismissive look. 

	“I can talk, Mom,” Charles said, and he stretched his arms upward, his hands popping out. “This isn’t how it was supposed to be,” the kid complained. “This isn’t what he,” Charles nodded toward Huck, “promised us.”

	“I’m hearing this a lot...this idea that you didn’t receive what you expected. So, I must ask. What did he promise you, young man?” Morowa asked.

	The kid rolled his eyes and leaned forward. He looked at Morowa on the screen and shrugged. “You know. Like my mom said.”

	If the accusations bothered Huck, he didn’t seemed disturbed. He eyed the family with nonchalance and picked at the edges of his fingernails. 

	“You’ll have to be more specific if we are expected to understand,” Morowa continued. “To the best of my knowledge, your family was promised safety. And nothing more.”

	“Safety?” Eugene slapped his hand against the table. Scott jumped, unsettled. “I could have, with a fraction of the money I gave the Elektos Corporation, built myself a bunker in the middle of the godforsaken desert for just myself and my family. Could have bought myself my own safety from this nutjob.” He thumbed his finger at Huck.

	“A fairytale,” Huck said under his breath.

	“Excuse me?” Eugene looked up from the screen, his nostrils flaring. “I didn’t need you. You needed me. You think you can play me for a fool? What’s done is done, and I know that. But I deserve my share. If you can’t provide my family what we’re due here, then when we go to the Islands, we expect to see what we’re owed. Tenfold.”

	“I did need you, Mr. Brikham. You and your billions of dollars, which you saved through various legal loopholes and good old fashioned tax evasion. I needed your money then because money still mattered. But it doesn’t matter now. You were guaranteed life. Nothing more. Had you denied me, we would have stonewalled your every effort to save yourself.”

	The wife muttered the word “monster” underneath her breath. Huck ignored it.

	“You want to maintain a shred of the old world...but none of that exists. Now you’re in my home. And you’ll do as I say.”

	“My money was worth something to you. You took it happily. And now you’re going to discard me like a cheap whore?”

	Scott noticed Claude cringe, and they both looked to the wife, who kept nodding, nodding, nodding. The room felt hot and sticky; Scott wished he could open a window, let in some air. But there was no air, only the illusion of air.

	“We’re not going down like this,” the man hesitated. “We’ve been talking to the others...those whose entire lives were spent cultivating the cash that built these places. We want our share. We want decision-making power. Your Elektos Board shouldn’t be by appointment. We want elections.”

	The Board members whispered and their hushed voices played on the boardroom speakers. Eugene raised his head and looked at Huck triumphantly. He had struck a nerve.

	“You think you say it and...poof...it will happen? That the Board will nod their heads and relinquish their role here?” Huck shook his head and laughed. “You’re delusional. This is my chosen cabinet.”

	“I have a voice and I was taught how to use it,” Eugene answered. “I’m not the only one who feels like our role has been relegated to blind follower, instead of the leaders we deserve to be. We are owed. We will take our payment...now. Or else we will rally the others to stand against you and your shameful Board.”

	That pronouncement stopped Huck’s laughter and he trained his eyes on the man.

	Charles looked across the table at Scott and shifted as if noticing his presence for the first time. He elbowed his mother and leaned over to whisper in her ear; she stared at Scott and then pulled her head away.

	“My son says that you are Lucy’s father,” the woman said, turning her full attention to Scott. “Is that right?”

	Scott put his hand against his pocket and counted. One. Two. Three. Then he decided against answering her. He kept his mouth shut. She took his silence as an invitation for mockery.

	“Lucky Lucy,” Mrs. Brikham said in a singsong voice. “And her little boyfriend...Grant. Oh yeah, we heard all about that little fiasco. Is that one of the perks of being on the Board? Grandfathering in outsiders despite the rules.” She turned her head to Huck, her eyes sharpened like talons. “I have one child. And this man,” she jerked her head to Scott, “has six. And you wouldn’t even let me save my niece? Denied her despite my pleas to save her. But you let that other child come, right? Someone else’s child was brought from the outside, but you wouldn’t let my family live? She was two years old. You let her die...”

	The Board members watched the conversation unfold with rapt attention. Someone whispered, “They found a child?”

	“It was a slippery slope,” Huck answered without emotion. “I am deeply sorry, but I must ask…where would it have ended? How many people could we realistically saved before this place and the places around the world became unsustainable? We made decisions for our future.” He pushed his index finger into the table, the tip turned white, and he breathed heavily out of his nostrils. “I did what was best for the future of society. You cannot think my only motivation was pure maliciousness. I mourn every innocent we could not save.” He stopped, and took a breath. “We could not save them all. These are my burdens to bear, and not yours.”

	From the screen, Victor had raised his hand, and waited for acknowledgment. When Huck motioned for him to speak, he looked perplexed. “Excuse me if I am speaking out of turn, but we are in the dark. You found survivors?”

	Huck nodded, his entire face tense, and he put up a hand to quell the anticipated backlash.

	“I will address that secondary issue at a later time,” Huck replied through a tight smile. He could feel his tenuous grasp slipping, the balance shifting from his favor. “Mr. Brikham has proposed that we allow the Board to be an elected position...along with treating our financial benefactors as celebrities, as they are accustomed. And that is clearly the more pressing matter.”

	“Is that a joke?” someone asked.

	“Perhaps it was sarcasm,” another answered.

	“We turned a blind eye to late arrivals...like you asked,” Mueez replied. He turned to Shay, the second board member in the Saudi System and they began to confer in low voices.

	Eugene, watched the buzz and fiery debate spring up around him on the screens and he sat straighter in his chair, waiting for a moment to jump back into the conversation. His wife patted him on the back, but he didn’t acknowledge her touch or her presence; he just stared intently at the screen and then at the people in the room, the side of his mouth twitching.

	Scott felt his insides go watery. He tapped his foot against the floor and kept his eyes trained on the wall.

	From several feet away, Claude turned and looked at him. “Easy, friend,” he said in a whisper.

	Scott didn’t need to know all the moves in Huck’s game of chess to know that from the moment Eugene Brikham opened his mouth he had already lost this game. The vials in his pocket said so. If Brikham had wanted to prolong his fight, he should have come to the Board with the issue of survivors as his primary objective. The Elektos Board required transparency to run well, and Huck’s nondisclosure of Lucy, Grant, Ethan, and Teddy’s presence was more damaging than Brikham might have realized. 

	Huck had underestimated the Brikhams’ ability to cause damage in their wake. He would win, but they would make him pay all the same.

	“Eugene Brikham,” Huck said in a loud voice. Among the chaos of the Board’s inquisition, Huck had pulled out a manila file, and he began reading the contents in a steady, unyielding voice, commanding those to listen. “Felony assault. You attacked a young man at a party with broken bottle.”

	Eugene laughed. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “You have a file on me? Oh, that is rich. You knew everything about me when you approached me as a partner. You want to talk crime? Let’s talk about crime. I got nothing compared to you, Boss.”

	Huck continued without pausing. He flicked through the papers. “Sexual harassment.” He lifted his eyes. “Rape.”

	Immediately, Eugene’s laugh disappeared and he leaned forward. “No,” he pointed his finger at Huck. “No. Not true.”

	“That bitch lied,” Mrs. Brikham said, and she crossed her arms, too, sticking her lip out in a pout. “Tell him, Eugene. Tell him how she blackmailed you.”

	“She was after my money,” the man said matter-of-factly. “That was expunged, anyway. It’s old news.” 

	“They had DNA proof,” Huck said. He squinted at the text and then looked up, “A whole file on it. Your DNA under her fingernails. Pictures of your scratched face.”

	Eugene turned white, but his eyes flashed pure fury. “That’s not in any file,” he said. “You’re lying.” The big man stood up and the chair toppled behind him. Gordy stepped forward and set it upright; even though he was several inches shorter, he stood behind him, making his presence felt.

	“It’s most certainly your file. Paying corrupt cops to destroy evidence does not prevent it from reappearing. Especially when I have the best of the best working for me. You think you’re the only one whose services I needed and paid for? People like you disgust me. Read it for yourself. The truth about you is a heartbeat away...there is no escaping it.” Huck closed the folder and placed it on the table, then he put his palm on top and pushed it forward; it slid and stopped within Eugene’s reach.

	“That was a different life. You said it yourself,” Eugene replied in a whisper. He eyed the folder, but didn’t go after it. “We’re here now. Things are different.”

	“No, we said your money is of no use to us anymore. It doesn’t gain you power or privilege or help you escape the law,” Gordy clarified. Eugene jolted and turned, surprised to see him standing there.

	“My son is right. Character lasts forever.”

	Eugene put both hands on the boardroom table and leaned forward. “Character? You want to talk about character? You’re a man who killed the world. I’m sorry, so sorry...depopulated. Isn’t that the word you used with me? Does it help you sleep at night when you say it like that? You have a piece of paper in a file that means nothing. And that girl is dead. You were the one who made sure of that. Decomposing in her living room, for all I care. She’s a non-factor. I built this place!”

	“No,” Claude replied, now standing, too. “I built this place. And you should sit, my son. Before you do something you regret.”

	Turning his attention to the tall black man before him, Eugene eyed him with disdain before plopping himself back down.

	Scott exhaled.

	The faces on the screens were riveted, unmoving. They watched the drama unfold like a teleplay, afraid to interrupt.

	“That girl is dead. And deserves to rot,” Eugene mumbled from his chair. “How dare you walk her into this.”

	The words hit Huck and he recoiled. He rose from his seat and walked with steady footsteps to Scott and put his hand on his shoulder.

	“It’s time,” Huck said in a small voice.

	Hesitating, Scott let his hand hover his pocket. “I can’t, Huck,” Scott replied in a calm voice. He had been practicing the words in his head for the last ten minutes. “It’s not the same.”

	From the corner, Blair shifted in her seat and strained to hear. She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward, her hand poised above her notepad. The monitors hummed, someone cleared a throat, another rustled papers. 

	Huck bent down, his lips near Scott’s ear. “Everything we did was to rid the world of men like this. He was responsible for attacks on girls, Scott. And his wife was complicit in those crimes. Their son was expelled from two private schools for carrying on his father’s tradition of feeling he is entitled access to everything, even people. We used him and now we’re done with him. These are the people who deserve to die.”

	“What’s he saying?” Eugene demanded. “What’s he whispering?”

	The members of the Elektos began to ask questions from the screens: “How did a man with his history make it through your background checks and personality tests? Why was he let inside, knowing his past? Tell us about the survivors. There is a child?” They crooned in waves of questions, each voice rising above the next, then dying away. 

	And behind it all was Eugene. “I demand to know what they are saying!”

	Scott stood and turned to Huck, his back to the people he was commanded to kill. “Why now? How easy would it have been to count him among the missing...spirit him away...why the fanfare?”

	“I’m allowed my reasons,” Huck replied and he turned away from Scott and walked over to Claude, whispering in his ear with empathic tones. And after he was done, Claude rose and walked over to Blair and extended his hand to her.

	“What?” Blair asked, confused. She drew her notebook to her chest and looked at her father. She narrowed her eyes. “I’m staying.”

	Putting his large hands on her shoulder, Claude pulled Blair to her feet and directed her toward the door. Reluctantly, she leaned back and grabbed the lined up pens and dumped them into her purse. She shook Claude off with a glare.

	“Dad,” she said. Huck turned to the wall, away from her. “Is this necessary?” she asked him, but he continued to ignore her. She straightened her back and brushed a piece of hair out of her face and followed Claude to the hallway. When the door clicked shut behind them, Huck turned back to Scott and waited.

	Scott’s heart pounded as he pulled the vials from his pocket and silently popped the plastic lids off into his hand. He held the needles away from his skin. He turned like he was following in Claude’s footsteps, and then paused, as if he were changing his mind, and walked to Eugene. 

	The man stood again and he put his hands out in front of him. “Stop,” he commanded. “Stay where you are.”

	Standing tall, Eugene towered over Scott. Everything about him loomed large, and Scott began to assess if this was possible, if he could be quick enough, confident enough, to pull off Huck’s request. His mind worked overtime as he watched Eugene’s eyes hone in on him like a caged animal plotting his escape. He had to know his time was over. He could smell it in the air.

	“I agree with you...the Elektos Board should be an elected body,” Scott said and he took a small step forward. He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “It makes sense.” He stopped in front of Mrs. Brikham and closed his eyes for just a half-second. “And I’m sorry. There is no other way.” With a quick motion, he plunged the needle into her neck, pushed the poison into her jugular, and left the syringe dangling from her flesh. 

	Mrs. Birkham yipped and cussed, and grasped at the foreign object. She fell forward to the table, white foam forming at the edges of her mouth. In the moment it took for Eugene and Charles to realize what had happened and rush forward to her aid, Scott had brandished the virus filled needles in both hands and jabbed the men simultaneously: one into Eugene’s hand, the other into his son’s stomach.

	By the time they realized they, too, had been attacked, the vicious concentration of heart-stopping pathogens had already started working, decelerating their systems, blurring their vision, and slowing their breathing. Within fifteen seconds, they were dead. Their eyes rolled upward, their bodies only heaps on the ground. Scott stepped to the wall and took a deep breath. It was done. It was over.

	“Are they contagious?” Gordy asked, covering his mouth and nose with his jacket. The Elektos Board began to yell into their microphones, their voices merely tinny screeches from afar. Huck leaned down and pushed the mute button. The room went strangely quiet.

	Scott shook his head. “Of course not. It’s not the same as before. Just stay away from the bodies as a precaution, of course. And I do want them brought to my lab for further testing.” He hated that it made him sound callous and detached, because it could not be further from the truth. He wanted to examine them closely because he had yet to test this batch on humans, and his mind was racing with the hope that he had improved upon his original design. He would take great care of their bodies, as specimens, as contributors to science.

	“But we can release this one in the air, too?” Huck asked, stepping closer to Eugene’s body, tiptoeing. Scott nodded.

	They took stock of the room—the screens around them moving with talking heads, pointing fingers. Huck reached and pushed the volume button again and the room once again erupted with noise. 

	“We demand to know what just happened!” Roman yelled.

	“This is outrageous,” Victor said.

	Huck sat back down at his seat and straightened his camera. He looked directly into the screen. “Settle down, settle down,” he said. And when the Elektos Board failed to listen to him, his face turned red, a vein throbbed in the middle of his forehead, and he yelled wildly. “You will listen to me! I command your attention.”

	The Board stopped talking. They looked at their screens and waited; Huck was illuminated by the glow of their screens. 

	Claude reentered the room, followed by six guards in full protective gear. Blair slipped back in behind them and when she saw the bodies, she brought her hand up over her mouth, and pushed herself into the corner of the room, holding her bag up against her chest like a shield. The men worked efficiently to clear the Brikham’s bodies out of the boardroom. They disposed of the needles in a metal case, and hauled the family out like ragdolls. Then they cleaned the area with disinfectant wipes: the chairs, the table, and the ground beneath them. The whole spectacle took less than a minute. Scott couldn’t help but notice that the teenaged boy’s features had softened in death, and he looked so young and baby-faced. Without his scowl and his offensive demeanor, he was just a kid. 

	He looked away as the young man’s body disappeared out into the hallway.

	Shay tapped his microphone and drew everybody’s attention to his screen. “What happened, Huck? We are hopeful your answer is reasonable. Our people will demand it.”

	“You are in charge of what your people know about, Shay,” Huck said, annoyed. “Are you implying I should find someone with more discretion for your post?”

	“We shouldn’t discuss this remotely. I petition for an in-person Board meeting,” Morowa demanded.

	Huck sighed. “This is the way it has to be. We will no longer humor the entitlement. The Brikham family is one of many who felt that their money bought them the right to make requests and the right to break the rules. They thought they were better, and for no reason. And, as you know, we are not in the position to change course. Our Islands are perfect. They will be run with precision under my direct leadership. Had I anticipated their poor behavior, I would have rid our Systems of them before now. But we were busy implementing Release Day...getting people to our bunkers was enough of a hassle. Then we were supposed to add a second operation? No. It made sense to wait.”

	“These are the variables you wished to discuss with us?” Roman asked, his mouth open. “Huck—” he could not find the words to continue.

	“They are scum.” Huck spat the word with venomous power. “Scum. Fit only to be used for a time...but not qualified to benefit from our labor.”

	“You want to murder men, women, and children...who have already earned their safety?” Mueez continued. “And you wish to make that decision without consulting your Board?”

	Gordy leaned close to the camera. “Mueez and Shay. Are you saying you wish to continue to the Islands and live among men like Mr. Brikham?”

	“You know that from the start we have been on board with your ideals,” Shay answered. “When you first approached us, we understood immediately the beauty of a world depopulated and then filled with peace. You promised us peace. Calmness. Love. You said we would end war and live among each other in harmony. We were drawn to that message because we have lived through war.” Shay’s voice rose and trembled.

	Huck opened his mouth to reply, but the Israeli man continued.

	“We share a story. We have lost our daughters—”

	“Don’t,” Huck interrupted, his words stern. “Don’t.”

	Shay put up a hand in apology.

	Mueez took over. “Our System cannot partake in more slaughter. We will work together with those in our System who are unsavory, entitled, and unruly, and we will educate them.”

	Gordy looked to the ceiling and rubbed his chin with his hand. “Gentlemen, you are lacking self-awareness right now, and it would be humorous if it weren’t so dangerous.”

	He paused and waited. Each Elektos member waited. Their faces were a mixture of concern, fear, curiosity, and complacency. Yuri from Russia even appeared to nod off, his head bobbing up and down, his eyes fluttering. His Elektos partner from Japan, Kazuma, nudged him awake.

	 “Go on,” Mueez said and he crossed his arms, waiting.

	“You cannot pick when you think murder is okay and when you don’t. You already agreed to the demise of nearly 7 billion people. And now...now...you raise your voice against people who truly don’t deserve to live.”

	No one said anything.

	“Great,” Gordy said. “We’re understood.”

	“No,” Mueez pushed. “It’s different. And we refuse to accept that this is the only way.”

	“Victor is unusually quiet,” Huck said. “What does Victor think?”

	Victor leaned forward. “How many people fit the profile?”

	“Roughly one hundred people from every System.”

	“Six hundred people total?” Victor clarified. “And what is their sin? Disagreeing with you?”

	Huck smiled, and tilted his head, every bit the picture of patronization. “Hardly. This is about the greater good.” 

	Victor shrugged. “If the list is supplied with intelligence on their crimes...if we feel these people are a threat to the Islands...”

	“You can’t be serious,” Shay snapped.

	“...we would support Huck’s decision,” Victor finished. “As a voice of my people, I would have to agree...there are people here, in the EUS One, who are problematic to our way of life. Variables, or whatever you would like to call them.”

	“Shall we vote?” Huck asked.

	“This is a sham,” Mueez shouted at his screen. “We will not take the lives of the people we have offered sanctuary. We won’t. Every life here has value, more value than before.”

	“You will follow my lead,” Huck said with deliberate calm.

	“We oppose this new direction. Our disagreement is final.” Mueez lifted his chin in defiance.

	Huck knocked on the boardroom table. “Claude?” Claude looked up and raised his eyebrows. “Make the call to our central command on the Islands, please.”

	“You sure, sir? You don’t want to give them another chance to change their minds?”

	“Make the call,” Huck repeated.

	Claude stood up and left the room again, the door shutting behind him.

	“If you do not abide by the rules, then you do not get to benefit from our protection,” Huck said to the men. “I’m sorry, dear friends. But you leave me with no other choice than to show you what your world would look like without my backing.”

	Before the men could reply, their screens went dark.

	Kazuma nudged Yuri again. Roman sighed. Morowa looked down, pained, but silent.

	“You cut them off,” Victor stated and shook his head. “For how long?”

	“Claude can remotely turn back on their solar power in a few days...when the oxygen depletes enough to make them feel like they are near death.” Someone muttered, and Huck’s eyes flashed. “You are guests in my houses,” he seethed between clenched teeth. “These buildings do not belong to you. Whether your hands toiled to make them or your money went to build them...you are in my home. And only through the grace of me will you continue onward to reside in my mansions.”

	No one dared to comment.

	Huck rose. “Meeting adjourned.” And Gordy swiftly ended the video conference; each screen fading away, leaving only the blank, glassy monitor in front of him, reflecting Scott’s tired, sallow cheeks.

	“Father,” Gordy said as they moved past the side of the table. “Be careful...these men are your alliances in Systems out of reach. They could defect before we would have a chance to respond...if you want to keep the men in line, make them comfortable, not fearful.”

	“Don’t be stupid, Gordy,” Huck replied.

	Claude reentered the room and he paused when he saw the chat had been discontinued. “How long do you want me to keep them in the dark?” he asked Huck. “I have good men there and I’d prefer not to push it.”

	“You will turn back on their power when I say for you to turn back on their power. And we will keep them in the dark as long as it takes,” was Huck’s reply. He started to shuffle out the door, his son on his heels. Blair grimaced and marched out after her dad, calling after him. Huck paused and looked at her with twitchy eyes and an annoyed expression. “Be quick, Blair.”

	“You promised you’d discuss what we talked about,” Blair said, tapping her high-heeled foot for emphasis. “Today, Dad. You promised. Talk to him about the boy. Please?” She shot a brazen look to Scott and lifted her chin, and then when her father didn’t reply, she looked to him, eyes flashing, begging.

	Huck ran his fingers over his head and mumbled under his breath. “Not right this second, Blair. Don’t you have any sense of what just happened in here? Why don’t you show some goddamn self-awareness?” Then he pushed the boardroom doors open and left everyone standing there, glancing at each other in awkward silence.  

	Scott’s hands were still shaking and he balled them into fists to steady them. Claude put a comforting hand on his back. 

	“This will all be over soon, friend,” Claude whispered. 

	Blair turned and looked at Scott. She cleared her throat and tightened her grip on her bag, sliding it up higher on her shoulder.

	“Fine,” Blair said to no one in particular, her lips pursed. “I’ll just tell you myself. My father and I have been discussing the future for the child—”

	Without waiting for her to finish, Claude opened the boardroom door wide and held a hand outstretched for Scott to exit first.

	“Excuse us,” Claude said to her. “We’re quite busy, Ms. Truman. Perhaps you could take this up with Mr. King at another time. Make an appointment.” Scott hesitated, looking between the hallway and Blair. She had gone rigid, and she bit the inside of her right cheek. Her nostrils flared. 

	“Of course,” she managed to say before Claude and Scott left her standing alone in the boardroom with only the empty monitors and the lemon smell of cleaning wipes to keep her company. 

















CHAPTER TWO







Lucy had never had a boyfriend before the end of the world.

	She had kissed people, sure, various boys here and there, and in the sixth grade she had held hands with an eighth grade boy every day during lunch; he was a cross-country runner with big ears and the beginnings of a mustache, and he always smelled like garlic. Then they ran out of small talk and went their separate ways. When they finally stopped standing in the cafeteria breezeway, clasping their sweaty palms together, discussing teachers and movies and gossiping about classmates, it was a relief: no more forced conversations. No more banal text messages. No more embarrassing questions at dinner.

	Dating was awkward. Each and every time she attempted to engage in that teenage rite of passage, Lucy couldn’t understand the attraction of muddling through social interactions like bumbling idiots. The boys never talked, or if they did, they were uncultured jerks who approached her acceptance of a cheap dinner as permission to paw at her once the sun went down.

	Ethan had once told her she needed to date different guys.

	But Lucy didn’t think Ethan’s track record seemed worth emulating. After all, Anna’s idiocy was so evident that Lucy often theorized about what Ethan got out of that particular relationship. The suspected answer painted an unflattering portrait of her brother and of love in general.

	Unlike Salem, Lucy hadn’t romanticized the idea of falling in love. She hoped it would happen to her, and longed to be someone’s chosen one, but she understood that desire was fleeting. It was easy to slough off the absence of a boyfriend.

	But now she had Grant.

	It was surreal.

	Unexpected.

	Natural, even.

	Maybe it was because of their shared history, maybe it was because they didn’t have to second guess intentions, but everything about being Grant’s girlfriend felt easy. He grabbed her hand while they walked down the sterile corridors of the System, and he wrapped his long fingers around her waist. Her heart fluttered each time and she’d look at him, really look at him, and think, this guy likes me. They laughed together, played together, and talked in hushed tones during quiet hours about the future.

	The future. Being in love masked the question marks and gloom most of the time. Now they relished the idea that there was a future together, no matter how uncertain that future looked.

	Not so long ago, two sweethearts in their senior year of high school would have much to think about. Would they go to college together? How would they handle jealousy and time apart? Were they a burden on each other’s schoolwork? Did their parents approve of the burgeoning love? 

	Those were not the dark worries that clouded their conversations.

	Instead, they discussed their days inside the System. At worst, they discussed a bleak future ruled by a police state under Huck’s watchful eye. At best, they discussed their ever-growing ennui.

	“I agreed, Lucy,” Grant said to her as he laid with his back against the floor of the King family apartment, tossing a spongy miniature football into the air. He missed and the ball bounced off his hands, clumsily hitting the furniture until coming to a rest by Lucy’s feet. She kicked it back to him, frowning. “Don’t look at me with that pout. You know that I can’t take it back,” he said. “I promised him. And I think he needs me, you know? I think he likes having me there.”

	Lucy grumbled and shook her head. “I fought hard to get you out of that lab.”

	“We lied to get me out of that lab.”

	Her eyes darted to the ceiling, then to the door, as if she expected the guards to descend upon their fraud like rabid dogs. “Hey...you just can’t...Cass said...”

	Grant sighed and sat up. “Okay, okay.” He palmed the football and then tossed it under his left elbow, aiming for Lucy, but he missed by a foot, the ball careening into one of the dim table lamps where it knocked the shade askew. He shrugged and offered her a sheepish grin. “I want to help your dad. I like working with him in the lab, okay? It gives me something to do...I grew up on a farm, Lucy. I’m accustomed to being made to feel useful. I hate being holed up down here, but if I am? Might as well learn a trade.”

	“Oh, yeah?” Lucy raised her eyebrows. “You think in the future, scientists doing studies on human tissue will be a lucrative profession?”

	“Will there be professions on the Islands?” Grant asked, changing the subject.

	Lucy hummed and shrugged. She didn’t know anything about the Islands. 

	“I’m kinda excited. About the Islands,” Grant continued. “Anything is better than this, right?”

	“I’m sure that’s the point,” she replied.

	Grant looked wounded. He crawled over to his abandoned football and grabbed it in his right hand, bringing it up into the air, letting it drop, and catching it with his left hand. Then he repeated the process, the ball falling into his hands with soft thuds. When he tired of the game, he let the football roll away, and he crawled up onto the King’s couch next to Lucy. She rolled her head over to him and smiled a tight-lipped smile. 

	“You’re grumpy,” Grant whispered. 

	And Lucy couldn’t fully deny it, but she sighed and turned her body to face him, tucking her bare toes under his legs. Grant draped an arm over her knees and leaned back against the couch. His coarse blond hair stuck straight up at his crown. She loved that cowlick, and she loved how it gave the vague impression that Grant was still a rambunctious child, too concerned with living his life to comb his hair.

	“I’m not grumpy. That makes me sound like an insolent teenager. I’m worried. And there’s too much to worry about right now without you deciding to go work for my father. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think that you forgot he was trying to kill you.”

	“But he didn’t.” Grant shrugged, as if that was the only thing that mattered.

	The door to the King apartment burst open in a whoosh of sound and activity. Galen entered first, holding the hand of Harper, whose hair was neatly wrapped into two bursting topknots. He looked at Grant and Lucy and rolled his eyes.

	“Were you kissing? Please tell me you weren’t kissing,” Galen mumbled as he swung his hand free of Harper.

	“Ewww, kissing,” Harper repeated and then promptly stuck her thumb into her mouth, sucking away, her index finger curling around her nose.

	Maxine entered next, her body laboring under the weight of a sleeping Teddy. The young child’s head was tucked up on to Maxine’s shoulder; his mouth agape, his left eye open ever so slightly. Lucy had readied a retort at her younger brother, but refrained from using it as her mother emitted a death stare, hushing them all with one sweep of her narrowed eyes. When she thrust her chin out toward the bedroom door, Galen opened it and Maxine carried the child inside. Lucy could see how delicately she set him down across the comforter, and how she wiped his forehead with the back of her hand, and bent down to give him a kiss. 

	When her mother reappeared, she stood outside the door like a sentry, her hands on her hips.

	“Nobody wake that child.” She pointed a wagging finger of warning at Monroe and Malcolm who lurked in the doorway. Then she turned her attention to Galen. “Not a peep. Not a breath. Don’t go near that room, think of going near that room, tell me you forgot something in that room. Don’t laugh. Don’t talk. As a matter of fact, why don’t you all go read a book. Forever.”

	Then with an exhausted sigh, she walked over to the couch and plopped herself down next to her daughter, and closed her eyes. Galen spread himself out on the floor, and he stared at the ceiling. The twins pointed back down the hall, communicating some previous question, and then when they realized their mother was too far gone to answer, they disappeared anyway, shutting the door noiselessly behind them. Maxine looked up half-a-second later and acknowledged their absence with a subtle head nod.

	When it felt safe enough, Lucy put a hand on her mom’s shoulder and whispered, “Can I go see him now?”

	Her mother sighed a second time. “There’s no use, Lucy,” Maxine answered. “Nothing has changed.”

	“I thought you said he wanted to see Teddy. He didn’t talk to Teddy?”

	Grant pulled his arm off of Lucy’s knees, and she automatically pulled her feet out from under his leg. She swung herself around to face her mom. She waited. Maxine shook her head.

	“He didn’t say anything?” Lucy asked, aware of how her voice was rising, trembling. Her mother had no reason to lie, and yet Lucy thought Maxine had to be leading her astray. How could Ethan be so cold?

	Maxine parted her lips, but they were so dry that they stuck together, her skin pulling upward and tearing. She ran her tongue over the dryness to moisten them and swallowed. “He was tender toward the child,” Maxine recounted. She looked near tears, but she steeled herself with a sniff. “He picked him up. Held him. Cried over him. Teddy talked and Ethan listened...honestly...it was the most we’ve seen. But when it was time to go, he turned to the wall. He wouldn’t look at me. Harper. The boys.”

	Galen cleared his throat for attention. But the room ignored him. Harper sucked her thumb to a rhythm in her head. Suck-suck rest. Suck-suck rest.

	“Did you tell him? Did you tell him Teddy needs him?” Lucy asked her mother.

	Maxine went rigid. She rolled her head over and stared at Lucy, unblinking. “Ethan has been through a trauma, that is clear. But let’s not muddy the water. Teddy,” she paused, as if saying his name caused her a great amount of emotion, “does not need Ethan. The boy needs us. Stability. Love. Compassion. A big family to love him and play with him and care for him. Your brother is offering him none of those things. Teddy had a fit when we left that room. He kicked, screamed, yelled unintelligibly for Ethan and for his mom. I had to sit with him in a dark room of the hospital wing until he calmed down. If that’s what seeing Ethan does to him, then I don’t want Ethan near that child.”

	Teddy’s outburst was just one of many since he had arrived at the System.

	While Harper had regressed into thumb-sucking, Teddy seemed to adopt different ailments: he’d began to talk in baby-talk, chew recklessly on all his clothes, and often went on hunger strikes against the precious food Maxine diligently procured for him. He wet the bed at night and was plagued by nightmares. Fatigue overcame them all, as it was impossible to sleep while Teddy flailed, besieged by memories of being torn away from one traumatizing life and thrust into another.

	He had lost both of his mothers now.

	The boy had no one.

	Maxine took it upon herself to throw everything into caring for the boy, at the cost of alienating her biological children, who viewed Teddy as one of their mother’s projects.

	“I want to see Ethan,” Lucy said and Maxine mumbled something that sounded like consent. “Come on, Grant. Let’s go. Our turn to try.” She rose and patted Grant’s leg.

	Grant didn’t move. He looked at Maxine, whose lip was now bleeding. She licked it away. Then he turned to Lucy and grimaced his apology. “I don’t know—Lucy, I think I want to stay here.”

	From the floor, Galen thrust his arm up in the air and then stuck out his thumb in hearty approval.

	“Wise choice,” Galen replied. “It’s torture down there.”

	Lucy knew she could have given Grant a look, a sulk that would have communicated that she needed him. And Grant, without a hint of frustration, would have hopped up and made the trek to Ethan’s hospital room. It would have offered them time alone in the elevator, a chance to steal kisses and lose themselves for a moment when there was no threat of discovery. It was those little pieces of their day, crafted and planned, or spontaneous, that thrilled her. When Grant brought her close, when his lips touched hers, it was the only time she could forget. 

	Or, she realized, it was the only time she let herself forget. There was plenty to forget.

	Sometimes she could see her mother looking at the two of them out of the corner of her eye, trying to assess what they were, what their relationship meant. This was no ordinary time; and what could Maxine do if she disapproved? The door to their apartment was perpetually unlocked, and sometimes Grant would slip from his own apartment in a different pod to Lucy’s bedroom. He would lie on the floor and hold her hand; that was all. The first time Maxine found Grant, she made him breakfast and asked him questions about his upbringing, his parents. She didn’t say a word about it, and that made Lucy uneasy.

	Six weeks ago, that was unthinkable—bringing a boy into her room, refusing to entertain her parents’ opinions on the subject. But the thought a boy could be caught in her room without reproach was a different thing entirely.

	Lucy knew that she couldn’t ask Grant to give up his afternoon to sit by Ethan’s side. She wanted his company, but not out of obligation. Somehow though she knew she couldn’t face the empty coldness that awaited her alone.

	“You’re off the hook, then,” Lucy answered. “I’ll take Cass.”







“He is unmoored,” Cass said as they slipped into the hallway, having checked in at the Nurses’ Station and made their way to the guard standing at attention beside Ethan’s door. “Untethered to this world.”

	“Aren’t we all?” Lucy asked, but then she frowned when she noticed Cass’s doleful expression. Cass had yet to meet the eldest King sibling. She had only heard the tangential details of his rescue. Somehow though, the Haitian daughter of the System’s architect had already aligned herself with the suffering twenty-year-old. She seemed to understand him and had blindly given him her allegiance.

	The guard assigned to watch Ethan’s hospital room was resigned and unassuming. He stepped out of the way as the girls approached, refusing to even acknowledge their presence with a nod or a monosyllabic greeting. Lucy entered, drawing in a breath. The room felt stale, sterile. 

	Ethan sat exactly where he had been the last time Lucy attempted a visit. His room boasted a framed picture of a window overlooking the former Manhattan skyline at dusk. And, like before, Ethan sat in a wheelchair, pushed flush against the wall, his body turned inward to the photograph, as if he were examining the deep purples and pinks of the sky amidst the golden blush of the city settling into night.

	He was cognizant, aware, but wholly mute. While Ethan refused to engage in conversation, he sometimes allowed himself to respond to his surroundings with facial expressions. He would let his eyes linger for a beat too long or knit his brows in a flash—but then the looks were abandoned and he’d head back to a glazed, vacant state.

	When Ethan’s plane landed from Oregon, he was near death, and the King family was kept at bay, despite Maxine’s incessant pleading. His grotesque stump of a leg suffered further when a surgeon took another four inches off the crude amputation he endured after Lucy had already left for Nebraska. Now, even his knee was gone. The next phase was a prosthetic limb, although the System’s doctors were not optimistic: Ethan’s mobility would be forever limited.

	Days after he arrived, he awoke in his hospital room with a tray of cooling food next to him and his leg bandaged. Painkillers moved through his body and whatever thoughts he had about his new environment were quickly put aside.

	“Where’s Teddy?” he asked first. And the doctor answered that Teddy was safe with Scott and Maxine.

	“My friends?” he asked next. “Darla? Ainsley?”

	The doctor said that only a child arrived with him on the plane. Then, as if he had been operating under a cloud that had lifted and provided startling clarity, Ethan closed his eyes and bit back both anger and tears.

	He had not spoken since.

	Lucy didn’t begrudge Ethan for his silence. He was entitled to mourn and grieve in his own way. It wasn’t that she wanted him to snap out of it; she just wanted to know what had happened to Darla. She wanted to know how he had lost his leg. Who had crudely amputated his festering wound? What had he endured in their time apart? What else had he lost?

	Crouching at his feet, resting her hands on his whole, uninjured leg, just above the knee, Lucy tried to rouse Ethan’s attention.

	“Hey, big brother,” she whispered and then tilted her head a bit to see if he would meet her eyes. He didn’t. “This is my friend, Cass.” She nodded backward toward the tagalong who had positioned herself against the wall, her hands crossed over her body, her trademark braids cascading forward. Cass brought her hand up and waved, even though Ethan wasn’t looking. “Her dad, he’s a super genius architect. Built this place. It’s really remarkable, Ethan. We want to show it to you...there are places to explore.” Lucy couldn’t contain her excitement. “I know I mentioned that last time, but really...there is so much to show you.”

	As the big brother, Ethan was always the one showing her exciting places or tricks. He knew all the secrets, and it was rare when she could claim the position of expert. However, even the promise of secrets and intrigue didn’t cause Ethan to blink, so Lucy added in a small, defeated voice, “I guess. When you’re feeling better.”

	Cass leaned forward from the wall and stepped into Ethan’s line of sight. She squinted at him and then hummed to herself. “You two look alike,” she replied. “I thought maybe you’d be the outlier, the one King sibling that didn’t have your mother’s nose or your father’s mouth. Dominant genes, I suppose. It’s exceptionally scary how your parents kept producing little look-a-like children. A little army of Kings. Easily identifiable. Yes? You agree? Or you haven’t noticed.” She continued as if Ethan were engaged in her one-sided conversation. She took another step forward, her arms still crossed. Then another. Then Cass tapped Lucy on the shoulder and Lucy made way for Cass to step even closer. She stood in front of Ethan and leaned down over him; she grabbed the wheelchair and spun it at an angle, away from the wall. Ethan looked at the New York skyline for as long as he could until he was forced to let it go and face forward. He made eye contact with Cass for the first time.

	She smiled.

	“Oui,” she said, “Vous y êtes.” Then she leaned down, inches from Ethan’s face. He narrowed his eyes, tightened his mouth. And Cass wrinkled her nose. “Je vous vois, Ethan. Je vous vois.” Then she reached up and cupped Ethan’s face, her dark hand such a stunning contrast to Ethan’s paleness. He didn’t flinch at her touch, but he stared at her—his gaze wary and full of caution.

	Lucy cleared her throat, and Cass turned her head, leaving her body close to Ethan while pulling her hand away.

	The two girls exchanged a look, Lucy questioning and Cass expectant of reproach. Cass had a way of pulling people to her and helping them feel safe. Lucy, after all, had followed her blindly through the underbelly of the System and into darkened passageways without knowing if she was friend or foe. If anyone could convince Ethan to give up his silence, it would be the Haitian beauty and her charm. Cass made Lucy feel simultaneously empowered and inferior, and Lucy wished she could just hand over Ethan’s fragile spirit and let Cass work her magic. She wanted her brother back.

	Lucy left Oregon in a hot air balloon and left her brother, Darla, and Teddy on the hunt for a doctor. Did the amputation mean they had found one? Or did it mean they hadn’t? Had he asked for friends, plural, like the doctor recounted to Maxine? At one point, she had Ethan as a conspirator in this adventure. Now, he looked at her with disdain, barely concealing the contempt.

	“I just want to know what happened with you,” Lucy whispered. She rubbed her eyes. “I just want to know how I can help you. You’re not alone here...there’s so much to tell you, and so much we need you for...and we can’t talk in here.” Lucy gestured around the room, and Cass nodded solemnly. “We need you out. We need you safe.”

	“She is right,” Cass continued. “You can be angry and confused, dearest Ethan King. But if you want our help, you have to be willing to leave this room.”

	Ethan put his hands down on his wheelchair wheels and spun himself back to the wall with an angry swipe. He took his hand and brought it to the picture and began to outline the buildings with his pointer finger in one fluid line. 

	“Please, stop, Ethan,” Lucy called. She couldn’t hide the tremor. “It’s not just Teddy who needs you. I need you too. I did everything I could to bring you here...I thought...I just...I knew things. You’re safer here, Ethan. I can’t explain it now,” she said, looking upwards as if searching for the invisible listening devices, “but someday I will, and you’ll see.”

	Ethan’s hand froze against the picture, his index finger poised at the top of the Empire State Building. He turned his head toward her, his finger unmoving, and his eyes locked onto Lucy’s. She swallowed and felt a coolness trickle down her spine. She saw what was underneath Ethan’s tortured glances. Not fear, not spite. Blame. Lucy tried to say something to respond to his look, but there were no words to deflect the shame. She trembled and felt a distinct shift. Lucy could almost see the compassion seeping from her body. Her face went hot.

	“You don’t understand. How can you look at me like that...you don’t know what this place is...what I went through here.” The image of the water closing in over the top of the tanks filled her memory for a brief second before she shook it away. Her lungs seared as if the drowning had just happened, as if Blair had tried to kill her only yesterday. “Can’t you trust me? Can’t you see through your own misery for just one second to think that maybe I knew something you didn’t? You think you’re the only one who has suffered?”

	Ethan didn’t blink. He held her gaze. And Lucy let out a frustrated groan. It was Cass who stepped forward between them and raised her hands to call a truce, as if Lucy and Ethan were in danger of flying toward each other, claws out, at any second.

	She looked from the brother to the sister and then hung her head. “Ethan. We must be cruel to be kind,” Cass said. “But we’ll leave. Rest, okay? We’ll keep coming back. We’ll discuss it all when you’re ready.” Cass spun and took Lucy by the hand, tugging her toward the door. Reluctant at first, Lucy followed. She stole a glance at Ethan before the hospital door shut behind her: he was still staring; looking right at her, silent and full of fury.


























CHAPTER THREE







Dean was a meticulous packer.

	While Darla paced, fretted, and grew more anxious with each passing minute, Dean refused to journey outside of the Whispering Waters complex until they had loaded the bed of his pick-up truck with both provisions and luxuries. They were losing ground and losing time.

	They predicted the drive would, after they maneuvered past the traffic jams and closed roads, take them three days. For Darla, it was three days too many. But she kept her attention and focus on getting out of the neighborhood.

	“Get in the damn truck, Dean,” Darla commanded, and she bit her lip to keep it from trembling. “We’re losing light and there’s nothing more we can take. Stop putzing around. I can starve and wear the same clothes.  I don’t need anything but to get on the road. I need my son. And we need to get out of here before the whole complex goes up.”

	Dean jumped down from the bed of the truck and the whole pickup bounced under his weight. They had pulled the truck halfway down the street, away from the inferno. After the armed guards from Nebraska kidnapped Ethan and Teddy, they set the house ablaze. And while the fire at the King home was nothing more than smoldering rubble, the flames had licked the houses on either side—smoke was now billowing from a neighboring upstairs window, as if the house had finally decided to succumb to the heat. Darla watched the other houses warily. It wouldn’t be long before they set each other on fire. Like dominoes they would fall one by one, without anyone to put them out.

	Dean brushed his hands together and then leaned back. He patted his front pockets and pulled out a half-crushed pack of cigarettes. Slipping one out and holding the pack forward, he nodded to it. “You smoke?”

	“Do you?” Darla asked. She crossed her arms over the front of her body and her leg shook with impatience.

	He examined the cigarette closely, peering at the open end, and tapped the filter against his open palm. “Once upon a time.”

	“Smoke on the road,” she replied. She walked up to Dean and, in a stealthy maneuver, slipped the stick from one hand and the packet from the other before he had time to protest. Then Darla walked around to the passenger side, climbed into the truck, and waited.

	Dean didn’t move. 

	“Are you kidding me?” Darla yelled at him and she leaned over and gave the horn a healthy honk.

	Jolted into action, Dean leaned against the driver side door and peered in through the open window. “You think we should do something? For the others? Despite what’s happened in this world, I still believe in the next one, you know?”

	“Good for you.”

	“Come on, they deserve something. A prayer. A remembrance.”

	Darla rolled her head sideways and her eyes landed on Dean. She felt for the gun against her hip, unhooked her holster, removed it, and in slow motion brought her right hand and arm across her body and angled the gun at Dean’s head. In that awkward position, Darla raised her eyebrows as a challenge. Dean yawned, undeterred by Darla’s act of aggression, and patted his pockets again for his nonexistent cigarettes and then settled his body weight against the truck. He motioned for her to speak.

	With the gun still aimed, Darla cleared her throat.

	“God, take care of your four new members to heaven, if that’s where those souls ended up. I’m sure you have your hands full dealing with admitting the other seven billion people lined up outside the pearly gates. Must be quite an intake list. But let’s be honest, skip yourself the work and let Spencer rot in hell. Amen.” Darla lowered the gun. “Get in the truck, Dean. Get in the truck or I’m leaving you.”

	“You think I don’t have a sense of urgency?” Dean asked, unmoving from outside the cab.

	“We should have left hours ago.”

	“This trip will take three days with no hiccups. But what if we get stuck? Sick? Trapped? I’m not out here trying to waste time. I’m trying to safeguard success.” Dean sniffed and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. He squinted into the sky black with smoke and ran his tongue across his teeth. “You’re right. We need to get past the back-ups and find some open road before dark. But we’ve got time...not much...but some. And I’ll use all the time we have, because,” he raised his eyebrows, “you’re not the only smart one.”

	Darla looked incredulous.

	“Generator. And then we’re gone. I promise,” Dean said pointing to the backyard and motioning for Darla to follow. “Come on, tough gal. I can’t carry that thing by myself.”

	For a second, it appeared like Darla wouldn’t budge, but then she rolled herself out of the truck and trudged through grass and past the wreckage of the house. Heat still radiated from the collapsed wood, but the King house was nothing more than a heap of blackened lumber. Only the fireplace stood unscathed; standing erect, like a beacon to their tragedy.

	Darla tried not to look in the corner of the front yard where she knew Spencer’s body was still slumped against the shrubbery. He was very dead. His gunshot wound to the stomach bled out and Darla took a morbid satisfaction in knowing that his final moments had been painful. She had not wanted to take his life—despite the pain he’d inflicted—but she had not wanted him to survive, either. He’d lived long enough to reflect on his actions. The man who valued personal survival above basic humanity had invited his own demise. Whether or not the men who came for Ethan would have found Teddy on their own was beside the point; Spencer had handed her son’s whereabouts to them on a silver platter—damning Ainsley and Doctor Krause, sacrificing Joey, and leaving her and Dean to escape. Just barely.

	Reeling from the loss, Darla couldn’t quite wrap her head around the last few hours. Her heart had not stopped aching. There was a pain lodged under her ribcage, and it nearly crippled her every time she thought of Teddy’s face—wide-eyed, freckled, a tangled mess of wavy hair, uncut and growing longer by the day. How she longed to tousle that hair again, plant a kiss on his forehead, or discuss Star Wars or the meaning of life.

	One time he had asked if she would color him a rainbow fish. She told him that she would later. 

	She never drew that fish, and it haunted her.

	In her memories of Teddy’s kidnapping, the militant strangers at the heart of the siege were faceless shapes. Ghosts. As she tried to recollect a feature, a concrete detail, they slipped from her grasp like she was trying to hold on to steam. 

	Dean walked into the backyard. A smoky haze lingered, creating the illusion of fog. He walked toward the middle of the grass, where the generator sat unplugged. He bent down and reached out to the metal handle and then drew his hand back quickly.

	“It’s hot,” he announced. “The house went straight down, didn’t touch the trees...but this thing is sitting here scalding?” He shook his head.

	Darla hadn’t heard him.

	She looked out into the wooded area behind the house. It was a small expanse of untouched wilderness, just along the edge of the tract housing. While cookie-cutter homes popped up on either side, this backyard was a comparative jungle. The trees spanned no more than twenty yards before the development started up again. Still, Darla peered.

	“What?” Dean called, and he took a step forward, cradling his hand, rubbing the tenderness of the burn.

	“Nothing,” Darla replied. She had thought she had heard something—the distinctive snap of a tree branch, a rustle of movement. The hair on her arm stood at attention and like a predator in the wild, her senses heightened, she scanned the perimeter, unmoving.

	“Come help me with this. I think I put some gloves in the truck...”

	“Dean—” Darla said. She didn’t turn to face him. “Leave it.”

	He began to protest. But Darla put up her hand to freeze his argument. Then she turned, unable to locate the source of the sound. “Leave. It.”

	A new plume of black smoke tumbled into the sky, and she watched it curl and loop into the cloud cover. 

	Dean looked down at the heavy metal contraption, with its exposed motor and external gas tank. A source of power and a source of comfort, the generator provided the Oregon survivors with small luxuries during their last days together. 

	Like a dejected preschooler, he shuffled away and muttered under his breath, and Darla watched him go, as he slipped through the wisps of smoke. Then she turned back to the empty woods and felt an urge to sob. For a brief second, she thought she had seen the shadow of her child slipping from tree to tree. When she realized it was just a figment of her imagination, her brain created an alternate reality where Teddy was still by her side and safe. She could feel the flesh of his hands seeking out her fingers. She clutched him tight until the moment passed and her brain reminded her that it was only air.

	With heavy footsteps, she trudged back toward Dean and the pickup, her arms motionless by her side.







“We’ll find him,” Dean said as Darla climbed back into the truck. She took her gun off her side-holster and placed it on the expanse of seat cushion between her and the driver’s side—it sat lamely on the leather next to a crumpled up fast food bag and a discarded cassette tape.

	“Yes, we will,” Darla replied, and she turned to look at her unlikely traveling partner. She saw his expectant look, his puppy dog eagerness, and she added, “And we’ll find Grant, too.”

	He smiled and tapped the steering wheel with an energized rat-a-tat-tat, as if that was what he had been waiting for her to say. Putting the car into drive, Dean rolled down the road, weaving through the abandoned cars and overturned recycling cans that made up the landscape of their lives. The neighboring house behind them still refused to give in to the fire, and Darla hoped that rains would come and save the chain reaction from picking up speed.

	Dean’s face was scruffy and his fingernails were blackened from an accumulation of dirt and grime. She imagined that in a different life this lanky, brown-eyed man might have been attractive. He had a sweet naiveté that both enraged and endeared him to Darla. And from what she had gathered, the Trotter men seemed to share a penchant for starry-eyed optimism and blind allegiance.

	“We’ll have to take the back roads. When I was out exploring before you all came along,”—Dean said came along as if they had just happened upon each other one sunny afternoon and not as if he had been caught pilfering their supplies—“I saw that we are boxed in. No major roads or freeways are passable.” 

	“I know,” Darla replied. 

	“So, you know we should cut up north once we get on the other side of the river. Back roads through the mountain range, then down and along the Columbia? Washington to Idaho, maybe. Through Montana if we can’t find a better way.”

	Darla nodded.

	“Not a shortcut, per se. Makes me wish I had my balloon,” Dean said, and he chuckled to himself. When she didn’t reciprocate even a smile, Dean sighed. “If you trust me, I’ll just make a go of it. Do my best. We can trade off. Drive until we can’t.”

	“That’s all we can do,” Darla managed to say. Then she leaned her head against the back window and let her eyes slide shut.

	She felt the car roll to a stop at the end of the street and Darla suppressed the urge to make a snide comment about old habits; there were some ingrained actions that were hard to shake. Then, as Dean pulled forward, she heard the shatter and felt the pebbles of the back window falling down around her. The sound jolted her upright, her mind frantic. They were back, she thought. Teddy’s kidnappers came back to finish the job.

	“What the—” Dean cried, and he screeched to a halt.

	Without hesitation, Darla grabbed her gun and spun, firing a shot out of the now-open window. Then she heard the shriek; the high-pitched scream halted her from firing another shot into the void.

	Spinning to get a better look, Darla saw her.

	Ripped clothing, matted hair, dried blood caked to the left side of her face. One leg of her jeans was ripped to the knee, and she was missing a shoe. 

	Ainsley stood in the middle of the road, holding fist-sized rocks against her body, panting and wailing after the truck. When she saw that the truck had stopped, Ainsley dropped the rocks, scattering them against the asphalt, and shuffled forward, wincing, her body racked with sobs as she approached the idling truck. Her shoeless foot dragged behind her, streams of tears smearing the blood on her cheek.

	“Sweet Mary and Joseph,” Dean said. He jumped out and rushed forward to her, holding his arms out and inviting her to fall forward into them. She buried her head into Dean’s chest and clung to him, her hands clutched the arms of his jacket like they were the only things holding her upright.

	Darla could hear Dean shushing Ainsley, and she let her gun drop back down. It was then she realized that her hand was shaking; she balled it into a fist, opening and closing her fingers until the tremors subsided.

	She wanted to join in the reunion; she wanted to celebrate Ainsley’s failed assassination. Certainly the men who arrived at their house came with a single mission: annihilate everyone but Ethan and Teddy. The fact that Dean, Darla, and Ainsley walked away meant that their mission had been a disaster. But Darla couldn’t find any joy and pleasure in seeing Ainsley’s face.

	For a second, Ainsley peered above Dean’s jacket with wide, pleading eyes, seeking out Darla in the truck and shaking her head before hiding again.

	And it was then Darla heard Ainsley’s voice, muffled but clear. “Please don’t let her kill me,” she cried. “Please, Dean, please. Please don’t let her kill me. I didn’t know. I didn’t know. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”






































CHAPTER FOUR







The festival was intended to boost morale.

	People heard about the Brikhams’ fate. Rumor had it that the family was given the tanks for subversive behavior, and no one doubted it. The Brikhams had few allies among the survivors, but while the family’s neighbors wouldn’t miss the late-night shouting matches or their son Charlie’s blatant thievery, their absence created pockets of angsty discussions in hallways. The worry was spreading.

	So, according to Lucy’s mother and father, Huck dreamed up a spectacle to while away the hours. 

	It seemed like an odd juxtaposition: one thousand sun-deprived people with varying levels of cabin fever filing in and out of the Center, participating in old-school carnival games and eating popcorn and hot dogs like it was all they had ever wanted. Rock music pumped through the speaker system and occasionally the MC, a shiny haired former NASA employee and weekend comic, would break in with raffle prizes, booth announcements, witty banter, and all-around good cheer. 

	The Sky Room chefs hosted a cake walk; someone had brought or pilfered Polaroid cameras and set up a photo booth. People walked away from it shaking the flimsy, slowly developing film in eager anticipation of seeing their expressions materialize from nothing. It was a simple joy. The System’s occupants milled around between beanbag tosses, miniature bowling pins, and face painting stations. Many were smiling, some looked perplexed. Most were enjoying themselves.

	At the center of the excitement was Maxine, standing guard with a clipboard. Drawing from her years as the chairwoman for the PTA, she threw herself into leading the event with special attention to the carnival milieu. Huck personally contacted her to fill the role of party planner. She’d organized some carnivals before, so Maxine got straight to work. With a job to do, Maxine had allowed herself freedom and distance from Ethan, who was still mute and refusing his physical therapy.

	Maxine’s grief subsided with the project to keep her mind busy. If the elaborate set-up was any indication, the King matriarch was suffering more than she let on.

	She’d enlisted the help of many of the System’s occupants, including Grant, who was set to perform as a keyboard player in a cover band.

	Perhaps Maxine’s most ridiculous and atrocious act was convincing Cass to don herself in a billowy off-the-shoulder dress and set herself up in a darkened tent in the corner of the Center under a sloppily painted sign that read: Fortune Teller.

	At first Lucy was adamant that she wouldn’t visit Cass. It was a silly, degrading, borderline racist assignment. But Cass didn’t mind; her grandmother, who had passed long before the world succumbed to Scott’s virus, had been a firm believer in divination and the power of the Tarot. So, despite Lucy’s eye-rolls and supplications, Cass assumed the role of the System’s oracle.

	During the carnival, Lucy was relegated to babysitting duty, following Teddy and Harper around with their trails of tickets and goody bags filled with candy, stickers, and other trinkets—which Maxine had demanded as a necessity for the festival’s success.

	Whether Huck had already stocked the System with Maxine’s must-haves or whether he sent his precious military into the nearest city to loot abandoned party supply stores, Lucy didn’t know. 

	When Maxine King planned parties, she moved mountains. So, secretly, Lucy hoped the latter was true. She pictured a trail of guards, seeking out a Nebraskan strip-mall, locating a party store, and gingerly stepping around bodies while stuffing garbage bags with cheap necklaces, miniature Slinkies, and individually wrapped bubble gum.

	Galen, done with his shift at the cake walk, tapped Lucy on the shoulder.

	“Your turn?” she asked and thrust the brimming bags outward into Galen’s chest. “Teddy wants to jump in the bouncy castle again and Harper is over there.” Lucy pointed to the fishing game, where Harper stood, her face smeared with the remnants of a chocolate treat. She was holding a makeshift fishing pole, waiting for the tug that indicated her prize was ready. 

	Galen gave Lucy a look—a cross between resignation and annoyance—and then he plodded away, following after the youngsters.

	Lucy spun and looked at the darkened fabric flaps over the entrance to Cass’s domain. She would have wanted to walk around with Grant, perhaps sit with him in the movie theater where her mother had requested old black and white movies to play during the duration of the event. But he was out of commission. So, with a small shake of her head, she walked straight into the tent. Small twinkle lights danced around her and Cass sat at a covered table, a deck of cards spread downward before her. 

	“You came,” Cass said, and she smiled. “I thought you’d avoid me.”

	“I had to see what my mother had done to you,” Lucy replied, and she let her eyes wander around the small interior of the fabric tent. “Where’s your crystal ball?”

	“I don’t use a crystal ball, silly. Most clairvoyants don’t need gimmicky tools to tell you your past or your futures. Sit.” Cass had adopted a thicker accent for her role; she winked at Lucy and pointed to a wooden chair next to her table, but Lucy hesitated. Cass clicked her tongue. “Please.”

	Lucy sat and rolled her eyes. “This whole thing—”

	“People needed something familiar.”

	“Aren’t there some things we can do away with in this new world? People needed a dunk tank? People needed this?”

	“Sometimes people don’t know what they need, but they’ll accept a substitute.”

	Lucy put her hands on the glass top of the table and looked at her friend. “You’re good at this. That was a very fortuneteller-y thing to say.”

	Cass shrugged, a coy smile tugging at the edges of her mouth. “So, are you here for your fortune or are you here to poke fun?”

	“Poke fun,” Lucy answered without hesitation. “I don’t believe in this stuff. I don’t believe in ghosts or mediums. Once, when I was a kid, I thought I saw a ghost, right? My dad came in...told me ghosts didn’t exist. He said science can explain away the supernatural. It was comforting, actually.”

	Raising her eyebrows, Cass picked up the deck in front of her and began to shuffle. She raised one hand and then the other, flipping the cards with methodical tenderness. “Your dad believes in science. Grant believes in God. What do you believe in?” she asked, shuffling one-handed now, but never taking her eyes off of Lucy.

	“This is weird.”

	“It’s just a carnival.”

	“I only wanted to say hi.”

	“I’ll need a ticket.”

	“Oh, come on,” Lucy let out a small laugh. Then Cass raised her eyebrows and held out her hand, and so she was forced to dig deep into her pockets and pull out one of the tickets she had kept for herself. She placed it in Cass’s hand and Cass tucked it into a pocket in her dress, then she smiled.

	“Shall we do past, present, future?”

	“I don’t know what that means—”

	Cass flipped down card number one. “Deluge, reversed,” she read.

	“Deluge—”

	The fortuneteller nodded. “A reversal of fortune. Something bad that led to something good.”

	“It’s not fair. You know too much about me now. It’s like those people that steal your wallets and then tell you that you live in a poor part of town or something. All of this means nothing,” Lucy replied. She leaned forward to stare at the card. It showed a house uprooted by a flood, spinning wildly out of control. Lucy tapped the card with her index finger. “How do I know you even know what you’re doing?”

	Cass didn’t acknowledge Lucy’s question and flipped down the second card. She peered at it and tilted her head, then she looked at Lucy, her dark eyes latching on to hers and then she nodded affirmation. “Erzulie La Flambeau.”

	“Okay. Flambeau?” Lucy stifled a giggle. The picture was of a black woman dancing among tall grass, her arms raised in jubilation. “Where did you get these?” Lucy leaned over and reached for the deck, but Cass drew them back away from her.

	“My grandma,” she answered in a soft voice.

	“Of all the things you could bring, you brought these?” Lucy saw a flicker of hurt travel across Cass’s face and she recognized her own harshness. “I’m sorry. I forgot that you had more time to prepare...to grab the things that mattered to you,” she backpedaled.

	The statement softened Cass, and she smiled. Still holding the unused cards to her chest, Cass looked at Lucy and asked, “Is there anything you would have brought with you? If you’d have known?”

	Lucy closed her eyes and let her memory recreate her house. She felt a pang of sadness, thinking of her home now empty, left to the elements. It was unlikely she’d ever get a chance to return. In the attic, her mother had organized a box with her school awards and art projects; there was a baby book filled with her first words and snapshots of growing up. But of all these things, the two items Lucy longed for most did not belong to her. 

	Scott’s Victrola was a family treasure and its scratchy records transported her to a different time, a far-off place. She longed to sit and lose herself in the music. It was a large and lumbering item, impossible to transport, but Lucy still wished that her father had made more of an effort to save it. 

	The other item was her mother’s charm bracelet.

	When she was younger, Lucy used to sneak up to her mother’s bedroom and examine the silver bracelet and the accompanying accoutrements with fascination. While the novelty of the charm bracelet had gone out of style when her mother was young, somehow Maxine had still gathered an array of trinkets throughout the years. Charms represented the births of each child, milestones in education, trips to Disneyland. Each one told a story. And Lucy loved to hear the narratives behind the charms.

	She cringed to think that the heirloom was left behind, probably still tucked in the jewelry box on her mother’s chest-of-drawers.

	“An old record player. And a charm bracelet.”

	“Of course, of course. That makes sense. We bring things that have stories,” Cass noted wisely and she nodded toward the cards. “I would not leave these behind.” Then she pointed toward the upturned card in front of them. “The Eruzulie La Flambeau is good. It’s a strong card. For a strong woman.”

	Lucy smiled. Flattery could earn Cass some credibility. She leaned closer and ran her finger over the dancing woman’s curves. It was clear to see that this card had confidence. She wished that she could see that trait in herself. “So...I am, in this present moment, strong?”

	Cass shook her head. “It’s not just inner strength that the Eruzile sees. It’s all in the timing. You are encountering obstacles and you are determined to succeed...you will not allow your fear to stop you.”

	“Like saving Grant!” Lucy said with excitement, feeling for the first time that she could put the pieces of her life into these cards and make it work.

	“Ha!” Cass let out a single, punctuated, laugh. “Yes, yes, dear Lucy. Just like that. So, you are converted now? You believe?” She raised her eyebrows and then wagged her finger. “Then let’s see about your future, eh?” With a steady hand, Cass drew the top card off the deck and went to set it down, but she hesitated. There was a flash of uneasiness and the card hovered in her hand for an extra second before she set it down. Staring at it wordlessly, Cass’s features went dark.

	“It’s bad,” Lucy stated, unsurprised. She saw the artwork: a dark woman smoking above three red caskets, each filled with a skeleton, buried underground. A forest bloomed behind the woman, but her body language conveyed a certain carelessness. “Of course it’s bad.” 

	“More or less,” was the reply.

	“At least it’s not the death card. That would be too predictable,” Lucy said, eyeing the word typed at the bottom. Guedeh it read.

	“At least it’s not that,” Cass repeated. And she went to scoop up the three lone cards, her hand sweeping them off the table and into her palm.

	“Hey—” Lucy put her hand on top of Cass’s and stopped her. “I paid my ticket.”

	“You don’t believe. It’s just a deck of cards to you. There’s no point...you’ll think it’s for effect. I should just tell you that the card means hope, love, and prosperity.”

	“Oh, come on,” Lucy said and she crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s unfair. I’m willing to listen. I’m sorry about before. Tell me...”

	Cass eyed Lucy with reluctance and then she sighed. “The Guedeh are the keepers of the dead. They represent what we don’t know about death and the afterlife. But this card...it’s not good. It means that you will have a great heartbreak. That your life will be marred with a separation. And it will be caused by your own actions.”

	Lucy raised her eyebrows. “Goodness,” she whispered, resisting the urge to reply with a dismissal. Playing it off would hurt Cass’s feelings, so she swallowed and listened, trying to hide every shred of questioning that she felt bubbling up around her.

	“You will do something that will hurt a great number of people. It will reveal truths about yourself and your values.”

	“I think I’d rather have death,” Lucy replied, her throat dry. “You’re going to send me back out to play balloon darts after that?” she managed to add with a half-smile.

	Cass picked up the cards off the table. Each in turn. “This is just a snapshot. No future is set in stone, Lucy. Even God and the spirits understand that we can take control, we can set a course. Divination is a tool. It’s not...as you say...a science.”

	“But—” Lucy reached out as if she was making to take the cards, but Cass intercepted and took Lucy’s hand. She leaned down and kissed it with a loud smack and then set her free.

	“Change your path. Change your future.”

	“I don’t think the System supports your cute catchphrase.”

	“I think the System was built with that exact idea in mind,” Cass said matter-of-factly. “It’s not the motto that matters, it’s how you interpret it. Everything walks a fine line between good and evil; just a little,” Cass cupped her hands and blew, as if scattering confetti, “and everything changes.” Then she leaned at squeezed Lucy’s bicep, letting the touch linger for a moment.

	The tent rustled behind them and Lucy turned. Two boys and a girl entered holding goodie bags and brandishing tickets. One of the boys laughed and ducked behind the others, covering his mouth with a fist and hitting his male friend playfully in the shoulder, as if he couldn’t believe they had entered the tent. Their mockery was evident; somehow Cass as a fortuneteller gave them ammunition. Lucy went tense.

	The girl didn’t crack a smile. She examined Cass, scoffing at the ridiculousness of the set-up. Twinkle lights and tarot cards held no magic for her. She was an unwilling tag-a-long and her body language conveyed a mixture of superiority and unease.

	Cass looked over to Lucy and motioned for her to stay, so Lucy stood and ducked back into the shadows of the tent. If the boys cared she was there as a witness, they didn’t let on. Instead the tallest one moved forward and held out a single ticket. He sniffed.

	“So, Cassandra Salvant...fortuneteller...cute,” he said. Cass stepped forward and took the ticket and put it in her pocket. She tried to smile.

	Lucy recognized the kids in the tent. Knew their faces, their backgrounds. Hunter, Noah, and Felicity. They were of the same ilk as the Brikhams—entitled and lost. Back in the old world they had been privileged bullies. Unfortunately, the System disoriented them, so they wandered around without purpose, itching for a fight, and pushing back against the rules out of boredom. It was shocking to Lucy that Huck had not accounted for this group. Everyone underground could see their behavior shifting from calculating to brazen. Power had been redefined. And the rumors about tanking the Brikhams had been the tipping point for a great number of them. Now people saw: The Elektos Board held the keys of power.

	Lucy and Cass were the new beneficiaries, the golden children of the underground. 

	And these teens knew it.

	“Tell me my future,” the boy named Hunter continued. “I’m sure you know all about the future. Right? That’s your thing.” He collapsed in the empty chair, and Cass sat across from him. She pulled out her deck of cards and hesitated.

	“What kind of reading do you desire?” Cass asked. “Is there someone you are hoping to discover? Love? Business? An upcoming challenge?”

	Hunter sneered. “You pick,” he said.

	With careful deliberation, Cass flipped three cards onto the table facedown. She went through each card, like she had with Lucy, giving him select information. His past was filled with contentment, good fortune. His present was challenging, feeling concerned, worried. When Cass reached the card for his future, she looked up and made eye contact with Lucy for a brief second, and then she launched into all of the shining opportunities headed his way.

	“That’s what that says?” Hunter asked as he leaned over and examined the picture—reversed, it showed a woman standing on a box surrounded by smoke, a snake wrapped around her middle. He reached out to grab the card, but Cass moved in and pushed his hand away. “Hey,” he snapped, affronted. “Don’t touch me.” 

	“Don’t touch the cards,” Cass said in an even voice. She peered around him to the lurkers in the doorway of the tent. “Who’s next?”

	Felicity cleared her throat and shook her head. “You’re a joke,” she said, her voice as slippery as oil. She said it as if it had been the plan since the beginning, as if they had discussed a word-war before entering the tent. It was a rehearsed barb; planned and plotted and executed with ease.

	Cass stood up and put her hands on her hips. She elongated her neck, exuding such confidence and élan that Lucy felt momentarily frozen—her friend was not intimidated. Lucy wished she could say the same thing for herself. Her heart was pumping wildly and all the words she wanted to say to stand up for Cass were tumbling away. 

	“You can leave now,” Cass said and she pointed her finger toward the tent opening. The sidekick, Noah, snickered, a brutish har-har-har as he looked around for reinforcements.

	“Not without my future,” Hunter said to Cass and in a swift motion he lunged toward the table and swiped up the final tarot card in his hand. Cass watched the scene unfold, but she had been too slow to react. Instead of pitching forward after him, she bowed her head, and let her shoulder’s drop. The boy flipped the card between his fingers. “Zombi,” he read. “You lied. This card is about something else. Life after death, maybe? This card is about prosperity? I’m not an idiot. Maybe it means you and everyone like you are planning on taking more from us. You’ll go after our souls next. Right?” But something in Hunter’s voice wavered, as if he couldn’t understand how Cass’s refiguring of his future positively could hurt him. 

	“It’s not that kind of zombie,” Cass said to him. “And if you feel like you’re a better fit to sit in this tent and play-act for tickets, be my guest.” She motioned to the chair. Lucy thought she heard a trembling in her voice, but if so, it was disguised, hidden, buried beneath Cass’s levelheaded charm. She stood firm.

	“Playacting,” he repeated. “Sure.”

	“So, then, you believe the tarot? You’re confusing me,” Cass said to the group. She pretended to stifle a yawn.

	After a quick look to his friends, Hunter turned to Cass and looked her square in the eye. Then in slow motion, he ripped the card he was holding in two and let it float to the floor, its two halves fluttering down and landing inches apart. “No more Zombi,” he said with a wink. And the group turned to leave.

	Cass watched them, unmoving.

	“How dare you,” Lucy whispered from the shadows. Then she cleared her throat and tried again, “Who do you think you are?” Stepping forward, the group stopped. They assessed her with annoyance rather than fear.

	Felicity opened her mouth to respond, but Hunter put his hand up. “Who do I think I am?” he asked. “Who do I think I am?” He turned and looked at his pals. “Lucy King wants to start something.”

	“Maybe she’ll get her daddy to poison you,” Noah snickered.

	“Cass’s daddy can build a nice big tank for all of us to fit in together,” Hunter added.

	Lucy cringed.

	Of course they knew. Of course the System’s rumor mill was a well-oiled machine—and while Lucy’s negative energy was directed toward Huck, Gordon, and Blair—for most people there was no difference between the Truman family and Scott King or Claude Salvant. She realized now that the hostility was warranted, even if it was bred from misinformation. For a moment she felt compelled to defend her father; she wanted to say that they didn’t understand, he didn’t have a choice, he was going to do good—he had saved Grant, after all. But before the argument left her mouth, she knew it would be in vain. 

	Lucy took a step toward the trio and bolstered up her strength as best she could.

	“Apologize to her,” Lucy said. “Those cards were special. Maybe it’s all a joke to you, but these cards meant something to Cass.”

	After a moment, Hunter stepped forward. “Oh yeah?” He turned and gained support from his friends. “They meant something to her?”

	Lucy nodded and swallowed hard.

	“You know what meant something to me?” he asked, taking another step, the distance between him and Lucy shrinking. She resisted the urge to take a step away. “My house. My friends. My life. My dad wakes me up and tells me to pack one suitcase because we have to take a little trip. Some car picks us up and takes us to the airport before the sun rises and off we go. You know what’s in my suitcase? Nothing. I don’t have shit. I thought my dad was taking me to boarding school, so I left my bag empty. I don’t have anything that means anything to me.”

	“You have your life,” Cass interjected without missing a beat. Then she walked with a steady click-clack of her feet against the Center’s tiled flooring and put herself in front of the boy. One of her shoes partially covered the Zombi card on the floor, the tiny wisps of white fog visible underfoot. “The moment you forget that the very fact that you can breathe...the very fact that your heart beats...that your brain thinks...is a gift, then you’ve lost sight of everything that matters. Someone in your family earned your right to live here. And you risk it...you dare to risk it all.”

	The trio froze, halted by her intensity. Cass hadn’t sounded overtly threatening, but it was still there: intimidation thinly veiled. 

	“Go,” she commanded and they tripped over each other to exit—swearing at the girls under their breath and mumbling on the way out—the sounds of the festival outside filling the tent for a brief second before the door flapped closed. 

	When it was clear they were gone, Lucy rushed forward. She bent down to retrieve the pieces of Cass’s tarot card. “I’m so sorry,” Lucy said. Cass walked back to her table and Lucy held the torn card in her hand. “You didn’t deserve this. I’m so sorry,” she said again. “It feels like we let them get away with it. It feels like they won.”

	“What have they won?” Cass asked. “What did they gain? They left, didn’t they?”

	“Nothing, I suppose,” Lucy answered. “A fleeting sense of power, maybe. But your winning argument is that they should feel lucky to be here? Lucky to just be alive?” Lucy stopped and waited for Cass to contradict her. When she didn’t, Lucy asked tentatively, “You don’t really believe that. Do you?”

	“Being alive is never enough,” Cass said to Lucy slowly and she sat down in her chair. “You’re nothing without your freedom.” She pulled the rest of her undamaged cards out of her pocket and put them in front of her. 

	Lucy walked over and put the ripped card on top.

	“We’ll tape it,” she said.

	Cass nodded. Then Lucy watched as her friend wiped away a single tear.

	The curtain rustled again and Lucy spun. She half-expected to see Hunter back with more cronies, but instead it was Blair standing at the tent entrance. She was dressed in black leggings and big brown boots; an oversized sweater dwarfed her small shoulders. She didn’t have a loot bag or a string of tickets, only a serious expression, and an ounce of self-awareness.

	She looked at the girls and then closed her eyes. When she opened them, she seemed surprised to find them both still staring at her.

	“This was a mistake,” Blair mumbled and turned to leave.

	“No, no,” Cass called out. “Please...you don’t have to go.”

	Blair looked at Lucy and Lucy stared back. Then she walked forward and pulled a single ticket out of her pocket and placed it in Cass’s outstretched hand.

	“How does this work?” Blair asked. “Can I ask specific questions?”

	Cass tilted her head and nodded. “Yes. And then we can see what the cards say.”

	“Alone,” Blair said. She didn’t have to look in Lucy’s direction, but Lucy could still feel Blair willing her to exit.

	“Of course,” Cass answered, a little too quickly for Lucy’s liking. Her friend turned to her and tried to look apologetic, and Lucy tried to play it off. She waved goodbye and made a face at Blair’s back before exiting out into the bright fluorescent lights of the Center. The noise hit her instantly—the cheers, the music, the rumble of a bass. Children laughed, some cried, and there was a huge splash from the dunk tank. The cacophony was overpowering: Lucy put her hands to her ears to tune some of it out.

	Inside of Cass’s tent, Lucy had heard nothing from the carnival. The world had gone silent under the big heavy flaps. She wondered, just for a second, how her mother had managed that trick.  

  

   


CHAPTER FIVE







They sat in the pickup truck without speaking. Ainsley hunched over with her hands in her lap, and she refused to look up. She kept sniffing and would occasionally let out a little squeak like a swallowed sob. But Darla refused to coddle her and Dean was too busy trying to get them out of the city to spend much time trying to mend the severity of the tension between the women.

	For an hour they tried to maneuver the back roads. The freeways and the bridges were gone, clogged, damaged, and cluttered. Neighborhoods were riddled with debris. Dean would turn the car down one residential street and find it empty, only to turn down the next street and find a tow-truck blocking their way or a fallen tree left across the road. Down a different street, the road was washed out. One month since human life was ripped from the world and evidence of mankind’s absence rippled outward in ever-growing circles of devastation. They were not up against people, but rather the remnants of people. 

	Out in the city, further away from Whispering Waters, it reminded the group how egregiously the world was damaged. Some obstacles were moveable. Dean would throw the truck into park and wordlessly they would push a car out of the way or roll abandoned garbage cans to the side of the road. Some obstacles would stay forever.

	Every roadblock incensed Darla.

	“You’re too close to the main roads. Too many people tried to escape the freeway back-ups this way,” she complained.

	Before people knew there was no escape, they tried to flee. Major cities like New York and Los Angeles were hit with multiple attacks. The worldwide wipeout created mass panic. No one knew who the adversary was, but while the virus—in their water, in the air—took effect, countries mobilized against their natural enemies. The masterminds had simply needed to give the world a push; governments accelerated annihilation. 

	“If we can get north of this, we’ll be fine. It’s going to take trial and error,” Dean replied. He was the picture of calm.

	Ainsley sighed.

	“We’d be farther along if we had hiked out,” Darla snapped. “We have about forty minutes before it’s dark, Dean. And then we’re stuck. We won’t be able to maneuver this truck after that. We’ll be one mile away from homes we know are empty and habitable, but unable to get back to them. And Washington is a bad idea. Last time I had radio contact, there were Raiders working up there who told me the bridges were out.”

	“Raiders?” Dean asked and Darla didn’t feel like explaining what the world had been up to while he drunkenly slept his days away shut up in his suburban farmhouse.

	“I don’t want to—” Ainsley interjected, but then she snapped her mouth shut, aware that she had lost her privilege to make demands of the group.

	Darla eyed her and made an exaggerated scoot closer to the window. She restrained herself enough not to reply.

	“I can do this,” Dean said. “Herculean, maybe. But not impossible. I know this area, remember?” With that, Dean took a sharp left and bounced up over a curb, the contents in the truck bed hopping and clanking against each other. He drove through a park, passed a jungle gym and a plastic slide, and then pushed his foot down to the floor. The truck lurched forward over the grass and dirt. The vehicle vaulted, and Darla grabbed on to the door handle. She felt herself lift off the seat and slam back down as the truck moved toward a chain-link fence on the opposite side.

	“Slow down!” Darla commanded and she fumbled over Ainsley to grab at Dean’s shirt, but he ignored her pawing. “Don’t you dare—”

	Gaining speed, Dean looked over at his passengers and said in loud enough voice to carry over the engine, “Trust me!”

	The truck hit the fence with minimal impact. The chain-link broke free in a clean swipe and tumbled down off of the hood. Dean slowed down and led the car through an undeveloped plot of land, where he came upon an empty housing development. Unfinished homes dotted the landscape. A black sedan was parked in one of the driveways and the bloated body of a virus victim had fallen between stacks of rolled-up sod.

	Darla exhaled.

	“This shortcut is worthless unless you have a plan. One neighborhood to another neighborhood is not industrious, Dean.” She leaned her head against the cool glass and felt a rush of air through the gap that had once held the back window against her neck.

	The car was silent as Dean meandered around side roads and cut across empty lots, attempting to get closer north while avoiding the jams. They left the underdeveloped neighborhood, driving up over someone’s lawn to avoid debris and demolishing a set of brass frogs playing musical instruments. No one said anything for several minutes; everyone listened to the cadence of each other’s breathing.

	“I’m sorry,” Ainsley said, shedding her normal reticence in favor of peacekeeping. She shifted and turned to face Darla. Her eyes were red and puffy, swollen as if she had been in a fight. Dark streaks of soot smeared down across her temples, giving the illusion that she was sweating ash. She wiped off some, but not all, of the blood. She was a mess.

	“Save it,” Darla replied.

	“I just need you to understand,” Ainsley continued. “I can’t stand this. I can’t drive around with you like this. With you so unwilling to talk to me.”

	“Ainsley,” Darla started, saying her name as a warning. “The mere fact that you are even in this truck, sharing the same space as me, should be seen as such a marvelous act of mercy...but if you sit there and tell me that you are going to force me to converse? You’re out of your mind.”

	“I want to tell my story,” Ainsley added in a small voice. “Please, Darla—”

	“My son is gone. You were in charge of keeping him hidden. Those people came in with the intent to kill. You are not dead. The conclusion is pretty damn obvious.”

	“Ethan—”

	“Was not as vulnerable as my child. Was not your job,” Darla seethed, every word punctuated.

	“I thought—”

	“Shut up.”

	“I know it’s my fault, but—”

	“Stop! Just stop talking!” Darla screamed. Her voice filled the tiny cab and even Dean bristled, shooting her a look over Ainsley’s head that she quickly ignored. “You are alive. Teddy is gone. That’s all I ever need to know.”

	Ainsley dropped her chin to her chest and began to cry. Her shoulders bounced with sobs as she bawled and she brought her hands to her face. The car settled into silence again. Dean mumbled something under his breath and stopped the car in the middle of the street. He threw the car angrily into park.

	“Give me the cigarettes,” Dean said, reaching across Ainsley to Darla, and waiting for her to reluctantly hand them over. When she did, he rolled down his window and lit one—holding his breath for a long time before exhaling, blowing the smoke outside, where the wind carried it up and away. “Oh, wow. I’d forgotten how that felt. Okay. Girls,” he stopped and looked between Darla and Ainsley—Darla stalwart in her anger, and Ainsley unable to stop crying. “We don’t go anywhere until we get one thing straight. We’re a team and our only goal is to rescue Teddy. I’m not really very good with the whole...crying bit.”

	Darla sneered and Ainsley nodded as she pulled her sleeves over her fists and covered her eyes, stopping the flow of tears. Then she exhaled and nodded again.

	“Can I say something?” Ainsley asked, her voice barely audible.

	She didn’t wait for Darla’s approval. Dean put fatherly hand across her shoulder.

	“My mom...” Ainsley started and then her voice broke, but she swallowed her pain, her eyes brimmed with tears automatically. “I was only worried about my mom. I heard the shot and...”

	Consumed with her own pain, Darla hadn’t put all the pieces together. It wasn’t just Ethan in the upstairs part of the house. Ainsley’s mom had been up there, too. She closed her eyes, fraught with shame.

	“Jesus,” she mumbled. “Ainsley—”

	Unaware if Darla was frustrated or commiserating, Ainsley ignored her completely.

	“It was just us. Just us left. Everyone lost someone, I know that. But I knew I could make it if I still had her. And I panicked...Darla.” Ainsley turned. “I panicked.”

	“You weren’t down there at all,” Darla breathed. She thought of Teddy, scared, and alone. She pressed her eyes shut and tried to drown out his screams that echoed in her memory. However, even Darla had to admit that she was happy to abandon her original thoughts of Teddy witnessing violence against Ainsley. There were some things he’d never be able to un-see, some things she wouldn’t be able to fix. It was a small comfort.

	“I hid him in the secret room. The one off the fruit cellar, Ethan told me about it. I knew it was dark and...but...he was so brave, Darla.”

	“Stop.”

	“I didn’t think they’d...” Ainsley’s voice broke.

	“They knew right where to go,” Darla interjected. And Teddy may not have stayed in the dark. Left alone, without Ainsley’s guidance, he might have tried to venture back upstairs. It made sense. She opened her eyes and turned toward the young woman. “How did you get out?”

	“I hid. I was out of the basement before they got there. I know that makes me a coward and I know that they got Teddy because of me...but I kept seeing my mom’s face. And then I ran out the back.” She looked down to her torn pant leg. “I ran. I tripped. I left her. I just left her there. All the smoke...I thought maybe, I should go back. Maybe she needed me.”

	“Ainsley—” Dean interrupted, but Darla shook her head to stop him from divulging too much. They looked at each other over Ainsley’s head and Dean closed his eyes and let his words trail off. There was nothing Ainsley could have done; those men killed her mother the moment they walked into the study. It was an attempt at full elimination.

	“We all wish we could have done things differently.” Darla brought her hand up to pat Ainsley on her shoulder, but she changed her mind and let it drop into her lap.

	“I’m sorry,” Ainsley said.

	“Me too, kid,” Darla replied. “But let’s get one thing straight. Teddy is a five year-old child. Five. He was defenseless, alone, and he’s gone. I am not going to undermine your loss, but this is my kid. A child...my child.” Darla felt a swell of emotion and her lip quivered. “Dean and I are going to rescue our kids. You’re not supposed to outlive your kids, Ainsley. That’s not the way it’s supposed to happen. And I’m not going to let that happen.”

	She turned away from both of them and stared out the window and tried to regain control.

	Ainsley sniffed. “I know. I’m sorry. You can be mad at me. You can stay mad at me for the rest of your life, I don’t care. I don’t care. Because here’s the difference...we’re going to get Teddy. We’re going to save him. And my mom? My mom stays dead. I don’t say it meanly, Darla. But it’s the truth. Those men killed her. They took the last person I had and tore her from the earth.” 




	 

They came to a main thoroughfare running parallel to a train track. A mile down the road, a passenger train sat dormant. Several cars littered the street, but they were spaced out, making it easy to navigate, until half a mile down they encountered an empty city bus resting on its side, blocking the road entirely.

	To the left and to the right were grassy ditches, full of overgrown weeds and rainwater. Dean swung the car to the right and started to inch forward around the backside of the bus, the truck leaning, unsteady on the mud. The bus flanked them on one side, the ditch and the train on the other. Darla looked out the window and a breath caught in her chest.

	“Dean—” she said, unsteadily. “We’re not going to make it. Reverse. Reverse!”

	He realized too late she was right. Ainsley shrieked as the tires on the right side sunk into the wetness of the earth and the truck slipped sideways down the embankment, where it threatened to topple over completely. Dean pressed down on the gas, hoping to pull them up, but gravity sucked them down. Inch by inch, the truck slipped, and landed on a tilt, no further up the road than they started. They were embedded at a forty-five degree angle in the embankment; Ainsley’s unbuckled body pushed against Darla’s as they crowded at the window.

	Dean pushed down on the pedal. The tires spun and mud flapped against the side.

	“Come on, come on,” Dean muttered as he attempted to coax the car out, but it was useless. Their slow motion slip-and-slide had rooted them into the ditch. The truck was not getting out without a tow.

	“Abandon ship,” Darla said without a hint of the ire she felt building within her.

	“We can get it out,” Dean replied, determined. “You two get out and I’ll see if we can budge the truck downward.”

	“We’ll just waste time. Get out. We pack up. We walk from here.” Darla attempted to open the passenger door, but it could only be nudged forward a few inches before it lodged against the side of the embankment. Resigned, Dean opened his own door and scrambled up the grassy hill to the pavement. Ainsley and Darla followed.

	Assuming they would have the car to act as transport, they lacked the means to carry supplies. A sturdy hiking backpack could have saved them, but instead Dean had thrown what little food they could salvage from the fire, some flashlights, sleeping bags, and a pup tent loosely into the trunk bed. Darla slipped down next to the truck and hoisted herself over the side; she eyed a tarp, and she yanked it free. Then she climbed back up to the road and unfolded it, laying it on the ground.

	“Come on. Food and weapons. Flashlights, candles. Leave the rest.”

	Dean stared wordlessly at the drifts of supplies resting in the truck. He sighed and scratched his head. “There’s a way...”

	“There’s no way. Not if we want to leave the city today.”

	“Maybe some of those houses up there would have packs, right? We’d lose twenty-minutes instead of our things.”

	“I don’t care about the things!” Darla yelled, her voice echoed. Things, things, things.

	Ainsley crossed her arms over her chest and bounced up and down on her heels, looking between Dean and Darla out from under her lowered head.

	“Can we just make some progress today, please?”

	No one answered.

	Darla went back a second time into the ditch and pulled herself up to the truck. She rifled through the items and tossed out a few cans of green beans, a dented can of chickpeas, some crackers, candles, and several plastic bottles of water. Ainsley collected the cast-offs from the grass and carried them to the tarp wordlessly while Dean wandered off a few feet, peering at the overturned bus and the abandoned train with interest.

	“You have your lighter? And your knife?” Darla asked him and he didn’t answer. She called his name and he turned, withdrawn. “Do you have the lighter and your knife?” This time Dean nodded. He looked like he wanted to say something, but thought better of it, and he turned back to the wreckage, his hands fumbling around his front shirt pocket.

	“There’s no point in trying to work our way around the city. On foot, our best bet is to just go straight through. Let’s go.” She hopped down and the truck wobbled under her shifting weight. Gathering the edges of the tarp into her hands, Darla formed a plastic sack, and she pulled it up over her shoulder, like a downtrodden Santa Claus. Her gun holstered against her side, she walked with speed and determination past Ainsley and Dean, and left the duo in her dust.







For the most part, the city was intact. It was dusk as they marched their way into downtown Portland. This was Dean and Ainsley’s home, and it was the first time they had ventured into the heart of the city since the Release. They lamented and expressed shock over its desolate, abandoned, and wrecked landscape. 

	Arriving from the west, they hit the heart of downtown after two hours of steady hiking. Their path took them past the Oregon Zoo, which Ainsley petitioned to go see. The dogs had died, it was true, and other animals suffered from the contaminated water. But they had all seen the feral cats sprouting up along the outskirts of the neighborhoods, and had heard the distant howls of wolves moving closer to the city. It was possible that some animals, even after four weeks, might still be alive.

	But Darla vetoed the detour; if all the zoo animals had perished, it would have been too grisly a sight. Worse yet, if they had been left abandoned by humans, and were clinging to life, their suffering would have been far more painful. They were not going to set the captives free, so it was better to leave them alone.

	“I grew up not far from this teaching hospital, you know. My mom worked at the hospital and she could walk to work, but our backyard butted up against this grassy field and beyond that...the labs. Mostly monkeys. And sometimes on summer nights we could hear them. Howling. Just screaming like they were right there in our yard. Not far away...right there,” Ainsley told them in a quiet voice.

	“In Portland?” Dean asked.

	“Right here. Outskirts of the city. Right in my backyard, but you wouldn’t know it...unless you could hear them.”

	“That’s awful,” Darla added, shifting the tarp from one shoulder to the other.

	“Terrifying,” Ainsley whispered.

	“You want me to take a turn with that?” Dean reached out his hands toward the tarp, but Darla shied away. She shook her head.

	“I got it.”

	“I can take a turn,” he said.

	“You can take a turn tomorrow.”

	“Come on—” Dean complained, readying up an argument.

	Darla spun to him. “I’m not playing some martyr role and I’m not going to give you the tarp so you can feel like you’re being productive. I’m fifteen years younger than you are and I worked out my upper arms and shoulders every day for the past five years. I’m the most equipped person to haul the damn tarp. I’m not doing it to make you feel sorry for me...I’m doing it because I should.”

	Dean put up his hands in surrender and then went to his pockets for a cigarette.

	Still hauling the tarp, Darla marched over and freed one of her hands and grabbed the pack. She tossed it to the ground and put the heel of her boot over the cardboard and smashed it into the cement.

	Ainsley watched the incident wide-eyed.

	“It’s a stressful time...if he wants to smoke, let him smoke,” she whispered.

	Darla turned her head toward Ainsley, and looked at her, blinking. She closed her eyes and inhaled slowly, then blew the air out her mouth, mumbling some version of a serenity prayer under her breath. Ignoring their disdain, she took several steps out into the street. The sun was lower in the sky, and a hazy orange hue filled the hills behind them. “We’re going to have to camp inside somewhere tonight. You two know the area the best, so where should we go?”

	Everyone looked up and down the street. There were pockets of flooding, bodies, and abandoned vehicles. Something was on fire on the other side of the river and smoke trickled upward.

	Ainsley shuffled her feet and then looked at Darla. “I have a place I want to go,” she announced. “The one place in Portland I always wished I could have all to myself.”

	Without hesitation, Darla said, “Lead the way.”







“A bookstore?” Darla looked at the black, red and white marquee and then at the darkened lobby. Without light, it was impossible to see much beyond the front windows; the cascading bookshelves disappeared into darkness. Powell’s City of Books was a Portland landmark and a tourist attraction. It took up an entire city block and inside its industrial, no frills interior were more than a million books. Or so it boasted.

	“Hotels might be too full of bodies. I wouldn’t be able to handle the smell,” Ainsley said, cupping her eyes and leaning against the glass, her breath forming a circle of fog on the window.

	“The smell doesn’t go away,” Dean added. “There’s got to be people in there, too. Employees who couldn’t make it home from work...”

	Ainsley shrugged. “It was just a thought.”

	“It’s dark.” Darla rattled the front door handle and then walked around the corner, staring at the empty side street.

	“We can go somewhere else,” Ainsley breathed, defeated. “I just thought...I don’t know...I’ve always wanted to be in there alone. “

	“Wait,” Darla replied. She motioned for them to follow her. Along the edge of the street was an employee entrance, guarded by a keypad, rendered useless without power. Darla took off her sweatshirt and wrapped her hand up tight, then without explanation or warning, she punched the glass above the door. The sound of breaking glass echoed up the street. Shaking the shards free, Darla reached over and inside and pushed the metal bar on the door. It opened easily, welcoming them into the children’s section of the store. 

	Dean cleared his throat and mumbled a sincere thank you.

	“From watching movies,” she explained with a half-smile.

	Racks of Maurice Sendak and Curious George hardbacks beckoned them. Darla ran her hand over a copy of Goodnight Moon, which had been Teddy’s favorite when he was a toddler. She went to grab it, flip through the pages, but under the watchful eyes of Dean and Ainsley, she stopped herself. Nostalgia would have to wait.

	Once inside, Ainsley had a plan.

	Their flashlights lit the way around the darkened store. Occasionally, they would encounter a toppled shelf, scattered books, signs of panic, but for the most part Powell’s was quiet and void of life. Ainsley led them through a hallway lined with journals, pens, and bookmarks and up into a general fiction section. They traveled up another staircase and into science fiction. Collapsed next to a fantasy display, they confronted their first body; it was a liquefied mess, a puddle of yellow spread out from under its plaid shirt and seeped on to the concrete below. A leathery hand still clutched a hardcover book about dragons.

	The trio stepped around it and shined the flashlight away.

	In the next room, they found a café. The display case was empty.

	“It was worth a shot,” Ainsley said as they slid the light over the shelves looking for anything of value.

	“We aren’t the first ones to get inside here. Before day six the Raiders would have picked it clean.”

	“Most of the food would have been perishable anyway,” Dean lamented. He took a step behind the counter and ran his finger along the Formica laminate. Dust had started to collect on the tables and chairs. Outside, it was raining. There was a gentle pit-pat of droplets on the sidewalk.

	“Come on.” Ainsley motioned. “This way.”







The Rare Book Room was cozy: antique furniture and faux Persian rugs, wood paneling, and non-working lamps. Behind display cases were first or rare editions of classic literature. Darla shined her flashlight over the spines and read the titles. The area was cordoned off from the rest of the bookstore, like its own little private store-within-a-store, and whether by design or by accident, the air was cool, but not cold. To guarantee comfort, Dean had nabbed three oversized Powell’s sweatshirts on their way from behind a help desk on the second level. As they settled down on to the rug, they each shimmied into the fleece, and pulled the hoods down over their faces.

	“Okay, this is going to sound stupid, but my dream was to buy a book from the Rare Book Room when I got my first job. A treat for myself, you know?” Ainsley told them, while perusing the titles from the comfort of the floor. 

	“That’s not stupid,” Darla told her. 

	Ainsley smiled and her face lit up. “Thanks.”

	“You can have anything you want, you know. They’re doomed here...left to rot. You should take one,” Dean added, rummaging through the tarp and examining the green beans and the chickpeas with mild interest before leaving the cans unopened. He ripped open the bag of tea lights and set them out one by one around the room, lighting them with his lighter.

	“It’s not the same,” Ainsley grieved. “I wouldn’t have earned it.”

	The room glowed from the candles, and their shadows flickered across the walls. Scanning the shelves, Dean leaned over and peered into a glass case; it was tilted so that the onlooker could scan the pages of the book inside. The case was padlocked with a tiny lock and Dean took a step back and smiled. He took the flat bottom of one of the lamps and knocked the lock free. Then he lifted out the green cloth-bound book, stamped with gilded vines.

	“Here,” Dean said, handing the book to Ainsley. “We’ve most definitely earned it.”

	Ainsley put her hand on top of the cover and gasped. Then she tenderly turned the pages, and ran a finger along the words. It was the first edition of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. A yellow bookmark fell out between the pages, and written in a flowery script was the price: $170,000. She let out a small shriek as she held the stated value in her hand.

	“Oh my. No,” she whispered. “I couldn’t.”

	“Money doesn’t exist. People don’t exist. That book is worth something only if it means something to you,” Darla said, and she leaned back against the floor and looked up at the dark ceiling and watched the way the candles created a dancing picture show against the wood. She closed her eyes and could still see and feel the fluttering images just beyond her reach. “Keep it safe, because we have a long way to go.”







None of them slept particularly well; each of them tossed and turned, and listened to the steady summer rain beat outside. Darla’s mind kept wandering to her son—she could only pray that he was safe. As much as it pained her, she also prayed that he didn’t miss her too badly. Teddy had attached himself to Ethan in the weeks they had spent together, and she hoped that the two of them found comfort in each other. More than anything she wanted Ethan to tell Teddy that she was coming for him. Ethan may not remember the details surrounding his capture, but he would know, in his heart, that Darla would never abandon Teddy.

	Several times throughout the night, she found herself saying out loud, “Hang tight little man. I’m coming for you,” as if her voice could carry on the wind to her son’s ears. Once she had read a story of a son near death who spoke out loud a beautiful goodbye to his mother who was miles away. She woke and heard his words, as clear as if he had been standing right next to her. It was the type of supernatural bullshit that Darla would have laughed at in a different life. Now, she hoped that Teddy could hear her—wished that he would know in his heart that his momma would be there soon.

	She tucked herself into a ball and tried to sleep. Deep, fatigue-ending sleep never came.

	“Darla?” Ainsley whispered into the night as the candles burned down to their waxy finishes. “Are you awake?”

	“Uh-uhmmm,” Darla moaned and shifted to look at Ainsley in the light. Dean snored from in the corner as if to announce that he had been able to doze off with ease.

	“Someone else was here,” she said and she shoved over a pile of books. “Look.”

	Darla grabbed a book and opened it. Written into the front cover of some book on berry picking, a person had written a pseudo diary along the copyright page.

	“Can’t get home,” Darla read. “Hiding at Powell’s. Population dwindling. It would appear the employees closed shop early. Most people done. Few deaths, most cleared. This room felt safest. No way to tell what’s happening outside. Scared.” Then the date and initials: PZ. Darla flipped through the rest of the pages and they were blank. She put the book back down on the floor. “Huh,” she said and closed her eyes again.

	“No,” Ainsley said and she pushed another book along the floor. “They wrote more.”

	Darla’s shoulders slumped and a headache pounded in the middle of her forehead, but she humored Ainsley and kept reading. The diary entries were uninspired, most short choppy sentences with vague recollections. When the writer, PZ, realized there were active looters he/she stayed away from sight, sleeping in the dark. The person had written an entry for every day, sometimes multiple entries per day, dedicating a single book for each day’s writing. The defaced rare books were scattered around them, open to the title pages with PZ’s writing slanted along the white spaces.

	“So, what do you notice?” Ainsley asked when Darla had finished reading the stack.

	Darla stared at the pile. She flipped through them each again. Day 1. Day 2. Day 3. Day 4. Day 5. Day 6. And then—Day 7. Day 8.

	Day 9 was a manifesto, a laborious rant against isolation and a fervent plea to remember the survivors of the vicious attack. There was a declaration of leaving the Rare Book Room and venturing out, despite not hearing or seeing another living being in several days.

	“A day six survivor,” Darla said. She put her hands on top of the books and gave them a thoughtful pat. “Another person made it out alive.”

	“Grant, Dean...this person,” Ainsley said. “And that’s just from one little area. There has to be more. Don’cha think?”

	Darla nodded. “ I do.”

	“Isn’t that amazing!” Ainsley’s face brightened and she pulled back all the books and began reading them again. “I mean...there are others. PZ. Paul. Patty. Peter. Penelope. It could be anybody.”

	Rummaging back through the small pile of clothes, Darla found her gun and held it in her right hand; Ainsley saw her but didn’t say anything. She kept the gun against her side. After Ainsley had read the mysterious camper’s rambling and defacing notes again, she ran her hand under her nose, and that was when Darla noticed she was crying.

	“Please don’t cry,” Darla said.

	“You can’t tell me not to cry,” Ainsley replied and she leaned her head back against the bookshelf, holding the Walt Whitman to her chest like a shield.

	“Fine. Cry. You’re right,” Darla replied and she turned away.

	“Sometimes...” Ainsley started and she sniffed, “I don’t like you very much.” Then she covered her face with Whitman.

	Darla watched as Ainsley sat there unmoving, her face covered, waiting for Darla to yell at her, or crawl over and make it all better—she wasn’t sure which response Ainsley was expecting. “Read me something out of your book,” Darla said finally.

	Ainsley didn’t pull the book away from her body. “You want me to read you Walt Whitman?”

	“Yup,” Darla tugged the sweatshirt up around her chin and straightened out against the floor to get more comfortable. “Make it good.”

	She lowered the book and opened it carefully to a random page. “As the time draws nigh glooming a cloud, a dread beyond of I know not what darkens me. I shall go forth, I shall traverse the States awhile, but I cannot tell whither or how long...” she stopped. Flipped the page and then flipped back again.

	“Keep going,” Darla said.

	Ainsley read, “Perhaps soon some day or night while I am singing my voice will suddenly cease. O book, o chants, must all then amount to but this? Must we barely arrive at this beginning of us? And yet it is enough, o soul; o soul, we have positively appeared—that is enough.”

	The candles flickered and the rain pattered. Ainsley closed the book and held it tight.

	“I always hated Walt Whitman,” Darla said.

	“You asked me to read it.”

	“I hate anyone that people tell me I am required to like. It’s a character flaw.”

	Ainsley snorted. When Darla shot her a glare, she lowered her head, still smirking. “Darla admits her flaws. It’s almost charming.”

	“No,” Darla said, sitting up halfway and propping herself up on her elbows. “You buy that shit? That it doesn’t matter what the journey is or how dark and awful the world seems, because we’re all going to die, and, then he says, it’s okay. Because it was worth it just to have been born?”

	Ainsley shrugged. She opened the book up and scanned the lines again. “I was a nursing student. Science and medicine are my thing. Whitman and I aren’t intimately connected. I couldn’t tell you what he means.”

	“I can. And I don’t buy it,” Darla said and she slid back down to the floor where she could feel the hardness of the gun next to her body. “Read me more.”

	Without bothering to argue, Ainsley resumed the reading of Leaves of Grass by candlelight until Darla was fast asleep.


















































CHAPTER SIX







“Was this planned?” Lucy asked her father as the beeping rang through the hallway. The Announcement Alarm lights flickered as the King family made their way en masse up the elevator and through the hoards of gatherers and into the Center. Whenever the beeping interrupted their day, the System’s occupants began the slow trek to their meeting place to see what Huck had to tell them. The Center had been transformed from the carnival a few days earlier, and it was set up like the first gathering Lucy had attended with Cass.

	“Yes,” Scott answered in a terse reply. “It’s a planned meeting.”

	“Is it about getting out of this place?” Galen asked, sidling up beside his father. Someone nudged him from behind on his way through and Galen stumbled. He shot a look upward, but the offender had already passed.

	“Come on, stay close,” Maxine commanded. She held Teddy on her hip—he was covering his ears with his hands and closing his eyes tight. Harper trotted alongside, and Maxine kept putting her hand on her youngest daughter’s head to steer her in the direction of the crowd. “Head to the place on the right. With our pod. Come on, keep moving.” Monroe and Malcolm tried to duck between other congregants and found themselves at an impasse behind the metal doors. Maxine snapped her fingers and the twins slunk back to the family. “I said, stay close,” she reiterated.

	From down the hall, Lucy spotted Grant making his way through the crowd. He waved at her and she motioned for him to join her. He nodded and disappeared. While they were technically supposed to sit by pod, Huck had stopped enforcing it—the trapped survivors divided themselves into distinct groups on their own, splintering into cliques.

	After his stint as a prisoner and guinea pig ended, Grant had been given a shared room halfway across the System from the King residence. Propelled into roommate life, he now shared living space with Todd, a computer prodigy from Texas, and Dylan, one of the System’s guards—recruited secretly from his military school with a promise of life-changing opportunities and upward mobility in the Elektos army.

	Grant never had anything negative to say about the guys. He called them his “System Brothers” and often arranged to meet them for pick-up basketball games. It was endearing how much Grant wanted to show that he was trying to fit in. Late at night, Lucy and Grant found themselves discussing how they wanted to handle life underground. She refused to see how Huck’s leadership could be accepted so blindly, but Grant didn’t want to draw attention to himself by looking ungrateful for a second shot at life. She understood his need to transition from inmate to approachable System resident. While she knew it was calculated, she also knew that Grant could find fun and friends anywhere. 

	Lucy watched as Grant made his way closer, wearing a big smile every time his face popped up in the ambling crowd. Her family turned from the hall into the Center, and Lucy’s attention was drawn away from Grant and into the room. 

	Set up in front was a temporary stage and a white screen had been erected with a video playing on a loop. As the rest of the System’s population entered, they were naturally glued to the images: computer generated buildings, architectural designs, a white soaring tower with a helipad, and an open center looking down into beautiful green foliage. Surrounding the initial tower, there were walkways leading to smaller buildings. Glass ceilings peered into shopping centers. Through the art of computer animation, the video swooped through the ceiling and into hallways lined with artisan shops, manned by silhouettes.

	Outside, the incessant beeping continued to call the System drones forward. Inside, a soft melody played as the soundtrack to the film.

	“The Islands?” Lucy asked her dad, and he nodded a curt, single nod.

	The Islands were not actual islands, as Lucy had imagined. Instead, they were floating cities. The images played again on a loop. Their future home was presented with a slideshow of enticing pictures, and for a moment, Lucy felt herself being pulled toward the excitement and beauty. They would no longer be shut up tight under the earth; the unavoidable dark sterility of their underground home could soon be a distant memory.

	“They’re not what I pictured,” Lucy said to herself. Her father glanced down and acknowledged the comment, but his face was blank, studious, and altogether tense. He picked at his cuticles as they walked, his tell that he was mentally occupied and stressed. “Dad?”

	“They are remarkable,” he replied, but he didn’t look at her. Scott’s face scanned the people in the room, his mouth taut. When he spied Huck, Gordy, and Claude taking their places at the podium, he closed his eyes for a second and took a deep breath. 

	Grant slipped into their row and worked his way around Galen, Monroe, and Malcolm and took his seat next to Lucy. He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek, and she smiled.

	“This is exciting,” Grant said. He reached out to hold Lucy’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Act three begins.”

	“They’re pretty, but—” Lucy started, but her father turned sharply and waited for her to finish, so she let the sentence go, shaking her head. “Stuck in a cave or stuck out at sea,” she then said, under her breath. 

	Lucy turned as she heard Cass’s voice materialize behind her. “Eskize mwen. Pardon, pardon,” her friend said, slipping between French and Creole effortlessly, as she slid past those already seated and took the chair directly behind Lucy. Once settled, she leaned forward and put her hand on top of Lucy’s head. “Good morning, dear ones.”

	“The unveiling of your dad’s crowning achievement. Excited?” Lucy asked. Her father bristled beside her. She took umbrage with his prickliness.

	Cass laughed and shook her head. “Excited? No. I am not excited about the presentation. This will be nothing compared to when everyone sees them in person the first time. But his shirt looks nice. I picked it out myself.”

	Lucy watched as Cass’s eyes scrutinized the slideshow. Then she looked intently over Lucy’s shoulder, distracted from the good-natured greeting a moment before. When she turned to see what Cass was staring at, she could hear her mother’s voice in a cold monotone. Standing before the King family was Blair—dressed in a short skirt, a billowy blouse, and a headband with a peacock feather—she leaned in over some of the other System residents and was smiling at Teddy, who had buried his face into Maxine’s shoulder.

	“He’s shy,” Maxine said. “He’s been through a huge ordeal. And the noise is scaring him.” Teddy shivered against Maxine and looked on the verge of tears; he held her around the neck and didn’t turn to make eye contact with the woman itching for his attention.

	Blair slid in further to the row. “I’ve watched him play in the Center with the boys. I just wanted to say hello.”

	“Another time, Blair,” Maxine said.

	Blair’s eyes flashed. “I just wanted to say hello,” she repeated, but this time her voice carried the heaviness of a threat. “But since now isn’t a good time, I’ll just pop by later. Expect me.”

	“Wonderful,” Maxine replied and she rolled her eyes as Blair turned her back and sauntered up toward her family at the main stage. When Maxine turned to catch Scott’s attention, Lucy saw that her father shifted his body so she was no longer in his peripheral vision. It was a subtle move, a turn of just a fraction of an inch—but it made all the difference. Maxine eyed him, while rubbing Teddy’s back and lulling him peacefully to rest against her body.

	“What was that about?” Lucy whispered, turning back to Cass.

	Cass put a hand on Lucy’s back. “Blair happened,” was all she said. “Shhhh,” she added. “Look. Here we go.” The overhead lights dimmed.

	Gordy took his place at the microphone and the residents fell silent with anticipation. The music faded and the video ceased.

	“We have called you here today to announce that the time has arrived to unveil our greatest achievement. The Islands are ready.” Gordy raised his hands into the air and clapped, soliciting a round of applause from around the room. Murmurs of excitement spread from one end of the room to the other.

	“Everything that we have been through, everything that we have suffered through will be redeemed. My father’s plan from the beginning was to unite us in paradise. Those of us who are truly deserving and faithful to the work shall now see what we were fighting for. Not just second chances. Not just opportunities. But a new life.” His voice filled the space with intensity and vigor. His hands moved rapidly as he spoke, and every eye in the place was trained on him. 

	Lucy turned to her father and stared at him. His eyes stared unblinkingly at Gordy; he must have felt Lucy’s gaze, but he remained facing forward, resolute in his power to ignore her. Gordy continued.

	“The Islands were partially constructed prior to the Great Divide.”

	That was the first time Lucy had heard that expression: The Great Divide. The connotation of it bothered her and she realized it was because the title alone was manipulative. It was the sanitation of genocide. Yet, despite her conflict, Lucy was riveted by Gordy’s words. Even Grant was wide-eyed, listening to the lecture with intense focus. She took his hand and he wrapped his fingers around hers without looking.

	“Once we knew it was safe to continue our work, the great architects and engineers were put to work,” Gordy continued. “Eventually, we will have nine Islands. Only eight are ready for the move. Each Island is its own entity, with its own specialties, and its own diverse population.” Gordy paused, waiting for his audience to process, and then he smiled. “Yes, yes. Diverse. Meaning...when you are assigned your Island location, you might be saying goodbye to some of the faces you have come to know here in our temporary home.”

	This announcement created a ripple of chatter. People buzzed with anxiety. They had barely adjusted to life in the System, and now they were being asked to move again, to a new place, with new neighbors.

	Gordy turned and motioned behind him to where Claude stood tall. With self-assured poise and a calmness that Lucy had come to admire in all of the Salvants, Claude rooted his feet on the stage, his hands clasped behind him, his head high.

	“Claude Salvant is the man who designed and engineered this marvel of modern day architecture. He created our System, and together with the world’s best scientists and innovators, helped create the Islands. He worked with our Energy Trusts to make sure that the best designs could coexist with the best science. We’ve proven it can.” Gordy stopped and smiled, flashing his teeth at the crowd.

	Lucy looked to the ground. Grant’s hand was sweating against hers. She pulled her hand back and wiped it on her pants and then resumed holding his hand. He smiled.

	“Buoy technology, wave energy...you’ve heard about it in your newspapers, buried under the conflict of wars and failing governments. It slipped by unnoticed, but it was there, all along. Our Islands. And to introduce them to you today, I will have Mr. Salvant present to you our new homes.”

	Gordy clapped his hands together and taking his cue, the rest of the Center began to applaud. Grant, unwilling to let go of Lucy’s hand again, out of love or in mockery, clapped their clasped hands together. Claude stepped forward, his towering form dwarfed Gordy as he took his position; he adjusted the microphone and leaned down.

	“No, please, thank you,” Claude said to the crowd, raising his hand to silence them. “The Islands are indeed a feat of engineering. Using technology that is so new no one in the old world had perfected it yet, we have crafted fully functional, moveable, but anchored cities. Powered by wave technology and solar power, they are like giant luxury liners built for sustaining life for hundreds of years.”

	People began to whisper and lean in to one another.

	“That was my mission, based on Huck Truman’s fearless goal. While we let the Earth heal, while we let nature reclaim her health, we had to create a place for us to go. Certainly you are here for a reason. You were chosen. So, your value is high and we want to please you. This is not a temporary holding place while we figure out the next steps, no, these Islands are our permanent home.” The “p” punctuated against the microphone, a shriek of feedback squealed out. People covered their ears and Claude drew back, tapped the microphone, and then continued. “We wish we could have taken you there first, but they weren’t quite ready. Plus, we admit, we worried that they might have been accessible to outsiders had we led you there first. Therefore, it was imperative that the System was our first step. The Islands are our second.”

	Cass leaned in and whispered in Lucy’s ear, her breath warm, “Claude Salvant, the architect,” she said. “He wears his pride so well. You can’t even tell what he really believes.” Lucy turned to ask Cass what she meant, but Cass had pushed herself back into her chair.

	“Your first look,” Claude announced and a video started up behind him. Upbeat music, a female narrator; Lucy wondered if Huck had specifically sought out some documentary filmmaker for his propaganda production. Did he have a list of talents he refused to kill off? Neurosurgeons, experts in nanotechnology, his favorite barista?

	The camera zoomed in on the towers that they had all seen when they first entered, and then the narrator intoned:

	“The hub of the New World will be Kymberlin. The center of science, industry, and economy. It will act as the center of our new government: a central place for the Elektos board to meet, and a place where people of every Island can congregate for Founder’s Day or other joyous celebrations. Its dormitories are built both above and below the sea, connected by walkways to the central tower.”

	Someone from another pod shouted something indecipherable to the crowd. Jeers and laughter erupted around it, and Lucy watched as Huck motioned for guards to settle themselves in front of the offending area, their hands on their guns. Huck looked personally wounded that someone would interrupt the glorious video; he eyed them with contempt. 

	Lucy tugged on her father’s shirt and he leaned his ear in to her.

	“Founder’s Day?”

	Scott nodded.

	“Only bullies earn their support through fear,” she whispered and she looked up at the armed guards, who now stepped into the seating area, pacing among them. “He can’t stop them from saying those things. Not even with guns.”

	Scott put his hand on his daughter’s knee and looked at her for the first time since they had entered the Center. He leaned in for an awkward side-hug, his wordless response to her observation. She had always enjoyed being the little girl who leaped into her father’s arms, but her great protector and adviser had lost his stronghold in her heart. While freeing Grant had earned him credit, her father had recently retreated into a steady darkness. She had watched it happen; Ethan’s arrival, Teddy’s nightmarish evenings, and more and more evenings called away to the Elektos.

	“Dad?” Lucy said in a soft voice, while the video announced a future where the skills of the survivors would be put to use in various industries based on their innate talents. How they decided those talents was left unclear, but the video showed a clip of a little girl instructing her stuffed animals growing up to become a teacher in front of a class of engaged teens. So, the Islands would have schools? She had so many questions. “Is this going to be okay? The Islands?”

	A flicker of worry passed over her father’s face and then he smiled a half-smile.

	“Kiddo, the Islands will be great. They’re the best future we could ever offer you.”

	“You don’t believe that,” Lucy whispered, feeling suddenly emotional.

	“Yes. I do,” he replied in a firm whisper. “I really do. Your mother and I have always, since you were born, only wanted the best for you. And this is the best.” Then he turned back to the presentation, dropping his arms.

	Lucy looked to Grant, pleading, but he nodded back toward the video, and so she rested her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes. The woman droned on about the other Islands. Lucy barely processed their names; her head went fuzzy.

	“Neighboring the hub of Kymberlin, you will find St. Brenden, the cultural hub of our island fleet...”

	“This is strange,” Grant whispered. “Like really strange. I feel like I’m being sold a timeshare. Did your parents ever do that?” Lucy shook her head. “Man, my mom dragged me to four of those meetings, just for theater tickets or promises of a free dinner. Do you think we can choose where we live?” His voice squeaked a bit, like he was still in the throes of puberty, and then he cleared his throat. “It would be cool if we could.”

	“That’s not going to happen—”

	“Shhh,” someone shushed them from a few chairs down.

	Reprimanded, Lucy refocused on the screen.

	“...our specialized history and culture team will work diligently to rescue artifacts that we feel should be archived for the future.” The video showed pictures of great pieces of art and libraries full of books. “St. Brenden will be a place of cultural relevance and excitement. Journey here at any time to walk along the halls lined with artwork from the greats.”

	Paulina was the Island of agriculture. Aeacus housed animals, moved there surreptitiously before the Release, as well as the military. And there were four others, each with a central area and then long enclosed walkways above the water connecting it to the housing. Dotted up and down the Atlantic, the Islands were spaced out twenty or thirty miles apart, but still easily accessible from each other. The narrator had described traveling between the man-made structures as “Island hopping” with a knowing and scripted laugh.

	“Why not Cancun?” Grant joked.

	Cass ruffled Grant’s hair and leaned closer. “Science, my dear,” she replied and then she looked to Scott for affirmation. “And access.” She winked.

	The video ended and there was a smattering of applause. Claude stepped forward to the microphone and bowed his head slightly. “They are an achievement. They are amazing. And so, with that, we welcome you home.” He slipped backward to the edge of the stage and stood firm and straight. 

	Huck took the stage. He cleared his throat and looked out among the people he had recruited, those whose lives he was responsible for. He started to speak, but his voice broke, and so he bowed his head and lifted his hand to implicate he needed a moment to compose himself, and when his eyes rose to look out over the crowd, they shone with triumph. 

	“When we have left this place...this refuge in times of great war...when we sit and look out at the world and know that the generations that follow will reap the rewards of our sacrifice, then we can rest. Then we can look around and say, this is good. This is what we needed. This is the world we deserve.”

	There was a delay, but then the Center started clapping, and throughout the seating area, people began to rise. One by one they stood to their feet, saluting Huck with a standing ovation. Scott rose to Lucy’s right and then the man sitting next to him, but Lucy could not bring herself to join them. Maxine rose next, pulling Harper to her feet, still cuddling Teddy against her chest, his long legs dangling. Lucy crossed her arms and looked across the way to the group of dissenters from before; they too refused to stand—the effect was obvious: they were clearly survivors divided.

	After soaking in his praise, Huck motioned for the crowd to sit, and as they settled back into their seats, he directed their attention to the screen.

	“Each of you, in family units, will be told of your Island placement today. Thank you.”

	Behind Huck, the name Kymberlin popped up in bright letters and then there was a scroll of names, like the credits of a film. Halfway through, Lucy spotted their name “The King Family” and she squeezed Grant’s hand. Then she saw “The Salvant Family” and she reached back and clasped Cass’s hand, too. She did feel a twinge of excitement at the possibility of exploring this new place with her friends. She recognized the dichotomy of her emotions.

	“The Island of science, industry, and government, very exciting,” Lucy said to Grant, but she still felt compelled to smile at the thought of them breathing fresh air, having opportunities to travel, shop, and wander. And each time she found herself dreaming about the luxury, she tried to pull herself out of it, remind herself that it was not real. Not really.

	“I was kinda hoping to live at the one with the zoo,” Grant complained.

	“With the military?”

	“But the zoo.” He looked at her and winked.

	They watched as the other Islands were mentioned and families and groups were designated to specific places. Conversations started and stalled as people waited and discovered their names: friends lamenting separation, others celebrating with joyous hugs of relief. The names moved quickly and people began to stir.

	The slide show ended and some people stood to leave. But others began to call out, confused. Lucy saw as Hunter, together with his family, shouted toward the stage. She watched Hunter’s father point to the screen with agitation and concern. Then Huck stepped forward and calmed the masses by asking for them to settle down.

	“As Gordy mentioned,” Huck began, “there is a ninth Island yet-to-be-made. It’s in the final stages, but it’s unready for occupants. We would house you at the other Islands until it was time, but so much of our sustainable lifestyle rests in the comfort of knowing we won’t be pushed beyond our limits. We know how hard it is to wait. So, if your name appears on this next list, the list for Copia, then to supplement for the extra hardship, we will be asking for your input as we complete your housing. We want you to experience the ultimate luxury. Copia will be our crowning achievement.”

	The anger subsided and a few people crossed their arms and shook their heads, but most seemed pacified. 

	Huck smiled.

	“Yes, you deserve it. Please don’t think your utmost help has gone unnoticed.”

	The slide popped on and the names rolled.

	Then Lucy put a hand over her mouth and she stared dumbfounded.

	There, on the screen, was Grant’s name. Grant Trotter. 

	But it was her father who was unable to hide his disbelief, “No!” he said audibly and then he looked to Grant and then to Lucy and then back to the stage. “That’s not right. How could that be right?”

	“Copia?” Grant asked. He looked at Lucy and tried to hide his own shock and doubt. “The luxury island? Well, that can’t be too bad.”

	“Can you fix it, dad? Will Huck fix it?” Lucy asked. She made eye contact with Cass, who had gone quiet and pensive. “It shouldn’t be a hard switch. Grant could stay with us, until...”

	“Maybe I can request a zoo,” Grant offered weakly and he smiled, but his eyebrows were lifted with concern. “My own little zoo right off my penthouse suite.”

	“We’re not together,” Lucy said, turning to Grant. “We’re not together?”

	“Hey.” Grant leaned down and kissed the top part of Lucy’s head. “It’s not a big deal. I’ll request to transfer. And there’s travel between the Islands, right? Until we get it sorted out. We’ll make it work. Maybe you can come to Copia with me.”

	Lucy spun and looked at Cass, but Cass looked perplexed herself. “No transfers,” she said with sympathy. She stepped forward and dropped her voice. “You know how this works, Lucy—”

	“That’s ridiculous. Grant is part of my family now. We’re staying together. Someone will have to fix it,” Lucy said. She tried to suppress the panic rising in her voice. She had just got him back; they’d only had a short time together. It was fixable. Hadn’t her father earned that much? “Dad? Dad. Please—”

	When her father didn’t answer, she turned. It was only then that she noticed Scott had already taken off toward the stage, walking straight toward Huck, his hands clenched into fists by his side.  








CHAPTER SEVEN







Ethan sat on the edge of the bed. The prosthetic limb stretched out in front of him, a giant block of plastic and metal. He had no interest in getting up and walking around; his now unusual gait prevented him from feeling like the leg offered him a piece of himself back. Instead, it felt foreign, robotic. He pushed the plastic foot into the floor of the hospital room, and he felt the hydraulics bounce. It was heavy, cumbersome. The doctor had told him that it would take adjustment and therapy, but Ethan hadn’t said a word. Sometimes, especially when his mother came to visit, he wanted to speak; she was so relentless in her attempts to get him to talk. While she hadn’t quite slipped into bribery, he knew it was coming.

	He wasn’t doing it to spite them.

	There was simply nothing to say.

	He had not been entirely lucid when the men arrived, but he relived those ten minutes in snapshots. It was like he was trying to call forth a dream after waking: some things felt so real, other things seemed so strange. First, he could see Doctor Krause’s body falling in a heap beside the couch. One minute she was there, the next minute she was gone. Teddy was crying. And there was smoke. From there, he couldn’t quite recall what happened next. He woke up in an elevator; lights flickered like he was headed into a mineshaft. After that, nothing. Not a glimmer of memory until he awoke from grogginess and realized, with deep anger, that his leg had been violated again.

	What could he say?

	His friends were gone.

	And they had been right all along.

	He hung his head and wept for them, like he did so often during the silence of his afternoons—when the doctors and nurses didn’t bother to engage him, and his own mother seemed preoccupied with other tasks. Kicking the prosthetic against the ground, he hoped it would break, but it proved resilient, and Ethan abandoned the effort.

	The door creaked open and Ethan sat up. He wiped his tears and composed himself. When he finally turned around, he saw the black girl, the one his sister had brought with her on one of her visits, entering his room. Her hair was in braids and piled on the top of her head; she wore jeans and a bright green shirt that slipped off her shoulders. Ethan’s eyes lingered on her exposed collarbone for a second longer than he wanted them to. Under her arm, she had tucked a book, and when they made eye contact, she smiled and gave him a half-wave. She assessed him and examined his running nose and red eyes, but she didn’t look through him, like the others did. Her eyes were not pleading, not indifferent. Instead, they were intense, focused, determined, and soft. She was not here without a purpose, but she wanted him to know that she did not mean harm.

	Cass. He remembered. Cass.

	“Bonswa,” she said and took another step inside. “I’m Cassandra. Cass. But you remember me. I know that you are not much for speaking these days, so...don’t worry...you don’t have to say a word.”

	Ethan exhaled, unaware that he had been holding his breath.

	“Did you hear the alarm? I suppose they didn’t make you go, but you missed quite the show.” She scratched at her hairline and tapped her fingers against her arm. “We’ll all be moving soon. You and me? To Kymberlin. I must admit, I knew I was going there...my father built me my own house. An apartment, really, but it will be mine. That is the reality of my life...isn’t this the time I’m supposed to be exploring life on my own? I’m twenty-two. Ha! Not that much older than you, but here we are, right? My place is lovely, or so I hear. It’s right at the water. When I open my shades, I will look out into the sea hitting my window. I could have had an underwater view, but this felt right. Better. I’d worry too much about the darkness of the deep if I couldn’t see the sky. There’s something about the sea that is quite terrifying, right? Your family will have quite the place, too. Not like here...crowded into a tiny space. No, no. I imagine you will be well cared for once the move occurs.”

	She paused. Took several steps forward.

	Ethan hadn’t moved, but he watched her. Cass.

	“You wonder why I’m here. It’s strange?”

	He turned away.

	“I brought a book. Charles Baudelaire. Both in English and in French, which is lovely, isn’t it? It’s my father’s book, from his personal collection, and I’ve stolen it. May I sit?” she motioned to a chair in the corner. Ethan looked at the empty chair and then back at Cass. She smiled again and then walked over to the chair and sat.

	“I just thought,” Cass continued, “that you’d want some company.”

	Ethan looked down at the metal and plastic contraption hooked to his leg. He scooted himself back up on to his bed and then swung the prosthetic upward, where it landed with a plop. He stared at it, so unwieldy, and yet, if he were to cover himself with a blanket, it gave the illusion of wholeness.

	“No expectations,” she added. “It’s not that I like to hear myself talk. I don’t, certainly, but...”

	Cass stopped and looked at Ethan; he couldn’t tell what she was thinking, what she was trying to convey.

	“We could have a signal. If I get too annoying and if you just think I should go. I wouldn’t want to overstay my welcome. So, how about this...if you want me to go, just put your hand on your head like this.” She put her own hand on top of her braids. “Then, if you do that, I’ll just go.”

	She paused as if waiting for Ethan to confirm that he would comply. When he didn’t, she just continued on. Sitting back in the chair, she crossed a single leg over her other leg and set the book down in her lap. 

	“Well then. French poetry. I’m so sorry...it was the best I could do. I don’t like Baudelaire, myself. And it’s not because he’s too esoteric or too French, but really, I don’t agree with him. He believed mankind to be evil. Inherently. And I can’t bring myself to believe that yet. Not yet.” Cass paused and opened the book randomly, placing her finger over a poem and humming to herself. “I know what you’re thinking. It’s fine. I don’t see evil...I see sadness, anger, confusion, and...whether you want to believe this or not...good intentions. That doesn’t mean I have to go along with it. You either, for that matter.”

	She looked down and examined the chair, then stood up and dragged it across the floor to the bedside.

	“Better,” she announced. The green top slid further down her arm; Ethan looked away. She looked at the pages of her book and then started to read in French. Ethan watched her lips read the poem, listened to the sound of the language roll off her tongue. “Quand notre Coeur a fait une fois sa vendange vivre est un mal. C’est un secret de tous conmu, une douleur très simple et non mystèrieuse et, comme votre joie, èclante pour tous. Cessez doc de chercher, ô belle curieuse. Et, bien que votre voix soit douce, taisez-vous!”

	Cass stopped and put the book in her lap. She looked up at Ethan and laughed, her head rolling backward, her loud roar filled the room. “It’s a joke. You see?”

	She picked the book back up again and handed it over to Ethan, getting up off her chair long enough to point out the line she thought was so funny. “It ends with a line that says, and though your voice is sweet, be still. Which is funny because you’re not talking, and you’re already quiet and still. You see?”

	Ethan handed the book back, but not before scanning the English translation first: The secret all men know...to live is bad. An understatement, he thought. Somehow Cass had captured the moment with perfect precision, and he didn’t think for a minute that she had picked that poem randomly. She watched him read the words, and then placed her hand out for the book, but not before she grabbed her shirt and lifted it back up to just below her shoulder.

	“Maybe Baudelaire was a bad choice. He’s a bit too impenetrable for me.”

	Ethan turned his head away from her. His hand hovered at his side, and he was seconds from putting it on top of his head, just to get her to leave, so he could weep again without an audience. She was trying too hard to get through to him, but he didn’t want to reward her.

	“Let’s try this poem instead,” Cass said in a low voice, and she opened the book to a different page. Instead of reading it, she set the book down next to the bed, and then took Ethan’s hand and placed it on the open page. He wanted to pull away from the warmth of her touch; it was the first time in weeks someone had touched him with tenderness, not poking and prodding and taking his blood pressure. His mind went to Ainsley. Then his next thought was of Doctor Krause’s body and the smoke and the crying. He could not disconnect his memory from playing the disjointed scenes in a loop. Thinking of Ainsley had triggered it all and he pushed his eyes closed.

	But Cass’s hand stayed on his hand, lingering. So, he looked down and took the book.

	Taped over the page was a note.

	Without reading it, he looked up at his visitor, whose face stayed still.

	“Take your time,” she instructed.

	Ethan looked back down at the handwriting. He read it slowly.

	It read: “If you care and love Teddy, then you need to fight for him. By the end of the day he will be in Blair’s care. More later, when I can. Enchantè.”

	He looked at Cass when he was done. She leaned over the bed and took the book from him.

	“I see that poetry was a poor decision altogether. Next time, I’ll try to find something more engaging. A spy novel? What is it that you read?” she paused, as if he would answer her. “This is a touch embarrassing, but can I use your toilet? My pod isn’t far, but I have to make a stop on the way...may I?” She rose and pushed the chair back to its original spot and then waltzed, without waiting for an answer, into his private bathroom. The door shut and locked behind her; he heard her singing to herself, a deep hum.

	He couldn’t help finding her beautiful. And mysterious. At one point in his life that might have meant something, but it was no use. He could no longer recall Anna’s face with clarity. They were going to get married, he was certain of that. His parents were married before they had finished college; of course, while no one ever talked about it, he was there, too—his mother’s burgeoning stomach unable to hide beneath the empire waist of her white wedding dress. He had grown up with the knowledge that the timing of his arrival made life and early marriage a bit harder, but that didn’t mean it was a mistake. His parents were young, full of life, and they loved each other. That’s all he had ever really wanted. People judged him for his romantic notions, but Ethan knew his heart. Whether or not Anna was his soulmate was never a question; Anna gave him everything and he, in return, gave her everything. That was how he defined marriage; theirs would have been a good partnership.

	Ainsley was an act of hopefulness; a bet on the possibility of a happy future. 

	And maybe Cass had touched his hand with affection and asked him to trust her, so something stirred within Ethan, but there was still a voice of warning that reminded him that he was a stranger here, and while he may have been rescued, he was an enemy.

	It was futile to dream of a future.

	Cass’s message was ominous.

	He felt a twinge of resentment. Had she come in here and brought any other message, she would have been easy to ignore, but she had come with news of Teddy. He felt responsible for Teddy and connected to him; Teddy was the only thing tethering him to this world, and somehow Cass knew that, intuitively.

	Cass returned from his bathroom and set the book down on the nightstand near the hospital bed. She put her hands on her hips and gauged Ethan’s reactions once again, holding her gaze for longer than was comfortable and not hiding the fact, either.

	“I must go,” she said. “Should I come again? How about that spy novel? Or are you more of a science-fiction man?” She waved her hand, “Never mind. I’ll figure it out. Take care. And I’m just an elevator ride away if you need me. Or...maybe I’ll see you soon? Out of here? Well. Ethan King.”

	With that strange non-goodbye, Cass spun and exited, shutting the door behind her. He watched the space she had just left for a long time and wondered if she had been a dream, too. 

	After a few moments, he reached down and grabbed the Flowers for Evil book and flipped through its pages. It didn’t take him long to realize that the note she had left for him was gone.





CHAPTER EIGHT







Maxine opened the door to their apartment. Blair stood there, her long blonde hair pulled up into a cascading ponytail, her makeup touched up since the meeting a few hours earlier. Her lips were extra glossy—distractingly shiny. In her hands, she held a small wrapped gift, and when she saw Maxine, she waited, staring, until she was offered a chance to come inside.

	“Well. You were serious,” Maxine said. “Come on in. Come in.”

	Lucy and Grant rose as Blair entered. She shifted uncomfortably in the middle of the room and held the present against her stomach.

	“Hey,” Lucy said. She hadn’t talked to Blair since she had brought Frank to her and used him as a bargaining chip to earn some time with Grant. It had been a wasted effort. Blair had tried to kill her. That was the only piece of information that mattered.

	“Hello,” Blair answered formally. She looked back at Maxine. “I brought something for Teddy.”

	“I’ll get him,” Maxine said. She went into the boys’ room and came out holding Teddy’s hand. He looked up at Blair and then scurried behind Maxine, peering out and staring at the present in her hands.

	Blair crouched down to the ground and extended her gift. “This is for you,” she said. “Do you want to open it?”

	Teddy nodded, but he didn’t move.

	“Well, you’ll have to come out from there if you want to see what’s inside,” Blair said and she set the present down between them on the floor like she was training a puppy.

	Lucy wanted to scoop Teddy up and run away. She felt like screaming, “It’s a trap!” But even though everyone else in the room held their collective breaths, Teddy didn’t seem enticed by the package. He clutched Maxine’s hand tighter and ducked away from Blair’s eagerness.

	“Well, then,” Blair announced and she stood up, taking the gift with her. “You’ll just have to open it later.” She cleared her throat and looked between Maxine and Teddy, and then Lucy and Grant. “There will never be a good time to announce this, so...”

	“No,” Maxine interrupted. “You’ll need to leave.”

	“It’s not up for debate,” Blair said coldly.

	Maxine turned to Teddy and kissed him on the head. She directed him back to the room and instructed him to play. When the door was shut, she stalked over to Blair and stood in front of her—although Lucy’s mom was shorter, Blair seemed cowed by her presence.

	“Let’s get one thing clear. Your father killed that boy’s mother. And told my husband that he was our responsibility. So, he’s been my responsibility. When Ethan is out of the hospital, Ethan will continue to care for the child. And there is no way on God’s green earth that you can come in here and take him somewhere else. It’s monumentally unfair.” Maxine crossed her arms and peered upward. 

	“Unfair,” Blair repeated. “I can get the guards if this is going to be a problem.”

	“It is a problem,” Maxine said. “That boy does not belong to you.”

	“He doesn’t belong to you either,” Blair snapped with unadulterated petulance.

	Lucy watched the exchange and felt the intensity of her mother’s words. Yet, she knew, and she could see her mother knew it, too, that they were going to lose Teddy. She wanted to run to the door and barricade herself in front of it. How could Blair act like she cared about the boy when she wanted to uproot him again? How much displacement and fear could one little boy handle?

	“He’s scared,” Lucy said from the other side of the room.

	“Lucy, just stop,” her mother replied. Hurt, Lucy sat on the couch and Grant sat by her side. They had known Darla for only two days, and yet they felt her loss deeply in every part of them. Raising Teddy and keeping him safe was a way Lucy knew they could repay their debt to her. 

	“Get him. It will be painless, I promise. I’ve already prepared a room for him. He won’t have to share.” Blair added this last piece as if sharing a room with the other King children had been an extreme hardship for the boy.

	“I want to talk to your father,” Maxine demanded.

	“He’s busy with Island prep. The entire Board is meeting right now. But I’m sure your husband can get you some time to discuss this once we’re on Kymberlin,” Blair said and she made a move toward the bedroom door.

	“Don’t you dare,” Maxine snapped.

	“The child is mine. He’s more assuredly not yours. He’s been promised to me.”

	“Like a present?” Maxine was disgusted. “Your daddy doesn’t know what to get you, so he rips apart someone’s family and hands you their child like it fixes something? You are a cold, ruthless woman...”

	“I’m a cold, ruthless woman?” Blair stalked forward tentatively. “Go pop out another baby of your own.” She threw the threat outward and Maxine didn’t flinch. She kept going, “Or...better yet, why don’t you spend some time parenting the children you already have. Is your oldest son speaking yet?”

	“Get out of my house,” Maxine said with a steady voice. She said it with the same cadence as if she requested Blair return a book she had borrowed—forced ambivalence. “You have exactly ten seconds to leave my family alone.”

	“Fine,” Blair said. She flipped her head; her ponytail wagged. “I’ll get the guards. We’ll do this the hard way.” Still holding her wrapped gift, she spun back toward the door and began to rush her way out. Her head was high, but Lucy could tell that Blair had not anticipated a roadblock.

	“No!” Maxine shouted after her. When Blair didn’t stop, she yelled louder. “Don’t you dare bring guards into this. Stop. Now.” 

	Blair turned. The package in her hands shook.

	“Get me the boy,” Blair said.

	“Wait,” Maxine replied and she put her hand up. “There are things you should know. He wakes up with nightmares. And we’ve discovered that you can calm him down by singing Bob Denver songs.”

	“I don’t know any—”

	“Learn some,” Maxine said. She narrowed her eyes and put her hands on her hips. “He doesn’t like anything with tomatoes. The boxed lunches with the crackers are his favorite. He’s been sleeping with one of Harper’s dolls and I think you should take it with you...”

	“I have some toys for him,” Blair said, her voice getting weaker.

	“It’s not about toys. It’s about comfort and stability. This boy is fragile and scared...he’s not a damn pet.”

	“I’m not a monster.” Blair’s nostrils flared.

	“No.” Maxine ran her hand through her hair. “But you’re selfish enough to think that you can storm inside someone else’s life and not cause any damage. So,” she continued, “be kind to this child. He deserves every ounce of love you can give him and nothing less.”

	“Mom—” Lucy said again from the corner of the room. Her heart raced and her gut ached. She felt like she was going to throw up.

	Maxine turned and Lucy could see her mother was close to tears. She had a clear tell: she bit the fleshy part of her lower lip. But she would never let Blair see her cry; she would never give Blair the satisfaction of knowing how much it hurt. 

	“Lucy,” Maxine said, her voice steady. “Go bring Teddy to me.”

	“Mom,” Lucy breathed.

	“It’s done.”

	Lucy left Grant on the couch and walked into the bedroom where Teddy sat huddled under the covers. Harper giggled from the corner and the twins tossed pillows down off the bunk beds, obliterating targets left below.

	“We’re playing time machine,” Harper said.

	“I’m in the time machine!” Teddy called, his voice muffled from under the blankets.

	“Oh yeah?” Lucy asked and she glanced underneath. Teddy burst out into a laugh and squealed, pulling back down on the covers to bury himself again.

	“You can’t look when I’m in the time machine! You’ll ruin it!”

	She let the blanket fall. “Where are you going?”

	“To the future!” Harper exclaimed.

	Teddy crawled out from underneath. “Okay, I’m here! In the future! What can we do in the future?” he asked. “Fight bad guys?”

	Lucy swooped him up and held him tight. “You should absolutely fight bad guys in the future, little man,” she said. “Hey...come with me for a second, okay?”

	“Okay.” He rested his head on her shoulder.

	She walked back out into the main room. Maxine was waiting by the door. Blair extended her hand.

	“No,” Teddy said. “I don’t want to go.” Instantly he was trembling, and Maxine walked over and reached out to him and he slipped into her arms. She whispered in his ear and smoothed his wild hair. Teddy nodded, but he began to cry. She kept whispering soothing words, staring at Blair as she said them. And Blair looked on. “Okay. Okay,” he said. “Okay.”

	“Brave,” Maxine said audibly. Teddy nodded.

	She let him slide to the floor, and then she handed him Harper’s doll. He clutched it against his chest and stood mournfully in the center of the room.

	Blair reached down and took his hand. He inhaled and jutted his lower lip out. And Blair opened her mouth to say something and then changed her mind. Silently, she led him back out into the hallway, and Maxine shut the door slowly, careful not to let it slam behind them. Leaning against it, she buried her head in her hands and began to cry.

	Unsure of how to respond, Lucy hesitated and then she walked forward. “Mom? Mom?” When Maxine looked up, her eyes were red, and her nose was running.

	“I’m fine,” she said biting her lip. “God, I’m fine. I will be fine. But Teddy? I don’t know. It’s just...” she paused. “Lucy, Grant...just...let it be a lesson. Nothing in Huck’s world belongs to you. Not your possessions, not your home, and certainly not your dignity. Don’t ever let him trick you into thinking it does.”

	With that, she slipped past Lucy, walked into her own room, and slammed the door behind her.

	  

	 








CHAPTER NINE







Dean kicked the tire in frustration and let out a string of curse words. The rubber lay flat against the asphalt of Highway 12 and the rim had started to buckle. They had gone as far as they could with the flapping tire, but now the car was entirely out of commission. Cradling his foot and feeling foolish, Dean scanned the landscape. They were in the middle of nowhere, amidst the towering trees of the Clearwater National Forest: no houses, no other vehicles. Without any other options, they would be forced to walk. And they had done enough walking already. Their feet were blistered and sore; Ainsley had swapped shoes, but her heels were still freckled with swollen wounds.

	Without a hot air balloon at their disposal, they had made it out of Portland the next best way: they walked. At first it felt like a futile roundabout journey, and it took them days longer than they had anticipated. Getting across the river was the first challenge. From Portland, they went south, and found an untouched train bridge. Backtracking, they stuck close to the main thoroughfares and realized just how impassable the urban roads could be. Eventually they bypassed the majority of the wreckage, and just past the old Bridge of the Gods on Highway 84, they nabbed their first car. It was an empty mini-van with a full tank, the back seat full of Little League equipment.

	It ran out of gas before they crossed the border into Idaho, but they timed it just right and swapped it for a Cadillac sitting in someone’s driveway. When they went inside to look for the keys, they took the opportunity to raid the pantry as well. They acquired some fleece blankets, and a few new pieces of clothing. If the world outside had not been so empty and bleak, they would have appeared as any ordinary family on a cross-country excursion.

	Their original plan was to cut across the Idaho panhandle and go straight through to Montana. But blockages, floods, and other unforeseen issues stymied their plot; to top it off, road developers had not accommodated their desires, and they found their travel tedious as they twisted through Clearwater on a path to Missoula. 

	Darla couldn’t make the car go faster. She could not stop Ainsley’s sulking and Dean’s happy-go-lucky smirk, which he seemed to wear regardless of their situation. She could not navigate them closer to Nebraska, or make their food stretch for longer, or entertain the growing boredom. She could not make them feel the same level of intensity for getting to her son.

	And now the Cadillac had a flat.

	With progress stalled, everyone’s nerves were raw.

	“We’re not going to find another car for miles,” Dean said. “We’re up in the mountains, for Chrissakes.”

	“Days,” Darla said, her arms crossed. “We’re losing days...”

	“We’ll find something,” Ainsley contributed. She had sat down in the middle of the road and spread her legs out in front of her and began to stretch. Then she leaned backward against the road and stared up into the sky. “We’ll keep plugging along. Toward the people who tried to kill us.”

	“You don’t have to come with us,” Darla answered swiftly. Then she rolled her head over to look at Ainsley and dropped her tone, “Seriously.”

	“I don’t. But I’m going to.” Ainsley raised her eyebrows with a taunting flair. Then she mumbled, “It’s not the smartest decision we’ve ever made...but you’re not the only one who lost something, alright? Can you give me a break already?”

	Darla took a step toward Ainsley, who didn’t budge. 

	“Can we stop saying that? Losing my wife and my friends was hard enough, that’s true. And I’m sorry about your mom, Ainsley, I am. But this trip is about Teddy. Grant. Nothing more.”

	“Sure,” Ainsley replied with rancor. “Nothing more.” 

	“Wait...” Darla stopped mid-sentence and then pointed off into the hills, the rough direction of Nebraska. “You mean Ethan? You’re trekking across the barren landscape of rural America for a boy?” Darla asked.

	Ainsley shut her eyes and drew her mouth tight. She refused to answer as Darla snickered, and then turned back to the car. 

	“Come on, Dean. Let’s grab our things. We’re walking.”

	Ainsley sat up in a hurry.

	“That boy is the only friend I have left...in the whole entire world,” she yelled. “Maybe you think that’s stupid, but it’s true.”

	“Don’t you even tell me you were falling in love with him or I’m absolutely leaving you in the wilderness,” Darla shouted back, her head buried in the back seat of the Cadillac as she pulled out their collection of canned food, blankets, and the backpacks they’d nabbed from a school playground in Eastern Oregon before crossing the border. They were children’s bags; small and cartoonish, and they sat high on their backs.

	Darla slipped her slender legs back on to the pavement and crawled her way back out of the car, and she paused to look at Ainsley; scrunch-faced and sober, unmoving.

	“Ainsley,” Darla started. She swept her hair out of her face and then shot a look at Dean, who began putting provisions in the packs. “He was...is...a good kid. I like him, too. But we’re not going back for Ethan. Jesus, you know that, right?”

	“Why do you get to call all the shots?” Ainsley fired back. “Why are your needs the only ones that matter?”

	“Needs? You listen—” Darla started, but Dean cleared his throat in warning. She ignored him. “I’m on a mission and that mission does not involve Ethan King. Not even for a second. And that guy means a lot to me...you hear that, Ainsley? He means a lot to me. But my own kid means more. A helluva lot more. And if you think for one moment that I’d sacrifice saving Teddy for even a second more with Ethan...you’re out of your hormone-addled mind.”

	“Hey. Easy now,” Dean said, playing the diplomat. “Ethan’s not the bad guy here. You heard that boy talk. He thought the saints would come a’marching in, waving the flag of friendship. I know lots of things about boys, especially boys Ethan’s age, and I’ll tell you what, I bet he’s beating himself up every hour for not being able to stop that massacre.”

	“Sure,” Darla replied. She grabbed the small puppy backpack and slung it over her right shoulder. “I agree with you, Dean. Now let’s start walking.” She started trudging up the road, the luscious green of the forest a pristine backdrop. Dean followed, but then stopped. He looked back at Ainsley and called for her, but she stayed rooted to the road—the twenty-year-old girl acting out by demanding her space at the most inopportune time.

	“What if he needs us?” Ainsley called after them from the ground. She said it fast and flip, not even bothering to move.

	Darla took in a deep breath and started to respond, but then she turned away from Ainsley and kept on walking, keeping her eyes focused on the winding road and the river running parallel to them. A breeze blew through the trees; Darla sent up a silent prayer that an abandoned car would be waiting for them around the next bend: one void of decaying bodies and mechanical problems.

	“I’ll go talk to her,” Dean whispered and he started to walk back, but Darla grabbed his arm.

	“We’re all tired here. She’ll catch up when she wants to.”

	“You’re going to leave her lying there?”

	“Why not? You think a car is going to run her over?” Darla raised her eyebrows and Dean reluctantly acquiesced.

	“It doesn’t feel right just walking on and not at least trying to encourage her to come along,” Dean replied. “I’m the older, wiser voice...”

	Darla snorted. But she remained firm. “Keep walking, Dean. Ainsley’s an adult. We’ll be here when she wants to start acting like one.”







They were watchful. The animals were starting to make themselves known, and while most of the forest’s wildlife had steered clear, evidence that bears, cougars, and the less intimidating deer were thriving, not dying, became clear. It was the birds they noticed first. Right after the Release, it was hard to find birds in the sky—but now they were coming back, getting braver, picking at the rotting flesh of the bodies left behind.

	It was unexplainable, but they hypothesized that animals in the city had fared worse than their wild counterparts. With that in mind, they kept to the main roads and remained vigilant.

	Ainsley caught up to them after twenty minutes. She walked ten steps behind Darla, shuffling her feet, still in her torn jeans.

	Behind them, the sun dipped lower in the sky. It was going to get dark soon and they had no place to camp that felt safe and secure, so they trudged onward, winding around the larch trees, the mile markers, the hiking paths. 

	Dean had acquired a long, weathered piece of wood and was using it as a walking stick; he stopped and pointed down a side road that hugged the river. “I think we venture off the highway.”

	“How close were we to Montana when the tire blew?” Darla asked as she reached into her backpack to consult a map. She put her finger along Highway 12, assessing how it bifurcated the state and took them straight into Missoula. They’d find a car before that, though. Tiny towns dotted the landscape, and Darla estimated they had to be nearing one of them.

	“Close in a car or close on foot?” Dean clarified and then he shrugged. “Neither, really.”

	“Fine. Stick close to the Lochsa River.” She tucked the map back into her bag.

	“Come on, just a little bit to go, then,” Dean encouraged.

	They worked their way down off the highway, and a mile down a small road called Indian Grave Creek, they found what they were looking for: a tiny town, complete with a one-room storehouse and four or five houses situated along the river. A quick assessment of the store was shocking. The shelves had been cleared. There was not a stray grain of rice, a rotting apple or a crumpled candy-bar wrapper in sight. It had been picked clean. Even the gum stand next to the cash register was empty.

	“Well, that’s disappointing,” Ainsley said as she wandered the aisles, and then she opened up one of the freezers. Poking her head inside, she inhaled and made a face. “I think this has been cleaned, too.”

	“I’m done trying to figure out the basics of human behavior,” Darla replied, looking out the storefront window into the parking lot. No cars. “You can’t expect people to behave rationally or logically. As a matter of fact, expect chaos and crazies and you’ll never be disappointed.”

	“Should we check out the houses?” Dean asked, pointing off toward the nice river homes sitting off in the distance. “Sleep in a bed tonight?”

	Darla was quiet for a long time, and Ainsley and Dean watched her. Then she stepped out of the store and looked around. “No,” she called back inside. She walked back into the barren grocery and put her hand on an empty shelf. “I just can’t handle any discoveries...no gore, no bodies. I think we should get wood and make a fire in the parking lot, and sleep in the store if we get cold.”

	“I don’t mind doing the search—” Dean said, but then he caught a glimpse of Darla’s exhaustion, the deep pockets forming under her eyes, her shoulders slumped as he suggested it. “Yeah, kid. Sure. Parking lot.”

	“Get ready for some beans and barbeque-sauce,” Ainsley added in a dry, even voice. “It’s a party.”







The fire had died down to the coals, glowing red embers. Dean had popped the can of beans directly into the fire, perched on a bed of intricately placed sticks. They ate greedily, shoving dinner into their mouths with silent gusto. And when they were done, they spread themselves out on the wooden porch and sat with their backs against the wood paneled storefront. A wind blew in and it was cold; summer was still a few weeks off, so the late spring offered little respite from the elements once the sun dropped below the horizon.

	Ainsley pulled out her Leaves of Grass book and thumbed through the pages. She tilted it upward so the words were visible by the firelight. After a moment, she held the book to her chest and watched the flames lick at their collected pile of sticks and shrubbery.

	“This is taking too long,” Darla said to herself. She let her head collapse into her tucked-up knees. She mumbled, “First thing in the morning, a car. Then...no rest until Nebraska.”

	“That was the original plan,” Dean reminded her. “We’re getting there.”

	Ainsley sniffed. “I bet they have real food. Pizza. Donuts.”

	Dean shifted his attention, “Where? In Nebraska?”

	“Yeah,” Ainsley breathed airily. “Nebraska.” She smiled. “I’m going to dream of pizza.” She stretched her arms and stood up, yawning deeply, with a little squeal at the end, and then she wrapped her arms around her body she shivered. “Was there a bathroom inside?”

	“Nope,” Darla replied. “Twenty feet to the shrubs over there...”

	Ainsley turned and pivoted and bounced down the steps, she lowered her head and began to wander away from the fire and the moonlight. Watching her disappear into the brush, Darla took her own cue and stood up.

	“I’m turning in, Dean,” she said. When Dean didn’t reply she looked over and found him nodding off, his head bobbing like a cork in the water. 

	From beyond the parking lot, Darla heard the snapping of twigs and the rustle of the brush. She was about to call out to Ainsley and tell her not to wander too far, but she paused. The sounds of a scuffle grew louder. And then she heard the scream.

	Darla jumped, the hairs on her arm stood on end, and her heart began to race. Ainsley was screaming—loud and shrill, a solid cry for help. Then her shriek turned muffled, and slid further away, and the forest went quiet. It all happened so fast that Darla hadn’t even made her way off the porch. Dean heard it too and was up on his feet, reaching for his gun. 

	But before either of them could react, Darla felt her body seize. Every muscle tensed and went into shock, and Darla fell straight over, hitting her head against the railing. A splitting pain traveled from her temple to her jaw.

	Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Dean fall as well, his body vibrating against the wood, his mouth tight and rigid. His eyes rolled back in his head and she tried to scream, but her lungs wouldn’t take in or expel air. 

	When she was able to finally focus, Darla saw the black mask, and the green cylindrical filter. The eyes behind the filmy lenses were bright blue and wild: full of raw fear. Hands, covered in elbow-high gloves, reached out and patted her body. They discovered the gun and flung it out into the dirt. Her body started to correct itself and find its way back to normalcy, and she gasped for a breath, the pins and needles floated down her extremities. Darla took her wobbly arm and reached up at the face, but the masked person grabbed her arm and hoisted her upward and began to drag her down toward the fire. She thudded down the steps, her whole body hitting the wooden boards in turn.

	Then Darla’s body drifted over Ainsley’s book, and she tried to reach for it, but her hands wouldn’t obey her brain’s commands. Stopping, the figure noticed Darla’s failed attempt and bent down and picked up the Walt Whitman. The person examined the outside cover briefly, and then tossed the book on to their fire where the small flames licked greedily at the thin pages, black tendrils of smoke filtered upward as the pages singed.

	“No,” Darla breathed, but it sounded like a wheeze. “No.”

	Without reply, the figure took a free hand and leaned down; something cold and metal jabbed into her neck and she thrashed wildly against it.

	The stun gun incapacitated her again.








CHAPTER TEN







Darla’s limbs were shaking, and her heart beat rapidly inside her chest. She tried to process her surroundings in quick bursts as the Hazmat-suited kidnappers edged around her vision in their bright yellow and protruding gas masks. On the floor beside her, Ainsley curled up into a ball, unmoving, and behind them was Dean, his breathing ragged. The Taser-wielding people, one man and one woman from the looks of it, hovered above them, inspecting their victims with noiseless curiosity. Dean, Darla, and Ainsley were cornered, and an escape was out of the question.

	The room was lit with candles, glowing and flickering against the wall, casting long shadows that crawled up to the ceiling. Upstairs a floorboard creaked; they were not alone.

	“Who are you?” Darla asked. “What did we do to you?”

	The two faces turned to each other in slow motion, their gas masks almost touching. 

	“We have no interest in your supplies,” Dean said. “We didn’t come to rob you. We are in a hurry...we are on a journey...this has nothing to do with you.”

	The masks turned back to them. Like robots: turn, watch, turn again. The still quality of their voiceless command created an eerie discomfort. Like Scrooge’s ghost of Christmas future, they condemned them wordlessly.

	“Let us go.” She had not held out hope that they would suddenly shrug and point to the door, but Darla couldn’t think of anything else to say.

	“Let us go get our stuff,” Ainsley muttered, still curled up into a ball. She stretched her legs and grimaced. “Please?” Her voice cracked and she put her hands together to plead. “My book.”

	“Oh, sweetie,” Darla moaned. 

	“No,” came the swift reply. “No—”

	“I doubt these guys care much about Whitman,” Darla said. “Or decency. Kindness.”

	“No!” Ainsley continue to scream, her voice rattling in the back of her throat.

	“Damn,” Dean whispered. He turned to Darla, “Who are we supposed to be afraid of?”

	When Ainsley looked up, her face was streaked with tears, and her chest heaved as she began to get more worked up, fury flashing across her features. She stood in a quick blur of limbs, her hands in fists at her side, and she launched herself at the suits, landing soft blows into their chests and arms. 

	“You burned my book?” Ainsley cried. “You burned my book!” Her lips curled into a snarl. “Do you know what that book meant to me?”

	The bigger person lifted a hand and drew up the stun gun, but Darla scrambled upward and grabbed the person’s wrists, diverting the attack. With his free hand, the man knocked Ainsley to the floor, and she hit her head on the carpet with a hollow thunk.

	Still in a battle for the man’s stun gun, Darla felt her body seize again and fall to the floor, but this time the buzz was short-lived. She screamed in frustration and pounded an angry fist against the floor.

	“Who are you?” Darla yelled. “We don’t care about you or your life here. You’ve caused more hurt to us than we have to you. We are peaceful people...”

	“Is that so?” said a voice from beyond the shadows. From the floor, Darla couldn’t place where the sound was coming from. It was muffled: deep and breathy. “You attacked my children? And yet you say you mean us no harm?”

	“Your children attacked us first,” Darla replied, scanning the room in an attempt to place the disembodied voice.

	“You were armed.”

	“Yeah, and with good reason apparently,” she continued. “My right to carry a gun does not mean I plan to shoot innocent people.”

	“Ah,” the man replied from the shadows with a shade of impertinence. “You don’t intend to shoot people with your gun? Wasn’t that always the argument? Moot now, though, I think.”

	“I didn’t say it wasn’t for people. I said it wasn’t for you,” Darla replied. Her whole body ached. Ainsley had pushed herself against the wall, and drawn her knees up to her chest; she rested her chin and let her arms dangle. Her nose was bleeding, but she didn’t make a move to stop the slow roll of blood, and it dripped on to her pants, creating a polka-dot pattern against the denim.

	Dean scooted himself forward and put his hands up in surrender. “We don’t care what you’re doing here. We don’t care, okay? We are on our way somewhere and time is of the essence.”

	“We hear you,” the voice replied. “You’re not prisoners here. We have no ill will toward you, honest, but we’re not going to let you go until we have some answers. There aren’t many people left, you see. So it’s important to ascertain what kind of people you are. Where did you come from? Why are you alive? You wanted us to trust you, bring you into our home with open arms? And yet you’re sitting out there with guns. Where did you come from, and who do you work for? These are the things we must find out...are you aware of what the world looks like out there?”

	“They’re cannibals,” Ainsley whispered from the corner. “They’re going to eat us.”

	“We have no interest in eating you,” the man answered and he laughed. It was a shallow, swallowed laugh. “No, sweet girl,” Ainsley made a face at him, “until we know if you’re safe, we plan to stay very afraid of you.”

	“Afraid of us?” Darla tried to peer forward, but she couldn’t see anything. “What are you talking about?”

	“We’re alive because we’ve used precautions and we’ve stayed safe. Maybe you’re here to kill us. Maybe you just will kill us...there is so much we don’t know about the virus.”

	“That’s ridiculous.” Darla couldn’t help but laugh. “You think we’re contagious? Is that the get-up?”

	“Maybe you had poison gas with you,” the voice said. “We now know you don’t, so we’ll shed the protective layer, but what if you had? We don’t know who you are...who you work for...what you could do to us.”

	“We didn’t strike first.” Darla scratched the top of her head. She couldn’t help but roll her eyes.

	The man moved from the shadow to the light. He was in his late fifties with dark hair and male pattern baldness that left a halo of hair outlining his head and nothing more. His goatee was fully gray, and he wore a pair of thin wire-framed glasses. There was nothing scary or monstrous about his appearance. 

	“Wait, wait. You think we are part of the group responsible for the virus?” Dean asked.

	“Why are you alive?” The man turned to Darla. His question wasn’t accusatory, only prodding. The suited attackers stayed quietly in front of them. Darla could smell their fear and exhaustion.

	“Because I got lucky,” she said in a quiet voice. “Because I was in the right place at the right time.”

	“And you?” He looked at Ainsley.

	“Because I got unlucky,” she said. And she wiped her nose, the blood smearing across her cheek.

	“And you...” he looked to Dean.

	“By the grace of God,” Dean answered. 

	“I see,” the man answered. Then he added, “Well, I’m alive because I’ve been preparing for this day for a long time. And I’m cautious, protective, and resilient. I’m alive because I don’t extend a gracious welcome to everyone who camps out on my property, or says that they can be trusted blindly. I’m alive because this house is my sanctuary.” He paused. “Perhaps you want a tour?” When Darla didn’t answer, the man made a small hum. He turned to his kids and cleared his throat. “Shed the suits. Then tie them up and bring them along. We’ll show them the house, and then we’ll have dinner.”







Lou Hales, his twin son and daughter Lyle and Lindsey, and his wife Cricket led their prisoners throughout their barricaded home with swollen pride. Candles burned and flickered on the inside, but to anyone on the outside, the house would remain dark and vacant. Every window and door and crawlspace was outfitted with an alarm and a booby-trap. Every room had been turned into an apocalypse prepper’s dream: the house had water, food, clothes, weapons, backpacks equipped with battery-operated lights, an indoor garden, and a laundry room.

	Before the virus was unleashed upon the unsuspecting world, Lou had anticipated a global collapse. His obsession alienated him from his colleagues and peers, and slowly began to grate on his neighbors as well. He had a bomb shelter in the backyard, a locked shed full of supplies, and a library of books that covered home remedies, botany, and alternate power. It was all he could talk about, all he thought about. And soon those closest to him discounted him as crazy, openly mocking his hidden shipping containers filled with canned goods. Until everyone realized Lou had been right all along. By then, it was too late.

	“Our plan was Vegas,” he said, his voice still muffled. “Hoover Dam can run for years without humans. Did you know that?”

	Darla couldn’t muster genuine excitement.

	“Who would imagine that Sin City would become a Mecca for travelers in a post-apocalyptic world? Of course, the stench. All those people dead in the casinos, it would be a prime breeding ground for disease. A cesspool right now is what I’m imagining. Of course, away from the Vegas Strip might be enticing, but I don’t know. Isolation is the key. And if you stay isolated, they won’t get you.” Lou talked fast and quick, eager to share his knowledge.

	“Oh yeah?” Dean questioned, shuffling along. “Who wouldn’t get you?”

	“I’ve called them the Sweepers. Don’t know who they are or where they are coming from, but they’ve been hitting cities, suburbs.”

	“How do you know?” Darla asked. She slid through the hallway lined with framed pictures of her attackers unmasked. Lou and Cricket’s wedding day: he wore a powder blue tuxedo and the lace on her dress stopped just below her chin and fell shapelessly around her body. They grinned widely. Cricket’s bouquet was mostly baby’s breath with a few red roses. Darla hesitated for a moment before feeling a push against her back, the hand of Lyle prodding her forward.

	“There was an AM radio channel some man was broadcasting on a couple of weeks ago,” Lou said. He stopped and turned back to the group, put his hand against the wall and leaned his weight against it. “Figured it was some East Coast locale from the sound of him. He was out and about a bit during the day and the night, then just reading his events out there into the ether like a diary.”

	“Spooky,” Ainsley replied. “He didn’t think anyone was listening?”

	“Soldiers,” Lou continued, ignoring her, “were coming into his city and trying to flush people out.”

	“How?” Dean asked.

	“Fires, mostly. They’re letting entire cities burn. This guy was broadcasting when they got him. Yelling and then gunshots, and after that? No radio. It was like there had been an oversight and this guy found it, then they swooped in and cleaned up the mess.”

	“Any others?” Darla saw a picture of the twins in high school. Baggy jeans and flannel shirts; Lindsey had thick blonde hair and curled bangs. The brother-sister duo posed with their backs together and their arms crossed, pure joy evident on their faces. These adult children had been silent from the moment they had nabbed them off the store porch. Their family pictures told a story of typical middle-class life in a mountain town: pictures with matching denim shirts; Lindsey on a volleyball team; Lyle playing football.

	“No. He thought he was the only one left until the Sweepers came through. We thought we were the only ones left, too, until we heard his voice.” 

	“You think we’re Sweepers? You think we discovered your little hideout and came to flush you out?” Darla asked.

	Lou narrowed his eyes. “Where were you headed?”

	She stared, unblinking, in the dark.

	“Exactly,” Lou continued. “Secrets mean I can’t trust you. So, until you’re willing to divulge your plan...you’re a potential threat to me and my family.”

	“You seen anyone else?” Dean asked, changing the subject.

	“The diary boy, from the radio, he had seen others. A family on their way south. Mom, dad, baby. All alive. He had hope of following them, but...” Lou’s nostrils flared.

	“He asked about you,” Darla said.

	“No,” he answered after a beat. Lyle shifted behind her and Cricket looked to the floor. It felt like the air had been sucked out of the hallway; everyone remained rooted to their places, trying to remember their lines.

	“Right.” Darla was unconvinced.

	“Well, then, we both have secrets,” Lou answered. “What, exactly, am I supposed to think about you? Gun-toting survivors in a hurry in an empty world? You didn’t know anyone else was alive, but you have somewhere to go?” He narrowed his eyes. “You think I’m stupid,” he whispered.

	Darla wanted to concede that he had a point. It was the way Lou’s voice trembled as he spoke to her, or how he couldn’t hold eye contact for longer than a second that made her realize that this family feared them in a powerful and visceral way.

	“You don’t make any sense,” Darla whispered back. “Let us go. I’m asking you as a fellow human being.”

	“No,” Lou replied. “Not yet.”

	With a burst of anger, she pounded the wall with her fist, dark hair from her bun came loose and tumbled into her face, and she wiped her hand across her eyes. A picture tilted and then threatened to drop, and Lindsey scooched past her brother to put it back into place.

	“Tomorrow morning, we would have packed up and left,” Darla said. Everyone had paused. They stared at her like she was a bomb about to go off. “No harm to you and this little system you have going for yourself. If we’re so dangerous, why not just kill us? If you thought we were Sweepers, or whatever you want to call them...and I get that, I get making up arbitrary names for things and attaching meaning to them...”

	“She was a Raider,” Ainsley added with a nod. 

	“Yeah,” Darla replied. “Thank you, Ainsley.” Then she turned squarely toward Lou and took a tentative step forward. “A Raider, right. No, I wanted to feel important. Like I had a purpose in all of this. It wasn’t just looting, it wasn’t just trying to trade what I had for what I needed...it was a job. It gave me fewer hours in the day to dwell on all my losses. But you have to understand something... I’m sure you are well intentioned, but if you think you can get people to tell you what’s going on out there by coercion, and then things will be better, they won’t. You’re just someone else who has hurt us.”

	“You’ve suffered a lot,” the man stated. He brought up his hand and adjusted his mask.

	“Lou, you’re nothing but a roadblock to me.”

	“And you are potentially dangerous to me.”

	“Yeah,” Darla nodded. “If you don’t untie us, put your weapons away, and let us walk outside of this home tomorrow morning, then there’s no potential about it. I will be dangerous. Count on it.”







Cricket made rabbit and mashed potatoes and gravy. The whole kitchen smelled gamey and sweet; the prospect of a warm meal usurped their anger and exhaustion. It was difficult to be simultaneously angry and grateful. Darla picked at the white rabbit meat with a plastic fork and, despite the rope around her ankles and her pounding headache, she devoured every bit of the food provided to her. The Hales sat and watched; Cricket sat like a pleased housewife oohing and aahing over every enjoyed bite.

	“You’re not afraid of the rabbit being contaminated?” Dean asked as he took another bite, a small fluffy white piece of mashed potato stayed in the corner of his mouth. “One bite of rabbit and then,” he made a noise and drew his finger over his neck.

	“Oh,” Cricket smiled. “These aren’t wild rabbits. We’re breeding them for meat in the basement.”

	Ainsley choked a bit and then set her fork down against the side of her plate. She pushed the plate away. “A family slaughterhouse? No, thank you.”

	Darla shrugged and reached her fork over to Ainsley’s piece and jabbed the prongs into the meat. Then she transferred the rabbit over to her own plate and began to pick out the juiciest pieces. “Makes no difference to me.”

	“It’s quick and I bleed them out and then cook them immediately,” Cricket said. “The rabbits were always one of our major protein plans.”

	“You just...planned? For the end of the world?” Ainsley asked as she pushed around her remaining potatoes around her plate. “What kind of life is that?”

	“Well, that’s the answer, isn’t it?” Lou replied with a smile. “We’re alive.”

	“You’re alive because you’re immune. You’re well-fed because you planned,” Darla interrupted with her mouth full. “Tell me about the day the virus hit. I wanna hear your story. Did you get a little bit excited and exhilarated when you heard the news? ‘Hey mom, guess what? We can finally breed rabbits in the basement like we always wanted to.’” She crossed her arms over her chest and leaned back in her chair. When no one started talking, Darla motioned for someone to start. “I’m serious.”

	Lyle cleared his throat. He looked to his dad for a second and then began to speak. It was the first time any of them had heard the man talk and his voice was deep, brutish, monotone.

	“Linz and I work in the Palouse together and we got the call from our mom that something bad was happening. By then, we knew it was true...we’re in a college town after all, so there were just these kids everywhere, panicking.”

	Lindsey took over. Even in the dark her hair glowed bright and white as the candles flickered. She had chopped it off into a pixie cut, and it only enhanced her fragile features—a tiny nose, thin cheekbones. The woman’s voice was soft and smooth—the opposite of Lyle—but everything about her seemed androgynous. She had a boyish build, absent of curves, and her slim t-shirt exposed the outline of her collarbone and then fell straight down against her flat chest. Where her brother was large, she was slim; where he was lumbering, she was delicate. 

	Darla was fairly certain it was Lindsey who had zapped her outside by the fire and dragged her body down the steps. She felt a burning desire to just slap her across her thin face; just a quick act of violence as a reply to the stun gun. It wasn’t that she wanted to hurt her, only surprise her, and make her cry. She hated feeling that way. Hated that she could see how afraid they were and still wish them harm. In any other situation, she would have bent over backward to help the Hales feel confident and comfortable, but not this time. Not now. Darla lowered her head and listened to Lindsey tell her story without watching. 

	“We got out before any major traffic blocked the roads up there. Growing up, I thought my parents were out-of-their minds crazy for their stockpiles. But look at us now, look at where it got us. I’m not saying it saved us, but it’s been easier to deal with,” Lindsey said, but her voice was timid, unsure, like a child’s.

	Lou reached out his hand to his wife and she took it and gave his fingers a little squeeze. Then he turned to his kids, “Our turn for dinner. Take them to the basement. Give them the cots. The girls in one room, the man in the other.”

	Lindsey and Lyle nodded in unison.

	“There’s no way you’re keeping us here,” Darla pushed her plate away. As she said it, she realized her hands felt heavy and her head groggy. The room tumbled around her—the walls marching toward her, bulging outward. She closed her eyes and kept spinning. “Shit,” she mumbled. “Should have seen that coming.”

	“Just a small opiate, darling,” Cricket said in a chipper voice. “You’ll sleep well, that’s all.”

	“You drugged us?” Ainsley asked. Her words, too, were starting to slur; she put her hand out in front of her and then let it fall to the table with a heavy thud.

	“The Sweepers are coming. They will not rest until they’ve destroyed all life. I don’t know who you are or why you’re alive,” Lou said in a whisper. “But I intend to find out. I need to find out. For my family...for our survival.”

	“This is not the way,” Darla replied, her eyes drooping.

	“I’m content with my way. Safety is my concern—”

	“No,” Darla added forcefully. “If safety was your concern, you’d have let us pass by. You wouldn’t have even let us inside your house. So, what’s your game, Lou? Why are we really here?” The orange and yellow glow of the room ebbed and flowed; Lou’s face fell in and out of the shadows, his eyes steady on his visitors, his brow furrowed.

	“Please. Please understand. My family has stayed alive until now. I need information,” Lou said. “Tell me what you know and you are free to leave.” Then he pointed at his children. “Get them downstairs and out of sight. Double and triple check your locks.” The drugs had started to make her dizzy, but she thought she heard him add, “I don’t want it to be like last time.”







The basement rooms were cold and smelled of mold and dirt. Dean had been relegated to the room that also housed the rabbits, and they heard his muffled complaints about the smell from down the hall. Soon, however, his complaints died away and thick snores emanated from beyond the wall. Ainsley and Darla were given a flashlight to share, a bucket, and some blankets. As Lindsey shut the door to leave, Darla wedged her foot between the door and the frame, and shouldered her way forward. She fought against the growing throb of drunkenness consuming her.

	“You know this isn’t right,” Darla said to her. “You’re a grown-ass woman. You can let us go.”

	Lindsey held the Taser forward and took a step from the door, her hand on the knob. “Please...I know...”

	“Look at me,” Darla whispered. “I have a son.”

	“It’s not up to me,” she whispered back. “He’s scared. Paranoid. He thinks you know things—”

	“A son,” Darla continued. “Teddy.” His name sounded strange on her tongue. “Theodore,” she tried again. “He’s been kidnapped.”

	“Oh, God.” Lindsey held the Taser out and raised her eyebrows. “Kidnapped. See? You have secrets.”

	“We all have secrets.”

	“I can’t help my father be unafraid.”

	“I want to see my son!” Darla pushed harder on the door and Lindsey backed up and let her hand slide to her side. The door opened fully, exposing a dark hallway with faded wallpaper decorated with tiny roses. The woman balked, afraid, and then opened her mouth to yell, but stopped.

	Ainsley slipped from the shadows and clicked on the flashlight. The drug-induced sleep had not consumed her yet. She scanned the assembled detritus: an old oak desk, a dusty dollhouse, a large xylophone. Taking one of wooden mallets, Ainsley hit the bar and a dull tone reverberated through the room. She looked up at Darla and Lindsey in the doorway. Then she turned and pounded out a clunky version of chopsticks.

	“I was kept alive against my will once before” Ainsley offered as she hit the keys.  “And now I’m being kept in a very strange basement against my will. If there were more people alive, I finally would be able to effectively play that two truths and a lie game.” Her own joke made her giggle, and she put a hand up over her mouth and tried to contain it.

	“I’m sorry,” Lindsey said. She lowered her voice to a whisper and stepped one step closer. “I can’t help you.” She trembled and brandished the Taser. “You don’t understand...even if I could help you...” she stopped and clamped her mouth shut.

	“My son,” Darla said again, her mouth numb. “I need my son.”

	“Step back.”

	“You can help us...”

	“I can’t.”

	Then Darla couldn’t say anymore. The world went blurry and she stumbled backward, and Lindsey seized the moment to slam the door and lock it. As Darla fell to the floor with Ainsley’s giggles in the background, she saw Teddy’s face and reached out to touch his rosy cheeks, but felt only drafty air before the darkness engulfed her.









































CHAPTER ELEVEN







Cass waltzed in with the same energy and flair as before, this time holding a leather-bound journal and a small package of chocolates. She tossed the book to the foot of the bed where Ethan was resting, and then pulled up the empty chair from under the Manhattan skyline print and dragged it to his side. She plopped down, crossed her legs, and leaned back, balancing the chocolates on her knee.

	“I returned,” she said. “Five visits now. And per your unspoken request, I’ve brought you a journal. You’re welcome.” She fidgeted with the edge of a black-tiered skirt; a long string dangled from a fraying edge and she yanked it free and then wrapped the string around her finger, tightening it across her skin. “Every time I come back, you look surprised. Are you surprised?”

	Ethan smiled. He shook his head. He wondered how his voice would sound if he spoke to her. Would it be rough and gravelly; would it be weak? Could your voice atrophy from underuse? He had tried to speak a few times in the isolation of his room. Tried to open his mouth and form the words he wanted to say, but it wasn’t that he was willfully quiet; he could not find his voice amidst the turmoil of his heart.

	Each time Cass floated into his tiny room, he wanted to tell her that he looked forward to her random visits. She never presumed he would talk, and it was refreshing to know that her expectations were low. When his mom visited, she yelled at him and fretted, getting more agitated that he refused to listen to his physical therapist or try to leave the room. His last visit had gone predictably awful when she divulged that Cass’s announcement had come true: Teddy was no longer in her care. 

	“Chocolates?” Cass asked and opened up the package. “Stolen chocolates. Contraband. They taste better.”

	He put his hand out and waited until she placed an unwrapped morsel in his palm. Popping it into his mouth, he tried to savor, but his excitement got the best of him and he started to chew the chunk until it melted away on his tongue.

	“I can’t be long today. I have to pack. It’s not much, of course, but moving day is soon and I want to be prepared.” She said this with a mouth of chocolate. Ethan watched the way she moved the small piece around her mouth as she spoke. “You’ll be moving with your family. I happen to be privy to your housing arrangement and you’re living with your parents for a bit. No more hospital stays for you on Kymberlin. You should—and I apologize for interfering—try out the leg more.” 

	He shook his head and looked at it sitting up against the wall. He’d given it a shot. When he walked around the strap gave him rashes and blisters against his thigh; it wasn’t worth it.

	“You’re a stubborn one,” she said with a smile.

	He shrugged.

	“Your sister doesn’t know we are meeting.”

	Ethan turned and looked straight at her.

	“Should I tell her?”

	He shrugged slowly and tried to look confused. How does one convey without words that they genuinely don’t know the right thing to do? Cass helped him feel better because she told him stories of Haiti and long torrid tales of ex-boyfriends gone wrong. She flounced around the room, arranging flowers and spending time with him as if she enjoyed every second. And when they spoke of Teddy, she would touch him, slightly, on the wrist, and tell him that she would do everything she could to help him get Teddy back. Maybe the talking about saving Teddy was an excuse to spend time together—he had thought of that, of course. But it was this tidy conspiratorial relationship that kept him from the edge of a deep cavernous abyss.

	Cass had never done anything to wrong him. She had never tried to pretend that this place was something it wasn’t. She had allowed him all his eye-rolls and disturbed faces and frustrated sighs without judgment.

	Sometimes, she made him feel whole again.

	And not in a way that felt like a betrayal to anyone.

	“Lucy is my friend. And I’m not a person who enjoys keeping secrets,” she said. “I’ll honor your privacy if that’s what you wish...but you should know...Lucy will feel sad when she finds out that you and I...” she trailed off and then smiled. “Became friends. Is that what this is? Are we friends?”

	Ethan looked right at her and nodded. 

	“A strange friendship this is,” she laughed. “The architect’s daughter and the mute.”

	He wanted to ask her if those were the best ways to define themselves, but of course he couldn’t. Even though his chest hurt from wanting to say something, anything, back to her, he physically didn’t know how to form the sounds.

	She laughed and hit at his good leg playfully. 

	“No, that’s not right. Let’s see...the social butterfly and the tentative newcomer.” She clasped her hands together. “Better?” It was as if she read his mind.

	He nodded.

	“Or the dark-skinned beauty and the survivor. That’s a more mysterious one. I like it.” She popped another chocolate into her mouth and unwrapped one for him. “More?” He nodded and put out his hand, but she stood up and bypassed his hand and placed it right in his mouth, the heat from her body tangible. He shut his mouth as she pulled back her fingers.

	Five visits.

	Each time a bit more intimate, friendlier, more familiar. And while his brain had sometimes drifted to her in idle moments, he never thought of her in a romantic way with any sort of conviction or regularity. Cass promised him Teddy—he was the tie that bound them together. As her visits ended, she would write him small notes to confirm that they were united in reuniting him with the boy. While the task seemed larger than their capabilities, Cass remained undaunted. 

	“I have to go soon, just a small trip today. But I wanted to tell you I saw Teddy yesterday with Blair.”

	He stiffened.

	“She cares for him...she is trying. You should know that.”

	He looked at the Manhattan picture. She shifted in her seat. He felt something inside of him, something firm, slipping away.

	“She’s beautiful. Blair,” Cass said to him. “You could love her you know. Easily. That would solve it. She’s older than you, but that’s not an issue. If you loved her, she would let you. She’s hungry for it. And then that’s solved. A perfect family.”

	He narrowed his eyes. Tightened his jaw. It felt like a game. He reached out and motioned for Cass’s hand. She gave it to him. Her skin was warm. Taking his pointer finger, he just traced two letters into her palm. One word. No.

	“Well, it was worth a suggestion. I’m skilled in the art of love. If you change your mind, I could help you.”

	Still holding her hand he traced another word into her skin. Stop. 

	“I don’t know how to get him back,” she admitted in near whisper. “But I want to. For you. I want to give everyone what they hope for most in life. That’s not so bad, is it? Until people realize that sometimes I fail—”

	Stop. He wrote it again. Then he penned with slow determination: Trust.

	He let her hand go and smiled.

	“Au revoir,” Cass replied. She leaned down and kissed his cheek with a friendly peck. “Packing, you know.”

	Ethan pointed toward the journal and then gave her an A-Okay sign. She smiled and placed her hand over her heart.

	“Always happy to be a blessing.” And she stood and smoothed down her skirt. “Well, Ethan King. Until next time.” She glided across the floor, opened the door with a flourish, and disappeared outside. Ethan looked at the journal and sat up enough so he could reach it. When he opened up the first page, she had left him a note.

	“To my friend: Ethan. I always leave our visits excited for the next time. But you’ll be out of this room and into the real world (as close as you can get) soon enough. I know we can conquer this together. I want to help you find your voice. What are we waiting for? Just need to give you something worthwhile to say, right? See you soon, Cassandra.”

	He ran his hands over her warm, encouraging words and smiled. His mother could tell him to try to speak and he’d feel such anger boiling up against her. Lucy could come and sit next to him and pine to be redeemed, shed tears of fear and hurt and remorse, and he felt like he was beyond protecting her. But Cass could say whatever she wanted and he felt like she had his best interests at heart. 

	Closing his eyes, he rested his head back against his pillow and tried to imagine what he should try to say. What words did he need to say?

	He thought: I’m angry. Or just simply...why?

	Outside his door, he heard a thud, and then seconds later a muffled shriek. It was barely audible, like he could have imagined it, but then he heard low voices, deep and rambling and another thunk against the wall. The sound reverberated toward him.

	He turned his head to listen. His mind went instantly to Cass and before he was even fully aware of what he thought he heard, he swung his legs over the side of the bed and grabbed his crutches. Moving with swiftness, despite his aching body, he rushed out into the hallway beyond his hospital room. It was the first time he had stepped foot outside. The chair beside his door where a guard sat keeping watch was empty.

	When he scanned the hallway, he saw the boys. Two teenagers, roughly his age, had pinned Cass up against the wall. While she struggled against them, she was no match for both. One grabbed awkwardly at her blouse and she fought and yanked her body sideways, tearing the shoulder and exposing her bra underneath. One boy laughed like a hyena and began to claw at the ruffles of her dress, moving the tiers upward; Cass balled up her fist and hit him across the jaw. But it was like a pebble against a giant. He flinched, but kept moving forward.

	Ethan tore down the hallway, his crutches moving forward and back, propelling him along him as he approached. The boys, too engrossed in their attack, didn’t even see or hear him coming. Three feet from the fray, Ethan slowed and grabbed the crutch acting for his amputated leg. Balancing and hopping on a single foot, he swung the crutch and watched as it grabbed the back of the young man’s head with a crack.

	He lost his balance and tumbled into the wall. The boy closest to him turned, and from the ground Ethan swung again, crashing the wood into his face. Blood gushed from the boy’s nose and he collapsed to his knees on the ground.

	With one boy down, Cass grabbed the second by the shoulders and kneed him in the groin. He doubled over for a brief second before taking off running down the hall, abandoning his bleeding friend. The double doors crashed behind him as he fled. Cass picked up Ethan’s discarded crutch and held it in her hands. The remaining boy rushed forward on his knees, throwing all of his weight into Ethan’s chest, and he wrapped his hands around his neck.

	“So, this is Ethan King,” the boy growled, blood covering his teeth and filling his mouth. “Think you’re a big shot messing around with Cass? Asshole.” His nose dripped down onto Ethan’s shirt, the blood flowing freely. He had clearly broken his nose. Before he could say anything else, his head lurched forward and he tumbled off of Ethan and fell to the ground, his body limp.

	Ethan looked up and saw Cass standing there—her shirt torn and falling down around her waist, her skirt ripped, her hair disheveled—and she was holding the crutch out in front of her. Her chest heaved as she breathed rapidly.

	“Are you hurt?” she asked Ethan.

	He shook his head and sat up.

	“Oh, God,” she said and she slumped down to the floor and began to cry. Ethan crawled past the boy’s body and went to her. Immediately, she crawled up into his arms and let him hold her.

	The guard appeared lazily at the other end. It took him a second before he processed the scene. As he surveyed the disaster at his post and rushed forward, he grabbed for his walkie-talkie.

	“Send backup to the hospital wing. There’s been an incident,” the guard said. He crouched down and felt the boy’s neck for a pulse. “Three injured in some kind of fight,” he added. The man looked to Ethan. “What happened here?” He had knelt in blood. “Jesus Christ.”

	Cass pulled herself away from Ethan and started to talk, but couldn’t quite find the strength to form the story coherently. “They...just...from nowhere...” Her hands were shaking violently; every muscle in her body quaked.

	“Calm down, Miss Salvant. We’ll get medical here. Can I help you up?” the guard asked. “Mr. King...are you injured? I’ll get your doctors to come and help you back into—”

	“No,” Ethan said. His voice was swampy; it caught in his throat. He cleared his throat and coughed, and then tried again. “No...no...”

	“Ethan?” Cass said and she put a hand against his cheek. Her own cheeks were stained with tears. “Oh, Ethan...”

	“I’m sorry,” he said, barely getting the words to form. “Not fast enough. I’m so sorry. Not fast...enough.” He leaned his head against the wall and wrapped his hand around Cass’s hand. He felt a tear slide down and he wiped it away quickly. “So, so, so sorry.” Down the hall he heard the commotion of more guards and doctors rushing to the scene, but all he could do was think of Cass, and the men who had hurt her, and how much faster he could have gotten to her if he still had both legs.




	 











































































































CHAPTER TWELVE







“I need petri dish number four in the fridge,” Scott told Grant as he stood over the inverted microscope underneath his laminar flow hood, examining a glass slide with focused intensity. Grant hopped down off of the metal bed in the corner of the lab and walked over to Scott’s refrigerator. It was the grossest collection of specimens Grant had ever seen: tissue and organ samples, jars of floating liquid, vials tipping precariously in wooden holders, and an expired Greek yogurt container—which Scott said was unequivocally not his, although he couldn’t account for its appearance.

	Grabbing the petri dish with care, Grant walked it over to Scott as if he were balancing an egg on a spoon. He took each step deliberately, watching the dish. It was filled with a pink liquid and it wobbled a bit as he walked.

	“You don’t have to dawdle,” Scott informed him. “You’re not carrying the virus.” And then Scott chuckled as Grant let out a sigh of relief.

	“You could tell me, you know,” Grant said in a gush.

	“Okay. I asked you to get me my HeLa cell samples.”

	“That sounds important.”

	“They are important.” Scott reached out and took the petri dish. He used a small pipette to drop the mixture on to a slide; then he used a second pipette to drop another mixture on to the slide. Closing the slide tight, his gloved hands placed the combination on the microscope and watched.

	“You infected those cells?” Grant asked.

	“Yes,” Scott answered. He wasn’t very talkative today, and Grant meandered back to the old bed, where Scott used to do all his experiments, and lifted himself to sit on the metal edge; he watched Scott work tirelessly with meticulous attention to detail. There was no sound in the lab except the subtle whistling of Scott’s nostrils as he breathed in and out through his nose.

	“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Grant said in a slow drawl. “What do you have against dogs?”

	Scott didn’t look up. He shook his head. “What?” he mumbled. “Dogs?”

	“Yeah. You know. The dogs…all the dogs.” Grant felt stupid for asking. He looked at the tabletop and ran his hands over the shiny edges.

	“You mean…the first virus release? Our test?” Scott asked. He moved a slide and picked up another. He adjusted his lens. “We created a test. A virus specific to dogs, animals in the Canidae family. If the dogs died, then the virus would reach our targets, too. In places where canids remained alive, we knew we needed to find a better way to infiltrate those areas on Release Day. I don’t hate dogs. Even if they are dirty, germy…always licking. Here,” Scott picked up a bottle and handed it back to Grant. He took it to the storage area and then walked back, shuffling his feet on the tile.

	The room went quiet again. A machine hummed. Something in the other part of the lab clicked on and off. 

	“Thanks for letting me come help today,” Grant said after a bit, and Scott raised his head, and looked at Grant. He smiled and turned his back to his work. “I mean, I know you’re so busy and all.” Grant waited out the delayed response in silence.

	After a long second, Scott turned and looked at Grant. “I’ve been ignoring you, haven’t I?”

	“Nah. I mean...I’m good as an errand boy and whatnot,” Grant replied. “You don’t owe me conversation, too.”

	“Yeah, well,” Scott said. He turned back to his microscope and tinkered with the slide, tapping it slightly. They were quiet again.

	When the silence became unbearable, Grant hopped off the bed and took a step forward and said, “So...Copia?”

	Scott stiffened and then turned; he stopped working on the microscope and he held his fingers in mid-air. He assessed Grant with embarrassment or nervousness, Grant couldn’t tell. “I’m working on it. Must have been an oversight.” He lowered his eyes to the ground and stared at a mark on the floor.

	“Well, I was thinking...” Grant started and he looked at the ground. “Maybe it was because I’m not family? You know?”

	Grant’s tone forced Scott to look up and face the young man fully. He looked at him, perplexed. Then a flash of understanding danced on his face and he tilted his head, waiting for Grant to express explicitly what was on his mind, his eyes widening with a hint of both confusion and bemusement.

	“Maybe...if you think it would be a good idea...Lucy and I could...” Grant paused and sighed. “Man, I didn’t think I’d be nervous to say it. It’s just a suggestion. Like getting married for a green card, right?”

	Scott turned quickly back to the microscope. “Are you asking permission to marry my daughter, Grant?”

	“Well, no. But kinda. I mean...do you think that would work? Could I get a Kymberlin placement that way?” He rubbed his hands together and grimaced; he felt so exposed, just standing there, open, asking to marry Lucy. Even if he wasn’t really asking to marry Lucy. “It was just a thought. You don’t have to answer right now—”

	“I hadn’t thought about it until now,” Scott said without moving. “How marriage will work. I mean...Huck’s selective breeding plan will go into effect once everyone’s situated, and that may not go over well for couples. So, marriage, as a social construct, may not exist. Couplings will happen, for sure, and most people here are already married. I’m sure it’s something that’s been discussed, but I haven’t been involved in the details. But I hadn’t even really been forced to process that aspect until now...”

	Grant swallowed. “Selective breeding?”

	“It’s best you forget that for the time being.”

	“You say that to me a lot,” Grant blurted and then laughed nervously. He shoved his hands into his pockets. “I’m sorry. Copia’s on my mind. It’s getting closer, you know. Travel day.”

	“It’s on my mind, too,” Scott replied and he shot a sympathetic look behind him. Then he added, “Switching your placement to Kymberlin will have to be my doing. I’ll have to go to Huck.” As if it were an afterthought, Scott added, “I think that might be the point.” He sighed out his nose and went back to work. “I need the second sample...it’s labeled in yellow.”

	Dutifully, Grant went back to retrieve the second petri dish. He hesitated again before sliding it off the rack and into his hand.

	“Also, the...what did you call them? Hula?” Grant asked as he made his way back to Scott.

	“HeLa? No. These are my live virus samples...”

	The news made Grant freeze and he looked with worry down at the liquid. It was covered with a lid, and the thick tape across the top obscured the contents inside. Sometimes it was easy to forget what Scott was doing in this lab, tucked away just off the main hallway, steps away from the indoor park, and the movie theater. The tests, the tubes, the hours of staring at cells—all of it was for some purpose that Scott never discussed. The world was gone, and the virus had done its work. Yet here he was, still studying, concocting. Evil took many forms. Of this Grant was certain. Somehow, the more he dwelled on the actual reasons behind Scott’s focused tenacity, the more he realized how easy it was to get carried away with the science—and leave the implications of those experiments behind.

	Grant handed the dish over to Scott and, instead of retreating he stood and watched over his shoulder. “What are you looking for exactly with all these things?”

	Scott didn’t answer.

	“You still trying to figure out why I exist?”

	“Something like that.”

	“Or are you doing something else entirely?”

	At last Scott nodded, and he pulled his gloves off carefully, and tossed them on to the counter in the lab. “It’s difficult. This work. You see epidemiologic analysis has problems because of something we like to call dependent happenings.”

	“Dependent happenings?”

	“Yes, for example, like you,” Scott replied. “There is no reason why my virus shouldn’t have worked on you. But there must be something in your cells, your genomes, genetics, that stops it. Why? I don’t know. How? I don’t know. But that’s my job. You see...you have to have a control when you conduct experiments because you need to know if your experiments are a result of the variable you are testing. Does that make sense? It’s part of the scientific method, basic science, the effects of variables.”

	“I don’t understand,” Grant said as an apology. 

	Scott laughed. “You’re an unaccounted for variable. That’s all. But I couldn’t test all seven billion people before we released my virus, so if you look at my data...look...it’s just...my experiments were faulty. My experimental group always died. Some immediately, some after day six. A one-hundred percent death rate. But here you are.”

	“An unaccounted for variable?”

	“Exactly.”

	“Why does it matter?” Grant asked. He scratched his head and looked up at the ceiling. “I’m here. I’m alive...Huck thinks I’m a miracle. So, why does it matter why?”

	Scott looked like he was about to launch into an explanation, but he stopped himself. He rubbed his temple and tilted his head toward the low-wattage lights that ran along the ceiling. “Well...the biggest issue, for me, is how many more like you must exist out there. And when Huck finds out...well...that’s not a conversation I’d like to have with him. But, also, I’m not looking into your matter entirely. There are more pressing jobs I’ve been assigned,” he answered, putting emphasis on each word.

	“Okay, but you’re still messing with the virus—” Grant stopped mid-sentence. He saw the look of warning in Scott’s eyes and he froze. He sniffed and took a deep breath. “I don’t mean to be annoying. I just liked helping, but seriously, I can go.” He thumbed his hand toward the door and went to leave.

	“Please,” Scott said kindly. “I like the company.”

	“But you can’t tell me what you’re working on? That’s cool I guess.”

	Scott turned back to his workstation.

	Grant stepped forward. “Unless...you’re not trying to kill me again, are you?”

	From behind, Grant could see Scott’s shoulders tighten and his breath caught short. But before he could respond, the door to lab swung open, and Gordy entered, whistling loudly, and wrapping his knuckles on the workbenches as he walked.

	“Good news!” Gordy announced. “I’ve procured a little shithead for you. Perfect for some experiments. Roughed up Claude’s daughter while she was visiting the hospital wing. He’s in the tanks right now—” he cut his dialogue short as he saw Grant standing awkwardly in the middle of the room.

	Grant had shoved his hands deep into his jeans pockets and pulled one out to give an uncomfortable, but tidy wave. He felt himself blushing from embarrassment, and then he felt even hotter as he realized that he had inherited his girlfriend’s trademark response.

	“I didn’t realize you were allowing company into your secure lab,” Gordy said as an indictment.

	But Scott didn’t miss a beat. “My lab is always open for curious scientific minds,” he replied. Then without acknowledging Grant’s presence more than that, he looked at Gordy straight on and added, “Grant was just leaving.”

	Grant sheepishly slid by Gordy and, without saying a proper goodbye to Scott, exited the lab and ventured down the hallway. Whether or not Gordy thought his boisterous announcement had been missed, Grant didn’t know, or care. But he had heard enough to know that something happened to Cass and someone was about to pay for it. Fueled by worry and curiosity, Grant marched to the elevators, and started his way toward Lucy’s pod.







The King apartment was empty, but it didn’t take long for him to hear the muffled conversation emanating from the conjoined wall. There was a pattern to the voices: deep and pulsating; then bright, quick and intense; followed by weepy and soft, a cooing as smooth as a lullaby. Grant left the family room, littered with Harper’s puzzles, abandoned articles of clothing and discarded books, and walked back out into the hall. He knocked tentatively on the Salvant’s apartment door. After a second, the door slid open, and Lucy peered out. Her face was red and splotchy and tear-stained. She wrapped her arms around his neck and hurried him inside.

	“I’m glad you’re here,” she whispered. “Cass was attacked.”

	“I heard,” Grant replied.

	“How did you hear?” Lucy asked. “The guards just brought her back.”

	Grant shrugged. “Gordy came to get your dad...”

	“Oh, wow,” Lucy breathed, understanding the implication immediately. “Come on.”

	The Salvant’s living room was darker than usual; only a single lamp burned in the corner, illuminating part of the couch and the floor, and cloaking everything else in dusky darkness. Cass sat huddled against her mother, her head resting on Atabei Salvant’s shoulder, while Atabei rubbed her daughter’s arm. Maxine sat on the other side of Cass, looking all business, her mouth drawn in a tight-lipped frown.

	Taking Grant’s hand, Lucy led him to a chair by the far wall. Together they sat and watched Claude, his body was still, but his eyes focused on the ceiling, then the floor, and then his daughter, in a loop.

	Grant realized his arrival had effectively stopped the conversation. He looked down at the floor, away from the group, and rubbed his hand against the arm of the chair.

	“Grant said that Gordy came to get Dad,” Lucy said. “They have Hunter in the tanks.”

	That announcement spurred Claude into action. He looked at Atabei who nodded her approval, and then Cass’s father started walking to the door. 

	Cass sat up and looked panicked.

	“That’s unacceptable,” she called to him, wiping away a tear. “No... ne les laissez pas le tuer! Please, papa. Cela ne peut pas être le seul moyen!”

	Atabei put a firm hand on Cass’s shoulder, but Cass wiped it away.

	“Papa,” Cass said again. Claude turned. “Vous avez le pouvoir de ...”

	“You are wrong,” Claude replied in English, as he turned to go. “I support this decision. That boy attacked you. Where were our guards? I can only think of what they would have done if—” he stopped and put up his hand. “This is done, Cass. It’s done.” Then he was gone, out into the hallway, his footsteps echoing behind him.

	“Mama?” Cass pleaded, getting to her feet. Grant saw now that Cass’s shirt had been torn, and it had ripped at the seam, exposing the left side of her body, and a lacy bra. He looked away. “It’s not right...”

	“I’ll go after him,” Lucy said, and she stood to go, letting her hand slip from Grant’s as she began to walk across the apartment. “Maybe I can get him to see...”

	Maxine’s voice was tired, but commanding. “Absolutely not, Lucy. You will let your father and Cass’s father handle this.”

	Fuming, Lucy turned. “How can you say that? Our whole lives you taught us to stand up for a wrong when we saw it! You can sit there and say to me that Hunter deserves to die? That’s honestly what you think? Punished is one thing...but the tanks, mom, the tanks are awful.” Grant watched as Lucy grabbed her chest as if she was in pain.

	“If I didn’t know any better,” Cass added, her voice calm and calculated, “I’d imagine that Hunter was encouraged to assault me. Planted the seed that I needed to be put in my place.” When she pointed to the door, her shirt slipped further down—she snatched it and held its loose ends tight in her hands. “Just so he could make his war a self-fulfilling prophecy. Hunter was good bait...so ripe for influence. So full of hate.” She shivered.

	“And so you wish him health and happiness?” Atabei asked. “That boy was not going to settle for pawing at you, ripping your clothes. You think he would have stopped there? You wish for him to live alongside us in the new world?”

	“I don’t know,” Cass whispered. “Does he deserve to die?”

	“That is not the way this world works,” Maxine said. She sounded weary, but resolute.

	Lucy took a step toward her own mother, “Someday I hope to wake up from this nightmare and discover that you have some master plan...either that or we have some invasion of the body snatcher’s type of experiments going on. Because you are not my mother. I don’t know who you are,” Lucy paused, suddenly full of emotion, “but when you find her, can you let her know I miss her?”

	Her mother flinched. Pain flickered for just a second, and then her features hardened. 

	“Yes, well,” Maxine replied, her voice low. “How quickly we forget what our parents do for us.” She turned and looked at Grant, her eyes wide and flashing. “Let’s reevaluate what we’ve gained, shall we? Although you might want to consider a change of careers. Running around saving all these teenage boys seems a bit gauche if you ask me. You can’t think of any other pro-social platform you can get worked up about?”

	Lucy’s mouth dropped open and she withdrew as if slapped. She tried to form a retort, but before she could her mother stalked forward, stopping merely inches from Lucy’s face.

	“Don’t you dare attempt to win a war of words with me. You have something to say, and if you don’t want to be embarrassed, you discuss it privately,” Maxine whispered. “I will not stand for being disrespected. You want to fight a war? That war is not with me. You want to fight a war with me? You will lose.”

	Grant put his hand on Lucy’s back and moved her toward the door, but he felt resistance as he pushed. The tension was palpable, and he never handled conflict with much ease. He resisted the urge to smirk or make a joke. An ill-timed smile had been the bane of his formative elementary school years. Cutting remarks and tension were the building blocks of his mother and father’s relationship. Until the cancer. Imminent death always had a way of masking the anger. 

	He was on Lucy’s side, and he understood the basis of her moral argument, but he couldn’t help but think that Maxine had a valid argument, too. The girls were wasting their energy. If the men in charge wanted Hunter dead, then there was nothing any of them could do to stop it.

	Maxine spun and extended both hands to Atabei. “We’ve overstayed our welcome. I’ll take my own troubles back to my place. You don’t need our drama cluttering up your own issues,” she said, gripping Atabei’s hands firmly in her own. And with that, she walked briskly out of the apartment and waited in the hallway for Grant and Lucy to follow.

	Lucy turned and rushed to Cass, burying her face in her friend’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry this happened to you. All of this,” Lucy said. “We hardly had a minute to talk. What were you doing down there anyway?” she asked, but she stopped and put her hands up, recognizing her inopportune intrusiveness. “I’m sorry. That was a dumb question. It doesn’t matter.”

	Cass hugged Lucy again and sighed. “I think I need to go lie down,” she said and disappeared without another word into her bedroom.

	Out in the hallway, Maxine tapped her fingers against the wall. 

	Lucy glared at her mother, but her mother ignored her with dogged tenacity.

	They entered their own apartment and stopped short.

	Ethan was sitting on the couch. His legs, real and artificial, were outstretched before him, and two crutches leaned against the coffee table. He was burying his head in his hands, and when they entered, he looked up, his eyes red. 

	He stood up, the prosthetic holding his weight, and he moved forward with a jerky, unsure movements. The fake leg was stiff, and he moved with the gait of Frankenstein’s monster as he came toward them. His mother’s and sister’s shock must have amused him, because his lips curled into a reserved smile. 

	Ethan took two more steps and Maxine moved toward him, her eyes filling with tears. 

	“Stop,” Ethan said, putting his hand out. She stopped. “I want to see Teddy,” he said.

	Maxine sighed. “I don’t know if you can...Blair’s been keeping him pretty isolated.”

	Grant noticed that Ethan’s shirt was covered in blood. Thick, blackening streaks spread across the white cotton. Ethan caught him staring at the stains, and before Grant could say anything, he pulled the shirt off and held it in a ball in his hands. He didn’t toss it to the floor; he just stood there, holding the bloodied shirt tightly, and staring at his family, expressionless.

	“You are looking good,” Maxine said. “There’s some color back in your cheeks.”

	“Don’t,” Ethan replied.

	“Ethan—”

	He took another stilted step forward. “Stop, please. There are two things I want. I want to see Teddy and I want to get away from this place. Just tell me when we get to leave...tell me when we can get out of this hellhole.”










	 


























CHAPTER THIRTEEN







Sometimes the food was drugged. Sometimes it wasn’t. Sometimes Lou allowed Darla, Ainsley, and Dean to congregate upstairs and sit on the old-fashioned furniture and listen to the perpetual static of a radio while Lyle spun the dial—hoping, waiting. Sometimes they talked fluidly of old times and memories, and sometimes Lou grilled them about what they knew and who they were going to see. Questions which they dutifully ignored.

	The stun guns and Tasers were the Hales’ weapons of choice, and when the captives’ legs were untied, or they were allowed to use the bathroom, they were never alone. It was degrading and humiliating, and with each day that passed, Darla grew angrier at the prospect of not seeing her son. Angry didn’t even begin to scratch the surface of her emotions. Her veins ran cold with rage. Nebraska was still so far away. Teddy felt intangible—like a concept and not a real person she needed to see. The drugs addled her brain, and made her forget her sense of urgency. It wasn’t that she hadn’t tried to escape or plot a way out of the basement. Every moment of every day became dedicated to convincing Lou that she was not a threat.

	For the first time in her life, Darla was despondent and careless. The Hales only wanted information, and she refused on principle to trade that for her own release. If only she had something else of worth to offer them. She didn’t. And soon they would realize their energy was wasted, the kidnapping was in vain. Maybe they’d kill them. Maybe they were cannibals after all. It didn’t seem as farfetched as Darla once thought.

	Lindsey had accompanied Darla to the bathroom. She looked away as Darla peed into the tall green bucket next to the toilet. Lou had fashioned a plastic lid, complete with a tidy hole at the center. They emptied the bucket when it got full and the room reeked like urine and feces. Darla heard a fly buzz around her head and she swatted it away.

	She had stopped talking to Lindsey. Stopped trying to convince her that she wasn’t the enemy. Lou was staunchly committed to the idea that his captives were Sweepers or knew when the Sweepers were coming. He would launch into wild-eyed rants; the fragility of his mental state was evident to everyone. Sometimes Cricket would stop him before he resorted to violence, and sometimes she would leave the room and let him deal with the prisoners with impunity.

	Darla wiped herself and dropped the rationed toilet paper into the bucket. She lifted her dirty, unwashed pants and underwear and liberally applied a layer of hand-sanitizer. Then she nodded toward the door and waited. But Lindsey didn’t budge.

	“I’ve been thinking—” Lindsey started, rubbing a hand over her neck. “Because it wasn’t supposed to go on this long...”

	She paused, as if waiting for Darla to interject, but Darla refused to engage. She blinked lazily and yawned without covering her mouth. 

	“It’s not up to me,” she continued. “Just tell him what he wants to know and he’ll let you go. If you’re not working for the Sweepers, then what do you have to hide?”

	The fly landed on Darla’s shoulder and she batted at it. It buzzed off toward the shower.

	From downstairs Lyle shouted up at Lindsey to hurry up. Lindsey leaned down, slipped the rope over Darla’s wrists, and led her out into the hallway. Darla tried to kick at Lindsey’s heels, but she failed. Even though it was midday, the house was dark and stuffy; not a single shaft of light sneaked through the blackout windows. The entire house felt oppressive and severe, and Darla closed her eyes as Lindsey led her back down the steep cement steps to the basement. 

	“I’ll come back with dinner,” Lindsey said as she unlocked the door. “And I have a proposal...if you’ll hear me out...”

	“Save it,” Darla said. 

	Lindsey pouted as she untied Darla’s hands and gave her a subtle push back into her room. She shut the door, and the locks clicked into place.

	Ainsley sat in the corner; she flipped the flashlight on and off. On and off. Her face was gaunt, and her body was growing leaner. The light illuminated her striking features, casting them in shadow, and then she’d hit the switch and the darkness would swallow everything again.

	“What day is it today?” Ainsley asked when she was certain they were alone.

	“I don’t know,” Darla answered.

	“How long have we been here?” Ainsley asked. On and off. On and off.

	“Stop with the light.” Darla walked over and took the flashlight from Ainsley. She flashed it on the wall next to the door. Four crude marks were etched into the wall. “Five days. Tomorrow will be six.”

	“I’m hungry,” Ainsley complained.

	“Then eat what they feed us.”	

	Ainsley stopped talking. She sulked in the darkened corner. Darla flashed the light on her, and like a vampire she recoiled from the glare, throwing her pencil-thin arms up over her face. Above them they could hear the creaking boards as people moved around the house from room to room—they resented their captors’ mobility.

	From beyond the outer walls, Darla heard a faint rumble. The noise was distinct and it jarred her more than anything because she hadn’t heard the sound since they had arrived. A car was approaching. She was certain.

	“Is that—?” Ainsley scampered to her feet and lifted her head.

	Darla walked over to the corner of the room and dropped to her belly. They had discovered on the third day that a heating vent carried their voices to each other from room to room. It wasn’t a perfect method of communication between the rooms, but it had worked, and it had kept Dean from going too crazy alone with the rabbits.

	She crawled past the boxes and a thirty-year-old spring rocking horse with rusted coils, the paint where its eyes were supposed to be faded away, until she felt the cold metal beneath her fingers. “Dean!” she whispered through the floor. “Dean!” She placed her ear against the grate and waited.

	“I’m here,” Dean said. “You hear the car, too?”

	“Other survivors,” Darla whispered back. “Or...” she couldn’t finish her thought. She hadn’t entertained the possibility that it could get worse.

	A car door slammed. Then someone began to knock on the front door. The movement above them was steady and calm. Their captors did not respond to the knocking with the level of distress and worry that one could reasonably expect from sudden visitors. That led Darla to the only rational conclusion she could muster: the Hales knew the people who had arrived on their doorstep. And they weren’t a threat.

	Inaudible voices. Cheery salutations. The front part of the house was alive, and Darla snapped her fingers at Ainsley, who had found her way to Darla’s corner and hovered within earshot of the open vent.

	“Stand on the coffee table over there and listen,” Darla said.

	Ainsley did as she was told, and Darla followed her with the flashlight, brightening the way. She strained her head and her neck, but shook her head and stepped down.

	“You can’t hear anything,” Ainsley said and she plopped herself against the coarse carpet next to Darla. 

	“Dean?” Darla whispered.

	“Yeah,” he replied.

	“They’ve been holding out on us.”

	“And we’ve been holding out on them.”

	“Cannibal cult,” Ainsley said with a nod.

	“They haven’t been trying to fatten us up,” Darla replied, as if this were a valid argument.

	“Ainsley soup—” Ainsley said into the carpet as she curled up into the fetal position.

	Darla rolled her eyes at the young woman and pushed herself off the floor; she walked over to the coffee table herself and stood up tall, craning her neck to the ceiling. Then she reached down and grabbed the base of a discarded lamp and began to hit the ceiling with methodical thuds. Soon the voices upstairs shifted from cordial to intense; a man’s voice. A woman’s voice. The rising and falling tenor of an argument.

	“What are you doing?” Ainsley seethed.

	“Making things interesting,” she said and she thumped the lamp base again into the ceiling. After three or four well-placed hits, Darla let the lamp crash to the floor and she hopped off the table and waited. Sure enough, they heard the basement door open and someone take the steps two at a time. Crossing her arms in front of her, she waited until the door flew open.

	Lyle stood in the frame, his body backlit by the hall light. He was holding his Taser.

	“Quiet down,” he mustered. He snarled.

	“You didn’t tell us about the others,” Darla said. She walked forward.

	“Back up,” Lyle spat.

	“Who are they?”

	“I’ll fire,” he threatened.

	“Tell me who they are, Lyle Lyle Crocodile,” Darla said and she kept walking forward. She shook her head. Sometimes she couldn’t tell if she was still drugged or if the dark and claustrophobia was affecting her brain. 

	“I warned you,” he said and without hesitating he fired the Taser at Darla’s leg. The probes locked into her skin through her leggings and she staggered downward, bracing herself before she hit the carpet. Her muscles seized involuntarily. She closed her eyes and waited for her muscles to return to normal. It was the fifth time she’d been attacked with either the barbed Taser or the handheld stun gun. Each time it hurt a little less; each time she anticipated the sting and the burn, and knew that it would be over soon. She was starting to get used to it. Soon, she thought, she could train herself to keep upright. Soon, she might be unstoppable.







The car left an hour after it arrived. And Lindsey came down with dinner not long after. It was a minestrone soup, watered down. She set the bowl on the ground and brought a camping lantern into the room, which cast everything in its green-tinted light.

	“Is it drugged?” Darla asked, looking at the bowls.

	Lindsey nodded slowly. And Darla responded by lifting her foot to the rim and kicking the bowl over. Reddish soup seeped down into the carpet, the chunks of noodles and vegetables clung to the sides of the bowl. Lindsey sighed. She stood up and started to leave.

	“Who were your visitors?” Darla asked. “Your brother didn’t seem very forthcoming earlier.”

	“Here,” Lindsey said and she reached into her pocket and pulled out two granola bars. She dumped them on the floor next to the spilled soup. “You’re welcome.”

	“Answer the question,” Darla demanded. She eyed the granola bars with suspicion.

	“Another group.”

	“How many?”

	“A few.”

	“How many?”

	Lindsey sighed. She darted her head out into the hallway and then looked back in at Darla. “I shouldn’t tell you...”

	“Do they know we’re down here?”

	Slowly, Lindsey nodded.

	“And?”

	She shrugged. “My dad told them you know where the Sweepers are based. He believes this to be true. He thinks he can get it out of you—”

	“Why? What will he do once he knows?”

	“I don’t know,” Lindsey answered, and Darla believed her.

	Darla reached down and grabbed the granola bar. She inspected the wrapper for tears and holes. Holding it to the light, she ran her fingers over every inch. Being in the basement was making her paranoid. She was examining a granola bar wrapper for puncture marks, and she had never felt more sane. 

	“I didn’t do anything to it,” Lindsey said, offended.

	Ainsley snorted from the corner. “I’ll take one,” she said, and Darla threw the other one back to her.

	“Look,” Lindsey said. “I can get you out of here. Okay? The others...look...there were people before...and...they tried to escape. And...”

	“Did you kill them?” Darla asked.

	“It wasn’t like that. My dad’s not a bad man. He’s scared of you.”

	“Stop,” Ainsley said, her mouth full of granola. “How can you get us out of here?”

	“I don’t know,” Lindsey said. She was nearing tears. She ran her hand over her short hair and then tore off the top part of the nail on her pinky finger with her teeth, spitting it to the floor. “It’s just...”

	“Come on,” Darla moaned. “Can’t you finish a sentence?” She hit the ground next to her and Lindsey jumped.

	“I’ll come up with a plan,” Lindsey said. “On one condition.”

	She waited for a reply, but Darla just stared at her, narrowing her eyes.

	Lindsey continued. “Right. I’ll come up with a plan, as long as you take me with you.”

	The girls were silent. They waited for her to explain or elaborate, but she only stood there. After waiting a requisite amount of time, she lowered her head and added, “Please?”   






































CHAPTER FOURTEEN







Scott slipped into his seat at the round table and rubbed his eyes. The computer monitor was inches from his face and the Elektos Board settled into their places; their voices rang throughout the room, a steady din and buzz of activity. Each of them took their places and waited—the screens for Shay and Muuez remained dark and unmoving. Their absence was noticed. No one had ever missed an Elektos Board meeting. 

	Tinkering with the monitors, Gordy lowered the volume so that the Elektos members were relegated to a barely audible hum. The meeting wasn’t set to start for another five minutes, and nobody looked particularly anxious to begin. Huck entered the room and walked straight to Scott, and he put his hand on Scott’s shoulder, giving it a small squeeze.

	“And?” Huck asked.

	“It’s finished,” Scott answered.

	“Good. Good. And the mist worked?”

	“Worked efficiently. Like the first release, but more potent. Faster.”

	Huck sniffed. “Yes, well. That’s what I ordered. So, I’m glad to know you’ve been able to delivery so quickly.”

	There was a distance, a perfunctory quality to Huck’s responses that caused Scott to feel on edge. Whenever Huck’s moods veered closer to darkness, Scott felt the need to fix everything, and restore the balance. It wasn’t out of a strong attachment to Huck, but rather a desire to replace the safety net. This ebullient, effusive man’s dark side felt personal; if Scott ignored it, then the gloom would fester. He needed jovial Huck back; for his own sanity he needed the faux-kindness and the rapport. Without it, he felt like he was staring down the barrel of a loaded gun.

	“It’s my pleasure,” Scott replied with a forced smile. “It’s my job and I...support this cause.” 

	“Hmmm,” Huck nodded once. “A change of heart, I see.” Scott was confused. As Huck turned to take his seat, Scott floundered, and tried to put his finger on the reason for the distance.

	“What that boy did to Cass was...” Scott hesitated. “You’d think that he would look at this life like a second chance. Humanity is so...”

	“Predictable?” Gordy interjected. There was an edge to that statement that felt directed to Scott. Scott looked at Gordy and held his stare for a beat too long. A heaviness closed in. He wondered what he possibly could have done to offend the Trumans. He had created a new virus just like Huck asked for. He had dispatched his virus to kill the boy. What small objective had he missed?

	“So, we’re ready? We have no other concerns?” Huck clapped his hands together and waited for Scott’s answer expectantly.

	“Yes. We’re ready,” Scott said.

	“Excellent.” Huck smiled. 

	Scott let out a sigh, and he thought the smile was a good step. It provided him with balance and a twinge of bravery. Perhaps Huck was stressed about the Elektos meeting after the frustrations of the last one; perhaps the mood had nothing to do with Scott at all. He wiped his brow and took a breath. “Look, Huck, can we talk about—”

	Huck interrupted him. “Hold your thought. Let me tell the others about our good fortune.”  He sat down in front of the monitors and went to adjust the volume.

	“It’s just,” Scott started again, taking a deep breath, his eyes scanning the screens, “we need to finish our discussion about Grant. And if we’re heading to the Islands soon...”

	The name seemed to cause everyone in the room to freeze. Steadily, Huck swiveled. “Our meeting is starting in sixty seconds.” 

	“He hasn’t been changed on the manifest,” Scott replied. Then after a pause, he added, “I’ve been waiting for it to go through so I could tell him not to worry.”

	Huck looked at his son, an understanding passed between them, and suddenly Scott felt like he was watching some cruel joke unfold.

	“Wait. It wasn’t an oversight? You purposefully added him to Copia?” Scott asked.

	“Can we discuss this after the meeting?” Gordy inserted himself into the middle of the conversation. “I’m not trying to dismiss you…but we don’t have time to discuss this thoroughly. My father decided—”

	“Yes, it was my choice.” Huck’s voice was stern, clipped, and perfunctory. 

	Scott opened his mouth to reply, but Huck leaned forward, his eyes narrowing, and he spoke before Scott could answer.

	“It might interest you to know that our rangers found survivors.”

	Scott felt sick. He felt his stomach tighten, but he tried to keep his face incredulous and calm. He knew where this was going. 

	“That’s...wow. Why weren’t they brought to me?” Scott asked, understanding in an instant the best way to navigate the news. He picked at a cuticle on his right hand and tried not to stare at the table.

	“As prisoners?” Huck asked, shocked.

	“As bodies,” Scott clarified. “For study.”

	“Why is this the first we are hearing about this?” asked Claude. “News about the Islands shouldn’t have overshadowed news about survivors.” The architect turned his attention to the conversation, keenly interested.

	“We always knew there would be survivors. Pockets of people who escaped our reach...that’s why we had the plan for the rangers...but it isn’t that we found people that shocks me, Scott. It’s that these people were living in a city. They had not evaded exposure, which was always our biggest fear. No, they’d been exposed and they had survived. A family.”

	The implication was clear and Scott waited for the other shoe to drop. He kept his mouth shut tight.

	“We sent the bodies to Seamus in Brazil—” Huck continued. And Scott groaned, slapping his palm against his forehead. His palms were sweaty.

	“Seamus?” Scott threw up his hands in the air. The man had been an original scientist on the release team, but he frequently contaminated the lab and reported incorrect data. Scott spent more time cleaning up Seamus’s mistakes than receiving any benefit of having him assist. He had personally requested to send Seamus to the EUS One to get him away from his lab in Nebraska. “You sent Antonio to Russia. Why not send the bodies there? You know Seamus is a sub-par scientist...”

	“He said they all had a linked genome. They were immune.”

	Scott nodded. “And he had the benefit of having multiple bodies to test. You wanted me to test Grant with whom? Against whom?”

	“Against anyone...clearly...Seamus said the marker was clear.”

	“Seamus is a moron,” Scott mumbled.

	“I asked if there could be more like him. You said no.”

	“I did the best I could. I thought—” he started, but he couldn’t think of anything else to say. “I believed Grant could have been an anomaly. Without proof otherwise, I made the best decision I could with data...”

	“Now we have all the data,” Huck answered. “And it’s settled.”

	“Does everyone agree to this?” Claude asked. He turned his attention sharply to Gordy who shook his head and rolled his eyes toward his father.

	“We do not have to agree on this. It is my decision and I have decided he goes to Copia. He doesn’t belong on Kymberlin or anywhere else. He belongs on Copia,” Huck said, giving the conversation a feeling of forced finality. 

	“You’re right that he doesn’t belong here,” Scott pushed. “But I have vouched for him. He is good for my family, for my daughter. You think that’s easy for me to admit? Look, if you send him to Copia, you risk more that just a random teenager muddying the purified waters...”

	“Scott is right,” Claude interjected. “Cass, too, is fond of the boy. They have become friends.”

	“My dad’s decision is final,” Gordy said, yawning. “Trust me.” He turned back to the screens and prepared for their meeting.

	“He’s one boy,” Claude said, waving his hand like he was swatting at a fly. “I agree that you should reconsider his placement—”

	Huck raised both his hands in the air. “Quiet,” he said in a smooth, calm voice. “We will deal with this later. I have a Board meeting to run.” He turned the volume on his monitor to high and began to speak to the Elektos in a booming voice, his eyes twinkling, his mouth upturned in a brilliant smile. It was amazing how fast Huck could transform his moods.

	“Good afternoon, morning or evening,” he said, his voice chipper, warm. The timbre of it sent a tremor down Scott’s spine. “Thank you for congregating. It is with great joy that I tell you that we are ready. We may begin our evacuation of The Systems and our journey to the Islands. Have you been sent your itineraries? Our pilots have been trained for our beach landings. The runways are short, so be prepared for an intense drop. Everyone will land on the east coast and then be transported to their respective Islands. It is so exciting to know that our dreams are becoming a reality. And I’m thrilled to meet all your constituents in person. Our time has come.” He bowed to the camera, his hands prostrate.

	Roman cleared his throat and leaned in closer to the camera. “That’s good news, Huck. But where are our Saudi members? You brought them back online; they were presented their Island manifests? So why haven’t they been invited to the table?”

	“There must be a technical glitch,” Huck said breezily. He looked to Gordy and snapped his fingers. Gordy examined the monitors and shrugged. “They were invited, clearly. We are all one...our differences have been put aside. They have agreed to the plan in its entirety...we have most certainly been in contact with them.”

	“We’ll wait for them,” Victor announced. “We don’t wish to proceed without our full board.”

	The room went still.

	Huck leaned over to his son and whispered in his ear. Gordy continued tinkering with the panel; all eyes of the Elektos were trained on him.

	“They aren’t logged in to the chat,” Gordy said after a second.

	“Get them,” Huck demanded. “Hack in.” Gordy grumbled, but obliged and in less than a minute the EUS Four cameras clicked on.

	They displayed an empty room: an empty table and two empty chairs—the EUS Four boardroom behind them, dark, and still.

	“Well?” Roman asked.

	“Can you call them?” Morowa joined in the questioning. 

	“I can also hack into the announcement system. We did it for the first broadcast,” Gordy said.

	“Do it.” Huck crossed his arms and waited.

	“It’ll broadcast to the entire System—”

	“We’d like them to be present. It’s just like a page,” Victor said. “My people are used to System-wide announcements.”

	Gordy clicked more on his computer and then leaned close to the attached microphone. “Calling Muuez and Shay to the boardroom. An emergency Elektos session is in progress. Calling Muuez and Shay to the boardroom.”

	Then they waited.

	Five minutes passed. Then ten. And still the room remained empty. The Board members talked amongst themselves. Some looked anxious, but most were disinterested.

	“Page them again,” Huck demanded when enough time has passed, and Gordy went to send the message again, but as he began his second attempt, the door to the boardroom burst open and Muuez stumbled forward, his face white, and his clothes askew. He propelled himself to the monitor and his fear loomed in front of the Elektos board. With wild eyes and shaking hands, he shocked them all to attention. Every face on the monitor watched him with confused concern.

	“I don’t know how much time I have,” Muuez said, his breathing ragged.

	Huck stood up and leaned down at his monitor. “What is going on there?”

	“After the energy was turned back on,” Muuez replied, “the people...they were mad. They’ve been plotting to overthrow the leadership. They wanted to get to the surface, Huck. And this morning,” his voice broke, “they revolted.”

	“Revolted?” Claude asked.

	The Elektos whispered among themselves, then they began a barrage of questions.

	Finally Kazuma’s voice rose above them all, “Where is Shay?”

	Muuez shook his head and looked down. He balled his right hand into a fist and covered his mouth. “They’re determined to escape...Shay tried to intervene, speak for you...”

	“Dear God,” Gordy said and he slumped backward in the chair.

	“They are going to get to the surface. I won’t be able to stop them. We have all our armed guards at the elevator, but it won’t be long—”

	“How many are revolting?” Huck asked. He turned to Gordy, “Get the General. Get a team.”

	“To go to Saudi Arabia now?” Gordy asked with great incredulity. “Dad—”

	“How many?” Huck asked again, his voice tense.

	Muuez shook his head again. “There’s no use, Huck. The Islands hold no hope for them. Our Copia crowd convinced the others, you see? And they weren’t impressed with future promises. Punishing us punished them! Can’t you see? You lost them after we lost power. You lost their trust. You can’t get them back.”

	It was the wrong thing to say and Muuez knew it, but despite the fear on his face, Scott also noticed the man’s resolve. He wouldn’t lie to save his life because Muuez already knew the outcome to his own story. There was no way Huck would let the Saudi System fail. There is no way he’d let a group get to the surface. With the end near, the truth was all Muuez had left. Still facing the camera, he closed his eyes and began to pray. He mumbled his prayers at first and the Elektos strained to hear. The computer microphone picked up on the distant cries and shouts of people in the hallway.

	Muuez opened his eyes as people began pounding on the door.

	“Shut them down,” Huck commanded. “If we shut them down before they breach the elevator, they’ll never get to the surface. Shut them down.”

	The Elektos erupted.

	“We must vote!”

	“There are still our men inside that EUS!”

	“We have specialists there! People worth saving.”

	“I demand a vote!”

	Huck cried above them all. “So, then vote, dammit! Vote! All in favor of terminating support to EUS Four say aye.” A chorus of ayes. “All opposed?”

	Gabriel and Claude voiced their disapproval. Victor chimed in late. No one had noticed that Scott remained silent.

	“Muuez?” Huck demanded, looking into the camera. “Your vote?”

	The man buried his head in his hands. “My vote is worthless—”

	Huck didn’t try to disagree. “Then we proceed. Claude?”

	“Muuez,” Claude said. “Cast your vote.”

	Muuez looked to the camera and said, “Aye. I vote in favor. Don’t let them get to the surface, Huck. Protect the future.”

	The board members paused to let Muuez’s sacrifice register against the chaos of the moment.

	“Without my men at the ready there, you’ll have to shut them down remotely,” Claude said, turning to Huck. “Here.” He motioned for Gordy to move away from the controls. “I can do it. Thirty seconds.” 

	Muuez looked straight into the camera. Tears rolled down his cheeks. Then he looked upward and said, “Ash hadu ana la ilaha ila Allah, wa ash hadu ana Muhammada ar rasoola Allah. Ash hadu ana la ilaha ila Allah, wa ash...”

	The screen went black.

	The Elektos Underground System Four was gone. 








CHAPTER FIFTEEN







Lucy leaned her head on Grant’s shoulder; he kissed the top of her head and let his lips linger on her hair for a long time. She had taken her five-minute shower earlier in the morning and washed her hair with the rest of her mother’s honey-scented shampoo from back home. She hadn’t even bothered to ask for permission, despite the fact that there would be no more honey shampoo. It was a final scent of the old world; linked to memories of her mother’s embraces and the special treat of bathing in her parents’ master bath. Now it was gone. Poof. Irreplaceable. 

	“You look beautiful,” Grant said. She sat cross-legged on her bed in her sundress; her unshaved legs scratched against the bare mattress. The short showers and busy mornings with Cass prompted her to eliminate needless grooming. Her leg hair had grown back in soft and blonde, but it didn’t bother her a bit.

	“Thank you,” Lucy said. She sighed. She reached around with her free hand and tried to pull Grant closer to her. Sometimes she felt like she couldn’t be close enough to him, that no matter how tightly she wrapped her arms around him, it wasn’t ever enough. He took her hug as an invitation to kiss her, and Lucy pressed her lips tightly to his and just held him there, wishing that time would stand still. There was something exhilarating in the simplicity of a kiss. When they stopped, Lucy’s heart ached. She would never get tired of kissing him, she thought. She wanted to kiss him forever and time was running out.

	Unwilling to untangle themselves, Lucy and Grant didn’t even blink when Galen threw open the door and began to haul out his single backpack, the same one he had packed for himself when they were heading to a different island, the Seychelles, what felt like years ago. Back then, everything felt so simple, so clear. They were just a family going on vacation: homework and girlfriend problems were the extent of their concerns. Their parents were normal parents, just plugging along from day to day trying to run the household with efficiency. There was no way they could ever go back to the blissful ignorance of an average life. Lucy knew she would be haunted forever.

	“Ew,” Galen complained, rolling his eyes. “Mom says ten minutes.”

	She watched Galen shut the door behind him, leaving them alone for just a little bit longer. Her mother wouldn’t bother them; she’d send the kids to do her bidding—and Lucy expected it. The twins might come in next, and then she’d send Harper. It was an old trick, one that she used to employ when Ethan brought Anna home and they would hide away in his bedroom.

	No locked doors. That was the rule.

	Then send in the kids. 

	Some things never changed.

	Galen grabbed his backpack with a loud huff and it brought her out of her moment with Grant. Watching Galen reminded her of listening by the staircase as their mom ran down her printed list of to-dos on Release Day. Her mom had been so naïve, so duped, and yet she slid right into her life in the System with purposeful resilience. Now, her mother treated their move to the Islands with the same sort of calculated efficiency. If Mama Maxine had any reservations under that calm, cool, and collected exterior, she put forth an airtight façade.

	New islands, a new life, and a new outlook awaited Lucy now. She had her mother’s peppy sound bytes memorized, but she didn’t believe them for a second. She was scared. And she was cognizant that without Grant by her side, she was going on this adventure alone.

	She held Grant tighter, wishing that she could just stay and let her family go on without her. If only it would be easy to miss this plane, and trap herself with him in a room again. Back at Pacific Lake High School, she had only wanted to stay safe and find her family. But it might have been easier if they had never found out about Nebraska, never created variables, never tried to get here at all. She never thought she’d pine for the good old days of being locked in a storage room.

	“Maybe I should send a decoy,” Lucy said. “You think there are any shortish, blondeish girls bound for Copia who could pass for a King until they’re at least in the air?”

	“Not on your life,” Grant answered with a smirk. “If it were anyone else’s mom, I’d say you have a real chance of success. But Mama Maxine? No way.” His smirk faded. He looked close to tears.

	“My dad said he was working on a way—”

	“I don’t want you to worry about it,” Grant interrupted swiftly. He gave her a squeeze. “Really. So, it didn’t work out right away. That doesn’t mean it’s not going to work out eventually.”

	“Well, that’s ridiculous, because I am getting on a plane in less than an hour and I don’t know when I’m going to see you again,” Lucy replied. She couldn’t help the emotion and she made a small sound of frustration before letting the tears fall. “This is stupid. I shouldn’t cry.”

	“Lucy—”

	“These stupid wristband bracelets are our only identifying materials.” She flicked the yellow band on her wrist—like a hospital bracelet, it had her name, family name, and Island destination in printed letters across the top. “What is stopping you from just swapping bracelets with Dylan or your other roommate?” Lucy asked. She wiped a tear with the back of her hand and raised her eyebrows in expectation. “That’s all it would take. Buy us some time. Don’t they want to trade with you?”

	“Lucy...” Grant started again. 

	“It would work. I know we could get it to work.” Lucy drew back an inch and looked at Grant, evaluating him.

	Grant shrugged. “Dylan is heading to Paulina and Todd’s on the list for one of the other ones...I don’t know...New Cochran, I think. Trading with them won’t get me any closer to you today, Lucy. Look, I believe your dad will come through and I’m not going to give the powers that be some other reason to think I’m just another rule-breaking jerk. I want to be with you and so I’m going to have to do this the hard way. I’m sorry. It will work out. It always works out.”

	“Sure,” Lucy said. She exhaled and grumbled under her breath. “Way to be a standup guy about it.” She nudged her shoulder into his and forced herself to smile.

	“Nope,” Grant said. He laughed and kissed her head again. “Don’t do that. We have eight minutes left. No pouting.”

	“I want to fight this,” she told him, and she looked up at him with her eyes wide and pleading. “I hate that I’m going to just walk out of here today, head up to the surface, and not do anything. Does that sound like me? To just do nothing?” She said it with a real sense of conviction, but even as the statement left her mouth, she wondered if it was true. She wasn’t Cass and she wasn’t her mother. She wanted to be brave and determined, she saw herself that way, but that didn’t make it true.

	“Save your energy. I’ve already told you that it’s going to work out.”

	She leaned back away from him and narrowed her eyes. “Sometimes I really dislike your optimism.”

	Grant looked at her apologetically. “I’m not always positive—”

	“You believe everything is going to turn out okay in the end, right?”

	He shrugged. “With us? I do.”

	“Okay,” Lucy said and she snuggled back in close. “What if...what if I just have a bad feeling?”

	“I don’t know,” Grant answered. “Look...you don’t know what the Islands are going to be yet. They could be awesome! I mean you know they are going to be awesome. You know I’ll follow you anywhere, Lula. You know it. Only—”

	“You want it to be okay.” She said it softly, the realization creeping over her that Grant was going to try to make the most of any place he ended up. She wanted him to be her co-conspirator, her partner against the people who had hurt her. That wasn’t Grant. It would never be Grant. “I understand,” she said and kissed him on the cheek.

	“But hey,” Grant said with a shrug. “I’ll do whatever you say. You want to take on the most powerful man in the world...who has an army and chemical weapons at his disposal? Why not! Just another Tuesday, right?”

	Lucy broke into a huge grin and she couldn’t help but laugh. “I feel like that’s even better than a marriage proposal. How do you know your boyfriend loves you? He’s willing to have a showdown with a ruthless dictator or plot an escape off a giant metal island in the middle of the ocean.”

	“Technically, it’s nowhere near the middle of the ocean. And...I never said anything about love.”

	Instantly Lucy’s face bloomed a deep crimson and she fell over on to the stripped mattress and buried her head. She mock-whimpered into the blue and white floral pattern. A button pushed into her cheek. “You ruined it,” she lamented. “You ruined my first time saying that word to anyone.”

	Grant put his hand on her back and she turned to him. Her eyes twinkled.

	“Technically,” he said again, “you declared that I loved you. Not the other way around.” He tucked a piece of blonde hair behind her ear. “But you’re right.” He smiled. That dimple. She melted. “I love you very much, but I’ve known it for a long time.”

	“A long time?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.

	“I’ve known for a long time, yeah,” Grant said.

	“Before we kissed?” Lucy whispered, smiling, her eyes welling with tears.

	“Way before.”

	“Before Wyoming?” 

	“Eh...around Wyoming.”

	Her memory went back to the stillness of the Jackson Lake Mountain Lodge.

	“We should go back to those cabins sometime. It was nice there. Peaceful and untouched...it was easy to pretend that the darkness didn’t exist.” Lucy sat up on her elbows and smiled.

	“Then we’ll go back,” Grant declared with a nod. “That will be our place. If we ever get separated—”

	“Don’t even say it,” Lucy said quickly. She shot up on the bed and clasped a hand over Grant’s mouth. He stared at her wide-eyed. “It’s bad luck. You can’t even say it...promise?” He nodded and she removed her hand. “We will go back to Wyoming sometime. Together. Promise?”

	“Okay, okay. I promise,” he said.

	The door to the room banged open again and Harper traipsed in holding her stuffed giraffe by the neck. “Mom says that you need to finish up!” she announced with a hand on her hip, full of six year-old attitude. Without budging, Harper stood front and center, watching and waiting for a reply.

	“Tell mom I’ll be there in a second,” Lucy said to her younger sister, and she shooed her away. Harper stuck out her lower lip and then turned back around and rushed into the main living area, leaving the door wide open.

	“She says she needs a second!” her little sister yelled to the entire apartment.

	“You should go,” Grant said, and he gave her a nudge.

	Lucy reached around her neck and felt for the tiny metal clasp to Salem’s necklace. Unhooking it, Lucy slid it into her hand and pushed it forward into Grant’s chest. He wrapped his own hand around hers and tried to push her hand back, but she didn’t budge.

	“Keep it safe,” she said. “I know you’ll come back to me soon if you have this, because you know how much it means to me.”

	“Faulty logic,” Grant replied. He stared at her closed palm; the chain dangled in the air. “You keep it,” he told her. “I don’t need that necklace to hurry back to you.”

	Lucy shook her head. “I want you to take it.” 

	“Now, Lucy. It’s time,” Maxine said from the doorway.

	When she turned, she saw her mother standing with her arms crossed. While her body language and tone conveyed frustration, her mother’s face was soft and forgiving, and Lucy thought maybe even a bit sad. She understood.

	“We have to go, Grant,” Maxine said. “I’m sorry...”

	Grant looked at Lucy and then slid his hand into her outstretched palm and collected the necklace. He took it and clasped it around his own neck; he held the cross between his thumb and index finger and spun it on the chain. Lucy smiled and he shrugged.

	“Be safe,” he said to Lucy in an almost-whisper. With his free hand he reached into the waistband of his pants and pulled out an envelope. “For tonight. Before you go to bed.”

	“Mom—” Lucy turned to send her mother away, but she noticed that Maxine had already slipped from the door to give them one last moment together, alone. The place where she had been standing was empty. She turned back to Grant, took the letter from his hand, and wiped away a tear. She felt like her heart was breaking into two pieces. Her stomach ached, her brain went foggy; her entire nervous system responded to this one moment. “I love you,” she said, emboldened. 

	All the air went out of the room. For a second, all Lucy could hear was her own heartbeat pounding in her ears. It had to be perfect this time; it wasn’t a joke.

	“Well,” Grant answered with a smile. “I loved you first.” Then he leaned over and kissed her cheek, just as another tear rolled down. He licked the saltiness off his lips and pressed his forehead into hers. “Seeing you right now just makes it so clear...I have to do whatever it takes to get back to you. You’re everything I have. You’re my entire family.”

	“It wasn’t clear before?” Lucy asked, confused. She started to pull away, but Grant put his hand on the back of her head and kept her forehead pressed to his.

	“Don’t read into things,” he whispered. “Nothing has ever been as clear as us.” Then he kissed her one last time. Without saying a formal goodbye, he exited the apartment, walking briskly past the waiting King family and their bags, packed and ready for their journey to Kymberlin. 



 

Cass gave Lucy’s hand a squeeze. The girls walked hand-in-hand together through the gray hallways in silence; they both carried single bags filled with the entirety of their earthly possessions. While there was excitement in the air and anticipation for the journey ahead, their last march through the hallways of the System felt somber. The path to the single elevator to the surface led them through a network of long, door-less hallways. Lucy had imagined the remaining occupants lining up to bid them goodbye, cheering for them as they walked past, like they were soldiers marching off to war or astronauts journeying into space. Instead, the halls were quiet and abandoned, and those bound for the Islands walked in relative isolation.

	They would ride the elevator in small groups of six, which would plop them back into the middle of the Brixton library. From there, they would board a passenger plane for the East Coast. Kymberlin was located off the coast of Maine.

	From one Portland to another, Lucy thought. She shifted, moved forward, and shuffled along. The line slowed as people began to ascend to the surface. 

	Behind her, Lucy heard the distinct clap-clap-clap of high-heels against the tile flooring. She turned to see Blair rushing forward, weaving between the line of people, while holding Teddy in her arms. A short woman with a poorly executed A-line haircut and holding three bursting bags tried to follow Blair. She huffed and puffed behind her.

	“Ethan! Wait!” they heard Blair call, and the line stopped to watch the spectacle. Lucy watched her brother as he turned, his eyes narrowed and suspicious.

	Blair was crying. She wiped big tears from her cheeks. When she reached Ethan’s place in line, she stopped to catch her breath, and then she held her head up high and cleared her throat. Even with splotchy cheeks and red eyes, Blair tried to maintain her air of superiority. 

	“My father...well...he has,” she stammered and shook her head. “He ordered me to stay behind and work. I’m not to embark to Kymberlin until after the Copia residents have been dispatched.”

	Ethan raised his eyebrows.

	“I’m not happy about it either. There’s only so much yelling I can do before I’ve realized I’ve lost an argument. Look,” she said. “This is Allison.” She pointed behind her and the woman with the bags waved. “The boy’s nanny. But I thought...”

	Teddy clamored forward and launched himself into Ethan’s arms. Ethan stumbled backward a bit and everyone watching the conversation held his or her breath. He balanced himself, and the people in the hallway sighed collectively with relief.

	“What?” Ethan asked to Blair, placing his hands over Teddy’s ears; his tone sharp with disapproval. “You want me to be some glorified babysitter?”

	“Absolutely not,” Blair said quickly. “Allison is the nanny. I only thought. Goodness, you’ll make me regret even coming to you. I thought you’d enjoy having some time with him. He’s been asking and—”

	“What?” Ethan said again, leaning closer to Blair to make her feel uncomfortable. He lowered his voice. “Is this some kind of token offering? Watch your new kid on a plane ride. Get him settled into his new home. And then you’ll swoop back in and be the hero with your piles of toys.”

	Blair cleared her throat. Lucy took a step toward the conversation, but she felt Cass’s hand tug her back.

	“No, no, no, mon chéri. He’s fine,” Cass whispered to Lucy. “Come on. Let’s keep going.”

	Blair turned to Allison. “The plane ride only. Then no more contact until I’m back. You understand?” Allison nodded and pulled a bag up on her shoulder. Blair looked back at Ethan. “I’ve been working hard to settle my little Theo...”

	“His mom called him Teddy,” Ethan said loudly. “Teddy.”

	“This was a mistake,” Blair said. She reached for Teddy, but he clung to Ethan and dug his heels into his back. “Fine. Just. Help him feel...calm.” She walked around so she could see Teddy’s face. “Th—Teddy? I’ll be back soon, okay? I just need to work for a little bit. Papa Huck will come see you and Allison will be there. Okay?”

	Teddy nodded against Ethan’s shoulder.

	“This is stupid,” she said to no one in particular. “I didn’t want to leave him. I told my dad—” Blair looked up at Ethan. “I don’t want him to think I’m not coming back for him.” She blinked and bit back another wave of emotion. “I’m coming back.”

	She looked like she wanted to say something else, but instead, she lowered her head and worked her way against the current, back through the throngs of the Kymberlin residents, her sniffles carrying down the hallway in short, meaningful bursts.

	Cass clicked her tongue. “That girl,” she sighed.

	“You feel sorry for her,” Lucy said.

	It took a long time for Cass to reply. She gave Lucy’s hand a long squeeze and shook her head. “No, friend. Not really. I feel sorry for the child.”







Lucy heard her mother and father whispering, and Harper and Teddy jabbering in hushed tones; she could hear the steady clunk of Ethan’s prosthetic foot propelling him forward unevenly. He had yet to perfect his own movements and he jerked and bobbed, putting his metal leg, dressed in a tennis shoe, out in front and sliding his good leg up to meet it. Sometimes he dragged the prosthetic forward. The effect was always jarring and Ethan’s face was frozen in a mixture of pain and anger. The quiet march of the hallway only drew attention to the awkwardness. 

	Lucy watched Cass steal a look behind her to watch Ethan move along behind them. He had his hand flat against the wall for support, and sweat beads accumulated at his brow. Cass hesitated for a moment. She let her hand drop from Lucy’s, and made a move like she was going to go to him, but then she turned forward again and kept moving.

	“We should help him,” Lucy said, pulling her bag up over her shoulder. 

	“It would embarrass him,” Cass replied. She smiled sadly. “We’ll be at the elevator soon.”

	“You don’t know my brother,” Lucy said. “He’s stubborn, but he’s not prideful. I should go—”

	Cass put out her hand and gave Lucy’s shoulder a supportive pat. “I don’t know, of course. But I think you might just want to give him space. He’ll come to you when he needs you and when he’s ready. Sometimes people need to process their loss before they’re ready to address it.”

	Coldness swept over Lucy and she bristled at Cass’s interpretation of her brother’s feelings. Cass didn’t know Ethan the way she knew Ethan. Her new friend didn’t know what he needed. Or did she? More than anything, she didn’t want to admit that maybe Cass was right—maybe her brother needed space from her, and that realization hurt more than anything. “He lost us, too,” Lucy said, but even as the words left her mouth, she realized how selfish it made her sound.

	“But he didn’t,” Cass said, and then she turned her attention away from Lucy and dropped her hand, closing the conversation. 

	Teddy walked hand-in-hand with Ethan and they trudged along together; the boy talked in short bursts and asked questions as they meandered forward. Lucy strained to listen.

	“Mama Maxine says that Mama Blair made me a Star Wars room. A real Star Wars room,” Teddy told Ethan. “Is that true?”

	“I don’t know, Teddy. It could be,” Ethan answered in a soft voice. He looked to Allison for confirmation, but the nanny merely shrugged. She hadn’t said a word since Blair deposited her and the bags in front of them in the hallway. 

	“I don’t want to fall into the ocean.” Teddy looked up at Ethan with wide eyes.

	“Why would you fall into the ocean?” Ethan asked.

	“Because Mama Blair says that our new house floats on the ocean,” Teddy stated, as if Ethan should already know this fact.

	“I’m sure you won’t fall. I’m sure it’s very safe.”

	Lucy looked at Cass and realized that she had been eavesdropping, too. She looked away before Cass made the connection, too. Lucy kept her eyes trained on the ground; her mind focused only on the conversation happening behind them. If they had not been part of a moving line, Lucy would have stopped and wrapped her arms around her brother’s neck and just hugged him until he told her to quit or pushed her away. She wanted to take responsibility for her part in his unhappiness. They had shared something back in Oregon: a desire to survive, a feeling of abandonment, clarity of the magnitude of Huck’s actions. They had that. They would always have that. She would not let his anger take that camaraderie away. 

	“Ethan?” Teddy asked. “Is my mommy waiting on the Islands?”

	The question took Ethan by surprise. He stopped walking. He took his hand and put it squarely on Teddy’s head and brought the boy into him; his head hit Ethan’s hip. Lucy and Cass couldn’t help but stop and turn, too. The whole King family watched as Ethan grabbed Teddy and swung him upward. The child wrapped his legs around Ethan’s waist and in return, Ethan grabbed hold tightly across Teddy’s back. With great purpose, he began to stalk forward: big, heavy strides, wearing the boy against his chest.

	“I’m praying that she will be, little man,” Ethan said to him. This time he said it loudly, punctuating each word. Ethan marched between Lucy and Cass, and he shot a glare in Lucy’s direction. Without looking away, he added, “No one had any right to take you away from her. She’s coming for you, Teddy. You hear me? She’s never gonna stop looking for you. Do you believe that?”

	The child nodded.

	“Good,” Ethan said. He started to gain ground, sliding past his sister with an air of stubborn determination. “I believe that, too.” 








CHAPTER SIXTEEN







The captain warned them it would be an intense landing. He said it as a throwaway comment, with the same intonation he had used to declare the cruising altitude. Yet when he brought the plane down on to the stretch of Maine coastline, the crazy, bumpy descent made her confident that her fate was sealed. Every movie or TV show with a plane crash ran on repeat in her head. This was how those scenes looked: overhead compartments popping open, people bracing for impact, excessive bouncing and shaking.

	Lucy would never have a chance to live out her actions in Cass’s tarot cards. She would die right here in a fiery ball of twisted metal and burning flesh. Everything in her line of vision blurred as the plane shook and rattled and approached the long stretch of beach and the short stretch of a temporary runway with acceleration, not a decrease of speed. 

	“He trained for this,” her father reminded her. “You’re okay.”

	But Lucy was not okay.

	The wheels touched down, but only briefly before the plane shot up again, and then jerked back down. Lucy held on to the seat in front of her and braced for impact. An intense whoosh passed through the cabin and Lucy looked out the window to her right—she realized the ocean was right outside, swirling by in a blur. 

	When the plane came to a stop, those sitting in the emergency rows yanked open the doors and deployed the bright yellow slides. With her anxiety climbing, Lucy felt like she wanted to hit something, but she had spent the entire plane ride sitting next to a snoring Galen, and hitting him seemed mean-spirited.

	“Okay, Kings,” Maxine called in her take-charge voice. “Let’s all stay together. Big kids help the little kids off the plane.” Big kids help the little kids. The motto of their family—it was always Ethan, Lucy, and Galen assuming responsibility for Malcolm, Monroe, and Harper. Galen let the twins slip ahead of him as they made a beeline for the slide. Lucy looked for Harper, but her mother was already holding tight to the girl’s hand. Ethan was busy with Teddy, packing up his acquired belongings: a toy car, a stuffed hippopotamus, and a collection of books. Blair had packed every toy, blanket, stuffed animal she had procured for him. Of everyone on the plane, Teddy had the most things. Allison lurked behind Ethan, grabbing the extra bags and looking altogether useless.

	“You coming with me?” Cass asked and Lucy nodded, relieved to have the companionship. “I’ll wait for you.” Cass waited her turn in the line of people disembarking the plane, and then swung down on to the inflated slide, holding her bag in her lap as she went.

	Lucy hesitated at the door and felt the push of the people behind her. She realized too late that she had picked a bad day to wear a dress, and yet she jumped, sliding down until she reached the sandy bottom. Slipping off her shoes, Lucy stood and wiggled her toes. Sand. The sand was cold and wet against her foot, the grains rubbed in between her toes. Tucking her bag into her body, Lucy looked up.

	Looming in front of her, to the left of the plane, was an amusement park. An abandoned Ferris wheel sat unmoving, its carriages drifting back and forth in the wind. A steel rollercoaster peeked above a red and white circus tent. The strong gusts of coastal wind whipped through the tent and pieces of it flapped angrily against the sides. Lucy walked forward, drawn to the park by some invisible string, her mouth agape. A giant collection of swings danced and creaked from a carousel. Nothing looked gloomier than the paint-chipped clowns and empty carnival game stands; stuffed animals dangling ownerless for the rest of time. Lucy took another step toward the park, and kept her eyes trained on the motionless rides. In the not too distant past, this was a place of laughter and mirth.

	It reminded Lucy of an old friend from elementary school whose family moved away quite suddenly. Maxine took Lucy over to their apartment to check on them and they found the apartment abandoned and trashed. In one of the back bedrooms, a place where Lucy had played with her friend for hours, they found a half-empty toy box. Inside: a half-dressed Barbie doll that had undergone a haircut. Lucy remembered playing Barbies with her friend, but seeing that doll—alone, dirty, left behind—made Lucy sad. It wasn’t right to have to leave without your toys; it wasn’t right to abandon something that had once been so well loved.

	The carnival made her sad for the same reasons. 

	Lucy heard Cass whistle. She turned. No more than a hundred yards in front of the plane was a pier. It jutted out into the water, waves lapped against its barnacled posts. She gulped. Had their pilot not stopped the plane exactly on that stretch of runway, they would have run right into the raised platform, splintering the wood and sending the whole jetty crashing into the ocean. Lucy’s eyes were on the pier and the amusement park in her periphery when she followed Cass’s gaze.

	It was not the pier or the towering rollercoasters that attracted her attention.

	No, Cass had wandered down the beach, away from the disembarking travelers, and she was looking outward into the ocean. As the waves rolled in, the sun passing by overhead, Lucy caught a glimpse of a tower out at sea. It rose and then disappeared. Its top was present for a second, then gone. Occasionally she could see other little mounds, which looked like glass rocks in the distance, but after peering further, she realized the mounds were connected to the middle area. Little dots of white twinkles shone brightly from the tower, lit up like a Christmas tree and acting as a beacon to the weary travelers.

	“Is that Kymberlin?” Lucy asked when she reached Cass on the beach. She realized that this must have been how Dorothy felt when she first spied the glimmering beauty of the Emerald City. Huck’s crowning achievement was majestic.

	Cass nodded, her eyes wide.

	Lucy held her shoes behind her back and stood on her tiptoes to see. Then she walked forward, absorbing the distinguishing details of this city on the sea. It had a mirage quality to it: a dreamlike appearance. It was as if it could have been tangible or a hallucination, all at once. 

	“It doesn’t look real,” Lucy said. “It’s so...futuristic. How could anyone not notice this thing cropping up in their backyard?”

	“It’s real,” Cass answered. Then she turned to Lucy, “People believe what you tell them. Conspiracy theorists are shot down as wackos. If the news tells you it’s a scientific station to study wave energy, then you don’t wonder why the military is involved. Why boats that got close were lost at sea...”

	“No way,” Lucy shook her head. “I didn’t hear about any of that.”

	Cass shrugged. “Of course not.”

	“It’s not that far away.”

	Cass turned and shook her head, her braids drifting across her back. “It’s very far away. The land gives the illusion that it’s closer than it is. But don’t be fooled, Lucy. Huck might want comfort for his handpicked population, but he certainly doesn’t want them capable of leaving the Islands.” Then, without saying anything else, she turned and left Lucy alone on the beach.

	From the distance, Lucy could hear the chop chop chop of a helicopter approaching. She scanned the sky and noticed several small black dots drifting toward the beach, their trajectory aimed straight at the medium sized plane marooned on the white stretch of sand. People began to gather and point, excited murmurs carried on the wind, but Lucy kept her eyes focused forward on the lights in the distance.

	Everyone else from Lucy’s plane had stayed close to the landing site, and she could hear her mother calling for her to come back, but Lucy tuned her out and tried to focus on the sound of the waves. She let the roar of the ocean pour over her as she looked out at the tower of Kymberlin: her new home.







They had been the fourth plane to arrive. A caravan of helicopters transported them from the beach to Kymberlin. And when the helicopters landed them atop the north tower, they traveled down a glass elevator straight into the middle of a welcome party. Lucy was hyper-aware of everything; she wanted to take it all in so she could tell Grant later. The helipad had a singular entrance and exit, and the elevator went from the exposed roof straight down into a common area without stopping. It was visible and public. All of it. Every piece, every corner of Kymberlin was glass and windows and dangling crystal chandeliers.

	When Lucy and her family exited the elevator, cheers erupted and several people rushed forward to welcome them home. Music pumped out into the open foyer and men in white suits raced around serving small plates of appetizers. Lucy stumbled backward and clutched her bag in front of her as a man passed by with food. She saw her mother look over to her father with a huge smile on her face, and he beamed at her, puffed up with pride.

	The waiters were bringing them food they hadn’t had in a long time: caviar, aged cheeses, fresh fruit, and champagne. The music and the energy were warm and inviting, and even Lucy felt her defenses melting. It was a party. A party for the new arrivals. The light and the smiling faces caused Lucy to feel like she had arrived at some exotic resort—maybe the last two months had been a dream, maybe she awoke and her family was on their Seychelles vacation after all.

	Then Lucy saw Teddy clutching Ethan’s hand, his face scanning everyone who walked by in hopes of spotting his mother, and her heart sank. Amidst the party atmosphere, they could not escape the reality of their situation. They were here because others weren’t. They were here on the backs of the dead. And there was Teddy, searching among the survivors for a face he would never find. It had been stupid for Ethan to give the boy a shred of hope.

	Not long after, the nanny and Ethan engaged in a tense verbal battle that ended with Allison carting Teddy away, struggling under the wiggling child and the burden of their baggage. Ethan, his body rigid with anger, watched the child disappear through the crowd. Lucy wished she had words of comfort to offer him. She wished he would stop being so angry with her.

	Lucy wandered away from her family and tried to get a better feel for Kymberlin’s layout. She walked to the center of the common room and realized that it wrapped all the way around in a loop and the middle of the loop was hollow. The center of the tower was equipped with four elevators that ran vertically up the levels. She peered down and saw that the structure itself was comprised of twenty or more stories, each with its own open layout; some of the levels were labeled as shops, and one entire floor was a library, but Lucy couldn’t see beyond the first few floors down.

	It reminded Lucy of a mall in downtown Portland; it was built straight up, maneuverable by a series of escalators, and if you stood on the top level and looked down, the shoppers moving around below appeared tiny and indistinguishable; little blobs of bustling people. She had heard about a man plummeting to his death off the top floor of the mall when she was very little, and the story stuck with her. Every time her mother took her to the mall, she would travel up the climbing escalators with a real and terrible sense of her own mortality.

	Lucy realized with a growing pit in her stomach that it would not take much for someone to stand atop the guardrail and plunge down through the center of the tower of Kymberlin. The thought made Lucy queasy. She leaned and tried to see what lay at the bottom, but she felt a firm hand on her back before she could get a glance. She yelped and jumped back, afraid of reprimand and frightened by the sudden appearance of someone so close to her.

	She turned and saw Cass’s dad standing next to her.

	“It’s a long fall,” Claude told her, but without the warning tone she was anticipating.

	“What’s at the bottom?” she asked.

	“Like the floor of a glass-bottomed boat. Like you are walking on water.”

	Lucy nodded. “It’s...”

	“A stunning piece of architecture, yes.”

	She saw the twinkle in Claude’s eye and she nodded again. “It reminds me of this mall back home.”

	Claude flinched and drew a sharp breath through his teeth. The reference had offended him, and Lucy blushed. Comparing his masterpiece to a shopping mall.

	“I always thought of it more as a piece of art.” He looked up and scanned the crowd and then put a hand on Lucy’s back, pushing her toward the growing party. “Go, enjoy. There’s plenty of time to stare off into the abyss. It’s a welcome party for you, is it not?”

	She walked away from Claude, leaving him standing near the railing, and he watched her walk back toward her family. She surveyed the other people milling around with wan, tired smiles plastered on their faces. As more people arrived, everyone showed an exuberance of warmth and glee.

	A man walked by carrying a platter with bubbling champagne, and Lucy swiped one swiftly. She sucked it down and deposited the empty glass on a nearby table. A different man walked by and Lucy swiped a second glass. But it was the third glass that drew Maxine’s attention, like she had a beacon in place for her daughter’s misbehavior. She stormed over, her eyes honed in on the glass in Lucy’s hand. Under her mother’s watchful stare, Lucy made a gallant show of grabbing a fourth glass and gulping the bubbly liquid down before Maxine took a swipe. She drank half the glass before her mother wrestled the alcohol away from her.

	“Excuse me,” Maxine hissed. “Let’s not meddle with poor choices today.” She had Harper by the hand, and the child pulled her toward a chocolate fountain. “I’m serious,” she added, as if her tone hadn’t conveyed enough conviction. Then in a show of mental fortitude, Maxine, without breaking eye contact, finished Lucy’s glass of champagne and handed her daughter back the empty flute. 

	“Ha!” Lucy guffawed, a smooth and warm sensation spreading from her chest to her arms. She pointed at her mother, a wiggly index finger, and felt a surge of confidence. “We’re here. It’s a party...for us.” She hiccupped. And smiled. “Just because I did that doesn’t mean I’m drunk.”

	“Remember that you live with me,” Maxine said, and she stumbled a few more feet at Harper’s behest. “Wise choices,” she reiterated before turning her back, shooting her daughter a scornful stare. 

	Lucy watched a tall member of the wait staff waltz by her, and she eyed another glass of champagne, but she let it disappear into the crowd. Standing tall, Lucy watched the crowd ebb and flow; there were faces that she recognized mixed with faces that she didn’t. The elevator dinged, the glass doors opened, and the crowd cheered as more people disembarked. Their hair was ratted and their clothes dingy, but each wore a smile as they walked out through the throngs of Kymberlin residents.

	A young man, tall and blond, with a slender build and a high forehead, raised his glass in a toast, and those who had gathered clinked their glasses together in a salute. It was then Lucy noticed Huck and Gordy, huddled together near the edge of the room, watching the people with satisfied smiles. Huck leaned over and whispered something to his son, and Gordy nodded in the affirmative. Then the older man disappeared—slipping out through the partiers relatively unnoticed.

	Lucy spun and tried to focus her eyes. Leading outward from the tower were four long sky bridges expanding out over the ocean. Those bridges connected to the mounds Lucy had spotted from the shore. They were enclosed and made of glass; as she watched Huck walk down the bridge, it looked as though he walked on nothing at all. Like walking on water, Claude had said. Like walking on air, Lucy thought.

	She felt a nudge and turned, expecting to see one of her brothers, but it was Cass who stood holding a champagne flute in her hand, her other hand draped over her waist. She looked at Lucy expectantly, her eyebrows raised.

	“Hello there my little Lark,” Cass said. “So? Thoughts?”

	Lucy hiccupped. She frowned. “I didn’t mean to do that.”

	Cass laughed. She threw her head back and giggled. “Really? Already? We’ve only just arrived.”

	“It’s just all the,” she hiccupped again, “bubbles.”

	“Of course.” Cass laughed again and put a hand on Lucy’s bicep. “The bubbles. Of course.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “You ready to ditch this place? See my place?”

	Lucy turned. “You have your own place?”

	Cass nodded. “Bein sûr, ami.”

	“Then why do I have to live with my parents?” Lucy asked with a hiccup. She wondered where Grant would live, since he didn’t have parents. Maybe he’d have roommates again. She hoped that he would also have his own place and that she could join him; she let her thoughts linger on how good it would feel to have a place of their own, just the two of them. Then she shook the thought away. She’d have to get him here first, and then she could spend time dreaming of hours alone in his apartment with an ocean view.

	“You get your own apartment at twenty-two. The rules of Huck. It’s an arbitrary number...one that happens to benefit me.” She held her glass in one hand and grabbed Lucy’s hand with the other, pulling her toward one of the sky bridges. With one last look behind them, they left the crowd and journeyed onward, venturing along the enclosed walkway. The ocean floated by underneath their feet.

	“It’s all glass,” Lucy said breathlessly. She watched her feet glide forward, suspended high above the waves. “It makes me feel...”

	“Like you’re flying?”

	“No.” She stopped and rested her hand along the transparent wall—nothing but horizon on either side. 

	“This way,” Cass said and she motioned for Lucy to follow. They tripped along, reaching the end and finding themselves in a small lobby with six doors. Each door opened to a different descending staircase. Cass pushed on door number five, and then they clomped down the stairs. The walls of the stairwell were transparent as well. Lucy looked up and stifled a shocked gasp. She could see several other people moving in adjacent stairwells across the way.

	“We’re in the ocean,” Lucy said as she followed Cass downward. They paused on a landing and the water licked the wall beside them. Tiny collections of seaweed and foam pushed against the glass. She half-expected to see a shark fin swim by. “On the ocean. In the ocean. We’re on the ocean. In the ocean.”

	With a laugh, Cass nodded. “Oh my darling, Lucy. Will you be okay?”

	“The world is gone, all the people are gone, and we’re here on the ocean. An island...an island in the ocean.”

	“He wants the earth to heal,” Cass replied. “So, he took the people from the earth and sent them to sea.” She opened the door and pushed it wide. In front of them was a long hallway, similar to the design of the System. As Lucy followed Cass, she felt like she was walking in a hallway of a moving hotel; the floor underneath her swayed. She blinked and took a gulp of cold air.

	“Is it moving?” Lucy asked.

	“Darling, that’s the champagne,” Cass said. She reached a door and pointed with a wide smile. “Look.” Her name, Cassandra Salvant, was written in a flowery script and engraved into a brass nameplate. She reached into her pocket and produced a silver key. Slipping the key into the lock and then turning the knob, Cass swung the door open. They walked inside.

	The lights of the apartment were on a motion sensor and they engaged, filling the room with a low, warm, glow. The far wall was glass, like the sky bridge and the stairwell. Outside, the horizon was growing darker as the sun set out of their sight. Lucy walked forward and stared at the endless expanse of water just beyond the wall. The wall itself was a giant window—Lucy felt like she could just walk straight through and step into the ocean, like nothing would stop her.

	“I feel so...exposed,” Lucy said. She looked at the rest of the room. A kitchen and a sunken living room with a sofa, a credenza against the shared wall, and a bookshelf filled with Cass’s favorites. To the left of the kitchen, in a small nook, was a queen-sized bed. It was covered in a tan comforter and bright orange pillows. There were cut flowers on a two-person kitchen table and Cass let her fingers slide over the petals. Real flowers. She leaned to inhale their sweet aroma.

	“I’m going to change,” Cass announced, and she slid her shirt off over her head and tossed it on to her bed.

	Lucy put her bag down on the floor and walked to the glass wall in front of her. She could see Cass’s reflection to her side, slipping out of her pants and going through a small dresser for suitable replacements. She pulled out black sweats and a black hoodie, and laughed. Lucy turned.

	Cass held the clothing out and dangled them. An emblem was stitched on the right thigh. It had intertwining circles with ivy growing around them and in big block letters across the top: Kymberlin.

	“We’ve been issued matching sweatpants?” Lucy asked incredulously and she started to walk toward Cass, to inspect the clothes closer, but she stopped. Visible across Cass’s right side was a dark, purple bruise. Even against her already dark skin, the discoloration was striking. Across her abdomen and up her arms were deep scratches: four long lines etched from her breasts to her stomach.

	Cass followed Lucy’s gaze and bit her lip. “Don’t—”

	“You never showed me.”

	“He cracked a rib. Punched me so many times in the side...like he knew it would hurt the most. Hunter did.” She said his name forcefully. “Hunter,” she said again as if she wanted to lay claim to it. “The other one scratched me...touched me...”

	“The other one?” Lucy paused. Hunter’s name had been the only one that ever came up—Cass had never mentioned a second attacker. 

	“No,” Cass said and she put her hand up. “He knows he was spared. His friend paid the cost for their actions...I couldn’t...”

	“Cass!” Lucy rushed forward and hugged her friend with a spontaneous burst of emotion. “I’m so sorry.” She stepped back and tried not to cry.

	Cass squeezed her friend’s shoulder and then blew her a kiss with her free hand. “Thank you, but I am fine. Really. I mean…I’ll be fine…it will all be fine.”

	“Why did they do it?” Lucy asked. “Why did they hurt you?”

	It took a long time for Cass to reply. But when she did, her voice was smooth and calm. “Because they could not hurt the people they were truly mad at,” Cass noted with a nod. She tugged the sweatshirt on over her body and pulled the pants up over her legs; emblem-clad and comfortable, she leaned backward on her bed and stared upward at the ceiling. “All of this, all of it...it’s beautiful.”

	Lucy stayed quiet. She looked out the window again, the ocean slipped into the darkness of the evening—the area outside the window nothing more than a black abyss.

	“You don’t agree?” Cass asked.

	And Lucy sat down on the edge of the bed next to her friend. “It’s beautiful,” she agreed. “It’s a beautiful disaster.”







Lucy left Cass alone in her new apartment and traveled back down the hallway, up the stairwell, across the sky bridge, and back into the welcome party. The effects of her drinking had already started to wane and her head pounded with the threat of a full-scale headache. She scanned the circles of people but did not recognize anyone from her family. A raucous group toward the main elevator to the helipad attempted to cajole her participation in a getting-to-know-your-neighbors game, but Lucy declined and scooted her way to a table against the wall where a woman whose nametag read Miao sat under a sign that read “Ask me about your new home!”

	“Good evening,” Miao said. “May I help you find your apartment?” She nodded toward a binder.

	“I’m Lucy King,” Lucy said. “I think my family might have already left...”

	“Of course, Lucy.” Miao smiled. She didn’t even glance down at her binder. “You are in the executive suites. Sky Bridge 2, landing 4. You’ll find your family’s nameplate on the western side. Would you like me to page a guide?” She put her hand on the table near a small walkie-talkie.

	Lucy shook her head, mumbled a thank you, and ducked through the crowd again. She followed Miao’s instructions—floating along Sky Bridge 2, venturing down the steps to the fourth landing—and then scanning the nameplates, she found her family’s new home. The hallway looked identical to Cass’s, but when Lucy knocked on the door and was let in by a sulking Galen, she realized that all apartments on Kymberlin were not created equal.

	Theirs was a three-story collection of rooms, with open metal winding staircases leading from one area to another. Like the other apartments, the far wall was all glass and looked out over the ocean. However, they were further up, above sea level, the water licking below them and disappearing out of sight.

	From the second story, Lucy could hear Ethan’s voice gaining momentum and intensity. She looked to Galen who mouthed fighting before he slipped down the metal staircase to the lower level. Angling her body just below the exposed loft of their third floor, Lucy tried to listen, but she couldn’t hear everything. So, instead, she walked steadily up the stairs, until she could see her mother, father, and Ethan huddled in an open area. Their voices carried down to her, and she listened to every word.

	“Mom, you’re wrong about this. Dead wrong. And I’m not fighting with you. He belongs with me and that’s final. If you’re unwilling to go to battle for me and Teddy, then I’m done.” Ethan paced along the room. He looked at the floor, his hands shoved into the pockets of his jeans.

	“This is not up for debate,” Scott told his son. “If you think we have any power here, you are wrong. Blair has Teddy. And that’s final.”

	“That child belongs with me,” Ethan snapped. “How could you just let him go to her without a fight? How could you just hand him over like he was someone’s lost dog? That child is mine. And he will be mine. Or...”

	“Or what?” Scott asked, exasperated. “I’ve used every last token of goodwill and favors.”

	“Furthermore,” Maxine interjected, “you have no more claim to him than Blair. Let’s not split hairs here, Ethan. That child is an orphan and if Blair can offer him a warm home...” 

	“Teddy is my responsibility.”

	“Well, Ethan,” Maxine replied, “that’s great that you’ve decided to suddenly step up and assume some sort of misguided quest for fatherhood, but where were you when Teddy was having night terrors or wetting the bed? Where were you when he wanted you and you wouldn’t say a damn word? I’m sorry, son, but we don’t think Teddy is best with you. You’re just a kid yourself—”

	“This is ridiculous...Blair isn’t even here! She’s hired a nanny to watch Teddy. She’s calling him Theo. Can’t you even see? Can’t you even understand?”

	“Could you stop? Remember what you’re up against. Huck will win this battle, and you would be wise to let him,” his father added.

	Ethan stopped pacing. He hung his head. Lucy rested against the railing.

	When he finally straightened up to look at his parents, Lucy could see the defiance in his shoulders and the heavy rise and fall of anger rolling up and down his back. Under his breath, he hissed out an angry expletive and turned toward the staircase. He walked out of the loft and to the stairs and worked his way down the spiral steps: his good leg, his prosthetic leg, his good leg, his prosthetic leg. When he saw Lucy, his nostrils flared and he pushed his mouth tight.

	“Move,” he demanded.

	“What can I do?” Lucy asked. Her mouth was dry and her words caught in her throat. “I’m sorry. I’ll do anything.”

	Ethan scoffed. “Maybe that’s the one thing you should stop. Just stop trying to do anything to help. Because if you haven’t figured it out yet, you’re not helping anybody.” His words stung, and Lucy bit her lip to hold back the tears. He slid past her and stormed out of the house, and slammed the door behind him.

	Lucy looked up and saw her parents staring at her with interest.

	“Taking up eavesdropping as one of your party tricks?” Maxine asked with disdain.

	“Stop, Maxine,” Scott chastised. He looked down at Lucy softly. “We were worried you wouldn’t find your way.”

	Moving up another rung, Lucy wiped her eyes. “Where do I sleep?” she asked in a quiet voice. She was grateful for her father’s tenderness.

	Maxine pointed to her left. Lucy followed her mother’s directions and walked the rest of the way up the stairs. Off of the loft, there was a small bedroom with a twin bed and a chest of drawers. She was certain if she opened the drawers she would find her own pair of Kymberlin-issued sweatpants, but she was too tired and logy to see for herself. She collapsed onto her bed and sat there for a long time pondering her brother’s words. Then she shut the door to block out her parents, who were still speaking in hushed tones. Achy and weepy, Lucy’s hand went to her neck and she felt around for Salem’s cross. When she found her neck bare, she realized with a mixture of sadness and relief that Grant had the necklace around his own neck now. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine what he was doing back at the System without her. All of the inhabitants, except for those bound for Copia, had left. It must be strange underground with the empty halls, the barren apartments, she thought.

	Then she groaned and slapped her palm against her forehead.

	Her bag.

	She had left it at Cass’s apartment.

	Her letter from Grant—the one she was supposed to read her first night away from him—was stranded. She put her sandals back on and walked back out into the loft, past her parents.

	“Where do you think you’re going?” her mother asked, moving between Lucy and the staircase.

	“To Cass’s. I left my stuff there.”

	“Get it in the morning,” Maxine told her and she pointed back toward Lucy’s new room.

	“No,” Lucy said. Her voice shook and she was worried that she would burst into tears at any moment. “Grant gave me a letter to read my first night. I have to read it. I can’t leave it until the morning. I promised I would read it.”

	Her mother rolled her eyes, but she stepped to the side. “Goodness, Lucy Larkspur. Please be quick.”

	“Curfew is at eleven,” Scott told her.

	“Curfew?” Lucy stopped with her hand on the railing. “There’s a curfew?”

	“Yes, the lights will dim to conserve energy. A patrol will bring you home. So, hurry,” Scott said and he motioned her along.

	Lucy trotted out into the hall. She walked up the stairs and back through the sky bridge, and down the other sky bridge; it was a laborious jaunt—nothing seemed easily accessible from anything else. It hadn’t felt like such a long walk before, but now she realized it had to be nearly a half a mile away. Feeling tired and sluggish, Lucy opened the sea level door to Cass’s hallway, but then she froze. Her hand still on the knob, the door ajar, Lucy watched as her brother walked down the same hall with his back to her. Lucy slipped into the hallway and shut the door soundlessly, and she ducked into the first alcove and watched him as he knocked twice on Cass’s door.

	Had he looked in her direction, surely he would have seen her peeking out beyond the doorframe of the first apartment on the floor, but he didn’t look. Her heart beat wildly. Why hadn’t she just called out to him? Why was she hiding? But what was he doing down here?

	Cass opened her door and Ethan mumbled a hello.

	“Well, well,” she said.

	“Nice sweatpants,” Ethan answered, a smile in his voice.

	“What?” Cass smiled. “You didn’t get your own pair?”

	Ethan leaned against her doorframe. “My parents are ridiculous. They actually think Teddy and Blair is a good idea. They essentially told me to back off...” 

	“We knew that would happen,” Cass cooed in a sympathetic voice. “I’m sorry though. I am.”

	“I owe it to Teddy to fight for him. Darla wouldn’t want this…I know that.  He deserves better than this,” Ethan lamented. “And it’s not like I don’t know that it will be hard to get him away from Blair...it’s just...how could they possibly think that he’s better with her than with me? With my mom? My mom’s a child whisperer, you know. She could raise a million Teddys.”

	“Shhhh,” Cass shushed him. “Nothing can be solved tonight.”

	“I’ll kidnap him,” Ethan proclaimed. “Right?”

	“Kidnapping someone in an enclosed building?” Cass laughed. “Ethan...”

	Lucy stuck her head out further. She could still only see Ethan; Cass was hidden in her own doorway. Her friend mumbled something incoherent and Ethan muttered a reply. He was now leaning with one arm against the frame.

	“I’m not going back there tonight,” he said.

	“I don’t have a spare room,” Cass replied, but her tone was warm.

	“I’ll sleep on your floor.”

	“But what will my neighbors think?” Cass teased. “First day on Kymberlin and you’ll be the first to have a walk of shame...”

	“I won’t be the first,” Ethan replied. “You saw the champagne flowing freely at the welcome party...”

	“Well.” Cass leaned out of her door, shortening the distance between them. “You’d be my first overnight visitor in a long time...”

	Lucy shook her head, reeling. The intimacy, the flirting; their voices carrying all the way down to her—she was sick as she followed the conversation.

	Ethan laughed. It was the first time Lucy had heard him laugh since he was brought back from Oregon. She thought of him a few minutes ago glaring at her on the stairs, spewing forth his accusations with such disgust. And now, he laughed.

	“Oh really?” Ethan replied. “Look, Cassandra, here’s the deal. My last girlfriend is dead. And the last girl I thought I could love ended up shot and burned to a crisp inside of my own house. But you knew all that.”

	Lucy’s eyes widened and she covered her mouth with her hand to avoid from gasping audibly. She slumped back against the door. Her breathing became ragged and quick. What had he said? Burned up in their house? She reeled and tried to understand. Burned? The last girl he thought he could love? Who? And what? Confusion flooded her.

	“So,” Ethan continued, “maybe I’m not really the best guy in the world to align yourself with right now. My track record with women is pretty poor.”

	Cass laughed her trademark laugh. “Don’t flatter yourself, Ethan King,” she replied. “Now come sleep on my floor so we can make everyone think you’re much more charming than you actually are.”

	She helped him inside and shut her door.

	The hallway was silent.

	Lucy stumbled out into the vacant hall and let out all her breath in a hot gush. The hallway spun and she put her hands on the wall to steady herself. Their house had burned? And there had been a girl. There had been a fire. Someone had been shot. But you knew all that, he had said to Cass. She knew all that?

	She knew all that.

	Lucy’s face burned and her stomach knotted as she realized the worst betrayal of all: Cass and Ethan were friends. And they had kept it a secret from her.

	They were conspiring together, sharing plans, telling stories, and they had excluded her completely.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







The visitors came back to the house along the river on two other occasions. The second time there was an argument with raised voices and determined shouts before the car sped away with a peal of squealing tires. Still, their identities and stories were a mystery that Lou and his family kept closely guarded. Beyond the walls of the Hales’ fortified shelter was a thriving community of survivors. And deep in the dark belly of the basement, they hid a great secret: three humans kept against their will who held secrets of their own.

	Lindsey had talked to them once more about an escape. But her ideas were ever-evolving, hindered by unknown entities. She kept their hope afloat by sending small promises as she passed them their meals or took them to the bathroom. Tiny nuggets of hope; shards of promises carried in the darkness.

	Darla was done.

	Done hoping that they could slip out into the night.

	Done waiting for Lindsey to come up with a plan.

	Done being pushed around.

	Done feeling useless and trapped. 

	Anti-Stockholm Syndrome had reared its ugly head. She looked on Lindsey with disgust and rage as she realized that Lou’s daughter’s desire to align herself with the captives had cost them precious days. She had let a waifish girl with big eyes and choppy hair convince her that the best plan was waiting for the right time to escape. That had been a poor decision; regret settled in her gut like a rock. She couldn’t think for too long about the time they had wasted or the guilt was unbearable. She wanted to blame the drugs and the fear, but she knew there was no excuse that would get her to Nebraska faster.

	Darla was done. And Darla was leaving.

	She plotted their escape by the light of their camping lantern, closing her eyes and imagining a series of events that would end their torture. Ainsley had relegated herself to lying supine with her feet on the rocking horse. She would push it back and forth, the old springs squeaking and crying out in a measured tempo.

	Darla slept, curled up against the carpet without a blanket or discarded shirt to cover her, but her eyes snapped open when she heard slow, steady footsteps on the stairs. Expecting Lindsey, she pushed herself off the ground and walked over to the door and pounded on it with her fist.

	“I don’t want to talk to you unless you’re here to free me,” she whispered through the wood.

	A flashlight beam scanned under the door. Darla watched the light create small shadows in the floor beneath her.

	But it wasn’t Lindsey on the other side, it was Lou. He spoke to her and his voice was rich and deep, and he spoke barely above a whisper. “You think I’m a monster,” he said.

	Darla pushed her ear against the wood to hear. She didn’t answer.

	“You have a bargaining chip to get out of this basement…you know what you need to tell me…and you won’t.” He seemed genuinely hurt and confused. “You have to explain it to me, Darla,” Lou continued. “We’ve reached the point of no return. Your presence here is costing me allies…”

	“The people I hear,” she said. “Who are they?”

	Ainsley stirred. The rocking horse creaked.

	“I have people to protect, too,” he answered. “What do you know about the Sweepers? Where are you going and what do I need to do to protect myself from them?” The flashlight disappeared for a second and then reappeared under the door. “Darla?”

	She lowered her head and scratched her nails into the wood. Just so he would know she was there; just so he would know she was listening. Then she cleared her throat, “I don’t trust you. You’ve given me no reason to believe that you will keep your word. I’m a bargainer, Lou, but I don’t have anything to give you. When you let me out of this basement of your own free will and not because I’ve given you anything in return, only then do you get to know what I know.”

	Lou sighed.

	“But…” he started and stopped. “If you are one of them…”

	“I’m not conning you,” she replied. 

	“It’s not personal,” Lou continued. He was practically begging. “It’s survival. I know that someone tried to kill us and failed. I know that they will continue to kill every last survivor until they have accomplished their goal...and yet you continue to protect them. Protect their whereabouts. That’s suspicious. Highly suspicious. Explain it to me, Darla. Explain to me why I’m supposed to think of you as my ally. I’m begging you…I’m here, I can’t sleep, I can’t think.”

	Darla pounded a weak fist into the door as her answer.

	“I’m waiting,” Lou said with an air of calm that crept underneath Darla’s skin. She shivered.

	“You can’t drug me, and separate me from my friends, and keep me as your prisoner, and expect me to want to cooperate with you…” Darla croaked to the flashlight beam. “You attacked us first. Unprovoked.”

	“I thought you were Sweepers.” He sounded so apologetic. So sad. Darla hated him for it. He had the power to do the right thing and still he refused. She wanted to make him pay for his blind allegiance to a non-existent standard. She didn’t doubt that Lou thought he was doing the right thing, and in many ways that made her even angrier. 

	“We’re not the enemy. Why are you trying so hard to make us one?”

	“You can’t blame me for wanting to protect my family.”

	“This new world can’t be built on mistrust,” she seethed and she pounded her hand into the door a little harder. “You didn’t even wait to see if we were good people before you decided we were bad.”

	He had no response to that.

	“I won’t jeopardize my own needs just so you can have some answers,” she continued. “My reasons for refusing to cooperate outweigh your needless desire for answers that don’t affect you.”

	“I’ll be the judge of that, Darla,” Lou said.

	She hated the way he said her name.

	She heard him turn and the flashlight disappeared; his heavy steps traveled back up the stairs and the basement door slammed shut.

	Squeak, squeak, squeak went the rocking horse. Ainsley sighed in her sleep. Or maybe she was awake. Darla didn’t know and she didn’t feel like needlessly waking her up just to see if she had been awake to start with. A second later, she heard Dean knocking. She crawled her way over to the vent and pressed her body against the floor. Her cheeks were wet, but she didn’t bother wiping them.

	“This is a lost cause,” she whispered into the grate.

	“I heard,” Dean said. He sounded like he was right beside her. She wished she could reach through the vent and hold his hand. “Jesus. Darla...we have to do something,” he continued. “We can’t stay here like this.”

	“I know. I’m thinking.”

	She didn’t move. She just stayed still against the ground, her ear to the floor.

	“We’re going to find him, Darla. Teddy is still out there and we’re going to get to him. He’s safe and he’s waiting for us. Okay?”

	“I’m not okay,” she answered. “I’ve never felt so weak. So stupid and weak. This is the one time I should be strong…and I failed. I misjudged this entire situation. How could I have failed my own child?”

	“You’ll regain your strength...”

	“Not just physically weak, Dean. Mentally. Emotionally. I don’t know if I have what it takes to do this. I don’t think I can be the hero.” She paused. “Should I tell him? Should I tell him about Nebraska and the soldiers and my son?”

	“If you think it’s best,” he said quickly. His response was not what she had wanted to hear.

	“We don’t know who those other people are,” she replied. “What prevents them from getting the information from us and checking it out before they let us leave? And blowing our cover? Or…launching a surprise attack. With Teddy still there.”

	“Is that what you’re most afraid of?” Dean whispered.

	Darla didn’t answer.

	“Well,” Dean said after a pause, “Then it’s settled. They learn nothing from us. We hold our ground. We’ll find another way out.” They went silent. Then he whispered, “You think we’ll find my boy, Darla? It’s not fair, you know…it’s not fair that I just let him slip out of my life. I see that…I need to tell him that I should’ve fought for him. You think he’s okay?”

	“I do,” she answered. But she didn’t know. She thought of the items in the room; she inventoried them in her head. And she thought of Lindsey, her potential co-conspirator coming down with dinner in a few hours. All those things fluttered through her thoughts. Then she shifted against the carpet and said, “Tell me a good memory, Dean.” She could hear the hum of the house through the cracks beneath her.

	He went quiet and Darla pressed her ear down harder. 

	“Dean?”

	“Christmas. When I was about ten. My dad took me out to cut down our own tree, just me and him, out in some u-cut farm in the mountains. We were out all day trying to find the perfect tree. He’d keep saying, ‘Your mom deserves the best tree, Dean. Just the best.’ Finally, we found one...cut it down, strapped it up, traveled all the way home. It was dusk when we pulled in the drive, and my mom was there, in the window, with two mugs of hot cocoa. Big old marshmallows floating in just pure chocolate. I can still taste it. And I remember my dad setting that tree up in the middle of our family room and helping my mom string the lights.” Dean paused.

	Darla couldn’t hear anything but her own steady breath against the floor.

	“We had this Elvis Christmas record playing. And my parents were dancing...my mom in this pink robe and my dad in these tight bell-bottomed pants. They were just so happy...you remember what it felt like to see your parents just happy like that? God, I can just see them still. Elvis. The tree. And my mom hands me the tinsel, right? These stringy pieces of silver and gold and I string them all over. And she kisses my head. And says to me, ‘You remember these moments, Dean, and hide them in your heart. Because life isn’t always pretty and you’ll need bright shiny tinsel moments to get through, okay?’ I should’ve remembered that sooner, I guess. How it felt. Maybe it would’ve made me a better man. A better dad or husband. I knew what good looked like and it didn’t matter. I didn’t remember the tinsel, I guess. What a piece of wasted advice.”

	“I said a good memory,” Darla said with a smile in her voice.

	“Well, then, how’s this for cliché. The day Grant was born,” he amended. “He was a pink, ugly mess. And God, I miss that kid.”

	“He’s a good egg,” Darla said. She picked at a loose carpet thread. “Good young man. From what I knew.” She knew him for a day, but qualifying it wasn’t important. It was what Dean needed to hear and she was happy to say it.

	“I did okay sometimes,” was Dean’s reply. “You know, they tell you that you’re supposed to tell your kid that you’re proud of them so that they know it when they’re older. I didn’t do that. Do you do that?”

	Darla hummed a yes. She did. She was a good mom. Not a perfect mom, but a good mom. She had never measured herself against the barrage of parenting barometers that modern society kept throwing her way. She was a good mom and she didn’t need a different mom sitting behind a computer to tell her that. Pressed against the floor, her ear to a vent, the rumblings of the house pounding in her ear, Darla knew that her current situation did not define her—she would reunite with her son. She would keep him safe. 

	The duo stopped talking. There was nothing more to say. Darla could hear Dean’s thick and steady breathing from the other side of the grate, and the movement of the rabbits in their pen. Dean’s isolation had taken a toll on his sanity—he had named the rabbits after various former baseball players and lamented when the Hales picked a beloved one to eat. Without natural light, the rabbits were small and skittish, but Dean had seemed to form fast friendships. Poor Buster Posey had gone up the night before last, and Darla was certain she could hear Dean praying for the bunny’s soul.

	Between Dean’s heavy snores and the rabbits scuttling about, Darla let her mind wander. She laid back and stared at the ceiling, dreaming of escape.







“Someone’s coming,” Darla whispered through the grate, hoping that it would rouse Dean from slumber. She could hear steps approaching the basement door. Darla scuttled upward away from the vent. She grabbed the lantern and spun it around the room. She spotted the overturned lamp next to the coffee table, untouched since she had pounded against the ceiling. Ditching the lantern, Darla picked up the lamp and held it like a bat over her shoulder. 

	“Ainsley,” she whispered to the sleeping girl.

	“Hmmmm,” Ainsley mumbled.

	“Get up. Come on. We’re going.”

	“What?” Ainsley pushed the rocking horse and then sat up quickly. “What?” She stared at Darla by the light of the lantern, her eyes wide with confusion and shock. “What?” she asked again. 

	The lock above the door rattled, the door creaked open, and Darla slid her body against the wall. Noticing the lamp above Darla’s shoulder for the first time, Ainsley jumped up and stood against the wall, out of sight. Her hair was a tangled mess. She clasped her hands in front of her and closed her eyes tight. 

	A triangular sliver of light appeared on the floor, and it crept wider and wider. Lindsey’s silhouette appeared and she took a tentative step forward.

	“Darla?” she asked. “Ainsley?”

	With a deep breath, Darla stepped out and swung, landing a blow across Lindsey’s upper arm. Shocked and surprised, Lindsey backed out into the hall, fumbling with the door, but Darla kicked it open and followed her. She pushed the base of the lamp against Lindsey’s chest and jammed her into the wallpapered wall opposite her prison. Lindsey grasped at the lamp leg and struggled to catch her breath. She started to call out, but Darla dropped the lamp and rushed forward. She placed her arm up against Lindsey’s throat and clasped her hand over her mouth. The woman’s eyes were wide and they filled with tears.

	“Not a word,” Darla said. “Ainsley! Keys.” Ainsley emerged from the room blinking and looked at Darla and Lindsey and she grimaced. But she reached into Lindsey’s pocket without complaint and pulled out the bundle of keys for the basement doors.

	“We’re leaving. Tonight. You hear me?” Darla asked.

	Lindsey nodded. She blinked and the tears ran down Darla’s hand.

	“I’m taking my hand away and don’t even think about calling for help,” Darla told her, and Lindsey nodded again. Darla turned to Ainsley, “Let Dean out.” Darla removed her hand and looked Lindsey in the eyes. “Where’s everyone else?”

	“My-my-my,” Lindsey stammered. Darla shook her gently out of anxiousness and pity and Lindsey groaned and gasped. “My parents are upstairs in their room. My brother is in the main room, watching the basement...basement...door.”

	“Where is my gun?” Darla asked.

	Lindsey shook her head. “I don’t know what you wanted. I don’t know how you thought I could ever help you if you weren’t willing to cooperate a little. I told you I’d help when I could...I couldn’t. I couldn’t. You don’t understand.”

	“Are you armed?”

	“Are you Sweepers?” Lindsey asked, ignoring Darla’s question.

	Darla leaned closer. “Are you armed?”

	Lindsey nodded. “Back...pocket.” Darla spun Lindsey against the wall and patted Lindsey’s waist and her back pockets, and pulled out the small stun gun. She turned it on and jabbed it into Lindsey’s back, her finger hovered over the trigger.

	“No...please...” Lindsey pleaded. “Not like this. I told you I was on your side.”

	“I’m not going to hurt you,” Darla said. “I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

	Ainsley successfully found the key to unlock Dean’s door and Dean stumbled outward and looked down the hall at Lindsey and Darla. He scratched his head and assessed the two women with perplexed curiosity.

	“We have a plan?” he whispered to Darla.

	Darla shook her head. “First step. Get out of our rooms.”

	“Hey, we’re doing great then,” Dean replied.

	“He’s so close to letting you go,” Lindsey said. She began to sob, heaving heavily and leaning forward to catch her breath. “The others…they said they wouldn’t work with kidnappers. He’s been feeling so conflicted. You don’t understand…he’s not evil.”

	“Calm down,” Darla instructed in a fierce whisper. “Calm down. Now. Please. And thank you.” And Lindsey listened; she took a deep breath and waited, even though her bottom lip still quivered. “It’s too late. I don’t want to wait any longer for someone else to decide to show me benevolence.” She grabbed Lindsey’s arm harder. Darla held her arms tightly pinned behind her and pushed the stun gun into Lindsey’s side.

	“I’m helping you,” Lindsey said hoarsely. “I told you I’d help you...”

	“You’re a little late on the offer,” Darla said. She loosened her grip. “Am I hurting you?”

	Lindsey shook her head.

	“Let me know if I pull too hard. I don’t want to hurt you,” Darla said.

	She directed the woman up the steps, keeping the stun gun trained on her ribs. “Dean and Ainsley,” Darla called back down the stairs, “take the keys. Go the car and wait. I’ll get my gun and follow behind.” 

	“Darla—” Lindsey said weakly. “Car keys…are…upstairs.”

	“Where’s my gun?” Darla whispered.

	“I don’t know,” she whispered back.

	Lyle called from the other room. “You do it?” he asked.

	“Uh-huh,” Lindsey replied, unmoving from the top step.

	“They’ll be out long?” he mumbled. “Maybe dad can whip up truth serum or something. End this whole thing.”

	“Yeah,” Lindsey said, her voice catching. “Yeah,” she said again, stronger the second time.

	“Ray and Jillian back tonight?” he asked. Darla froze. The visitors had names. Lindsey was slow to answer and Darla prodded her with a tap.

	“I don’t…maybe…”

	“Why are you hovering?” her brother asked and his voice was getting closer.

	Darla’s heart pounded in her chest and she felt Dean’s steady hand against her back and then his lips near her ear. “Give me the stun gun,” he said and he slipped his hand next to Darla’s and took the gun. Then he counted slowly and as Lyle’s footsteps approached the door, Darla shoved Lindsey to the ground and Dean sprung, landing the stun gun against Lyle’s neck and jabbing him with a steady stream of voltage. Lyle’s muscles thrashed involuntarily and the lumbering man sunk to the ground.

	“Tie him up! Tie him up!” Dean whispered loudly to Ainsley and Ainsley stumbled around the room looking for their own discarded ropes. She attempted to bind the man, but he was regaining his strength and he grabbed Ainsley around the wrist.

	“Ouch! Ouch!” Ainsley simpered and she sunk to her knees. The stun gun was ready to go again and Dean leaned forward and zapped Lyle in the shoulder; he dropped his grip on Ainsley.

	But then the electrodes stopped firing and the gun whined to stop. Breathing heavily, Lyle regained control of his body. He lifted his head and shifted his legs to stand, taking a swipe at Dean who fumbled with Ainsley to tie the rope around his legs. Working on the knots, Dean managed to pin Lyle’s arms to his body and keep his legs bound together.

	When he realized he was incapacitated, Lyle stopped flailing on the ground. “Are you here to kill us?” Lyle asked, his voice raw.

	Lindsey struggled in Darla’s arms and pulled against her, but Darla hugged her close. “I’m not going to hurt you,” she reiterated in a slow, steady tone. “Stop.”

	“You hurt my brother,” Lindsey cried and she tried to yank away from Darla one more time.

	“Shit,” Dean spat. “Lindsey?” he turned his attention to the daughter. “You said the car keys are upstairs?”

	She nodded. “In my parent’s bedroom. Side table. They keep them there so Lyle and I wouldn’t be able to make a break for it during the night.” She sniffed.

	“Is that a real concern?” Darla asked.

	“Look, you don’t have to understand. They don’t want to lose us…we aren’t bad people,” Lindsey added weakly. “He’s not a bad person…”

	“I’ll go,” Dean offered and he checked the stun gun and started up the stairs.

	“I’ll stay right here,” Ainsley answered from the side of the room. She stood next to Lyle and watched him warily.

	Darla looked at Dean squarely. The room was glowing with the dots of nearly fifty tea-light candles, and upstairs someone stirred. Everyone’s eyes traveled upward and waited to see if someone was about to make an appearance. The noises and creaking stopped; everyone sighed.

	“My father thinks this is the right thing. You can’t fault him for that. You haven’t seen what we’ve seen...you don’t know what we know. For years people treated him like he was crazy for wanting to be prepared. Like Noah and his boat...people laughed at him, until the rains came.”

	“Save the speech,” Darla interrupted.

	“If I had known how to help you, I would have helped you. If I knew how to leave...I would have left.” Lindsey’s voice shook. “Just don’t hurt them...they’re not bad people. They’re crazy, but they’re not bad. And you promised you’d take me with you...”

	“I want my gun. If not my gun, any gun.”

	Lindsey nodded. She walked over to a china cabinet in the main room. She opened a glass door wide and reached in, grabbing Darla’s weapon. She hesitated, as if she thought about turning the gun on Darla, but then at the last second, she handed it over. Darla checked the chamber—still loaded—and clicked the safety off.

	“I’m going up,” Darla announced. Dean shook his head, but she stopped him. “Not a debate. You stay here with Ainsley. Make sure Lyle stays where he is. I’ll take Lindsey upstairs and get the keys.”

	“Don’t hurt them,” Lindsey said again.

	Dean paused. “I don’t think that’s the best plan...” he shook his head.

	“When will you learn?” she asked. “When I tell you a plan…I’m not asking for your thoughts on it.”

	Shaking his head, Dean turned. “You’re going to go up there alone? Darla…seriously.” Darla didn’t respond. Dean sighed and shook his head again. “First sign of a struggle and I’m coming up there. You hear me?”

	“I always hear you, Dean. Sometimes I choose not to listen.” She tried to sound friendly and facetious, but she was too tired and the banter felt forced. She was grateful for Dean and she hoped, despite the bravado, that he could see that. He was a good egg, too. She wanted to tell him that.

	Darla steadied her gun, and touched Lindsey’s shoulders carefully. 

	“Put your hands behind your back,” she said softly and Lindsey did as she was told.

	“Will you take me me with you?” Lindsey asked. “Take me to the other survivors. Take me to Ray and Jillian’s…you’ll meet them. They’re good people. Take me somewhere that doesn’t feel like such a prison.”

	Darla laughed with a biting sigh. “Lindsey, you seem like such a smart girl.” She placed her gun into Lindsey’s back and pushed just enough so Lindsey could feel its presence. “The other survivors, huh? The people who come to visit you?”

	Lindsey nodded.

	“Who are they?”

	She didn’t answer.

	“Right,” Darla said. “It’s understandable for you not to trust me. I don’t blame you. Maybe that’s the difference between us.”

	The candlelight flickered all around them.

	“There’s a little place in Montana with survivors,” Lindsey offered in a whisper. “They’ve been trying to convince my dad to go with them. It’s safer there. But he won’t leave this place…he’s worked too hard.”

	“How many survivors?” Darla asked.

	“I don’t know exactly. But when they find people, they move them there. People from Canada, Oregon, Washington, California. Not as many people from the East. Yet.”

	“And they know about us?” Darla asked. She pushed the gun into Lindsey’s back a little harder. Lindsey didn’t answer. “Do they?” she asked again. Lindsey nodded. “Yeah…I got the impression that they aren’t too thrilled,” Darla said and she shook her head. Then she took a deep breath. She looked at Dean and then to Ainsley, and lastly to Lyle on the floor.

	“Let’s get those keys,” she said. “I’ve got this. I’ll be back soon.” She pushed Lindsey up the stairs, down the dark hallway toward the master bedroom. Candlelit glow sneaked out under the closed door. After a quick count to three, she kicked in Lou and Cricket’s bedroom door, and it crashed backward with a bang. Cricket spun in the bedsheets, screaming and covering her head as she jumped off the side of the bed, the comforter trailing behind her. 

	“Help! Lou!” she shouted with muffled cries.

	Lou was quick. He swiped at the Taser on his bed stand and raised it, poised to fire, but then he spotted Lindsey and his eyes went to the gun in Darla’s hand. He hesitated, floundering. His white boxers clung to his pale, skinny legs and his t-shirt sported holes along the collar. In the dark, in his underwear, he looked small and sad. The room was dark except for the candles. The flickering light made stationary objects dance on the walls. It was disorienting.

	“How?” Lou asked. It was the first word out of his mouth. He did not ask for Lindsey’s release, or beg for Darla not to hurt his daughter. Instead, he watched them both, reeling, and he wondered how his plans had failed.

	“Car keys,” Darla demanded. “We’re leaving. Now.”

	Even in the dark, Darla could see Lou’s eyes widen. He was frozen into inaction.

	“Lyle! Lyle!” the father called for his son.

	Darla shook her head. “Sorry. You’re on your own. The keys.”

	From the corner, Cricket cried. “Give her the keys, Lou.” 

	“Cricket—” Lou interrupted in a warning voice.

	Without letting Lindsey budge, Darla eased herself closer to the center of the room.

	“Let my daughter go.”

	“I want the keys to any of your vehicles. Then I will leave and you’ll never see me again. Don’t you want that, Lou? Don’t you want your life back? Give me the keys.”

	“No,” Lou replied. “You won’t shoot her.” 

	Darla shook her head and then forcefully moved Lindsey closer to her; Lindsey gave a yelp of pain as Darla yanked her arms tighter. She resisted the urge to apologize. Her hair smelled like basil and lavender. Darla imagined Cricket and Lindsey sitting together in the daylight hours crafting soap.

	Muttering an expletive under her breath, Darla watched as Lou raised the Taser again. His hands were shaking. He aimed and fired. The prongs shot out of the small black box and hit the middle of the hand draped across Lindsey’s shoulder. She absorbed the pain. Grinding her teeth and concentrating on keeping the gun in Lindsey’s back, she felt the power surge through her system. Then it stopped.

	“Take the barbs out,” she said to Lindsey breathlessly and Lindsey complied. The woman’s face was streaked with tears. The long wires dropped to the floor and Lou looked at her like she were a rabid animal.

	“Lou—” Cricket yelled from the corner.

	“You…risked that…” Darla said slowly, “…even though I have a gun on your daughter?” Her voice was level and measured. Her heart still beat wildly; the effects of the stun gun still coursing through her body. “Is my information more important than she is?” Darla took a step forward and shook Lindsey’s shoulders. She moved fluidly in her arms, no longer putting up a fight. “For what purpose? What kind of man are you?” 

	“I know you’re Sweepers,” he offered weakly. “I’ve worked my entire life to keep my family alive in times of turmoil. But I can’t keep them safe from you.”

	“You’re wrong. We’re normal people like you!” Darla said slowly. She looked down at her hand. Two round circles had formed and they were bleeding. None of her other Taser wounds had bled; she looked at the injury and shook her head. Then she tightened her grip on the top of Lindsey’s shoulders and took the gun and aimed it at Lou. Cricket screamed and buried her head.

	“Not normal people like us! Not normal people like us!” Lou cried and he flung his hand wildly, knocking a candle off of his bed stand. It crashed to the floor and went out, hot wax splattered on the carpet and the bedsheets, a tendril of smoke escaped upward.

	“You fear the Sweepers,” Darla said. “But you don’t know anything about those guys except for something you heard on a radio weeks ago. You don’t know anything...your whole life here is based on the idea that someone is out to get you.” Darla yelled and her voice filled the tiny room.

	“I don’t believe you,” he said, weaker than before. “I don’t believe you,” he said again and again. And then he began to cry. The man sunk to his bed and wept into his hands. Lindsey moaned in solidarity and Cricket peaked out from her place of hiding.

	“Let me go to him,” Lindsey whispered and Darla loosened her grip. She let Lindsey slip forward. She sat next to him on the bed, the bed springs calling out as she sat down, and she put an arm around his shoulders. He continued to cry.

	Darla lowered the gun. She walked calmly over to the night stand and opened it. There were several sets of keys and instead of trying to ascertain which one was better, she grabbed them all. She looked at Lou and Lindsey, huddled together on the bed.

	“They kidnapped my son,” Darla said slowly, but loud enough for the family to hear over Lou’s sniveling.

	The old man lifted his head. His eyes were red.

	“I’m not telling you where I’m going or what I know. But I’m telling you that. The people that did this to us…they took my child. And you’ve prevented me from going to get him…”

	“You could have told me,” Lou said. “I only wanted to know if we were in danger.”

	“You could have trusted me,” Darla replied. “You didn’t tell me about the other people or what you were going to do after you knew the truth…you don’t deserve peace, Lou.” She looked at him and backed her way to the door, the gun still firmly in her hand. “You deserve to live in fear. You have an amazing house and prepared for your family…but I can’t…”

	Downstairs Darla could hear shouting. There was a rumble of footsteps and then the sound of glass breaking. In an instant, she heard footsteps on the stairs. Darla looked at Lou and his face had gone ashen; a look of terror on his face.

	“Sweepers,” he breathed. “You lied!”

	Then he launched himself at her, his skinny legs carried him over the floor. Darla held her gun away from his prying grasp. Lou dug his fingers into the open sores created by the Taser prongs. She screamed as he ripped at her skin and the pain radiated down to her elbow. 

	“You called them to kill us! You signaled them to kill us!”

	“Dad! Dad!” Lindsey screamed from the bed and she jumped up and tried to pry him off of Darla, but Lou was determined.

	Darla rolled and then kicked wildly, catching Lou in the stomach and she pushed herself away. The door to the bedroom swung open and a very tall man in a button-down flannel shirt stood framed by the darkness. 

	“Ray,” Cricket yelled.

	Lou turned. He was breathing heavily against the floor. His right hand covered in Darla’s blood.

	“Ray,” he repeated.

	The man named Ray surveyed the room. “This isn’t good, Lou,” Ray said in a deep drawl. “I warned you.”

	“They escaped. I thought you were…” Lou didn’t even finish his sentence. He nodded slowly and his shoulders sunk to the floor. He resumed blubbering into the carpet. Darla didn’t know if she should comfort the man or spit on him. She looked down at her hand and then looked away. It was a bloodied mess of torn skin.

	“We’re taking them.”

	“I don’t know you,” Darla started and she say Ray’s eyes go to the gun in her hands.

	“Well, Darla, I don’t know you either. But your traveling companions, Dean and Ainsley, have already crawled into the back of our pickup truck. So, unless you imagine you’d like to stick around here for a bit longer, I’m thinking you’ll probably want to join us.”

	“Wait,” Lindsey said and she stepped forward. “Wait. Just wait.”

	Ray took a step inward and motioned for Darla to step out of the room.

	“I’m sorry, Lindsey,” Ray said.

	“But I wanted to go with you,” she said in a whisper. “Please?”

	Ray looked at Cricket and Lou, then back at Lindsey. “Sorry, Lindsey. We think it’s best that the entire Hales family just take some time to reevaluate. We’ll stop on by later to discuss it.”

	“Later?” Lindsey looked panicked.

	“You had a chance to make the right choice.” He bowed his head. “Lou. Cricket. Lyle’s downstairs. You folks…” he started, but then he didn’t finish his sentence. He just waved his hand and looked at them with a sad, disappointed glare. Then he walked back down the hallway where Darla was already waiting for him, slipped by the framed pictures and down the stairs.

	Right on his heels, Darla followed him out of the house and into the thick darkness of the country night. There were two trucks waiting for them—Dean sat in one and Ainsley sat in the other. Wordlessly, she climbed into the truck closest to her and sat down in the center of the bed. Ainsley was there with her back against the edge.

	Darla looked at the driver of her own truck; it was a woman, her hair tucked up into a baseball cap. A young man sat next to her, big and balding. In the bed of the other pick-up were two teenage girls, huddled together holding rifles. 

	“Ray and Jillian and friends,” Ainsley offered with a weak smile.

	“Yeah,” Darla replied. “To our rescue.”

	“Everything okay up there? We heard shouting.”

	“Everything will be okay,” Darla said. Then she added, “For us, at least. Everything will be okay for us.” 

	She looked back at the Hales’ house and she could see the silhouettes of Lou and Cricket in their upstairs bedroom; they had removed the coverings to watch their captives go. The truck engine roared and they started to roll down the long driveway. Then, Darla gasped. Lindsey was running after them: her arms flailing by her side, her feet slapping the pavement. She pumped her arms and tried to chase the fast moving truck with every ounce of energy she had left. And even as the truck rounded the corner and fell out of sight, Darla thought she could hear her calling for them to stop. Come back. Don’t go. Don’t leave me. Take me with you. I’m sorry. We’re so sorry.

 




The truck maneuvered through the small neighborhood, back past the grocery store where they had tried to spend their first night, and then up to the highway. The farmhouse was long gone out of view before the truck slowed to a stop and pulled to the side of the road. The second truck sped up and stopped in the road. Ray threw the pick-up into park and slid out of the cab.

	Dean sat in the passenger seat. Unharmed and calm, he opened the door and walked over to them.

	“You okay?” he said. “You two okay? Oh man, oh man. Darla...your hand...”

	Darla looked down. A steady stream of blood trickled down her arm. She ignored Dean and wrapped the hand in her shirt, and then she got a better look at the man standing next to him—a tall cowboy-type with graying hair and a thin beard. Ray.

	“So, who are you?” she asked. “And what the hell just happened back there?”

	“That’s what happens when Lou Hales has some trouble living in the real world,” the man said. “Just stopping by for a little climate check tonight…and it seems like our timing was spot-on. We’ve been having some disagreements over his decision to keep you in the basement…but looks like you solved that issue on your own.” He winked at her. She didn’t crack a smile back.

	“You are the people we heard? The ones who visited the Hales? You got a place up in Montana?”

	The man nodded.

	“He didn’t attack me until he thought you were Sweepers. I had the keys.”

	“Sorry about that,” Ray said and he smiled. “But Lou keeps his car keys in a safe in the kitchen. Those are all decoys. Wouldn’t have made it very far.”

	“Lindsey set me up?” Darla asked and she didn’t feel as badly about the image of Lindsey running after the truck.

	“No, darlin’,” Ray replied. “Lou doesn’t even trust his own daughter not to make a run for it. I imagine she told you honestly what she thought.”

	Darla nodded. She looked down and closed her eyes.

	“Look, Lou told us he thinks you know something about the people who did this...the terrorists...”

	“Oh,” Darla sighed, her stomach sank and she felt ill-at-ease. Her eyes went to the young vigilantes in the other truck. Their vacant stares scared the shit out of her. “I see…so, this rescue is far from altruistic in nature? We don’t know anything…so, I’m sorry if you wasted your time. You wanna take us back now?” She couldn’t help the bite in her voice. Dean put his hand on her shoulder, but she shook him off.

	The man didn’t budge. He cleared his throat, “I won’t lie. I wished you did know something. But you have to understand...I got a good community growing and a lot of people to look out for. My intentions in asking you what you know are only because I want to protect the people who have asked me for protection,” he said. “If you say you don’t know anything, then I believe you. Either way, we’ll take you where you want to go. Or leave you be. The choice is yours.”

	Darla didn’t answer. She scanned the faces again. They all watched and waited intently.

	“The Hales, well, they found us you see,” the man continued. “Before the radios cut out. It’s not important, but you should know that they’ve been helpful to us. No doubt they’re paranoid. Lou’s not right in the head. He still thinks of his kids like they are twelve and not thirty, but they didn’t see us as a threat and they’ve been kind and generous. Even if they won’t leave their house and join us. He says it’s too risky to congregate.” 

	“They might be right,” Darla said. She turned her attention to Ainsley, who was still huddled against the bed of the pick-up. The girl looked pale and sickly under the moonlight. She wondered how long it had been since she had eaten anything substantial. “So…why come to rescue us? If you don’t care about the information I possess and it could potentially risk your relationship with those people, then why?”

	“Look, that’s a pretty cynical world view…if you think that just because we’ve had a good relationship in the past we’re not able to overlook a wrong. It’s not right what they were doing. Not right to keep people like prisoners. I don’t care what the world has come to…right is right and wrong is wrong. We thought...”

	“You just do all that for strangers? I don’t buy it,” Darla replied. He already thought she was cynical, there was no use trying to prove him wrong. “You’re Ray and Jillian?” 

	“I’m Ray. My wife Jillian,” he nodded to the woman in the cap. “That there is Liam. Survivor from Texas. And my daughters Alexus and Alia.” He paused. “Our intentions are good, Ma’am. We’re just doing what’s right. Not what’s easy or maybe even what’s sane. Just what’s right.”

	“Texas?” Darla looked at Liam. Liam nodded to her; he acknowledged her wayward glance.

	“People from all over. Canada, too,” Ray continued. “And we bet there are others. Maybe some like the Hales, paranoid and holed up. Maybe some like us, eager to rebuild.”

	“How many people you got in Montana?” Dean asked.

	“Fifty.”

	“That’s not many,” Darla said with a sigh. She had hoped for hundreds. Thousands. Fifty. That’s all that was left across the Western United States?

	Ray bowed his head. “Each of us thought we were the only ones left at some point. Fifty seems like plenty to us.” He paused. “Look...if you don’t know anything, that’s fine. But we’re fighting for our lives out there. Sweepers, sure. But also everything else. Little flu bug went through our place…little baby got really ill.”

	“You have babies up there in Montana?” Darla asked, her voice catching. 

	“Two babies. And one was super sick for a long time. We don’t have a doctor, but we’ve been doing okay so far.”

	“I was going to be a nurse,” Ainsley added from the sidelines.

	Ray acknowledged her with a smile. “Well, we’d be happy to have you join us.” He turned back to Darla. “Look…if you do know something, I can’t tell you how glad we’d be to finally have some knowledge of what we’re up against here. We’d be happy to give you a place to stay, a meal, a place to clean up...”

	“No,” Darla said quickly. “No, thank you. I can’t even begin to tell you how fortunate we are that you were there to give us a lift and get us out of that house without incident. Whatever your intentions...” she trailed off. “We don’t want to seem ungrateful. But we have earned the right to be a bit suspicious.”

	“A meal. And a shower,” Ray said with a nod. “Then you’re on your way…no strings attached.”

	“I’m sorry,” Darla said again. “We don’t have time for that.”

	“There’s something more pressing you have to do?” His question was honest, genuine. He rapped his hand against the side of the truck and waited.

	“Can you give me and my friends a ride to Nebraska?”

	The request caused Ray to pause, and he looked back at his kids and then his wife. Jillian nodded. Liam leaned over and whispered in her ear, and she nodded again.

	“We’ll drop the kids and Liam back off at our community and then we’ll take you where you need to go. But...”

	Darla put up her hand. She knew where this was heading. His offer of no-strings had been too good to be true. “You want to know what’s in Nebraska. And what we know.”

	Ray nodded.

	With a look to Dean and then to Ainsley, Darla rubbed her eyes. “I just spent God knows how long in someone’s basement because I didn’t know if I could trust them. Why on earth should I trust you?”

	“That’s valid,” Ray replied. “Very valid. It’s been a rough time for you. Well, you have a drive to Montana to think about it. And your ride to Nebraska is free of charge. What I mean is, if you don’t feel like you can trust us after meeting everyone, then you don’t lose that extension of our hospitality. And if you think you can trust us, we’d be happy to keep your stories safe.”

	“Who are you?” Darla asked. “Why not demand I tell you...why not force me? Why any of this?” She motioned to the trucks, the silent spectators with guns.

	Ray nodded again. “Because we believe.”

	“Believe what?” Dean asked.

	“In goodness. In the capacity of the human heart to be kind. We believe that we’re here, alive, for a reason. In helping those who’ve lived through the biggest terror of our time...we’re not each other’s enemy, I believe that.”

	“Are you some kind of modern day Jesus, Ray? Prophet of Montana? Your little group some sort of cult?” Darla winced as a sudden pain from her hand shot up her arm. The adrenaline was wearing off; the damage might have been worse than she had originally suspected. 

	Ainsley sighed from the truck bed. “Cult,” she repeated with authority. “Too nice. Like the Mormons.”

	The comment made Ray smile. “We’re not necessarily nice. And we’re definitely not a cult. We’re just people who are trying to make this work. Come on. You can ponder as we get going.” He tapped Jillian’s truck and waved her forward; she started to drive again, and pulled out in front and led the caravan down the dark and winding roads. Behind them, Ray got back into his car with Dean. They followed behind.

	Darla leaned back against the plastic truck bed and stared up at the stars. The trees passed by overhead in a steady rush. Ainsley nestled in against her. Normally, Darla would push Ainsley away, but it was nice to have some warmth and comfort tonight. Their sides touched and Ainsley turned her head.

	“Everything that happened back there…it just feels like a dream.”

	“Because of the drugs,” Darla answered.

	A moment later, Ainsley turned her head away. She stared above. “Are we really free?” she asked Darla.

	“I think so,” Darla answered.

	“Then why am I still scared?”

	“Because it’s dark outside,” Darla said. “And because a scary thing just happened to us. You’ll feel better in the morning.”

	“Promise?”

	“No.”

	Still staring at the stars and the moon, Darla put her good hand straight up into the air and felt the rush of wind around her fingers. She thought she saw the North Star, or maybe a planet, burning brighter than the others right above her. Then it slipped away out of sight. She closed her eyes and felt comforted by the engine’s constant hum and the steady sway of the truck. 

	“Teddy,” she whispered to the sky. For the first time since they had left Portland, Darla felt like she was close to him. It wouldn’t be long. She imagined her words floating to him. “Teddy....Teddy...Mama’s coming. Stay strong little bug. Mama’s coming.” 











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN







Lucy couldn’t sleep. Grant’s letter, still in her bag and marooned in Cass’s apartment, remained unread, and with each growing hour of insomnia, her anger threatened to boil over. It wasn’t just the letter, because leaving her bag there was her own fault, but it was the whole murky relationship she witnessed in that brightly lit hallway that was getting under her skin. Ethan’s brooding combined with Cass’s secrecy about befriending her brother unsettled her and she felt herself growing anxious.

	If Grant were here, she wouldn’t feel so alone. Without him, Cass was her only friend and ally.

	If Cass had ever really been her ally.

	That thought ate her up inside the most.

	As best friends go, Salem had been a lot of work. Dramatic and self-absorbed, sometimes Salem went entire conversations without stopping to listen to Lucy’s side. But Salem was honest and real. She never tried to be someone she wasn’t, and she didn’t keep secrets. 

	When Lucy had stormed back into her new home on Kymberlin after she watched Ethan slip into Cass’s apartment, she found her parents cuddled on the couch looking out over the ocean. Her mother was in a fuzzy tan bathrobe, and she was sipping a hot drink. Her father sat behind her, and he rubbed his hands across her back in a way that made Lucy feel like she shouldn’t have interrupted. They were whispering, smiling, tangled up together. Lucy never knew if she should be happy that her parents still loved each other or disgusted that they weren’t shy about public displays of affection. Watching them nuzzle each other made her feel a mixture of both.

	Bowing her head, she walked briskly through the room, right past them.

	“You’re back,” Maxine said as Lucy crossed through her line of sight. “Your dad made a mean hot chocolate tonight. The little kids are down. Want to join us?” It was an invitation to crawl back into a different time, when evenings were spent over worn out board games, with warm drinks and salty snacks; when her mother offered them up extended bedtimes like a trophy.

	None of that held any power for her anymore.

	She declined and climbed the stairs into the loft and crawled into her new bed—a tan quilt, with teal pillows—and tried to sleep, fully clothed. Rest eluded her in waves. She’d doze for ten minutes, then startle awake, and then stare at the ceiling, wishing for reprieve. All night she listened for the door and for Ethan’s telltale footsteps, but one thing for was certain: Ethan never returned.







Cass opened the door wide. She wore a soft pink tank top and with matching cotton pants and she held a cup of coffee. Her curtains were drawn tight, but still they were no match for the rising eastern sun which shone directly through her window wall. The whole place was light and yellow, hazy like a lemon-filtered dream.

	“Good morning, darling,” Cass said when she saw her, and she leaned in to kiss Lucy’s cheek, but Lucy ducked away from the kiss and walked straight over to the chair that held her bag. It was right where she left it, untouched. She slung it up on her shoulder and walked back toward the door, head bent down to the floor. But Cass stood in her way, blocking her exit. “I was going to bring it to you.” Cass nodded toward the bag. “But I figured you would come back if you needed it.”

	Lucy mumbled something incoherent—a mix of “it’s not a big deal” and “whatever”—and tried not to look up. If she looked up then Cass would see her threadbare nerves, her bloodshot eyes, and all the questions she had about Cass and Ethan.

	“Sit down,” Cass instructed and she pointed a finger to her couch. Lucy turned. There was evidence someone had slept there—several crumpled blankets, an extra pillow. Lucy’s eyes lingered on the remnants of her brother’s presence for a beat too long, and when she turned back to Cass it was clear that Lucy had tipped her hand. Cass raised her eyebrows knowingly.

	“I’d prefer to go,” Lucy whispered. “Grant wrote me a letter last night and I didn’t get a chance to read it. Because my bag was here.”

	“Read it now,” Cass said. “I’ll pour you a coffee. Then we can go exploring—”

	“No,” Lucy replied. “I want to be alone.” Her emphasis was clear. She made a move to leave.

	“It’s not what you think.” Cass stretched her long body against the doorway, preventing an escape. “You could ask me about it, if you want. Instead of making all sorts of presumptions that aren’t true,” she said. And then Cass raised her eyebrows, waiting. She added, “Do you have something you want to ask me?”

	Acknowledging that Lucy was misguided and pushing all the hostility out in the open caused the air in the room to shift. Now everything felt fragile and tenuous. Lucy let her bag drop off her shoulder and she held it with both hands in front of her.

	“You’ve been seeing my brother,” Lucy said. “Behind my back.”

	Cass nodded and motioned to the couch, then leaned over and blew on the rising steam of her coffee, displacing it in a cloud. Lucy turned and glanced at the sofa with its discarded reminders that Cass had shared a moment last night with Ethan—and then she looked back at her friend. Cass’s eyes were wide and expectant, but still inviting, and Lucy knew that if she sat down and spoke with Cass to unravel all the details of why and how, she would be forced to abandon her indignation.

	She wasn’t willing to do that yet.

	Grant’s letter was still unread. And she replayed Ethan and Cass’s conversation in her head—focusing on their intimacy, their chemistry, their playfulness.

	“Sit,” Cass said, and motioned again.

	Lucy bit her lip, and her hand went to the place where Salem’s necklace usually sat. When she found her neck empty, she placed her hand flat against the upper part of her chest and kept it there, still.

	“I have a letter to read,” Lucy replied, and she pushed her way past Cass and out into hallway. The smell of coffee followed her as she went.

	“I don’t hold a torch for Ethan,” Cass said, peering out her door. Somehow it seemed unconvincing.

	Lucy looked back. She was ten feet down the hall now, standing in front of someone else’s door. The name was in Chinese and she couldn’t read it. “Who says things like that, Cass? You don’t hold a torch? Just stop with your silly ways of saying things, and your flighty kindness like everyone’s your best friend. Why can’t you just be honest with me? Spit it out. Just admit it. Ethan was new and mysterious and fun—”

	“Ethan,” Cass raised her voice, “was dismissive and terse and rude.”

	“And yet you wanted to spend time with him instead of me?”

	“You’re jealous?”

	Lucy’s nostrils flared and her jaw clenched tightly.

	Cass bowed her head, and when she looked up, she was smirking, but not kindly. “I love you Lucy King,” she said. “But please stop sounding like such a teenage drama queen.” Then she took a step back inside her apartment and slammed the door; the echo of it carried down the hallway and hit Lucy like a slap.







Cass’s words haunted her. Drama queen. Those were words used for Salem or the other flighty girls who reigned supreme back at Pacific Lake High School—the girls fueled by gossip and the need for attention. She was the one who dealt with the drama queens, who stayed in the background of the messes they created and hoped to rise above it all. She could be called so many things, so many barbs would have stuck, and yet Cass chose that one. The one that didn’t. 

	She had a right to be jealous, didn’t she? She had a right to be upset about the secrets Cass kept. But she didn’t have anyone to talk to about it. No one whose guidance and counsel she could seek. 

	Holding Grant’s letter, Lucy slipped out into the main tower of Kymberlin and stood where the party had been the night before. The space was now clean and empty, and it boasted a woman in a blue pantsuit with a button that said New Arrival Liaison. Ask me about your day! A young couple with a weepy toddler stood at her table. The woman pointed toward the elevator and then leaned down, holding out a sticker to the boy, who snatched it tentatively.

	As the family walked away, Lucy walked up.

	“Good morning,” Lucy said, her voice dry. She swallowed and cleared her throat. She was wearing the same dress from yesterday. It felt itchy against her skin. “Good morning,” she tried again.

	“Good morning, Miss King,” the woman replied. “May I direct you to a specific location this morning?”

	Lucy stood there, her hands dangling by her sides, and she tilted her head. “Oh,” she said, taken aback. “I just—” she brought her hand up over her neck again. Her eyes scanned the atrium, and she spotted the tiny domed camera, like at a Las Vegas casino, positioned above the arrival liaison’s head. The woman smiled, a bleached-white grin, and kept her eyes trained on Lucy. “I need—” Lucy started again and then she shook her head. “I’m fine. I’ll just explore.”

	“Of course,” the liaison said. “May I recommend floors one through five? The museum of North American artifacts is quiet interesting. Or, of course, there’s always the library. And if you need anything, Lucy, please don’t hesitate to come back.” Without missing a beat, the woman turned her attention to a man standing behind Lucy. “Ohayou gozaimasu, Tanabe-san. May I help you find your way?” The man spoke in Japanese and the woman bowed and made murmurs of understanding; Lucy shook her head, confused, and began to walk backwards, but she stumbled when she hit someone walking behind her. Hot liquid traveled down her back and she shrieked, spinning, to see Gordy standing there, his coffee cup now half-empty, brown streaks of liquid dripping off the sides. There was a puddle of coffee on the carpet beneath them.

	“This is brand new,” Gordy chastised, looking at Lucy and the mess with disdain. He snapped his fingers toward the liaison, and she pushed a button on her table and nodded at him with a smile.

	“I’m so sorry,” Lucy said, and she bent down to the spill. Digging in her bag, Lucy felt a hot flush in her cheeks, and she tried to eke out another apology, but it came out mangled. “I have...maybe...some...” she stammered. Lucy pulled out a t-shirt, her last remaining clean clothes, tossed it on to the coffee, and rubbed the stain with flustered vigor.

	“Stop, stop,” Gordy said, pushing her hands away. “Don’t grind it in.” He tossed the t-shirt back to her—a stain had formed under the armpit and across the right arm. Besides her sundress and her Kymberlin sweat suit, that t-shirt and a pair of jeans were the only clothes she owned. She hoped that their ocean view home had a washing machine. She doubted it. “Stand up.” Lucy obeyed.

	“I’m sorry,” she said again, looking down.

	“You’re a mess,” Gordy replied.

	“Like always? Or just right now?”

	The question made him pause and offer her a hint of a smile. He motioned to the stain, “I overreacted. It’s nothing. Just a spill. Tatiana will get someone up here to clean it up...but you...your shirt.”

	“I’m fine. It’s fine.” Lucy shoved the t-shirt back into her bag and began to walk away toward the main elevator. The coffee-soaked dress clung to her back and felt lukewarm against her skin. She pushed the button and the glass elevator greeted her, and when she stepped inside, she saw Gordy sneak in right behind her. She shoved herself into the corner, and busied herself looking down at the floors of shops and signs below.

	“Do you just want me to choose?” Gordy asked and Lucy looked at him.

	It was the first time she had ever really looked at the man who saved her life back in the System. He had gray hair around the temples, and a soft baby-face that belied his actual age. Gordy had to be closer in age to her father, but he seemed younger, less tired. His skin was shiny and clean, the beginnings of a beard neatly trimmed, and Lucy caught a vague whiff of his fruity aftershave from the other side of the elevator. Not a drip of coffee had found its way to his tailored khaki pants, white shirt, and argyle sweater vest. And instead, Lucy stood there reeking like coffee with her unwashed hair clinging to her neck.

	Still, there was something unsettling about Huck’s son. While he had been the one to pull Lucy from the tanks, she had always felt like that had been to save Blair, not her.

	“I’m sorry?” Lucy said, confused.

	“The floor. Do you want me to choose the floor?” Gordy asked, his hand hovering over the buttons.

	Before she had time to answer, Gordy pushed the button that read LL, and the doors shut with a definitive click. The elevator began to descend. Through the windows, Lucy could see everything—the other elevators shifting around the floors, the open expanse of shops and offices. The entire city was located within the first tower of Kymberlin. It was a bustling metropolis of commerce (which Lucy didn’t understand, yet. If she wanted to buy a new shirt, how would she pay for it?) and government. They moved quickly, like Charlie Bucket’s fast-moving ride through the sky, except their elevator was plummeting; although, Lucy could concede that both Wonka and Gordy shared a strangeness: both exuded a calculated air of eccentricity coupled with an arbitrary set of rules.

	“Where are we going?” Lucy asked. She scooted herself even further into the corner and wondered if her toothbrush could be used as a weapon.

	Gordy smiled. “The lower level, Lucy.”

	She looked down. Beneath them was the glass floor of the tower, and underneath that: the ocean. The elevator was not slowing down, not stopping. They risked crashing into the glass and plummeting into the cold, icy waters of the Atlantic. Except they didn’t. The cylindrical box dropped them down past the floor, and instead of people, shops, and government offices, now Lucy was staring out at the ever-darkening waters of the sea.

	When they stopped and the doors opened, Lucy gazed at the hallway stretching out before her, and she looked at Gordy.

	“I don’t think I’m supposed to travel down creepy hallways under the ocean with strangers,” Lucy said. She pressed herself further back against the glass.

	“Come on,” Gordy said. “I don’t bite.”

	“That’s up for debate,” Lucy replied quickly. His face shifted, softened--it was vaguely feline in nature, as though Lucy was nothing more than a toy to bat at.

	Extending his hand, which Lucy ignored, Gordy tried again. “My dad built this place. It’s called the Remembering Room. I think you should see it, and then you can be on your way. Go up to the 6th floor for a massage or the 40th to visit the library. Take an aptitude test and apply for a job. You’ll settle in here, Lucy. No doubt.” He exited the elevator, and then he turned back to wait for her disembark.

	But Lucy pushed the close button several times and willed the door to shut faster.

	“No thanks,” she mumbled, not wanting to appear too rude. “I have...a plan...a date. I’m meeting someone.” The door shut and Gordy disappeared. Without another plan, Lucy pushed the button for the 40th floor and shuddered.

	She didn’t trust him. Couldn’t trust him. But he made himself so likeable, so engaging. He spoke to her like she mattered, like he knew her, and like he cared for her wellbeing. It was a trait he had inherited from his father. And it made him very, very dangerous.







The library was well stocked, and the books came from a variety of places—the Library of Congress, the New York and the Boston Public Libraries, the Codrington Library of Oxford, the British Library, the Abbey Library of St. Gallen, and others from around the world: Russia, China, Canada, and Germany. The lights were dimmed and people milled about in reverence for the new collections displayed at Kymberlin. A sign outside the thick mahogany doors, which were no doubt lifted from some place of cultural and social significance, claimed that library tours of the other Islands would begin after the move-in phase was completed. For now, everyone was isolated to their own Islands. Kymberlin would hold her captive.

	Still, the library was breathtaking both in scope and majesty. She knew now that everything here had been brought to this place in the last month by Huck’s stealthy army. Wearing suits to protect them from cholera, dysentery, the gelatinous slime of the rapidly decaying bodies, the men and women moved like ghosts through the empty cities. Anything of value was saved and everything else would be left to the elements. Over time nature would take back the earth, while humans lived on inside their manmade quarantine.

	Lucy looked for the quietest section of the library and settled into a chair that had a small plaque on the arm boasting that it originated from the “Former Vatican of Vatican City.” She hadn’t wanted to read Grant’s letter while moving from one place to another, she hadn’t wanted to give him flyby attention. Grant deserved every second of her undivided devotion; he deserved respect. When she was certain that no one else was around, Lucy dug her finger under the lip of the sealed envelope and pulled Grant’s letter free. 




Dear Lucy, he had written: I don’t know what to say right now. Nothing sounds right. And you know I’m not very good with things like this...because I’ll probably just turn it into a joke. Not like a stupid joke, like that one I told you in Cass’s skylight room, when your hair smelled like lemon and I thought if I didn’t make you laugh then I was going to lose you. (Do you remember that joke?) She remembered the punchline: call him anything you want because he won’t be able to hear you. She only remembered it because of the way Grant giggled when he told her, and how she felt simultaneously embarrassed for him and more in love with him. His single dimple had been so deep that she had to resist an urge to stick her finger into the divot.

	I know, I know. You think that’s me being all exaggeratory. I don’t think that’s a real word. I’m sorry I’m not good with words. If it IS a real word, then see? I’m smarter than you give me credit for.

	Before I get to the real reason for this letter, I want to tell you all the things about you that I think are wonderful. Isn’t that a good idea?

	I love the way you blush when you’re embarrassed. She blushed. And I love how you give whatever you have to the people you love. And you’re not afraid to sacrifice everything for someone...or stand up for them. Someone like me.

	And you’re funny. Your little sarcastic moments make me smile.

	You’re the strongest person I know. You never waver. You’re stronger than I am. It’s a fault of mine that I want to please people. When I think about how determined you are, it makes me want to be the man that you deserve. A fighter. You deserve a fighter.

	So, Lula, it comes down to this. I don’t think I’ll ever be safe in this world, and it scares me. I think I’ll spend my entire life being looked at as some outsider who conned his way into the future by the fortune of some happy accident. (You are the happy accident, btw.) So, when you leave me down here, I can’t help but be afraid...I won’t be able to help thinking that every time you aren’t here to save me, my hours are numbered. You know all those damsel in distress stories you hate? I hate to break it to you, but I think I’m the damsel in distress. Doh. Plot twist: role reversal. And the truth is, I don’t think I’m capable of saving myself. That’s the sad part.

	How many times will other people save me before I will feel safe? Is it bad that you are what makes me feel the most secure? A life with you is all I want. It’s all I need. I can’t wait to see you again on the Islands. It has to be soon, Lula. It will be soon.

	Okay. I didn’t want this letter to be sad. That’s why I wanted to tell you all the reasons why I loved you. (I remembered another one. Your realness. Honesty. The way you roll your eyes when you get annoyed.) But this thing is too damn gloomy. It’s just because I’m going to be stuck without you for a long time and any life without you is a life absent of hope and laughter. And you make me feel like there is a future for us. Maybe a real one. With kids.

	She took the letter and put it down for a second. Leave it to Grant to say something so tender and so ridiculous in one breath. She had to wait until her excitement and annoyance passed before she could keep reading. He wasn’t allowed to wax romantic about a future that couldn’t happen. How could he not see it? In the same breath as writing that he would never feel safe, he discussed wanting to start a family? He wanted to tell her that she was brave while communicating that he would never be brave enough? Grant wasn’t dumb; he was wise and fair. It was what attracted her to him to begin with—he wasn’t like all the other guys. But his wisdom had a blind spot when it came to discussing the future. He looked at their time on the Islands as the start of a new chapter, a new adventure. Lucy didn’t have those misconceptions.

	After a long second, she picked the letter up and continued.

	I love you, Lucy. That’s not hard to say. It’s the easiest thing I’ve ever had to say. You’re easy to love. But here’s the thing...you have to decide what loving me will cost you. You see, you may think it’s stupid, but I just want you to be happy. I know that you see yourself as someone standing up against the powers that be, and I would never ask to take that away from you. If you want to leave, I already told you that I would leave, too. I’ll follow you anywhere. But if it takes me a long time to get to you? If Copia keeps me and you can’t get to me...if they keep us apart? Do what you need to do Lucy, take every opportunity, and leave the Islands without me. You don’t need my permission…I can be an eighteen-year-old kid who recognizes that his girlfriend doesn’t need his permission for anything she wants to do. But even though you don’t need my permission or even my blessing…you just need to know that you can. That I’ll understand. Leave if you need to. I would never hold it against you.

	He didn’t just write that. He didn’t just give her the go-ahead to abandon everything they had built together. Leaving the Islands without him was not an option. She kept reading.

	I’ll understand, Lula. I’ll cheer you on, even! I just don’t want you to feel like you owe me anything. I’ll spend my whole life trying to get back to you. So, don’t wait for me. If you see a window, climb out of it as fast as you can. I mean it. I’ll be mad if you don’t. Don’t wait for me, Lucy Larkspur King.

	I love you. I love you. I love you. Grant.

	Lucy looked at the letter and read the last paragraph again and again. She could leave without him? He wanted to have kids with her, but it would be okay if she forged a path toward the future without him by her side? He’d cheer her on for what exactly? He loved her, but what did that mean? He liked her blush, but didn’t want her to wait for him. Somehow he had undone all of the effusive compliments from the first part of his letter by missing the most crucial fact of all: Lucy only wanted to be with him. Freeing her from obligation to him wasn’t some selfless act of chivalry; it was a gross miscalculation of the type of relationship she thought she had with Grant.

	She couldn’t help but think that he had written her a thinly veiled goodbye. Permission to seek a life outside of Grant and Lucy? 

	There was no life outside of Grant and Lucy.

	Her parents had lied to her, Ethan blamed her for the death of Teddy’s mother, and Cass betrayed their friendship by keeping secrets. Her younger siblings looked to this life as an adventure, unable to conceptualize the evil that built it. And the people her own age reveled in this false feeling of specialness that Kymberlin was breeding within them. Fools. All of them.

	Grant was the only one who saw through it all. He was the only one who knew how dangerous Huck’s world was. And now even he had stamped her with irrevocable aloneness. Without thinking, she tore his letter in half. It felt liberating to hear the paper tearing. Then she held it and looked at the two halves, and she felt so misunderstood. It wasn’t like she could get him on the phone to discuss his wayward thinking—with the heaviest of hearts she had to endure a communication blackout.

	Feeling a tightening in her chest, she took the letter and tore it systematically into forty little pieces, careful that no words of import were visible on each tiny strip. Then she wandered around the entire library, from one end to the other, and scattered his note within the pages of the great novels: leaving say. It’s among a copy of Moby Dick and normal life in a collection of Plutarch’s essays. She put owe me anything right in the middle of Little Women where Amy threw Jo’s novel on the fire. She took cost you and pushed it into a Nancy Drew Mystery. And then she took the three final I love yous and put one in a romance novel in the paperback section, one in a copy of the Bible—smack dab in the Psalms—and one she tucked into a cushion on a chair stolen from the White House.

	It took an hour to thoroughly displace Grant’s letter from one end of the library to the other—leaving pieces of his words in Ellison, Asimov, Cleary, Seuss, Twain, Brontë, Angelou, and Borges—and when she left the low light and ventured back out into the open and airy tower of Kymberlin, she made a beeline to the elevator and pushed the down button. When the elevator arrived, she pushed the button to the LL and then turned to look around at the people wandering the verandas. Many of them were smiling: families milled around; people laughed and soaked up the sun that beamed down onto them from the glass ceilings.

	Huck had been successful.

	He’d created a place where everyone wanted to be.

	Everyone except Lucy.







The Remembering Room was empty.

	The circular room had a large imbedded television against one side, and every other square inch of wall space had built-in bookshelves. On the bookshelves were binders. White binders along one wall. Blue in another section. Purple and green. Black.

	Lucy took a binder down off the bookshelf and flipped through its pages. They were filled with laminated news stories. It didn’t take long to figure out the details of this room and the system of the binders: white binders were filled with stories of war and famine. Blue binders were filled with the devastations and aftermath of natural disasters. Purple was abuse against the elderly, children, and animals. Green was filled with stories of greed. Black was murder.

	Some of the main stories were familiar to her—she remembered hearing about these miscarriages of justice in the news or about the children locked in the basement and left to starve. Drunk drivers who killed whole families, and kids who got into their parents’ guns, and school shootings and collapsed mine shafts. Whole collections of articles gave way to decades of horrors; old stories of death and destruction that she had never even known about. A little girl had been kidnapped from her front yard in 1952, her body discovered a year later in the underbrush of a park. A cold case, never solved; no one ever brought to justice. Her heart ached for the people whose stories were told in this room. It was a sick memorial of the worst of the world.

	“You came back,” Gordy said behind her, unsurprised. Lucy jumped and shut a binder. She slid it back on the shelf and turned to him.

	“This is an awful room,” she whispered.

	“A necessary room,” Gordy said. “The Islands will be our home for at least 500 years. Generations will come and go here, and my father’s legacy must remain strong in his absence. We must remind people of why...so they don’t question how. That’s always the way it’s been...”

	“Propaganda to support your genocide?” Lucy asked, taking a step backward.

	“Truth to support a new start.” He looked straight at her. “That’s how we choose to look at it.”

	He walked to the center of the room and ran his hand over a glass case. Inside was a collection of news articles on a specific murder. The murder of a girl named Kymberlin Truman. Daughter of wealthy businessman Huck Truman, and his socialite wife, Josephine. Murdered on her college campus by a man suspected of murdering other co-eds over a period of ten years. However, it was nothing but circumstantial evidence to connect the man to the deaths, so he lived his life after his acquittal like a hermit.

	“Your sister?” Lucy asked, pointing to the case. She had read the story minutes earlier when she first arrived—walking straight to the shrine of a girl’s life cut short.

	Gordy nodded.

	“I’m sorry.”

	He smiled sadly. “She altered the course of our lives with her rebellion. It started many summers before her murder. Not rebellion like you think…she didn’t rebel against us. She rebelled against the world, against hate, against people who are doomed to repeat the awfulness of the past.”

	Lucy stared blankly ahead. “I don’t understand.”

	“Kymberlin was not fit for this world. She was too good for it. She was a big thinker and she would have done amazing things with her life if someone hadn’t decided to end it. Losing her opened up a hole in my life that could never be filled. She was my best friend. Our siblings are often our first friends and, if we’re lucky, our closest friends. You’d be wise to remember that, Lucy.”

	She wondered how much Gordy knew about her relationship with Ethan. She let her eyes wander across the spines of the binders. Hundreds of binders. Maybe a thousand.

	“Your dad did all this for her?” Lucy asked.

	Gordy shook his head. “No. He did all of this for him.”

	“But because of her?”

	“No,” Gordy said softly. “When you are consumed by grief, if you’re not doing something, anything to try to move forward, then you’ve let the grief win. This was not just for Kymberlin, my sister. It was for the world...a world that needed to heal. You are young, so I cannot expect you to see the depths of our destruction.”

	“This place won’t fix humanity,” Lucy said. “Didn’t your Systems already show that?”

	“You’re wrong,” he said. He tapped a single finger on the glass display. “People here will be happy. And you will, too, if you give it time. I understand adolescent discontent, Lucy, trust me. But everything about the Islands is scientific and adjusted perfectly to the people who inhabit them. You will want for nothing, yet you will learn the value of hard work and perseverance.” He rubbed his fingers along his thin beard. “I still owe you a dress, I see.”

	“I’m fine,” she answered.

	“We want you to be happy here. Part of the reason my father was so concerned about the variables, as he calls them, was because he knew that once you saw how this new world was built, it would be hard to understand why.”

	“I’m old-fashioned, I guess,” she answered him. “Murder is wrong.”

	“We agree.” 

	Lucy paused. She turned her head and looked at Gordy as he patiently watched her. Raising an eyebrow, she picked up her bag near the front and started to leave the room. “Thanks for the chat,” she said as she made her way to the exit.

	“Don’t be stupid, Miss King,” Gordy continued, using her surname to gain her attention. “Look at this room, read these stories. Murder. Injustice. Mayhem. Governments purposefully starving their citizens. Corruption.”

	She turned and looked at him, and she blinked, and then she took a step outside into the hallway. She wanted him to feel every ounce of her freedom to walk away.

	“Of course, we cannot ever protect you against the travesty of a broken heart,” he called to her. And Lucy stopped in her tracks. When she realized Gordy was approaching her, his arm outstretched, she froze. Her limbs dangled at her sides as her purse fell from her shoulder.

	“What are you talking about?” Lucy asked.

	He took her hand, pried open her palm, and placed a small slip of paper inside. Then he closed her hand and gave it a squeeze.

	“Just a guess,” he replied. “I lack Cass Salvant’s ability to predict the future. But I have other means at my disposal.” And he left her in the doorway of the Remembering Room as he walked back down the hall, pushing the button to the glass elevator and walking on board without giving her the satisfaction of looking back. When he was safely out of sight, Lucy opened her palm and stared at the piece of paper Gordy had left there.

	I love you it read in Grant’s distinct handwriting. The jagged edges around the paper were torn and missing.

	She let out a small gasp of surprise and let the paper float to the floor. Then she marched back down the hallway, out of the hall of memories, away from the room of remembering, and back out of the lower level. Though it wouldn’t matter where she went. She was being watched. Forever. 








CHAPTER NINETEEN







Ray and Jillian pulled over to the side of the road. A dirt-smeared sign greeted them with the message: Welcome to Brixton. Population 26.

	“This the place?” Ray asked through the back window into the bed of the pickup truck where Dean, Darla, and Ainsley had sat for the bulk of the sixteen-hour drive. They had stopped a few times along the way, once to drop off Liam and the girls and meet the other survivors in Montana. The Montana community welcomed their trio without fear or apprehension. They pooled together their limited resources to treat Darla’s hand and feed them well before they journeyed onward. Those who had discovered the commune felt blessed and safe.

	The whole time they were there, Darla regained some of her dashed hopefulness. Perhaps not everyone’s spirit was broken. Some goodness did survive.

	Like they promised, Ray and Jillian agreed to make the trip to Nebraska without payment. Whether propelled by kindness or some other motivation, Darla didn’t know, but they did it without complaint.

	They didn’t have to.

	Along the way, Darla, Dean, and Ainsley could have acquired a new vehicle and ventured out on their own. But they couldn’t deny that it was comforting to have a chauffeur. Ray and Jillian switched off driving while the trio slept and relaxed in the back. Though their time together was brief, it provided a needed respite. 

	Darla looked at the Brixton sign and nodded.

	Brixton, Nebraska. It didn’t seem like anything was here, but she wanted to reserve her fear until she knew for sure.

	“You want us to take you further in?” Jillian asked.

	“No, ma’am,” Dean answered. “We got it from here.”

	Ray stuck his hand through the window and Darla grabbed on tight, shaking it with a strong grip. “We wish you luck and hope you find your son,” he said. He waited, paused. She had given him bits and pieces of their story, but she hadn’t told them that Ethan’s father was connected to the bioterrorism group or that the guards who stole her child were anything more than the Sweepers they had come to fear. It was a small white lie, but it felt right—the duo didn’t want to drive them into the lion’s den, but they did anyway. They deserved some tidbit to take back to their group.

	Darla knew their generosity was a sacrifice she could never repay.

	“Thank you,” she answered. “I don’t know how I can ever thank you enough...”

	Ray let go of her hand and batted the comment away. “We’re good here. And you know where we are...if you need a place to go, our doors are open.”

	“That means a lot,” Darla said as she sat on the edge of the truck and then hopped down to the dusty ground below. She extended her left hand to Ainsley and helped her down; Dean followed after. “Once I have Teddy, I don’t know where we’ll go. Maybe you’ll see us soon?”

	“We’d like that,” Jillian said. “You’re good people.”

	Darla looked at the ground and kicked the dust. She looked up and squinted. “Sometimes,” she replied and smiled. “Drive safe?”

	Ray nodded and saluted, and without any prolonged heart-warming goodbyes, the truck did a u-turn and disappeared back down the dusty road, kicking up a film of dirt around them, the truck’s tires crunching along until it was out of sight.

	From the sign, they walked in silence. Darla had her gun and nothing else. She held it in her wounded hand, keeping her finger poised on the trigger in anticipation of spotting someone worthy of shooting at any second. It was nearly half a mile of walking before they even reached a building.

	Darla was the first one to spot the car with Wyoming plates sitting at the start of Main Street. Its passenger side door was wide open, and she jogged over to inspect it. The interior was littered with wrappers and empty water bottles. In the back seat there was a small bag—Darla hoisted it into the passenger side and unzipped it; she tossed out a few pieces of clothing, but there was nothing identifiable in either the car or the bag. Darla crawled back out with her hands on her hips, assessing the town with one long sweep.

	Dean paused in front of a bar called Carson’s Place.

	“Whatcha got?” he called to Darla.

	“Nothing,” Darla shouted back.

	“And we’re sure this is the place?” Ainsley asked. A heavy wind rushed down the street, throwing dust into miniature cyclones.

	“This is the place,” Darla said with authority. “These were the coordinates. This is the city. Ethan and I talked about it all the time—” she trailed off, remembering that Teddy was not the only thing they had lost that day. Ainsley looked at the ground and dug her toe into the dirt road, and then she looked up into the sky. It was a deliberate sort of quiet that blanketed the street.

	“This is hardly the type of place that is housing some sort of vast terrorist cell,” Ainsley muttered. “We’re missing something.” She peered through the darkened windows of the bar, wandered down the street, and kicked small tumbleweeds underfoot as she walked. Stopping, she paused and spun around. “Where’d Dean go?” she asked, scanning each area, rotating her head back and forth and looking perplexed.

	Darla stopped and looked around. “Dean!” she called. “Dean!” she called louder when he didn’t reply to their shouts.

	Ainsley started walking out of the main area, past the church and the school. The rolling Sand Hills of Nebraska spread out all around them. Behind the church, there was a small knoll, and atop it, she could see Dean’s figure standing, looking out and beyond at something out of sight.

	“Up there!” Ainsley called back to Darla and she took off toward Dean, who remained unmoving on the hill. As she approached from behind, she laughed. “You disappear for like one minute and I think we all think you’ve been abducted or shot,” she said.

	“I had to take a leak,” Dean replied without turning.

	“Oh.” Ainsley froze mid-step. She turned. “I’m sorry.”

	“No,” Dean said. “I’m done. No...come here. You should see this.”

	She turned around and could see Darla following her route up the small hill, past an American Sycamore tree with branches full of richly green leaves. Following Dean’s command, Ainsley perched herself beside Dean and looked down into a valley below. She gasped, bringing her hand up over her mouth. Silently, Ainsley turned to him, her eyes wide, and Dean smiled.

	Darla approached and slid up next to Ainsley; she put her hand above her eyes to shield the sun and peered outward. She whistled loud and low.

	Stretched beneath them were rows upon rows of solar panels, like little metal worshippers all lifting their bodies up to their sun god. And sitting off to the side, angled against the hills so the flat plains were in front of it, was a medium-sized passenger airplane sitting on a short black tar runway. A staircase was pushed up to its side and the cabin door was open. The three of them looked at the plane and the panels and then at each other.

	“Well,” Darla said with an authoritative nod. “That settles that. We found the right place.”







It was Ainsley who spotted it first. As they wound their way down to inspect the plane, they found Ainsley peering through a thick pane of glass imbedded in the ground. She tapped on the glass with her foot, and then jumped up and down to test its strength. She turned to the group and called them to her.

	Darla laid herself across the skylight and cupped her hands to see, and Ainsley crouched down beside her on her haunches. They half expected someone to peer back up at them, but the space below was unoccupied and still.

	“A kitchenette. And some chairs. Books.” Darla sat up. “It’s like a little apartment.”

	“They’re underground,” Ainsley said. “Like Hobbits.”

	“Don’t Hobbits live in trees?” Dean asked.

	Ainsley just stared at him and blinked.

	“There must be a door somewhere. Come on,” Darla said and she went off wandering back toward the town, staring at the ground as she went, leaving everyone else in her wake. Ainsley jogged to catch up: pumping her arms and letting her curly hair fly.

	“Wait!” shouted Dean. “What about the plane?”

	“I don’t care about the plane,” Darla called back without turning. “I want to find the people who are getting on that plane.” She held her gun out from her body and scanned the buildings and kept a watchful eye on every darkened corner and behind every tree.

	“What are we looking for?” he called to Darla. She rolled her eyes at him in annoyance.

	“Just look for anything,” she shouted back.

	“Anything is a tall order!” he called back. But he listened to her and began to wander and inspect the ground beneath them and every tree as though it held the secret entrance to the terrorists’ underground lair.

	“Darla?” Dean called after a few minutes.

	She turned.

	Dean sighed, dropped his arms, and sped up to her. “This doesn’t feel right. And it doesn’t feel safe,” he said in a whisper.

	“No, it’s not safe. They’re here. We found them. And we have the element of surprise. This town? It is deserted. The people we want are down below.”

	“How do we even know that?” Dean asked. A look of concern crossed over his face and he put his hand out and touched Darla lightly on her forearm. “We have one gun. And we know they are armed...”

	She hadn’t wanted him to bring the truth to her hunt. She felt the energy drain out of her like she was a slowly deflating balloon. Darla lifted her head to the sky and tapped her gun against her leg. “We can sit back and we can wait for someone to show themselves...which could be minutes, hours, days. Or we can do something. I just spent time trapped in someone’s basement without the ability to save my boy. That wasn’t me, Dean. That was a shadow of me. I’m here now…I’m where I need to be…I’m where Teddy is. Don’t tell me I can’t do anything about it.”

	He pointed back over the hill to where the plane was hidden. “That plane is wide open. We won’t wait days. And—” he hesitated, “it’s not just Teddy we’re looking for. Can’t you see that? Please, Darla, I’m really asking you: can you see?” He stepped into her line of vision and forced her to look at him. Darla’s chin quivered and she blinked.

	“I can’t wait,” Darla said. “But you don’t have to come with me.” 

	“You’re no good to Teddy dead, Darla.”

	“I’m no good to him up here, either. My son is down below and that’s where I’m going.”

	From behind them, they heard the sound of feet rushing toward them. Ainsley had popped her head into a church on the hill and now she rushed out, and carried herself straight up to Dean and Darla. She paused and took in deep gulps of air.

	“Bones,” she said, out of breath. “They’ve been dead a long time...way before the virus. Completely deteriorated.”

	They all paused and took a collective breath and let that information sink in.

	“I’m thinking there has to be a hidden staircase in a building. Easier to hide. Come on, let’s check each place together, no more splitting up.” Darla readied her gun and marched forward. “One end to the other. Come on, troops.”

	The first building was a library. Its door was wide open and it drifted back and forth in the wind. They walked inside and froze, each of them noticing in turn that the entire back wall was gone and exposed. In its place were the thick metal doors to an elevator. Dean looked at Darla and Darla couldn’t help but smile as she stalked forward.

	“Lucky us,” she said.

	“It’s about time,” Ainsley added.

	Darla looked at the elevator doors and pondered their next move. She put her ear to the door and listened, puzzled, and then without hesitation she pushed the button to the side. There were no telling clanks and rumblings of a machine coming to life, and Darla pushed the button again. Then she put her ear to the doors again and listened intently.

	“I think I hear it coming. But it’s far away...must be a long way down,” she said. She took a step back and motioned for Dean to join her, and assumed a leveled stance, her gun raised.

	Ainsley hid out of sight behind a row of non-fiction books, filed with care under a laminated sign boasting their Dewey Decimal System call numbers. Removing some books so she could see, she rested her head against the bookshelf and watched. She held her breath.

	After a torturous five minutes, the doors to the elevator opened to an empty box, with metal railings. Not the enclosed walls of a traditional elevator, but more like one about to lead them down to the depths of coal mine. A gray light beamed down into the box from the side railing. It blinked twice, but sustained its glow.

	“No way,” Dean said shaking his head. “That thing looks like it’s about to take me into the pit of hell.”

	Darla scanned the box and swung her gun from one corner to the other. “Come on,” she nodded toward the elevator. “Let’s see where this takes us.” She looked at the button on the side: there was only one choice. Taking a deep breath, ignoring the pit in her stomach, Darla’s finger was lingering above the round circle. “Come on,” she called back toward her friends, but they were motionless, hesitant. The air around her smelled like dirt and rust.

	“You could be walking into an ambush down there,” Dean said. “Darla...don’t...”

	Ainsley whimpered. “I don’t know...it’s so dark. I’m done with the dark. No more dark.”

	With a deep breath, Darla took the barrel of her gun and pushed it into the button. Dean and Ainsley watched her with their eyes wide, and their mouths formed into circles of worry and fear. The elevator doors began to close, eclipsing the library and the world above, and steeping Darla into darkness.

	From outside she heard Dean swear and he pushed the button in a vain attempt to stop her. Then she jumped back as Dean’s outstretched hand pushed its way into the closing elevator doors. He wrestled them open, but the elevator did not stop its slow descent. Darla looked up, through the topless metal box, as she traveled downward, Dean’s face growing smaller. And without warning, he swung his body down into the blackness of the hole and dropped. He crashed into Darla and hit her to the floor; he landed on his ankle and crumpled into a heap. Dean yelped in pain.

	“You could’ve killed us both,” Darla said to him, angry. The light in the corner the elevator illuminated Dean’s face, and she saw that he was in pain. He winced as he tried to push himself to the side while cradling his foot in his hands. “Are you okay?” she asked.

	He nodded.

	From above them they could hear Ainsley’s panicked voice calling to them, but her small shrieks became smaller and traveled further away. The light from above disappeared entirely, and it was getting colder.

	“Will she be okay there by herself?” Dean asked.

	“Maybe you should have thought of that before you dropped fifteen feet into a moving elevator,” Darla replied. “Can you stand?” she asked him.

	“Yup,” he replied and he allowed himself to be helped up. He leaned against Darla’s shoulder. 

	“You didn’t have to come with me,” Darla said, the elevator bounced further down, and made no movement to stop anytime soon.

	“I’m a coward,” he replied.

	Darla looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “A shocking admission,” she replied with a grin.

	“But,” he continued, eyeing her, “I wasn’t going to let you do this by yourself.”

	Her smile faded and she turned to face Dean. “Thank you,” she said.

	“Thank you.”

	She was dismissive. “I’m scared,” she added after a beat.

	“I’d be worried if you weren’t.”

	The lift slowed, the gears screeched, and then the whole thing came to a stop. Nothing happened. They stared forward at a shiny wall. Darla took a step forward and pushed on the wall and it shifted under her touch and slid forward. Light flooded their metal container, and Darla pushed the door open more, and then finally all the way.

	Extending beyond them was a long hallway. It was well lit, but empty. They moved out of the elevator with caution and began to traverse the stretch of space before them.

	“Where are we?” Dean asked in a whisper.

	Darla shook her head and placed a finger to her lips.

	They continued to walk, cognizant of their footsteps against the tiled floor, their eyes trained forward on the exit in front of them. This hall was empty, but there was no indication of what they would find behind the next closed door. They turned the knob when they reached the end and to their surprise saw the metal doors of a second elevator. They pushed the button and held their breath.







The doors opened and they stepped inside. Dozens of shiny buttons lined the panel but a hand scanner beeped angrily when they attempted to press one, spitting back an error message: Unrecognized user.

	They stood there confused and shaken. This was the only way out of their current floor—which contained the elevator to the surface—and without a code, or a registered hand swipe, their journey would be over before it had begun. Before they had time to assess the best way to navigate their roadblock, they heard a small peal, and the doors closed automatically. They started to move down.

	Darla swore and pushed her body against the side, obscuring her body from view. Dean followed suit on the other side, tucking himself into the corner.

	Down they traveled. And when it stopped, and the doors opened, they held their breath and waited.

	A large man in a uniform walked steadily on to the elevator with them. He spotted Darla first and went for his gun, but Dean punched him in the jaw with a well-placed blow and the man reeled backward and stumbled to the floor. Dazed, he took a swipe at Darla, but she held the gun to the center of his forehead and leaned down so he could feel her breath against his face.

	The doors closed. Dean reached in and unhooked the gun and the holster, and left the man without a weapon. The man’s hand went to his other pocket, but Darla stepped on his arm. She shoved her foot into the ground and dug her heel into his flesh. He cried out.

	“See what he was going for,” Darla ordered and Dean reached down and pulled out a walkie-talkie. She tilted her head, “Oh, I see. Calling for back-up?”

	The man scoffed. “You won’t get ten feet off of this elevator,” he spat. Then he scanned the faces of Dean and Darla closely. “Who are you?” he asked, his eyes locking into Darla’s. “You’re not Copia residents. Where the hell did you come from?”

	“Copia?” Darla scoffed. “That’s what this place is called?”

	The man eyed the gun and tired to jerk his hand upward, but Darla’s foot was firm and she pushed harder, until he fell backward to the ground. “You don’t know what you walked into,” he said weakly. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll let me go, and then you’ll quietly disappear back up toward the surface. That’s my present for you today…and you have no idea what it’s worth.”

	“Oh? You’ll just let us walk out of here? Like it’s no big deal?” Darla dropped down over him and pushed her gun harder into his forehead. “A ploy made by a man who has clearly lost the upper hand,” she added. “I’m looking for some people and maybe you can help me find them.”

	“You won’t succeed,” the man said again. “It doesn’t matter if I take you where you want to go or not...you have thirty minutes to get out of here or you’re going to die. And you can take me with you. But this won’t end well. I’m more confident in your failure than anything else right now.”

	“Why don’t you humor me,” Darla continued. “Maybe we can start with a name you might know. I’m looking for Ethan King.”

	The man laughed and shook his head. “If it’s Ethan you’re after then you’re going to have to shoot me.”

	“Why?” Darla asked.

	“Ethan’s long gone, lady.”

	“He’s gone from Copia?” Dean asked this time, leaning forward. He still held the man’s gun in front of him and the walkie-talkie to his side.

	The guy smiled. “Yeah. No Copia for him.”

	“Then what about the boy they brought here? The child? Do you know anything about him?” Darla gave his forehead a small tap with her gun. And the man stared at it like it was a fly buzzing around his head.

	“You’re after the boy?” He shook his head. “You’re too late, guys. Their ship has sailed. And you should get out of here while you still can.”

	“No,” Dean replied and he stepped over and crouched down. “There’s one more. What about Gr—”

	The walkie-talkie crackled in Dean’s hand and he looked down at it. A voice called through the box.

	“Attention Guard Command Three. Please finish up your sweep and return to the Center for operation King’s Box. I repeat finish up your sweep and report to the lab to be equipped for operation King’s Box.”

	“Guard Command Three,” Darla repeated. “That you?”

	The man nodded curtly. “Private Ryley at your service, apparently.”

	“King’s Box?” Dean held the walkie out. “What’s that?”

	Darla interjected before he could answer, “I want to see where Teddy stayed. I want to see...I need to see that he’s not here. Swipe your hand and take me there. Now.”

	“Look—”

	“Do it,” Darla snapped. She released her foot from his arm and dragged him over to the corner; she placed the gun against the back of his head and then nudged him with her knee. “Do it,” she said again, quieter and more intense.

	Without another word, the man swiped his hand and entered a floor number when prompted.

	“How do I know you’re not just taking us to a floor to be ambushed?” she asked. “Get in position, Dean. Raise the weapon.” Dean stood front and center, shoving the walkie-talkie into his pants and aiming the guard’s gun out from his body, holding it with both hands.

	The guy shook his head. “You don’t,” he answered. “But you’re the one who didn’t walk away when I gave you the chance. So whatever happens now is all on you.”







He took them to a floor that opened up to several hallways. Each hallway was marked as a Pod by labels above the doors. With a gun pushed into his back, Ryley opened up one of the pod doors and led them down to the King apartment. The door was wide open; the remnants of that life remained scattered along the floor: clothes that had been left behind, an abandoned shirt draped over a sofa, scattered pieces of a puzzle. Darla poked at the shirt and noticed it was streaked with dark brown bloodstains. She dropped it back where she found it.

	Next, she walked into one of the bedrooms. The beds had been stripped and the room was bare. She stood for several minutes looking around, and then she turned back to the man.

	“Where did they go?” she asked, her voice shaking. “Where did all these people go?”

	“Away,” he said. The man looked at the guns raised on him. He kept his hands behind his back.

	“Where?” she asked.

	“Bitch, can’t you say please?”

	She stormed over and without hesitation hit him across the head with her gun. He flinched and then straightened up. A trickle of blood formed at his brow line and he let it drip without wiping it away.

	“Please,” Darla spat. 

	Ryley snorted and rolled his eyes. “To the Islands,” he replied slowly. “I can tell you everything...I can tell you everything I know...but you still won’t find them. Security was relaxed today because we are getting ready to leave this place.” He glanced at the clock still ticking on the small apartment’s microwave oven. “Twenty minutes.”

	“What happens in twenty minutes?” Dean asked.

	Ryley made a clicking sound. “The end,” he said.

	“Where are the Islands?” Darla asked, redirecting the conversation back to Teddy.

	“No,” Ryley said simply. She raised her gun again, but he just shook his head. “Kill me. I’m not telling you that.”

	“But that’s where my child is? On the Islands?”

	“Your child?” Ryley raised his eyebrows and closed his eyes. “Well, doesn’t that just add a new dimension,” he mumbled under his breath.

	“What does that mean?” Darla asked. She took a step closer. “What do you know about my boy—”

	The walkie-talkie crackled again. A female voice came on this time, “We are missing Private Ryley. Private Ryley, we are ten minutes away from needing you at the starting point for our operation. Please report to the lab.” Then walkie-talkie clicked off. Then it clicked on. “This is Blair,” the voice added.

	“Jeez,” the man said, rolling his eyes. He looked up, “You heard her. If I don’t show, they’re going to come looking for me.”

	“This place is huge,” Dean said. “Why will they look for you here?”

	Private Ryley lunged for Dean’s gun, but Dean stepped back in time and Ryley stumbled forward, landing on the carpet. Darla landed a soft kick to his side; he began to cough. He swore at them and kicked his legs.

	“You’ll die here,” he said between gasps. “There’s no way out.”

	“Where is everyone else?” Dean asked.

	“Up,” was all he replied.

	“Is there an elevator override?”

	He nodded. “I have keys,” he said. Darla kicked him in the ribs again. She felt inside his jacket pocket and tossed out a key ring with six shiny silver keys.

	“Tell me what’s happening. What do you mean we’re going to die here? What’s happening?” Darla yelled and she held the gun to him.

	“You’re the type of filth we were sworn to keep out,” Ryley said monotonously. “You don’t deserve to live. And if you somehow make it out of here alive, then you won’t make it anywhere near that boy. Or the Kings. Do you hear me?”

	“Private Ryley,” the woman’s voice said again on the walkie. “We don’t want to continue without you, but—” 

	There was a loud beeping, like a fire drill. It filled the apartment. The lights flickered. The woman’s voice on the other end of the walkie-talkie ceased to broadcast. She had been cut-off midsentence. Darla and Dean looked up, startled by the loud noise.

	“All Copia residents please report to The Center for briefing. All Copia residents please report to The Center for a housing briefing.”

	“It’s time,” Ryley said. “You’re dead now.” He scrambled up on his feet and attacked Darla, pushed her straight over on to the floor, his hands wrapped around her middle. Darla kept her gun out of reach and attempted to kick him, but her feet missed. Dean looked at them and called out to Darla, but there was no easy shot, they were just a blur of bodies on the ground. He set the walkie-talkie down on the couch and then rushed over to where Darla was losing the fight. With his left hand he tried to yank the man off of Darla, but Ryley was too strong. He had pinned down her arm and he was grasping for the gun. Darla gritted her teeth, veins pulsed in her head, and she screamed.

	Noticing her bandages, Ryley took her injured hand and crushed it into the floor, banging her wrist and her hand with methodical maliciousness. She shrieked. Then he stopped slamming her hand and he dug his fingers into her wound and blood seeped through the gauze and down her arm. Darla writhed in pain; her hair fell loose from its ponytail and covered her face, long strands caught in her mouth. Darla’s grip loosened on the gun and she lost control and dropped it to the floor where Ryley was quick to snatch it up. He brought the gun up to her temple without hesitation.

	“Sorry,” he said, but his tone was fully victorious. 

	A blast echoed.

	Ryley’s body jerked and went limp and fell down onto Darla. She screamed and pushed him off of her, and his body rolled to the carpet. Blood poured out of the wound in the back of his head, creating a pool underneath him. Darla looked down and realized her clothes were covered in speckles of blood. Her hands were covered in blood. She let out a shaky cry and scrambled backward.

	Above them, the siren still beeped and beeped and beeped.

	Dean stood frozen. His hand still holding the gun where Ryley’s head used to be.

	“Oh, Jesus,” Darla said. “Oh...oh...oh...”

	“There was no other way,” Dean whispered. He spun to Darla. “There was no other way.” His eyes were wide and wild.

	She nodded. “Yeah. No other way. He was going...to kill me...”

	“I killed him,” he said.

	“Yeah.” She looked away and wiped her hands on her pants. Ryley’s blood smeared across her palms. “Dean, there was no other way. One more second and I would be dead. You did what you had to do...”

	“I killed him,” Dean said again and he dropped the gun to the floor and sunk to the carpet, looking at the man’s lifeless body, the blood still spreading outward across the industrial carpet.

	“Let’s go,” Darla said and she took back her gun from Ryley’s hand. It was then she noticed she was shaking. She tried to calm herself, but she couldn’t. “Let’s just get out of here.”

	“Back up to the surface?” Dean asked.

	Darla nodded. “Something bad is going to happen here. Let’s just go. We know the way. Grab his keys and let’s go.”

	Reaching down, Dean grabbed the keys. He took the radio, and they started back out down the hall—the incessant beep as the background music to their escape. When they reached the hallway, they opened the door and stumbled forward to the elevators. They pushed the button and waited. It arrived without fanfare.

	“Hurry, hurry,” Dean said.

	The elevator stopped. The doors opened. It took Dean a second to realize that they had not traveled to the floor they had wanted; they had stopped early. Dean pushed the button again and jiggled Ryley’s override keys, but the elevator didn’t budge. He swore and kicked the side, but still it didn’t move.

	“Come on,” Darla said and she tugged Dean’s arm and pulled him off the elevator. They rushed out on to the new floor. It looked exactly like the floor they had just come from, like a carnival fun maze. Grabbing a knob, they ran into a new hallway, and it was also identical to the one below. She stepped backward and spun.

	There was a second elevator. She pushed the button, but nothing happened.

	“Do they know we’re here? Did they stop the elevators?” Dean asked. 

	“Let’s hide until we know,” Darla commanded and she raced back down the hallway. Slowing down their pace until they realized that the hallway was a dead-end. Darla turned to walk back toward the elevator.

	“What the hell is this place?” Dean called, out of breath.

	Darla slid to the floor and tucked her knees up tight.

	The radio crackled and Dean jumped.

	A man’s voice came on this time. “Blair, do you copy?”

	“I’m here,” the woman said.

	“We have activity in a Clearance Level 1 area.”

	The girl they called Blair got back on the radio. “Could it be Private Ryley?”

	“Could be. I just wanted you to know. Elevator analysis says someone went to Floor B. We set the elevator shut-down sequence after that, so I have no idea where the person could be now.”

	“That’s the Kings’ and Salvants’ floor? Which pod door was triggered?”

	“Pod 6, Ma’am.”

	The radio went quiet. Darla could hear her own labored breathing. She closed her eyes and banged her head three times against the wall behind her: soft, but angry thuds. Dean took his hand and rested it on top of her head.

	“Stop,” he whispered. “They don’t know about us.”

	“Can you check it out?” Blair asked on the radio.

	The guy clicked back on. “Ms. Truman, Ma’am, we’re all set here. All residents of Copia are accounted for in the Center. We’re on time for our operation.”

	“But...if it was Ryley,” she said.

	“We don’t have an extra person to supply you for checking it out. But if you want to look yourself, Ma’am, we have ten minutes before evacuation.”

	There was a pause. Then the girl said, “I’ll go to Pod 6. I’ll take my dad’s direct elevator. Turn back on the power and I’ll let you know when I’m done.”

	“Copy that.” The radio broadcast was cut.

	Darla exhaled and she rocked forward and stood up quickly. With determination she moved back down the hall. “We have to get to the top...now,” she said and she jogged back the way they came. Their elevator was still waiting for them and they jiggled the override keys; the doors shut, and this time the elevator began to climb. They moved steadily upward. Back to the floor where they first found Ryley, back to the hallway that led to their escape.

	Dean put a comforting arm around Darla’s shoulders and embraced her.

	She let out a small sob and then she looked to the ceiling, attempting to regain control. “We failed,” she said. “He’s not here. He’s not even here.”

	“We didn’t fail,” Dean answered. “Teddy’s alive...” he paused, overcome with emotion. “We know he’s okay. And we’ll find him...that’s not a failure...”

	“We’re leaving here without him. That, to me, is a failure.”

	“The Islands. We’ll find him...you hear me...we will find him...”

	“This was a shitshow. How can we take on an even bigger place with more security...especially after they see what we did?” Darla asked, her eyes wide.

	Dean shrugged. “We just will.”

	The radio crackled again.

	A man said, “We are in place. All guards are ready. Officer Dylan...can you confirm you have eyes on Grant?”

	The name caused Darla’s veins to run cold, and she spun and pointed at the radio. Dean held the walkie-talkie out like it had suddenly turned scalding hot and he stared at it. He thrust it out at her and shook it, wordlessly.

	“I can confirm,” came a voice. “Grant is visible.”

	“Oh my God,” Dean breathed.

	Darla smiled and cried and jumped. Her hair flew and she clapped with wild excitement. “It’s him! Dean, oh, Dean!” She wrapped her arms around her friend and hugged him tightly.

	“Shhhh,” Dean said and he put the radio to his ear, Darla leaned close, her arms around him.

	“Good. Keep an eye on him,” the man on the radio said.

	“Where are they?” Darla asked. “Oh, Dean! He’s here...” and she broke into an uninhibited grin.

	From somewhere else underground within the giant metal dome, the man on the walkie-talkie said, “With eyes on Grant...and Copia secluded, I believe we are go. All officers...that is a confirmed launch. Launch. Launch.”

	“We head to the tunnel,” Dean said. “There’s only one exit. We wait there until we know what’s going on.”

	Darla nodded. She looked at the array of buttons; the only one lit was the one for the top level. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Grant was here. Somewhere in this crazy subterranean city, Dean’s son was alive and well.

	After a brief radio silence, they heard Blair’s screams wail at them through the speaker. “Help! Help! Can anyone hear me?” Her voice was shaky, like she was running.

	“Sorry, Blair....can’t really discuss now...in the middle...” a rushed voice replied.

	“Can you confirm we are all accounted for?” Blair screamed. “Confirm! Confirm!”

	“I can confirm,” came the man’s voice. “All Copia. All guards. Grant. And your damn dog. Get up here, Blair. Five minutes.”

	“Then we have intruders. I repeat. I repeat. We have intruders. Private Ryley’s been shot. We are not alone down here!”








CHAPTER TWENTY







Grant was lonely without Lucy. The System was practically barren, and he found himself wandering the evacuated halls, drifting in and out of abandoned rooms, and examining the articles left behind as an archeologist would study the artifacts at an excavation site. It was a hobby he adopted in the absence of any other way to while away the hours waiting for the plane to Copia to arrive.

	His other option was spending his time with Noah, the pimply hyena-esque parasite who hovered around Grant like they had been friends the entire time. Escaping Noah had become an art form, and Grant had taken to spending time with his roommate Dylan and the other guards left behind to watch over the Copia residents and get the System ready for its final days.

	Each of the guards assigned to the System was right out of a clichéd military movie: they congregated in one of the larger apartments, played card games, smoked contraband cigarettes and cigars, and drank up the rest of the Sky Room’s alcohol supply; they laughed and joked, poked fun at each other’s lives before the Release, and engaged each other in good-spirited banter. Ex-girlfriends were maligned and mocked, drinking war wounds were compared. They self-medicated to ignore the loneliness, refusing to face their heartache straight on. 

	And all the while, the Copia residents were getting restless. When they voiced their concerns, they were easily appeased with news of their new home. That was Blair’s job, and she was excellent at it—spending her days in and among the leftover families, lauding them with praise for their deep contributions to the future, despite their angry and entitled attitudes. Huck had been right to leave her behind; Blair’s presence reassured them.

	Some of the Copia families were insufferable, interrupting the guards’ card games to demand a video conference with Huck. When they were denied, they launched into meticulously crafted diatribes. But some of them were quiet, unassuming, and Grant didn’t mind seeking out their company if he found himself in need of a conversation.

	But now the departure day had arrived.

	The entire System buzzed with expectant anticipation. Entire families would soon be summoned to the Center to hear about departure preparations. Bags were packed, backs were slapped with joyful friendliness. The tension and the angst melted away, and Grant realized that it was living underground that ate at their already frayed edges the most. Copia would be a welcomed change, and he couldn’t wait to breathe fresh air again and watch the sun move through the sky. 

	“Morning,” Dylan said as he ventured out into their shared space in his boxers. He rubbed his eyes.

	“Hey,” Grant replied, putting down the book he had stolen from an empty apartment. Dylan was tall and lanky, with patches of coarse body hair growing in an asymmetrical pattern across his chest. Their other roommate had departed for his own Island the same day Lucy left, but Dylan had been assigned to stay behind in his role as a System guard. “Are you heading to the guards’ room for breakfast?”

	Dylan yawned and stretched his hands up in the air, then brought them down and tapped on his belly like a drum, beating out a small rhythmic pattern against his skin. “Busy day, dude,” he replied. “Guards might be on edge...maybe you should skip it this morning?”

	“Oh,” Grant said. He tried to stifle his disappointment. “Sure! Yeah, that makes sense. I’ve got some things I can do around here...” he glanced around the bare apartment.

	Tucking his hands into the waistband of his boxers, Dylan looked at Grant. He blinked and then took his right hand, rubbed his eyes, and yawned for a second time. “Look...”

	“Not a big deal,” Grant continued. “I wasn’t that hungry anyway.” He flashed his roommate a warm smile and picked the book back up and thumbed through the pages, trying to find his spot.

	“You should come. The guys’ll be fine. I don’t know what I was saying...I’m tired. Come to breakfast. I mean...it’s the last day, right?” He turned back to his room to get into his uniform. As he reached the door, he turned and looked at Grant again. “You’re a good guy, Grant. You know that?”

	Grant thought that Dylan said the last part with a bit of sadness. He had never been good with goodbyes; he didn’t want to think about having to bid his new friends farewell as they all took off to different Islands. 

	“You gonna miss me, Dylan?” Grant teased. “You gotta come visit me on Copia. Or on Kymberlin, when I can get to Lucy?”

	Dylan nodded as he walked away to get dressed. “Yeah, dude,” he said with his back turned. “I’ll come visit.” He shut the door with his foot, and from behind the thin walls Grant could hear him whistling. 




	 

Grant looked down at Salem’s necklace dangling down in front of his t-shirt before he walked into the guard’s workstation. He knew the guards wouldn’t tease him about the feminine quality of the sparkly silver chain—they each had their own talismans, and no one ever questioned much when it came to rituals. Superstition reigned supreme. Among their small band of survivors, the soldiers selected for this special task were professionals, each of them procured over time from different branches of the military. When they settled into a poker game or a movie, they naturally fell into telling their old war stories again and again. Grant had learned about each of them during their evenings together.

	With a deep breath and a prayer that he wouldn’t be seen as an intruder, Grant slipped into the room. He was greeted at breakfast with stoic faces and an intense aura of concentration. They looked at him and then at Dylan. Grant knew immediately: he wasn’t supposed to be there.

	“Grant’s last morning,” Dylan said as a way of explanation and the group nodded in unison.

	“Good morning,” said Nate, a long and lean towhead with a penchant for swearing and talking about how much he missed porn. “Big day.” Nate glanced sideways at Grant and pulled out the chair next to him, patting it as an invitation.

	“I guess,” Grant replied. “I mean...it’ll be nice to get out of here.” 

	A soldier named Ryley sniffed and clattered his spoon into his cereal bowl. “You all packed up?” he asked to no one in particular. A few people answered in the affirmative, and then Ryley rolled his head over to Grant. “And you?”

	“I just have a poster,” Grant said, thinking of the Romero that was rolled up back in his room. Salem’s necklace around his neck and the poster. He realized that he didn’t have any earthly possessions beyond those two items. “That’s it, I guess.”

	“Well,” Ryley replied, rubbing his mouth with the back of his hand, “we all got something.” The man stood up and stretched his arms to the ceiling, letting out a ghastly sigh. “What’s our timeframe? When’s the big...when’re the Copia folk coming for their meeting?”

	Nate started to respond, but Blair’s heels, clipping along in her usual rushed gait, announced her arrival before she even popped her head into the room. He waited and watched the entrance, and everyone else turned, too. Blair pushed the door and ventured in without a greeting, talking as she walked inside, without regard for whatever had been going on prior to her presence.

	“I just got off a video chat with my father from Kymberlin, and I have some things to discuss before our operation today, so please, please everybody, I need your attention.” She waltzed to a long counter on the far end of the room and pushed herself up to sit on it; she was wearing a medium length skirt that hit just above her knees, and when she crossed her legs, the boys couldn’t help but stare. Private Wendy, the only female soldier among them, punched one of the guys next to her in the arm and playfully tried to pull his gaze upward.

	Grant saw Blair’s attention flicker in their direction, but she ignored their teasing at her expense and kept talking.

	“First things first, we will need all hands on deck for a System sweep prior to calling the Copia residents to the Center.” She looked up. Nate had raised his hand quickly. He cleared his throat to stop her from talking and she paused. “Yes?” she asked, pointing to him.

	“Uh, Ma’am?”

	“Please just call me Blair. Please.” She smiled. 

	Nate blinked.

	“Blair.” He said the name like he was testing each sound of her name separately. “Ma’am, um, we have a visitor for breakfast this morning. Civilian in our midst, Ma’am. So, perhaps we should wait on discussing…I just wanted to bring it to your attention.” He nodded over to Grant and Grant bowed his head. He wanted to disappear into the wall; he felt every person stare at him and collectively hold his or her breath.

	“Oh,” Blair put a hand over her heart and stared at the faces around the room, each of them looking straight back at her with blank expressions. “I’m sorry...I didn’t. I’ll just...” she stammered.

	Grant stood up. “I’ll go,” he said and waved goodbye to Dylan, picking up a small breakfast bar off the table.

	It was silent as he made his way to the door, and as he grabbed the knob, he heard someone clear his throat.

	“Grant can stay,” Dylan announced. “Ms. Truman didn’t have a scheduled meeting with us. She can address us at a more opportune time. It’s Grant’s last day with us, Ms. Truman...he deserves a right to an uninterrupted breakfast. He’s been hanging out with us a lot since everyone left. It’s his right.”

	Blair’s head spun to Dylan. She pursed her lips and tapped her fingers against the counter. “You don’t have authority to make that call. He goes. And then I’ll continue. Problem solved.”

	“Maybe don’t come into the room and start spewing classified information when a civilian is present,” Nate added. “Ma’am.”

	“I...just,” she cleared her throat. 

	Nate shot his hand up again. “Also, that plan would leave the main elevators unattended.”

	Everyone was silent. Grant froze, still by the door, unable to determine if he was supposed to go or stay. Everyone’s eyes were back on Blair. He crinkled his breakfast bar wrapper, hoping it would draw some attention back to him so someone could tell him if he was supposed to leave. 

	“Station someone at the second elevator. There’s no need to waste a person at the one to the surface.” Blair said this with a flick of her wrist and the guards all exchanged knowing looks. Grant shifted on his feet, Dylan motioned for him to sit, and so he sat down in an empty chair. He ran his hand through his hair and slumped backward, arms crossed.

	“With all due respect...your father’s plan is convoluted. No offense,” a guy named Mick said. He was chewing a large piece of bubble gum and he popped it loudly.

	A few of the soldiers shook their heads and mumbled to each other, whispering to each other in low voices so Grant couldn’t hear.

	“Never underestimate the resourcefulness of our Copia residents,” Blair said. Turning to sneak a look at Grant, she added, “The Copia residents must be led to their meeting and led out of their meeting with strict precision. Their plane waits, after all. Because there are so few of us, it’s important to make sure that we handle everything according to protocol.” She titled her head and uncrossed her legs. Then she slid down off the counter, scanned the room, and cleared her throat. “We follow the plan.”

	“Because the plan always works,” Mick muttered under his breath.

	“Excuse me?” Blair spun and stared at him. She put her hands on her hips and straightened her back. Mick looked her over from top to bottom, but he didn’t reply. He blew a bubble. “My father asked me to oversee this operation –”

	“That’s cute,” Nate interrupted. He bit into an apple, flecks of juice and fruit flying to the ground. He chomped with his mouth open. Stopping mid-bite, he raised his eyebrows. “I was at the meeting, too, Ma’am. You’re here for appearances. And look, I’m not complaining...you’ve got a mighty fine appearance.”

	A few of the other guys chuckled and tried to contain their laughter.

	Blair’s hands slipped from her hips and she stood lamely in the middle of the room. She frowned and looked to the ground, all of her bravado slipping away. She raised her head and took a step toward the door, and walked right past Grant; he looked away from her and stared at the table in front of him.

	Her ankle gave out and she stumbled. Putting her hand out on Grant’s chair to steady herself, she slipped further and tumbled to her knees. The room went silent, and no one dared to breathe. Ryley cleared his throat and went to her as everyone else watched. He extended his hand and Blair looked up. Her eyes were cold like stone, but she took his hand and he helped her up to her feet.

	“You should excuse Nate,” Ryley said with a nod backward. “Your father recruited him from a specialized program. He’s got no credentials. Practically a mall cop.”

	“Shut up, asshole,” Nate spat with a glare.

	“Mall cop,” Ryley said on his heels without taking his eyes off Blair.

	Blair nodded, but remained silent. When she did speak, her voice was tiny and timid. “I’ll be back later, I suppose.” Then she turned to Ryley, “I want to be put to work. Who do I talk to about that? I want to have a part,” she said. “I’m not useless.”

	“No one said you were useless, Ma’am,” Ryley declared in a loud voice, speaking over her head to the others, who were now inspecting the floor and the walls with intense focus. “We’ll make sure you have a role.”

	Blair mustered a weak smile of gratitude and then continued out the door.

	“Blair?” Ryley added, stopping her as she started to disappear into the hallway. “We are all very grateful for your father’s work. We would not be here if we didn’t support him.”

	“Well,” Blair said, turning her head, “thank you. I’ll be sure to let him know that he picked a good team.” Then she marched back down the hallway, the echo of her shoes fading as each second passed.




	

None of them knew when they were supposed to leave. The guards seemed entirely nonchalant about a departure time, despite the fact that the other exits from the System were perfectly planned. After breakfast, Dylan had told Grant that he needed to get ready for the departure and he took off, which left Grant fully bereft of friends.

	So, after Grant meandered around the Center for a while, he decided that the only place left to go was Cass’s hideout. He followed the path he had used many times before, often with Lucy close by; crawling under the breakaway wall, up through the secret elevator, and into the room that had been his second home. It looked the same as it always had—bright and welcoming. It was the opposite of everything down below. Maybe Claude had made it that way. 

	Grant plopped himself down on the beanbag and stared up into the sky. Soon he would be flying through that sky on his way to Copia. He closed his eyes and tried to picture how this afternoon would go, and what he saw was pure chaos: Blair and her dog roaming around attempting to be helpful, the guards suiting up and trying to manage getting the people cleared of the System before making the call to shut it down. When the men back on Kymberlin hit the switch to send the System into darkness, it would kill the solar panels and succumb the underground dome to a future without life. The Underground Systems’ function was brief, but masterful.

	Grass and dirt blew across the glass of the skylight and he could tell by the way the long grass swayed and danced that it was windy outside.

	Cass had left most of her things in this room. There was a mug with a picture of a cat on it, and a collection of books. He had first kissed Lucy in this room. Or maybe she had kissed him first. He couldn’t remember the full sequence of events, even though it hadn’t happened that long ago. He could only picture her face close to his, her breath tasting like nothing at all, and the worry that she wouldn’t love him back.

	He hoped she had read his letter on her first night of Kymberlin. He hoped that it had helped her feel secure and peaceful, resting in all he felt for her. He never wanted to come across as needy, so he tried to temper his bursting heart sometimes. Maybe someday she would doubt that he cared for her fully; maybe someday she would try to dismiss them as a relationship born of proximity, but he knew better than that.

	He hoped that she knew that he was trying to get home to her.

	And that he could see a life for them on the Islands. It wouldn’t be the worst thing to happen. He could apprentice with her father—become a man of science. They could live in comfort and luxury, always knowing that they had opted out of a life of tribulation and fear.

	Grant realized that he had wasted too much time dreaming about his future; he imagined that the call to their presentation from Huck and their trip to the surface could not be far away now. He crawled off the beanbag and pushed the elevator button. The doors opened immediately and he slipped inside, letting them close on their own. It was time. He couldn’t wait to leave this place. Copia awaited.







A few guards milled around outside Scott’s lab and the Center. They were in full fatigues, lugging around their weaponry like they were headed off to war. In pairs they marched in formation from one end of the long hallway to the other, and Grant watched them with a sense of unease. He had watched the men (and woman) laugh and engage in drunken silliness, and he’d heard their stories and played cards with them. They had allowed him into their small circle, but it was clear that now they had pushed him out.

	They were all business. Nate nodded wordlessly as Grant passed him in the hall. When he saw Dylan standing at attention against the doors to the Center, he stopped and jabbed his friend playfully in the arm, hoping to draw him out of his dour mood. 

	“Hello,” Dylan said officially, but he didn’t budge. His weapon was pointed at the ground, his arms stiff at his sides.

	“Man,” Grant said, scratching his head. “You are all crazy serious about this departure.”

	Dylan closed his eyes. It looked like it pained him not to talk to Grant in their familiar way. “I’m just working,” he finally answered with an apologetic smile. “I have my orders.” He sniffed and stood up a little straighter. “It’s nothing personal.” Then he turned to look straight at Grant and the penetrating glare made Grant’s hair stand on end. “That’s all you need to know. It’s not personal.”

	“Right,” Grant said and he took an instinctive step backward.

	Mick from breakfast was right behind him, smacking his gum and chattering into a walkie-talkie. He sidestepped away from Grant to avoid running into him and nodded to acknowledge his presence.

	“You have a nice afternoon, son?” Mick asked.

	“Me?” Grant pointed to himself and looked back at Dylan, who was staring straight ahead.

	“Well, I certainly wasn’t asking any of the guards. We’ve been too busy to have a nice day,” Mick replied.

	“I think so,” Grant answered. “Just anxious.”

	Mick gnawed on his gum and then snapped it loudly behind his teeth. He was about to reply when Blair appeared, marching down the hall in her skirt, holding on tightly to Frank’s leash. The dog trotted happily by her side, his pink tongue sticking out of his mouth, bouncing along to the rhythm of her walk.

	Grant walked down the hall to escape the congregation and rested against the corner. He pushed his hands in his pockets and looked at the ceiling, hoping that no one would notice him. He didn’t have anywhere to go.

	“Ryley isn’t back, sir,” a young man named Jorge said to Mick, rushing up from down the hall, holding his standard-issue rifle across his arm.

	“Is that bad?” Blair asked, immediately entering the conversation at full-speed. She tugged on Frank’s collar and pushed on his rump. “Sit, Frank. Sit.” Frank barked.

	“I bet he’s just being thorough,” Mick replied, shrugging. He checked his gun and then holstered it.

	Nate approached and cleared his throat. “Ready for the announcement, Mick? We should get people up here soon. I have the video from Huck cued and ready to go. Scott’s boxes are in place.”

	Mick’s head shot up and he scanned the area quickly. Grant slid further down the hall, hoping he was fully out of sight. Still, their voice carried to him. He felt his heart beat wildly in his chest. Scott’s boxes. He had heard them. Scott had never talked about boxes to him; he had certainly never seen Scott tinker with anything that could be described as a box. He tried to push it away, tried to play it off as something innocuous. He shook his head and mumbled to himself, “It’s nothing,” which he wanted to believe with his whole heart.

	“Jesus, Nate,” Mick chastised in a loud whisper. “We have civilians in the hall.”

	Their voices died away. Grant peered out again. The guards marched past.

	Blair took a step forward after they cleared. “Maybe you should see where Ryley is? Maybe remind him that he’s supposed to be back?” She looked at the boys pleadingly.

	“Sure,” Nate replied and he tossed his walkie-talkie to Jorge who caught it and sighed.

	“Attention Guard Command Three. Please finish up your sweep and return to the Center for operation King’s Box. I repeat, finish up your sweep and report to the lab to be equipped for operation King’s Box.” Jorge tossed the walkie-talkie back. “Is that better, Blair?”

	“Sure,” she shrugged with a smile. “I want this all to go well just as much as you do.”

	Grant slid away and sat down again.

	The guards marched up and down the hall from the end closest to the elevators to the end closest to the exit from the theater room. Four of them marched together, and they never looked up the hallway to Scott’s lab to see Grant sitting there, waiting for the rest of his Copia compatriots to arrive. 

	Blair walked around the corner with Frank and she jumped a bit. She eyed Grant with suspicion and concern.

	“I didn’t see you there,” she said quickly. “How long have you been here?”

	Grant shrugged and smiled. “Just waiting,” he said. “Eager.”

	She didn’t reply. Frank wandered down toward him and barked once. Reaching out, Grant gave him a small scratch behind the ears and the dog responded by licking his palm in long slurps. It tickled Grant’s hand and he smiled. Mick rounded the corner and looked at Grant.

	“You’re everywhere, Grant Trotter,” he said with a hint of annoyance.

	“I don’t have anywhere—” Grant started, but he realized that Mick wasn’t listening. 

	“It’s time, Blair. I need to start the call for the Copia residents to arrive for their briefing. You ready?”

	She shook her head and looked confused. Looking down at Grant, she handed him Frank’s leash. “Hold this,” she instructed, and she turned back to Mick. “You should let me try,” she said.

	“Try what?” Mick asked, distracted.

	“Let me try to get Ryley on the radio.” She held out her hand. “Maybe I’ll have better luck getting him back...since his absence here is a clear breach of my father’s protocol.”

	“What?” Mick stared at her. “A breach of your father’s...Blair...listen...we’re about to call the Copia residents to the Center.” He looked at Grant and then looked at her. “Time’s up, sweetie. Ryley’s probably off dealing with some Copia-related issue. Maybe he’s taking a dump. Does it even matter? He’ll be back. I’m not wasting time on him. Protocol. Who gave you the right to assume what our protocol should be?”

	“My father gave me the right,” Blair answered. “I have the ultimate power and authority here.”

	Grant wished he could disappear into the wall. He fiddled with Frank’s leash.

	Blair held out her hand. She kept her hand out until Mick put the radio in her palm. He crossed his arms and chewed his gum like cud.

	Clicking on the walkie-talkie, Blair cleared her throat, and mustered up her most professional sounding voice. “We are missing Private Ryley. Private Ryley, we are ten minutes away from needing you at the starting point for our operation. Please report to the lab.”

	She went to go hand the radio back to Mick, but then she snatched it back at the last minute and added, “This is Blair.”

	“Good,” Mick sneered. “I’m sure Private Ryley is now busting his ass just for you, Blair Truman.”

	Nate poked his head around the corner. “You ready, boss?”

	Mick jabbed his thumb toward Blair. “We would be if our ultimate power and authority could start thinking of something else besides Ryley’s current whereabouts.”

	Nate snickered. A few other guards congregated and watched the spectacle. Grant felt his face flash hot with embarrassment for her. He continued to study the floor and pet Frank’s neck, with the hopes that no one would draw him into the conversation.

	“She had to radio him herself,” Mick said and he crossed his arms.

	“That’s so warm and fuzzy. Extend a girl a hand and win her heart,” Nate teased. “I bet Ryley’s overjoyed that Blair needs his presence.”

	The guys laughed. A man with bright red hair and a cross tattoo on his neck leaned over to another guard and said, “Oh yeah, now that Blair needs me, I’ll be sure to make sure I do my job now.”

	The laughter died away and Blair’s chest rose and fell with heavy breaths. She spun, looking for a friendly face, and found none; even Grant looked away when she looked down. Hot tears rolled down her cheeks and she tried to wipe them away quickly, but everyone saw that she had let them get to her. She was trapped in the hallway—Scott’s lab on one end and the mocking guards at the other. Grant stood up. He put a hand on her arm.

	“What?” she snapped, expecting more vitriol.

	“Maybe something is wrong,” Grant said in a near-whisper. She hung on to his every word like he could be the one to save her from the mortification. “My roommate Dylan would never go off the grid in a time of great importance.”

	“The call for Copia is going out in ten, nine, eight...” someone counted down from down the hall. Mick grumbled and took off, his shoulder hitting Blair as he went. She brought her hand up to her shoulder and kept it there.

	“You have no right to be here,” Blair said to Grant with sharp condemnation.

	“I’m sorry,” Grant said instantly. “I just—”

	Blair raised the radio to her lips once again and said, shakier this time, “Private Ryley. We don’t want to continue without you, but—”

	The steady alarm interrupted her.

	“All Copia residents please report to The Center for briefing. All Copia residents please report to The Center for a housing briefing.”

	Grant still held tightly to Frank as the beeping filled the halls. He realized that he had left his poster back in his apartment. He wondered if he would have time to run and get it, but then he realized that he shouldn’t. A still, small voice told him to stay put and stay vigilant.

	“I should get going, I guess,” Grant said loudly and he held the leash out for her to take.

	Blair looked at Frank and then at Grant. She wiped away a tear.

	“I have to greet people,” she said. “Just for a bit. Maybe...could you...if you don’t mind? Just hang on to Frank for a bit. For me?” She had returned to a more softened demeanor. The Copia residents started to file past the hallway, and she rushed to catch them, and greet them warmly. She called to some of them by name. He could hear the excitement in their voices, and he watched as they filed past with their collection of suitcases and bags.

	A family stopped and shook Blair’s hand. A little girl tugged on her skirt.

	“My daddy says Copia is amazing,” she said in a chipper voice.

	Blair put her hand on the little girl’s head. She closed her eyes and seemed to be holding back a range of emotion. “It is, darling.”

	The father pushed the little girl forward with a sibling and he leaned close to Blair. He spoke to her in a mock-whisper, his voice clearly audible above the alarm. “So, is Copia as beautiful as I’ve been telling everyone?” he asked.

	Blair nodded. “My father...”

	The man wagged a finger in her face, “...is the breaker of promises.”

	“He’s tried very hard to—”

	“I’ll speak to Gordy next time I need something. And you make sure to pass that message along.” He disappeared into the crowd without another word.

	Grant cleared his throat after the first wave passed. “Do you think I should go in?” he asked, extending the leash like an olive branch.

	“Just stay,” she said. “I don’t like talking to some of these people...they can be so...”

	“Rude?”

	She smiled sadly. “I didn’t bargain for this. I’m here so that my dad and brother don’t have to be.”

	“How can you be so calm? So friendly to them?”

	He watched Noah approach with his family. Despite all his attempts to partner up with Grant through the week, Noah shot Grant a condescending look as he walked by. They were on their way to a new place and the kid had no use for Grant’s friendship anymore.

	“Leash holder for the Elektos, Grant?” Noah laughed. He looked around to see who was laughing with him. “Just find someone else to follow around like a lovesick puppy dog. Grant Trotter, the puppy dog.” Noah rolled his eyes and kept walking. 

	Blair winced and then stared off down the hall where more people filed in. “Seems like we’re both targets today,” she said.

	“That didn’t even make sense,” Grant added, shaking his head. “That guy is so dumb.”

	“I’m not even a member of the Elektos. My own dad didn’t even want me to have any say in anything,” she said and let out a small self-deprecating laugh, and then she looked away from him, back down the hall where the last of the Copia residents entered through the double doors. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but no one really cares what I think about anything.”

	Blair’s walkie-talkie squawked and Mick’s voice came on the line. “Ma’am...or...er...Blair do you copy?”

	She turned to Grant and pointed to her chest with her index finger. “Did he just ask for me?”

	Grant nodded.

	“I’m here,” Blair answered a bit too eagerly.

	“We have activity in a Clearance Level 1 area.”

	“Could it be Private Ryley?” She tugged on Frank’s leash. Her eyes flashed with the excitement of being included in this adventure. 

	“Could be. I just wanted you to know. Elevator analysis says someone went to Floor B. We set the elevator shut-down sequence after that, so I have no idea where the person or persons could be now.”

	“That’s the King’s and Salvant’s floor? Which pod door was triggered?” She turned to Grant and whispered, “I think he’s telling me this because he finally sees that I was right!” She gave a self-congratulatory squeal.

	Mick answered swiftly, “Pod 6, Ma’am.”

	“Can you check it out?” Blair asked. She gave a small jump and pushed a piece of blonde hair behind her ear.

	“Ms. Truman, ma’am, we’re all set here. All residents of Copia are accounted for in the Center. We’re on time for our operation.”

	As if on cue, Grant could hear the Huck video starting down the hall. His big booming voice greeted the Copia residents through the giant speakers. He was thanking them for their patience, and reminding them that they were the most important members of this world.

	“But...if it was Ryley,” Blair said to Mick. She was pouting, her lower lip jutting out. Grant now realized that Ryley’s act of kindness in the morning had stirred something larger in Blair. Her worry for him was bred from misplaced loyalty, and he couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.

	“We don’t have an extra person to supply you for checking it out. But if you want to look yourself, Ma’am, we have ten minutes before evacuation.”

	Blair turned to Grant and raised her eyebrows.

	“Should I go?” she asked.

	Grant stammered. Why was she asking him? Huck droned on in the background. The Copia residents cheered and clapped for something they had seen on the screen. “Sure, I mean, if it’s important to you?” he said. “I should probably get into the Center anyway...hear what Huck has to say...”

	“Oh,” she said. “Ummm...maybe...” Blair looked conflicted, but Grant felt anxious to get into the large gymnasium and hear about his future home. “Maybe just stay here with Frank until I get back?” she asked.

	“I guess—”

	But she was already skipping down the hallway when she answered Mick back. “I’ll go to Pod 6. I’ll take my dad’s direct elevator. Turn back on the power and I’ll let you know when I’m done.”

	“Copy that.”

	Grant took a short walk down the hall and dragged Frank with him. He stood next to the corner, close enough to hear the video drone on.

	“We have appreciated your contributions to our world...”

	Grant smirked. He had contributed nothing to this world. The people watching that video had given money and years of their lives to a cause that ended the world. The only thing Grant had done was get lucky enough to survive. Somehow he felt like he kept cheating the system.

	The video was wrapping up. “For us, those who are going to live the next five hundred or more years on the Islands, we will look to you – the Copia – as a tale worth telling. You are worth more than you know.” 

	Grant felt Frank tug at the leash toward the Center, but Grant pulled him back. Undeterred, Frank barked once and then again. 

	“Shut up, Frank,” Grant mumbled toward the dog, giving him a gentle tap on the head.

	Down the hall, Grant saw Nate look his way. He stared at Grant and then lifted the walkie-talkie to his mouth, still keeping Grant in his line of sight. Behind him, the other guards moved quickly to shut the doors to the Center, and his heart began to pound. Jorge and one of the other guards brought big boxes out from a room down the hallway. They were metal and hooked to them were long floppy plastic tubes. Working fast, the men tucked the tubes under the door to the Center and then flipped a switch.

	The boxes hummed and churned.

	Grant pulled Frank tighter and took a step toward the men.

	Nate lifted his gun in Grant’s direction.

	From behind him, Jorge shouted, “All six boxes in place. The ones behind the screen are going, the ones from the theater room are operational.”

	“Can anyone see what’s happening?” someone shouted.

	Inside the secluded room, Grant could start to piece together the sounds of panic. Voices rose and fell in worry and alarm; a woman’s scream, a man’s yell, the sound of traveling feet across the gym floor.

	“What’s happening?” Grant called to Dylan, who had taken his place several feet back from the closed metal doors of the Center, his weapon raised.

	Now he could hear coughing. A thin film of vapor seeped out beneath the doors and disappeared. Someone hit the doors with full force and they bulged, but didn’t open.

	“Prepare for breach!” Dylan shouted.

	Huck’s video played on. His voice seeped underneath the new sounds of horror. “You must understand your role. And understand that I realize you will not have seen this sea change coming. But it is imperative to the success of my Islands. Only a true tempest will refine us. I bid you a fond farewell. Please know, in your final moments here, that your memories will not be forsaken.” The video turned to static as some women shrieked in shrill trills. Frank growled and then barked, yanking on the leash and crying out wildly—his cries mingling in with the cries of the people.

	Nate stalked forward, his gun on Grant. And Grant backed up.

	“What’s happening?” Grant asked in a whisper. He was out in the hallway, taking wide steps behind him without looking where he was going. A cold sweat dripped down his neck. “What’s happening?” he asked again, louder.

	Nate shook his head. “Grant...I’m sorry...”

	“No,” Grant breathed.

	Copia.

	It didn’t exist. It had never existed. It was a lie fed to people unworthy enough to travel to the next world. He wanted to let go of Frank’s leash and run, but he couldn’t. Still his feet carried him backward as Nate followed him.

	“All those people—”

	“Just our orders, Grant,” Nate said. “We liked you, kid. You have to believe me.”

	Grant raised a hand to his neck and tugged on Salem’s crucifix. He held on to it and started to pray.

	“Help me, help me, help me,” Grant said. “Mother Mary and Lord Jesus, dear God, no, no—”

	A rise and fall of screams echoed down the hall, but Nate didn’t flinch.

	“Oh my Jesus,” Grant whispered. He closed his eyes. “Forgive us of our sins. Save us from the fires of hell. Lead all souls into heaven, especially those in most need of the mercy.”

	Blair’s screams through the radio seemed to blend in, and Grant almost didn’t notice that she was back on. When Nate finally realized that it was Blair and not the Copia residents, he grabbed the radio and pressed it to his ear with one hand while keeping his gun on Grant.

	“Help! Help! Can anyone hear me?”

	Grant kept moving backward.

	Nate looked confused and tentative.

	“Sorry, Blair....can’t really discuss now...in the middle...” Mick answered her in spurts. There was now gunfire near the movie theater exit. People had managed to attempt an escape. Grant took another step back and realized that he had trapped himself up against the elevator doors at the end of the hall. He could feel that his cheeks were wet, even though he hadn’t been aware that he was crying.

	“Can you confirm we are all accounted for?” Blair screamed. He could hear her muffled voice. “Confirm! Confirm!”

	“I can confirm. All Copia. All guards. Grant. And your damn dog. Get up here, Blair.” Mick sounded angry and stern, panicked. The gas still poured into the Center, the guards looked at their watches. The deaths had only just begun. “Five minutes.”

	“Then we have intruders. I repeat. I repeat. We have intruders. Private Ryley’s been shot and we are not alone down here!” Blair screamed. “I’m coming back up. I’m coming back up!”

	In his own flustered panic, Grant hit the elevator button with his elbow. Nate’s attention was drawn away for a second down the hall, and Grant eyed the gun. He imagined himself attempting to pry the gun free. It was an act of pure bravado that he thought he might be physically capable of; if he could distract Nate for just a second, he could launch himself. Maybe buy some time.

	But it was futile. Nate’s orders were to kill him. If he failed, there was an entire hallway of armed men ready to pick up where he left off.

	Grant knew that the direct elevator was at the end of the hallway. He willed Blair to run faster. Maybe she would intercede for him. Maybe she didn’t know about the orders to kill him. He realized that Blair might be his only hope.

	Nate tucked the walkie back into his uniform pocket and leveled the gun again. Grant closed his eyes. Then from down the hall, Grant could hear Blair running. No one else was wearing heels. He snapped his eyes opened and watched her approach. Her face was white and ashen, and her shirt untucked. Grant noticed that the tips of the pumps were covered in blood. 

	Twenty feet away. Fifteen feet away.

	“Blair!” Grant called to her, but his voice caught.

	“Frank!” she shouted. “I need Frank!”

	Nate looked down at the ground and then up at Grant. “It’s time.” He leaned in and grabbed Grant’s shirt collar and began to pull him away from the elevator doors. Grant heard a tiny pop and felt Salem’s necklace snap loose—the chain had broken in the scuffle. With all his energy, Grant tried to duck out of Nate’s grip. The crucifix fell to the floor.

	The elevator gave a tiny peal.

	An announcement of arrival.

	There were more gunshots in the background. More screams. 

	Nate bristled and stared at the metal doors. They started to open and Nate let go of Grant and swung his gun in the direction of the elevator doors, and then back to Grant’s head.

	The doors of the elevator opened fully and Grant could tell by the look on Nate’s face that there was someone in there. Taking his chance, he ducked down, and grabbed tightly on to Frank and waiting for the blast to kill him. 

	A gunshot rang out. Nate crumpled to the ground, his gun clattered to the tiled floor. The would-be-assassin held on to his leg and blood began to seep through his uniform.

	“I need backup!” he yelled down the hall. Dylan and Jorge turned their heads. “Intruders! Alert!”

	Blair screamed wildly and scrambled back to the far wall. She tumbled to the ground and kicked herself as far away from the elevator doors as she could. Nate reached out to her, his hands covered in blood.

	“Get my gun, Blair! Dammit! The gun!”

	Grant was faster. He scrambled forward and locked his hands around the barrel, and then turned to the open elevator. He didn’t know who he was supposed to shoot—the intruders or the people trying to kill him. Another shot rang out and Grant braced for the impact, but Nate tumbled over again, a hole gaping in his uniform just above his bicep.

	Blair’s screams of terror, Nate’s screams of pain, and the march of footsteps running to their aid operated in the background as Grant realized he knew the people in that elevator.

	They were calling, motioning, but all he could hear was Blair, Nate, the footsteps, the dog barking, his ears ringing. His eyes adjusted. He could see them clearly.

	It was Darla he recognized first.

	She was gaunter than he remembered, but it was absolutely Darla; covered in blood, she held a gun pointed at Nate’s head and she screamed for Grant to climb into the elevator with them. Her screams barely registered above the other din and Grant felt sluggish in his response to her. Was this real? Was he already dead? He obliged and crawled on all fours away from the chaos as Darla pushed the button.

	Behind her he saw the familiar face that looked so much like his own. A face that surfaced in dreams, but had seemed fuzzy in recent weeks—as if his entire family was just a series of old movies playing inside his brain.

	“Dad?” Grant whispered. Time seemed to stand still. He collapsed on the floor and looked upward. He must be dead. Nate had shot him in the head and he was dying on the floor of the System. His dad and Darla were there to escort him to the afterlife. “Dad?” he asked again.

	Frank barked. The bark pulled Grant back toward reality. He had never let go of the leash and the dog had followed him into the elevator as an unwilling partner; he barked at his owner, who was still screaming outside in the hallway, and he licked at Grant’s head. Darla looked at the dog and then Nate and discharged her weapon once again, this time hitting the wall behind the guard’s head.

	The other guards were getting closer. Blair scrambled toward them on all fours. Her feet slipped on the blood.

	His dad.

	His dad was here.

	“No!” Blair screamed. Her primal cries rang out as she propelled herself off the floor and into the elevator. She reached for Frank’s leash. Her legs passed over the threshold just in time for the doors to collapse behind her; the elevator began moving upward and away from the men below. Cuddling her dog close, she pushed herself into the corner and looked up at Dean and Darla with wide, wild eyes.

	A walkie-talkie crackled.

	Blair wasn’t holding hers anymore and Grant realized that his dad was holding one to his ear.

	“Mick! Advise! Advise! Two intruders and Grant and Blair are making their way from elevator one to the outside lift. Do we fire?”

	“Yes, dammit!” Mick answered.

	“But...Blair...”

	“If they get to the surface, we give them all the advantage. Do what you need to do. Take them all out, you hear me?”

	“Mick...are you sure.”

	“Fire at will. Indiscriminately. Take out the elevator.”

	“Turn the elevators off, dammit.”

	“Working on it...” Mick said, and the communication was cut short.

	Blair choked out a mixture of a gasp and a sob and clutched Frank’s neck. “Who are you?” she asked, her eyes darting between everyone around her. Grant had pushed his back against the climbing elevator. He could hear the gunshots ring out below. Little pings echoed around them; the bullets were landing against the metal.

	Darla took her gun and put it against Blair’s head, and Blair screamed and cowed. 

	“Don’t kill me,” she screamed. “Please, please, don’t kill me. I’ll do whatever you want.”

	“How do we get out of here?” Darla asked.

	“If we ma-ma-make it to the main lift...then we just go. Once that elevator is going, they, they, they’d have to wait to come after us until we reached the surface.” Blair said, looking at Darla through her tears. “But—” she stopped. “If they come after you, you’re toast. Look, we’re toast no matter what. If the elevators stop...I can’t control that...”

	The elevator churned to a slow stop. The sides rattled. Dean swore under his breath.

	Together, Darla and Dean pried the doors open and saw two feet of light pour into the box; they had been so close to their destination.

	“You first,” Darla said to Dean and he listened without hesitation and crawled through the small open space, depositing himself on to the ground below. Grant went next. Then Blair pushed Frank through and then herself. Darla was last.

	Darla grabbed Blair and propped her up on her feet, and they took off running, back up the same hallway that had brought them into the underground dome. Frank ran alongside, his tail and tongue wagging, like he was back jogging with Blair. 

	“They’ll be right on your heels,” Blair said. “There are hidden stairwells to this portion...in case of an emergency.”

	And sure enough, just as they reached the elevator to the surface, they saw a blur of uniforms appear. The guards began to fire. Jorge and the redhead raised their guns and fired. The bullets ricocheted off the walls and the sound made Grant’s ears hurt. They climbed aboard the lift and pushed the button. It began to rise. Its exposed top made Grant feel woozy; he could see the reinforced dirt walls and feel the warm stagnant air. A single lightbulb illuminated the area and cast their shadows on the wall. A bullet pierced the bottom of the small elevator and Blair screamed. Dean grabbed her and held her close, pushing her toward the side. Another bullet tore through the bottom.

	They traveled upward slowly.

	The gunshots began to get softer, further away.

	“They’ll just come after you,” Blair said. “You won’t get away.”

	The walkie-talkie crackled again, but the voices on the other end were too jumbled to understand. They were slipping out of range.

	Dean embraced Grant and put his hand on the back of his head. “Son,” he said. When he drew back to look at him, he was crying. “I can’t believe this…I don’t have the words…”

	“Son?” Blair whispered and she looked between Grant and Dean, her arm still wrapped around Frank’s neck. “Oh my God.” She clamped her mouth shut and stared off at the dark wall surrounding them. “Oh my...”

	“Blair—” Grant started and she looked at him, her eyes big.

	“I don’t understand,” she replied. “You know them.” It wasn’t a question. She closed her eyes tight. “I’m so confused. You know them.” 

	“Blair,” he said again. “This is my dad. And this is Darla...” he stopped. “Teddy’s mom.”

	Blair inhaled like all the air had been punched out of her and she was struggling for breath. When she looked at Grant, she was a piteous mess; all her fear and anger had morphed into a penetrating sadness. He wanted to go to her, but he kept his distance, assessing her confusion from the safety of his corner. Blair’s head dropped to her chest and she put her hand over her heart.

	“My dad told me his mom was dead,” she said in a whisper.

	“I’m very much alive,” Darla answered. “Much to everyone’s chagrin, I’m sure.” She looked up as the elevator continued its climb. They could see the light now from the opened elevator doors on the surface; daylight crept downward, and the air was lighter, more breathable. “We need a plan. Stat.”

	“They will realize that they can’t waste time waiting for this lift and they’ll go the emergency lifts at the other end of the System,” Blair said weakly. “That’s probably why they didn’t kill the elevators...they’re heading to the hidden ones…”

	“Hidden ones…” Grant repeated. He realized how much he hadn’t understood about his short-lived home.

	“We can’t shut those down?” Darla asked. “The power source outside…the solar panels.”

	“Won’t make it in time.” Blair covered her face with her hands. “But…”

	Darla put the gun to Blair’s head, but Grant stepped forward and put his hand on her forearm, pushing the gun to the floor. Darla took a deep breath and kept the gun pointed away from Blair. She shifted her weight nervously and watched the surface above them with rapt interest.

	“I can shut it down,” Blair said. “I’m the only one with a direct line to Kymberlin. Mick gave me the phone. He thought it would be the easiest task...to keep me included...to let me be the one to call when the operation was over.” She closed her eyes. “I can call...I can take the whole System offline...”

	“What does that mean?” Dean asked.

	Grant looked at his dad. “It means that they shut the power off remotely. And it would trap everyone.”

	“The Copia people are already...” Blair trailed off. “Shutting down the System would trap the guards. It would…it would…”

	“Do it,” commanded Darla.

	“Is that the only way?” Dean asked. He reached out to Grant’s neck and he gave it a comforting squeeze. It was instinct to pull away, but Grant didn’t. He let his dad’s hand linger there. Grant couldn’t remember the last time his dad had shown him affection. They had spent so much of their time together at odds, dancing around their own grief and never allowing the other person to create any sort of stronghold in their life. Here he was, eighteen years-old, and all he wanted was to feel his dad’s comforting hand; he wanted to hear that he had been missed and that everything was going to be okay.

	After a pause, Grant nodded. “It is. It’s the only way.”

	“Do what you need to do to get Darla back to her boy,” Dean said. “We’ve been through a lot to get here. And we don’t have much time.”

	Blair looked up at Darla. She shook her head and cried. Frank licked her face and she pushed him away. “It had to happen to me,” she mumbled. “Of course. It had to. It was too much to ask for...”

	Darla closed her eyes, the elevator climbed upward. She crouched down next to Blair and tenderly touched her on the hand. “You don’t know me. But you know my child. Please look at me...please look at me,” Darla said. She couldn’t help but cry. She looked up into the darkness above her to quell the tears. Blair turned and faced Darla. “I miss him,” Darla continued. “I need him. I’m not the enemy...I’m just a mom who needs her boy.”

	“Dammit,” Blair cried and wiped her nose. “It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. You were supposed to be dead...”

	“I’m alive,” Darla whispered.

	“I know those men,” Blair said. She whimpered and buried her head in Frank’s fur.

	Darla was undeterred and she tried to speak again, but it was Grant who dropped down to Blair. “You heard Mick on the radio. He didn’t hesitate to say that you would be collateral damage. Don’t pay them the respect they couldn’t pay you. This is my family...”

	“And if I don’t?” she asked.

	“We die,” Grant answered. “We all die. Together.”

	Without saying another word, Blair reached into her front shirt pocket. She pulled out a small phone and hit a button to call a programmed number. The phone rang once and Blair put the call on speaker and put a finger to her lips. 

	“What the hell is going on down there?” Claude answered without formalities.

	“Claude? It’s Blair. Take us offline!” she said. “Take us offline. It’s chaos down there, Claude. It’s a revolt. You’ve lost the EUS.”

	Blair kept crying, but she swallowed her fear. Her voice sounded strong and sure. Darla looked up, the light was getting closer—the surface was in reach.

	“Can anyone be saved?” Claude asked. “Where are you?”

	“We…we...” Blair stammered. “We’re almost to the surface. We’re struggling here, Claude. Be quick.”

	“We?” Claude repeated.

	“Grant,” she said in a small voice. Then Blair grimaced. She realized she had made a mistake. She could have said Frank. Instead, she outed him.

	Grant’s death had been orchestrated from the beginning. How easy would it have been for Blair to say that only she and Frank had made it into the elevator? If they knew Grant was alive, they would expect him back with Blair. And Grant knew that meant walking willingly back into the lion’s den. He thought of Lucy. Maybe he’d get to see Lucy. But he thought of leaving his father. He hung his head. Blair could read his troubled expression and she shook her head and mouthed an “I’m sorry.” His hand went around his neck, to string the crucifix along its chain, but he realized the necklace was gone.

	“I had to save Grant. He saved me,” Blair said, louder and with conviction. She said the lie quickly and without pausing; he hoped those listening on the other end bought it. He watched as Blair struggled with every word coming out of her mouth.

	“And it’s just the two of you?” Claude said. He didn’t wait for confirmation. “Blair, are you okay? Please tell me you’re okay.”

	“I’m fine.” She kept her eyes focused on the floor of the elevator. She was covered in blood—Nate’s, Ryley’s.

	“Okay Blair, I need the code.”

	“I can’t give you the code, Claude. Mick is dead. He never gave it to me.”

	There was a pause on the other end of the line, some shuffling of papers. Claude’s voice dropped, “Blair, you know I can’t take you offline without the code. It’s protocol.”

	“Mick is dead!” Blair said. She sounded close to panic. “Please, Claude, please. Take us offline! I’m begging you. You don’t know what’s happening here. My life is in danger!”

	They kept moving toward the light, toward escape.

	“I understand, Blair. It’s my choice and I’ll make the call. I’m taking you offline in ten seconds. Will you be at the surface?”

	Grant could now see the entry to the library. They were no more than twenty feet down. Blair looked at Darla and Darla nodded. “Yes,” Blair replied.

	“Travel home safely, Blair. I’ll brief your father. Stay close to the phone.” Claude added and the call ended. Seconds later, the elevator rocked and grinded to a stop less than ten feet away from the exit. Grant jumped up and the elevator rocked; he hoisted himself up on to the lip and then lay on his belly and peered down into the pit at the others and extended his hand.

	“That’s it?” Darla asked. “That’s all?”

	“That’s it?” Blair repeated. “They just took the entire System offline. Lights out. Nothing left. No more elevators, no more communication. Just blackness until they suffocate down there.” She looked at Darla and shook her head. “It’s an awful way to go. It’s an awful thing to do to people...and I did it. I did it to them. So, yes, that’s it. That’s it. You’re safe…others are dead. And that’s it.”

	“They would have done it to you,” Darla said, but Blair stood up and brushed her hands off on her skirt. 

	“That’s not why I did it...that’s not a good enough reason.” She bent down and picked up Frank and he struggled in her arms, clawing against her chest and her shoulders. She lifted him up to Grant and Grant reached down and grabbed Frank around the belly and then set him in the library. Frank bounced around Grant’s body and began sniffing the edges of the bookshelves.

	Dean created a stepping stool out of his knee and helped both Darla and Blair to the surface. Then he jumped and grabbed the ledge, hoisting himself up onto the floor. He just rested there, his legs still hanging into the black pit, his upper body out in the library.

	Blair grabbed Frank’s leash and walked up to Darla. “Teddy’s mom,” she said. “As if my day couldn’t get more heartbreaking.”

	After a beat, Darla nodded. “He’s my everything. I don’t know how you know my son…but…”

	Behind a bookshelf, they heard a low whisper. “You left me,” a voice cried, raspy and hoarse.

	Grant froze and Blair shrieked, dropping to her knees.

	Dean and Darla stared at them and then looked at each other. They began to laugh. It was a bubbling of all the pent-up tension from the last forty minutes. Darla wiped her eyes and wandered to the nonfiction aisle, and Dean joined her. A girl was splayed out making dust angels against the hardwood floor.

	“We’re sorry, Ainsley...but trust us...you didn’t want any part of what just happened down there,” Dean said. He stretched out his hand and she sat up.

	“Ainsley...” Grant repeated.

	“Grant, right?” Ainsley asked and she extended her hand to him. He took it and shook her cold hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you,” she added. Grant raised his eyebrows and looked at her. She had wild frizzy hair and a large nose, and one of her front teeth protruded out in front of her other one. She wore torn jeans and there were dark circles underneath her eyes. When she noticed him staring at her, she ducked behind Darla and put her hands on her friend’s shoulders.

	“He’s looking at me,” Ainsley said. “Make him stop.”

	Dean nudged his son and Grant turned to Blair, unsure of what to make of the girl with the wild hair. He took a step forward. “What happens now?” he asked. “There’s no Copia?”

	“There’s no Copia,” she confirmed.

	“And I’m supposed to be dead.”

	Blair didn’t answer.

	“Blair—”

	“I don’t know what to do,” she said to the group. “You’re alive and the guards are dead. And Teddy’s mom is alive and...” Blair looked like she was too overwhelmed to continue. “And I’ll have to face my father.”

	“Look,” Darla said, but Blair put up her hand to stop her from continuing.

	“No,” Blair spat. “Nobody talk to me. You have to let me think. You don’t understand...none of you can understand. I just saved you, but...”

	Grant put a hand on her shoulder and she didn’t shove him off. They all stood watching her, realizing slowly that their entire lives rested in Blair’s hands. Frank barked and outside a strong wind blew and it rattled the roof.

	“You don’t understand,” she repeated. “What happens now? Now that everything I’ve worked for and wanted is gone?” And without saying anything else or giving them any instructions, Blair tugged on Frank’s leash and stormed out of the library and onto the deserted Brixton road.

	Ainsley stuck her head out and followed the line-of-sight out the door and then ducked back. “Who was that?” she asked, pointing after Blair.

	“The woman who is going to take me to my son,” Darla answered, and she stuck her gun in the back of her leggings, following Blair into the bright afternoon sun.  














CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE







Maxine slopped a large scoop of eggs on Lucy’s plate. She kept moving down the line: some for Galen, Malcolm, Monroe, and Harper. They looked at the eggs and pushed them around on their plates; a thin layer of uncooked whites wobbled under their forks.

	“Where did they come from?” Malcolm asked.

	“Chickens, dummy,” Monroe answered.

	“I mean...” Malcolm continued, ignoring his brother, “where did the chickens come from?”

	This seemed like a valid question, so everyone turned to their mother and awaited her reply. Scott, with wild hair and several days of beard growth, crossed his arms over his chest and pushed the plate back an inch. Maxine watched his actions scornfully and turned her attention to her children.

	“The East Tower has an agricultural level. They have chickens there,” Maxine said with a curt nod and raised eyebrows. “Any other questions?”

	“Do they deliver them to your doorstep every day?” Monroe asked.

	“Do we have to eat eggs every day?” whined Malcolm.

	Lucy took a bite and felt the soft folds of the undercooked egg rest against her tongue. She swallowed quickly and reached for the salt. Galen pushed it toward her and then nabbed the pepper, and they sprinkled their mother’s meal with enough spices to hide its imperfections.

	“No and no,” Maxine replied. “Eat and stop your complaining. You have fresh eggs, seasonally appropriate vegetables, and your mother just made you breakfast. Get up anytime you want and make your own damn meal if you want.”

	It was just going to be one of those days. The kids exchanged wary glances and started to eat. Harper rested her fist on her chin and slid her breakfast from one end of the plate to the other. She started to mumble something, but Maxine shot her a withering look and Harper clamped her mouth shut. Even she knew it was best not to push further.

	Scott stood up without touching his breakfast.

	“I’m going to the track,” he announced. “Run a few laps.”

	“Now?” Maxine asked, but it wasn’t a question. “When we can, we have breakfast as a family.”

	Her father looked at the empty chair where Ethan should have been. He’d been up and out of the apartment before any of them woke. While he hadn’t been as brusque to Lucy (she was sure he heard about her conversation with Cass and perhaps he felt guilty for excluding her and hurting her feelings), he had not warmed up to their parents. Scott took to the behavior by withdrawing. Maxine seemed perpetually wound-up for a fight.

	“Yes, now,” Scott said.

	The kids held their breath.

	“Sit down and eat your eggs.” Maxine pointed to his plate.

	“I’ll eat them when I return.”

	“Then sit down and don’t eat them,” she said.

	It was a brief showdown with neither parent willing to back down. Scott’s face was expressionless, but Maxine stood there holding her spoon like a catapult. It was angled in his direction just enough to look like she was considering launching the rest of the eggs straight into his pajamas. It wouldn’t have been the first time Maxine had thrown food at them to incite proper behavior or change the current tone. Lucy didn’t know of many other mothers who used food fights to their benefit, but in many ways Mama Maxine was magical.

	Once Lucy had told Salem, “She will bite your head off in love,” and it was the truest sentence she had ever said.

	“What’s your deal?” Maxine asked Scott once he sat down.

	Scott scratched at his chin. He looked quickly to Lucy and then back to Maxine. “It’s just a big day and I’m nervous. Copia is leaving today.”

	Lucy raised her eyebrows and swallowed another bite. “Really?” she asked, smiling. “Will Grant be able to call once he gets there? When can we visit? Can I go there? That’s the best news!”

	“I don’t know any of those answers,” Scott answered.

	“That was faster than I anticipated,” Maxine added. “No need to be nervous. It’s out of your hands now.” Scott nodded and pulled his plate back toward him; he took a tentative bite. Her mother reveled in her victory by smiling widely at the faces before her. “Eat up, kiddos. I’m reinstituting date days. So, let’s do our drawing...” she reached behind her and grabbed a small mug, “Who shall it be today?” She shook the mug and it made a small fluttering noise.

	“It used to just alternate,” Galen said. “I am pretty sure it was my turn and then you had the twins.”

	“I’ve had dates with you since then,” Maxine replied and rolled her eyes.

	Galen shook his head adamantly.

	“I have.” Maxine lowered her chin and stared at Galen while she reached into the mug and drew a name. “Lucy,” she read and opened up the paper for everyone to see.

	“What if it had been Ethan?” Monroe asked.

	“Then I’d go find Ethan and drag him on a date with me.”

	“Galen can go if he wants to,” Lucy said, pointing at her younger brother with her fork.

	“I picked you,” Maxine said as if that solved everything. “We’ll go in an hour or so?”

	“She said I could go instead...”

	“It’s Lucy’s date.” Maxine put her cup down loudly on the table and bits of coffee splashed down the sides. “That’s the name I picked and that’s the way it works. And that’s final.”

	Lucy froze and watched her mother wipe at the spilled drink. Dates were intended to be fun and spontaneous, and spending an afternoon with her mother on Kymberlin didn’t sound like something she wanted or needed. It sounded forced and atrocious. 

	Galen pouted and grumbled, taking spiteful bites of his breakfast and rolling his eyes. After taking a final bite, Scott got up and went to the sink; as he walked by, Maxine put her hand out and touched his arm. He stood facing away from them, staring at the wall, and when he turned, he had tears in his eyes.

	“Scott—” Maxine said, concerned, and she started to get up, but he motioned for her to stay seated.

	He walked over to Lucy and kissed the top of her head.

	“Have a good date day with your mom, okay?” He nodded to encourage her. Lucy knew that tone: the subtle warding off of future meltdowns. “Promise me. Have fun.”

	“Jeez, Dad. It’s a date. And it’s not like you’re going off to war,” Lucy said, laughing.

	Scott didn’t answer. He just smiled wanly and took off toward his room without another word. Maxine watched him with a confused expression, but then she turned back to her kids and clapped her hands. “Okay, clean those plates and clear the table. Chop-chop.” Standing up in a flurry of busyness, she grabbed glasses and orchestrated a queue to the sink, patting bottoms and facilitating her cleanup crew with military precision. Once all the plates were deposited into the sink, Maxine shooed the children off to play, but Lucy hung back. She watched her mom wipe a flyaway piece of hair out of her face. When her mother’s back was turned, Lucy walked over to the mug where their names had been written on neatly folded pieces of paper and she dumped the paper into her hands.

	She opened up a strip. Lucy. And another. Lucy. And the last three: Lucy, Lucy, Lucy.

	Her hand went to put the paper back into the mug and she jumped when she heard her mother talk to her from the sink without turning around.

	“So, now you know the secret,” Maxine said.

	“It’s cheating.” Lucy crumpled up the paper and walked it over to the garbage instead.

	“Nope,” her mother replied. “It’s called parenting.”

	“Galen wanted to go,” she said to her mother. 

	Maxine turned. She looked so exasperated and yet so mischievous, it was hard for Lucy to look away.

	“And Galen will get to go when Galen gets to go. But today...my lovely favorite oldest daughter...”

	Lucy smiled and rolled her eyes playfully. “Always such a cop-out...”

	“...go get ready.”

	“I blame Harper for losing favorite daughter status. It was mine for the taking.”

	“Shoo,” Maxine tried again and this time Lucy acquiesced. She slipped upstairs and stood in her room for a requisite amount of time before just slipping into the pair of jeans and white t-shirt that Gordy had sent over to their apartment. It was her size, but she hated that she had to wear them.

	When she reappeared downstairs, her mother was waiting. She was wearing a black skirt, knee-high boots and a tight sweater. Her mother wasn’t thin—she hadn’t ever been tiny—but Lucy always thought her mother was the perfect size. It hadn’t ever occurred to her that her mother was anything but gorgeous. Her dad thought she was beautiful and she carried more confidence in her pinky than Lucy would have in her lifetime. She never shied away from a body hugging sweater despite her paunchy belly. It was like her mother owned her extra pounds with pride. Sometimes, she was downright inspiring. 

	Lucy had carried so much anger since arriving at the System that she forgot what it was like to see her mom all dolled up for a date, waiting just for her. To see that loving wink, the melting away of pretenses, the beauty of knowing that everything was going to be okay for a few hours.

	“You ready?”

	“What’s the plan?”

	“I have a map,” Maxine announced and she unfurled a small pamphlet. 

	“He thought of everything,” Lucy said with a droll laugh. “Sometimes...this place...”

	Maxine poked her finger into Lucy’s shoulder. “Save it, kiddo. You have my undivided attention today. Let’s get going and then put it to good use.”







They started with manicures. And then they ended up at a small place called the Tea Room. The Tea Room was nestled between a music shop and a job recruitment center. Maxine stopped in at the small recruitment office just to ask questions while Lucy stood there hoping her mother would stop talking, but the young man working there had recommended the tea house as a good place to visit and they took his advice.

	It was ornate and sophisticated and dimly lit. The couches and chairs were reproductions of Victorian-era furniture: opulently carved walnut sofas with tufted backs and parlor chairs upholstered in patterned fabrics. The tables boasted lace tablecloths and all the utensils were pure silver.

	Lucy stood in awe of the entire setup and couldn’t help but look confused when the big black man with the calloused hands introduced himself as the owner. She didn’t think of herself as someone who would be so quick to judge, but she would have bet anything that a little old lady had been the one to craft each egg-salad sandwich without the crusts and hook tiny cookies onto each teacup.

	“I’m Jeremiah,” the man said, and he greeted Maxine with a sturdy handshake. He turned to Lucy and took her hand next. 

	“Maxine and Lucy King,” her mother introduced for the both of them. “Which EUS did you come from?”

	Jeremiah motioned for them to sit in a fancy velvet sofa and chair. “I’m not from an EUS,” he said, and he cleared his throat. “I’m one of Huck’s builders. We’ve been employed for a long time, and when the Islands were finished, we were offered second chances. I suppose that’s how you’d put it.”

	Lucy raised an eyebrow. “Wait,” she said. “I don’t mean to be rude, but—”

	“Yes,” he answered before she could finish her sentence. “I was in construction. And now I own the Tea Room. Many of the shops here in the main tower are run by people who were employed by Huck and were no longer needed. Electricians. Engineers. Construction workers. Huck worked hard to make sure we could follow our dreams. That man is in the wish fulfillment game and I’m indebted to him.”

	“That’s wonderful,” Maxine answered. Lucy thought she seemed teary. She sent up a silent prayer that her mother wouldn’t start crying.

	“So, welcome to my dream,” Jeremiah said, and he explained the tea offerings of the day then disappeared to get them ready.

	“We should be wearing dainty little hats,” Lucy whispered to her mother when he was out of earshot. Maxine smiled and nibbled on a cookie.

	“This is nice,” her mother said as if to remind her. 

	“It is,” Lucy answered quickly, not looking for a fight. Their afternoon had been wonderful so far. They had talked to their manicurists and learned their stories, and had wandered from one end of a floor to the other, assessing all the amenities. Payment for services was taken out of a virtual bank. Every month residents were allotted a fixed amount to use for things that qualified as entertainment or luxury. Necessities were freely provided. While it felt strange to simply name an account and leave without exchanging money, Lucy knew that she would soon adapt to Kymberlin’s strange set of rules. At times, it felt like they were on vacation in a foreign land and exploring their large hotel. Lucy had to remind herself that she lived here and she couldn’t leave.

	“Thank you for coming to the date today...I know you could have fought it, and...” Maxine started.

	Lucy braced herself. She had seen her name on those pieces of paper and knew that her mother had wanted to spend time specifically with her. If the date had some ulterior motive, it was about to rear its ugly head in the privacy of their Tea Room booth.

	“Can I ask you something?” Lucy interrupted. Maxine nodded. “Do you think you can be happy here?”

	Maxine picked up a silver fork and hit it against her open palm. Then she put it down and straightened it on a cloth napkin. She took a sip of water.

	“Mom?” Lucy asked.

	“It’s not fair to ask me a question like that,” Maxine finally answered. “Because it’s not about me. It’s not about my happiness.”

	“Yes, it is,” Lucy said quickly.

	“No,” she shook her head. “It isn’t.”

	“It’s unlike you to play the martyr,” Lucy said. She looked down at the tablecloth. “Will you be happy here?”

	“I will,” her mother answered without delay. “For the rest of my life. I will find the happiness that awaits us here. I will raise my children on Kymberlin the same way I raised them back in Portland. I will be the same wife, the same friend, the exact same woman. Nothing has changed except my location. My desire to protect my family is even greater now that we are here...and the best way I can protect you is to show you that this is our life now.”

	“Mom—”

	“It’s not martyrdom, Lucy. And frankly...when did that become a bad word? You asked me and I’m telling you. Just because you don’t like what you’re hearing doesn’t mean I’m wrong. Living here doesn’t mean I accept the actions that brought us here...”

	“Mom—”

	“Everyone has to live under or work under people who they disagree with. For me, I understand what Huck is capable of and I want my children protected. Huck’s...”

	“I told Grant that I loved him,” Lucy blurted.

	Maxine blinked.

	Jeremiah appeared at their table and placed a white porcelain teapot between them and two floral teacups. He poured them the tea and explained what they were drinking: a citrusy black tea from Ceylon. Sensing Lucy’s blush and Maxine’s tight-lipped smile, he poured quickly and then left them alone.

	Lucy took a sip of tea. It was hot and it burned her tongue; she set it right back down on the table. She didn’t really like tea. “Well, say something, please.”

	“What do you love about him?” Maxine asked. She leaned over to inspect the intricate pattern of roses on her teacup.

	Lucy didn’t hesitate. “He’s kind. And he cares for people and puts them first. He might be the most trusting, caring, compassionate guy I’ve ever met. He just thinks everyone is good and I like that he looks for goodness first. He never wants to hurt anyone’s feelings, but he’s strong. Stronger than I give him credit for. And he’s talented...and he has convictions and...he’s moral…”

	“You love him.”

	“I do.”

	Maxine sighed. She blew across the top of her teacup. “It’s funny how people can grow up overnight. I look at you and I’m not sure I see the same girl we left behind.”

	“I’m not the same girl you left behind.”

	“I know,” Maxine said. “It’s hard for me sometimes.” She stared off behind Lucy’s shoulder, inspecting a watercolor picture of a vase overflowing with purple and blue flowers. “Lucy...Huck can keep you and Grant apart for as long as he wants.”

	“I know,” Lucy answered and her voice broke. “He’s leaving for Copia today, right? I mean...I should be able to at least talk to him, right?”

	Maxine was quiet. She stared down at her drink and blew straight into the cup, creating ripples of tea. When she looked up at Lucy, her eyes were moist. She cleared her throat and then took another sip of tea. “Of course,” she answered. “Your father is a member of the Elektos board. That title earns you a lot, my dear one.”

	“It didn’t earn me a chance to get Grant on Kymberlin,” Lucy said.

	“No,” Maxine conceded. “It did not.”

	“It didn’t earn Ethan a chance to keep Teddy.”

	Maxine nodded once. “No. You’re right. It did not.”

	“What did it do, Mom? What does that title do?”

	Jeremiah turned on music. The sweet sounds of a string quartet flooded the room. 

	“Your first love. That’s a big deal,” Maxine said. She put her cup down and reached out across the table. When she grabbed Lucy’s hands, Lucy could feel the hotness on her palms from the warm mug. “Your dad was my first love. Six kids later and I’d still follow him anywhere...”

	“Apparently,” Lucy answered with more of a bite than she had intended. Her mom pulled her hand back. “I’m sorry...I didn’t mean it that way...I...”

	“What would you have had me do, Lucy Larkspur? I didn’t know about any of this until we were shoved on a plane...in the middle of chaos. I’m not saying I don’t understand, but it’s not as black and white as you want it to be. No decision ever is.”

	Lucy didn’t answer. She stared down into her cup.

	“You think it cheapens me to want the best for us in this situation? You’re wrong. Look, Jeremiah wanted to open the Tea Room and now he has a lovely little business. That’s nice, don’t you think?”

	Lucy nodded. “Yes. I do.”

	“So...here you are, and you can do anything you want. What’s your dream? Huck comes to you and says that you have earned a right to whatever your heart desires. What do you want?”

	“I want Grant...”

	“No,” Maxine wagged her finger. “Grant or no Grant, that is not an answer. Grant is not your dream. No boy is the dream, Lucy. I’ve never taught you that...you didn’t get that from me.”

	Lucy closed her eyes and thought of where her life was going before the Release. She was going to college. She had already decided she would go to the University of Oregon like her parents. From there, she had no plan. She didn’t have a plan before, and she didn’t have a plan now. However, unlike before, she didn’t think she could just sit back and watch the world unfold around her. Something stirred in her. A call to action.

	“Anything,” her mother prodded from across the table.

	“I don’t know--”

	“I’ll count and you just shout out the first thing that comes to your mind.”

	“I can’t do it that way—”

	“One, two...”

	Lucy opened her eyes and shook her head. “I can’t—”

	“Three!”

	“Darla.”

	Maxine looked her, perplexed. “What?” she laughed.

	“I want to be a financial advisor who can shoot a gun and raise a child and care about strangers and take charge without being so afraid all the time.”

	“You’re afraid?”

	“All the time,” Lucy whispered. “Remember when Grandma used to say that the bears were trying to poison her?”

	The phrase stunned her mother and she held her breath. The resurrection of that memory temporarily halted her. “Yes,” she replied. “I do remember that.”

	“Bears are trying to poison me.”

	“That’s absurd,” Maxine replied.

	“This is an absurd life. Maybe that’s just what I want you to see...”

	“Financial advisor?” Maxine said, changing the subject. She latched on to the least important piece of Lucy’s future occupation list. “Lucy, you picked a few things that don’t really apply here.”

	“You said anything,” Lucy reminded her.

	“I did,” Maxine replied. She laughed, but it died away quickly. “And you picked Darla. That girl from back in Oregon? Teddy’s mom?”

	Lucy looked down at the table. She ran her finger over the lace pattern. “Whenever I walk around Kymberlin, I think of all the people who will never get to see this place,” Lucy said without looking up. “It’s beautiful and amazing...and it makes me sad. Why does one man get to pick who lives and who dies? Why am I here, but others aren’t? Doesn’t it make you sad?”

	Maxine looked at her daughter and picked up her cup again. She leaned against the back of the cream-colored settee. “Yes,” her mother answered. “But someday you will realize that there is no perfect place or perfect leader or perfect decision. There is only the steady accumulation of choices. This or that. Down that road, up that one. And we are here...and it was a decision that was made for us, yes. But don’t pretend that we don’t have a choice about where we go from here. You can choose to be afraid and let your mind live in paranoia. Or you can choose to find a place for yourself here. Many of these people were brought into Huck’s world against their will, too. We are survivors and we must align ourselves as a family. I am choosing to accept my life on Kymberlin...to live under the protection of your father. You can see that as a weakness, my dear one, but that’s still my choice and that’s for me to own. It’s my own weakness for me alone to carry. And I can live with it.” Her mother crossed a single arm over her body and stared at her across the table. “Lucy, I love you. And at the end of the day here, that’s the only thing you need to know.”

	The small bell above the Tea Room door jingled and Lucy looked up. Cass walked in and pushed the door open, and scanned the room. When she saw Lucy and Maxine, she rushed over with a hand on her heart.

	“Goodness,” she said. “You are hard to find today. Impossible, really.”

	“Cass—” Lucy said and she didn’t know if she was supposed to stand or stay seated. They hadn’t spoken a word since Cass had accused her of being a drama queen and shut the door in her face. They had given each other a wide berth and Lucy couldn’t hide her surprise. “We’re on a mother-daughter date...”

	“How did you find us? This place is huge,” Maxine said, shifting in her chair to see Cass fully.

	Cass hesitated and then pointed to a small camera in the corner of the Tea Room. Lucy hadn’t noticed it before, but there it was: stuck next to a floating potted plant. “My father helped me...I...he told me.” She paused and took a deep breath. “I had to find you because I just heard the most amazing news. Grant isn’t going to Copia today. I don’t know the details, but my dad told me that he and Blair are coming back here. To Kymberlin.”

	“What?” Lucy set down her mug. “When?”

	“He’ll be here soon, I think. But I don’t know...I couldn’t tell if they just called or called hours ago. My father was vague,” Cass said and she clapped her hands together. “But I thought you’d want to know...to greet him...”

	“Thank you,” Lucy said and she wiggled out of her chair and stood up and gave Cass a hug.

	Cass leaned close and whispered into her ear, “I don’t think I’m supposed to know...or you, too. So, maybe...” she put her finger to her lips.

	“Of course,” Lucy said quickly. She hopped up and down and couldn’t help but grin. “I can’t believe it!”

	“Okay, okay...au revoir, my friends. Continue the adorableness of your date. I’ll let you finish up.” Cass spun and exited the Tea Room, the bell jingled again after her. Lucy looked at the door and tried to wave goodbye, but Cass was too quick, and the door was already closing. She then turned to sit. Her mother had pushed the tea to the center of the table and was standing up. 

	“Wait,” Lucy said and she went back to her chair and started to sit down. “We don’t have to be done. I’m sure I have some time...”

	Maxine reached out and grabbed Lucy’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “It’s okay, Lucy. I’ve said all I needed to say. Go wait for Grant. I wouldn’t ever stand in the way of that. It’s true love, after all. Go be in love. Go to him.”

 














CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

	

	

“You will let me say everything, do everything, organize everything. Put your gun away and follow me,” Blair instructed to her motley band of stowaways.

	“You have a plan then?” Darla asked, turning on the safety and tucking her gun into her pants.

	“No,” Blair said and she stormed ahead of them. They crashed through the long grass and down a small embankment and arrived at the makeshift runway. The solar panels for the System were no longer running; the panels now faced toward the dirt, the automated hum from before notably absent.

	Darla followed right behind Blair as they climbed up the steps to the small passenger plane. Frank bounded up the steps after her, and Dean, Grant, and Ainsley followed behind in silence. Grant looked around the plane; several of the seats were already filled with the bags from the guards inside the EUS. They had brought their things to the plane early in an effort to expedite an escape after slaughtering the Copia residents. Such meticulous planning had gone into the ruse, and Grant couldn’t help but think of Dylan’s face that morning. Allowing Grant to tag along at breakfast wasn’t out of kindness: it had been out of pity.

	He wished he could ask his friend how he could spend time with him, playing cards, talking into the wee hours of the morning, all the while knowing that there were orders to kill him. How was it possible to be so callous? Grant felt sick to his stomach. He had thought they were his friends.

	The pilot of the plane, a middle-aged man in a white button down shirt, was sleeping in first class. His mouth was open and a thin stream of drool slid down to his chin. Blair stood over him, her clothes streaked with dirt, her blonde hair tangled around her shoulders. She watched his chest rise and fall, and then turned to the rest of the group, a resolute look cemented on her face. Here was the man who would take them away from Brixton and into the belly of the beast. Everything hinged on his cooperation, and they could all see fear and confusion on Blair’s face—she had no idea what to do next.

	“Wake him,” Darla commanded.

	Blair glared at Darla and put her hands on her hips. “You already forgot the rules,” Blair said. “What if he refuses? What if he calls my father and tells him that we’re arriving with three additional survivors. You have no contingency plan? Are you prepared to shoot him and fly this plane yourself? And then...” she raised her eyebrows, “how do you expect to handle his disappearance? I told you to let me say everything, do everything. Everything.”

	“Fine,” Darla said. She leaned back against one of the leather seats in first class and crossed her arms. “I’m preparing myself to be wowed by your everything.”

	“Don’t be patronizing.”

	“Then don’t be incompetent.” Darla pointed to the snoring pilot and then to her wrist, tapping it methodically over a non-existent watch.

	Grant took in a deep breath and exhaled slowly; the arid climate of Nebraska hurt his lungs. He never knew how much he could miss fresh oxygen. Even when the System tried to pump in its filtrated air, it wasn’t the same, and Grant would long for sun and wind and open places. He’d dream of running free along the tall grass. Maybe just running all the way back to Portland.

	He watched Blair as she leaned down over the captain and kicked the bottom of his black shiny shoes with her heels, which were still caked with Private Ryley’s dried blood. Kicking his shoes proved futile, so she moved to jostling his shoulder; the pilot snorted and then jolted awake, his eyes scanning the faces peering down at him.

	“Afternoon, Hank,” Blair said when his eyes focused on her. He sat up straight against the leather seatback and took in the scene: a dubious group of dirty, smelly, bloodied passengers. “I need to discuss a change in plans.” Then she looked around her and turned back to him before he could answer. “Alone.”

	Hank assessed Blair and then everyone else; he scrunched up his face and tried to ascertain if he was supposed to know the people on his plane. After a second, he said, “You lead the way, boss,” and he stretched upward and slid out of the seat, without much acknowledgment to the others. He motioned to the back part of the cabin and they went that way together, Blair pulling the curtain between first class and the remainder of the plane closed as she walked by—it zipped along the metal rod like an exclamation point.

	The group waited and attempted to eavesdrop, but they were too far back to make out any discernable words. Darla stood at attention near the curtain and scrutinized the weary faces in front of her.

	“He doesn’t have to take us anywhere,” Ainsley said. “Wouldn’t he have, like, allegiances?”

	“He’s a pilot, not a soldier,” Dean added.

	“Well, what’s preventing him from taking the whole plane down somewhere in rural New York?” Ainsley added. “I don’t like this. I’d rather drive.”

	Darla stole a peek behind the curtain and then motioned for the group to quiet down. “This gets us there faster and with authority," she said. 

	“Darla’s right...you don’t have another choice,” Grant added. Everyone turned to look at him. “You don’t know these people...but if anyone thinks you exist, they are going to work exceptionally hard to make sure that you don’t. Huck Truman doesn’t like his plans to backfire. He takes it personally.”

	“It’s a Truman quality,” said a voice. The curtain ripped open and Blair stood inches from Darla, with Hank by her side. She looked over to Grant and stared at him for a long time, evaluating his presence, and when her focus broke, she cleared her throat and pointed to the pilot. “Well, it’s our lucky day.”

	“Oh, yeah?” Darla tried to sound nonplussed.

	“Hank will land us right on target at Old Orchard Beach. Once you are all safely hidden, we’ll call for the chopper to take me and Grant to Kymberlin, our home.”

	“What does Hank get out of this?” Darla asked.

	Ainsley took a step forward, too. “Why should we trust that he isn’t going to go running to the authorities the moment we land?”

	Blair’s head spun to Ainsley and she flashed her a look of warning. Then she looked to Darla, “Discussion of payment isn’t necessary. Hank is helping us, and he’ll be properly compensated. That’s all you need to know.”

	“Jesus,” Darla breathed. When she looked at Blair, she caught the cautioning glare, too. “Look—”

	But Blair interrupted. When she spoke, her voice was wavering, hovering just above a whisper, threatening to break. “No. You look. I saved you from the System, and I’ve secured safe passage. And soon,” she paused and looked to the ground, “I’ll help you reconnect with your son.” She paused, as if the words burned her tongue. Then she swallowed, and met Darla’s eyes. “You don’t know anything. You don’t know about me or my family. But you have to trust me, because you don’t have any other choice. I know that. But it’s true. You don’t.”

	“You can trust her,” Grant said, sensing the tension, before Darla could reply. “I trust her,” he added, catching Blair’s eye.

	Blair looked away. To the ground, she mumbled, “Thank you.” Then she slid past them and into the cockpit, and the pilot followed after her.

	Before Hank shut the door, he turned to the group and cleared his throat. “Nice to meet you all...and I mean it...but here’s the deal. Short runway. Lots of speed and altitude fast. Better sit down and buckle up. This isn’t your average takeoff.” 







Hank had called it. They propelled through the air at breakneck speeds before reaching cruising altitude. The group had scattered around the small plane: Grant and Dean sat in the back, sitting next to each other but not talking. Occasionally, Dean would reach over and mess up Grant’s hair and smile. As a reply, Grant would smooth it back in place and smile back.

	Ainsley flipped through a dated inflight magazine with deliberate and apathetic flicks of the wrist before falling asleep stretched along a row of seats.

	Darla sat and looked out the window to the world below. Her last plane ride, her wife had been by her side. They had been trying to entertain Teddy, letting him unwrap a new coloring book and crayons as a treat. When they landed in Portland, the world was going crazy and people were dying, she was worried. But she didn’t know that soon the virus would take one of the most important people from her life in an instant. She didn’t worry about falling in love again some day; she had no intention of letting another person slip into her life. She was still married. She was still in love. Her family might be broken, but she wouldn’t let it beat her. Only Teddy mattered now.

	If it hadn’t been for Ethan, she and Teddy would be dead, too. That powerful realization was enough to keep her awake at night. 

	Sometimes she wondered if she made the right decision.

	Survival was a powerful instinct and the desire to live and fight took over without much forethought. Ethan offered her life and she took it, not understanding what that life would look like.

	From the front of the plane, Blair emerged, and she scanned the empty seats. She glanced at each passenger before making a beeline to Darla. It was too late to feign sleep or look engrossed in a magazine, so Darla just watched as she waltzed up the aisle and stood above, and tapped her fingers against the cloth seat back.

	“May I sit?” Blair asked and pointed to the seat on the aisle.

	Darla motioned that it was okay.

	Blair sighed and leaned her head back. The plane caught a bit of turbulence and the cabin jerked for a second before settling back into smoothness.

	“How is everyone?” Blair asked.

	Darla shrugged. “Tired. Good. A bit wary.”

	“Wary?”

	“They just want to make sure that the plane lands...and that the pilot upholds his end of the bargain. Our lives depend on it.”

	“He will,” Blair said with a defensive tic.

	“Look, it’s none of my business, but—” Darla said, shifting her body against the window so she could look at Blair without turning.

	“Oh, please.” Blair didn’t move. She waved Darla away. “You don’t know me, but I’d prefer if you spent at least an evening in my presence before assuming that the only thing of value I have to offer anyone is my body.”

	“Fair enough,” Darla said. And then after a moment, “But you’re confident? That’s he’s trustworthy.”

	“Do you think I’m trustworthy?”

	“Grant vouched for you. So, I’m trusting you. I didn’t say it was easy.”

	Blair didn’t answer right away. And when she did, she changed the subject. “My brother and I never married. Neither of us,” Blair said. It was such a non-sequitur comment, but Darla didn’t push back. She just kept looking at the woman sitting next to her, watching the way she let her long legs drift out into the aisle of the airplane, and the way she kept tucking a wisp of hair back behind her ear. Blair didn’t look right at Darla as she spoke; she let her eyes settle on the seat in front of her, and she picked at a sticker on the upright tray table. “You see...how do you do that? Invite someone into your life and fall in love with them and then say...I have this secret.”

	“We all have secrets,” Darla interjected. She knew as she said it out loud that it wasn’t the same.

	“Oh, yes. Normal secrets. But my family didn’t have normal secrets...we had secrets that came equipped with clauses. Secrets that could kill you. My father would not have hesitated to dispatch his men if he thought I had compromised any part of his plan. He’s not loyal, my father. That’s the scary part. My brother and I just knew from early on that we wouldn’t get to live out an ordinary life.” Blair unhooked and hooked the tray table. She drummed her fingers on the armrest. When she finally looked at Darla, the dark circles under her eyes were prominent. She let all her sadness seep through. “And now the world is gone...and what hope do I have now? It wasn’t unreasonable to want to be a part of something outside of myself. Everyone else had families. And I was alone. He was alone, too. We were both broken...it wasn’t unreasonable for me to think that we could be good for each other.”

	“I’m not following,” Darla said. She tucked her legs up under her.

	“Teddy.”

	It took Darla a second to respond. “My Teddy.”

	“I thought you were dead.”

	“My Teddy?”

	“I looked at him and saw a boy without a mother.”

	Darla was quiet. She looked down at the blue and gray patterned carpet in the middle of the plane.

	“We had that in common. It was something I could understand. I’ve spent my entire life trying to understand how a woman can bring you into the world and then forget you existed. You don’t recover from that, you know. I wanted to tell Teddy that his mother didn’t have a choice...that she didn’t leave him. It may sound ridiculous, but I thought that maybe if he knew the truth, then he’d have a chance to be normal.”

	“Because your mom left you?” Darla asked.

	The question hung in the air and Blair batted it away. “I don’t need to indulge in a therapy session about my childhood.”

	“I’m just trying to under—”

	Blair sighed and then stood up; Darla wanted to reach out to her, but she restrained herself. “It seems stupid to you. That I attached myself to a kid that’s not mine. I shouldn’t have said anything. Shouldn’t have told you. But I didn’t know you were alive...and it changes everything...don’t you see? And now...”

	“Sit back down,” Darla said softly and she pointed to the seat, but Blair ignored her. “I’ll even say please, if you need me to.”

	She had started to cry. “What do I do now? It feels like such a loss.” She wiped away her tears and then looked at her wet hands with frustration. “When do I get to keep anyone that matters to me? Why is that too much to ask? So stupid. So stupid.” Her eyes were pleading. “How can I be so angry that you exist and yet so relieved that you are alive at the same time?”

	The statement hit Darla like a sucker-punch, and she stared up at the woman whose love for Teddy was laid bare. She had thought of Teddy every waking hour since he had been taken from her; she had imagined his tears, his cries, and his calls out to her. It was the Teddy shaped hole in her own heart that hurt the most, and Darla had not for a second contemplated that anyone else could love him the way she did.

	“Saving me cost you more than I realized,” Darla said to her. She rubbed her eyes as the plane bounced. “Blair...thank you. I can’t repay you.”

	“No, maybe not.” The plane jolted again and Blair held on to the back of the seat to catch her balance. “But it’s not about me anymore. It’s so much bigger than me. I want to help you because Teddy deserves his mother...not some substitute. I want to keep him, Darla. But I can’t. Now that I know everything you did to get back to him...I can’t.”

	A small ding-dong interrupted them.

	Hank’s voice came over the speaker, “Alright y’all, we’ll be landing shortly and...as the last plane to arrive my margin for error is small. If I miss it, I’ll take another go. But let’s just buckle ourselves up. Bumpy doesn’t begin to describe what’s coming.”







Hank dropped the plane down on to the Maine coastline and hit the small runway on the first try. From Darla’s vantage point, she could see the lights of a city out at sea as they came in from the south. She couldn’t help but gasp. It was unlike anything she had ever seen before. A tower grew upward to the sky and five arms stretched outward to other mini towers. Off of those towers were smaller structures and mounds, and the whole thing seemed to float above the water. It was lit up against the backdrop of the horizon with thousands of tiny white lights. That was what they were up against—a fortified city on the ocean.

	When the plane came to a stop, Hank emerged from the cockpit and held up his hand. He stared at each of them in turn.

	“They know I’ve landed. I had to call it in. They’ll be sending a helicopter over for me, Blair, and Grant within the next ten minutes.” He looked at Blair and she stood, and cleared her throat.

	“Wait until we’ve left. Only then is it safe to leave this plane,” she announced. “When you exit, there’s a little amusement park. Go there. There’s shelter. Don’t leave. Don’t try to venture out. And wait for me.” She had taken off her heels mid-flight and she shifted her weight on the balls of her feet. From beyond the airplane, Darla thought she could hear the steady sound of chopper blades cutting through the air.

	“That’s it?” Darla asked. “Wait for you? For how long? With what resources? There’s food there? That’s unacceptable. I want to see my son. Now.”

	“It’s not that easy,” Blair added in a rush. “I’m doing everything I can...”

	“I’m a mile away from my kid and you want me to go spend my time hiding in some empty funland? No way.” Darla hit the seat in front of her, and let out a disgruntled sigh. Her hands were shaking and she turned from the group to gather her emotions. “This can’t be happening...”

	Frank sensed her anger and barked in her direction. Blair reached for his leash and tugged on him to quiet him down.

	Dean stepped forward toward Darla, his hand outstretched, and then he moved back. He wrapped his arms around Grant instead and gave him a hug, holding him for longer than Grant felt comfortable with. When Grant pulled back, he noticed his father was crying.

	“Hey—” Grant said, concerned.

	“We just found each other again,” Dean said. “Feels wrong to just let you go.”

	“I have to go, Dad.” Grant leaned in and hugged his dad again. “I’ll be back soon. I promise. But I have to go.”

	“I know you do. I know.” Dean tousled Grant’s hair. “You come back to me, okay? You’re all I’ve got now and I am not going to lose you.”

	Blair ducked to look out the plane’s side window and she swore under her breath. “We all have to go. You don’t have much time. Look, Darla, Teddy is safe with me. And I will bring him to you as soon as I can. Give me time,” Blair said, her voice pleading. “Time means a good escape...time means you and Teddy will be safe forever...”

	“How much time?” Darla asked.

	Blair shrugged, frowning. “Until I have it all figured out...how to get him to you, forever, safely. Don’t you see? It’s not like I can just go and get him, and come back here. What am I supposed to say? How am I supposed to explain that? There’s more to it than that...if you want to be safe, forever, if you don’t want to spend your life wondering if the bogeyman is coming back for you, then you’ll wait. And you’ll trust me.”

	“I can’t—” Darla said. “I can’t just...not do anything.”

	“We have to,” Dean said. He patted Grant on the back.

	The pilot made his way to the emergency exit and lifted the hatch and deployed the slide. It unfurled and plumped up and settled on the sand below. He took the leap first, sliding down the bright yellow plastic to the ground, and Blair followed. When she reached the bottom, she called to Grant to join them and for everyone else to stay hidden until the area was clear.

	The helicopter was closer now—a tiny dot against the backdrop of the blue sky.

	Grant turned to his dad.

	“Do what she says,” he said to Dean.

	“Hey,” Dean said. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve been through a lot to get to you. We’re a tough group...we’ll be fine.”

	“Dad—” Grant started and stopped. He looked down the slide at the pilot and Blair below, and he ran his hand through his hair. “I love you.”

	Dean nodded. “Of course, son. Now stop or I’ll think you’re trying to say goodbye.” He gave him a little push and Grant took the hint. He started to walk toward the slide without looking back.

	“Stop!” Ainsley said and Grant paused to look at her. She slid out from behind her seat and held up an airsickness bag. “Here,” she said and extended it toward him. He balked a bit before reaching out and grabbing the white paper from her. Up close he realized that she had written a note in the margins, her girly script wrapped itself up the sides and around the back. “For Ethan,” she said. “Make sure he gets it, okay?”

	“I can’t—” he said, stealing a look at Blair waiting for him down below. “There’s no way she’ll let me risk it,” he added in a whisper.

	“Please,” Ainsley pleaded. “I’m begging you. I need Ethan to read it. I need...”

	Grant looked at her, the girl with the angular face. He couldn’t help but stare at the sharpness of her features, the deep hollows of her cheeks. He caught a glimpse of the note as he folded it into fourths to put in his pocket. I’m sorry I couldn’t say it until now, she had written. The thickness of the bag created a bulky square against his leg and he patted and smoothed it down. “I’ll make sure,” he said and Ainsley didn’t thank him or smile, instead she ducked back down into the seat, her wide eyes the last thing to dip out of sight.

	Grant waved to his dad, then turned and bounced down the slide and hit the bottom after catching some air toward the ground. Blair extended her hand and helped him up. In unison the pilot, Blair, and Grant turned toward the sound of their incoming ride. Even Frank pulled on his leash and lifted his nose toward the sky, anticipating the next adventure. Together they ran along the sand toward the noise, disappearing out of sight. And then they were gone.







The Old Orchard Beach Carnival was once a place of joyous laughing and good-natured screams, and everything had been painted in shades of cotton-candy pastels. A giant clown gaped down at them from the entrance off the street—a scary caricature with wavy pink lips, a red dot nose, and a lopsided tongue—and Darla grimaced as they walked underneath its vapid stare. Without lights and people and happy children, the park was a sad spectacle of rusting metal, torn tents, and discarded garbage. And as the sun set over the back of the town, a brisk wind flapped through the fenced-in park, which created a chill that was inescapable. All around them darkness fell, casting strange shadows around the enclosed area, and submerging the towers of the city Blair had called Kymberlin into  darkness.

	They wandered between the old games—Skee-ball, balloon darts (little remnants of colored rubber still nailed to the barren corkboard), the bottle toss—and in and around the defunct rides. Two letters had fallen down on the sign to the Dragon Swing and it simply read: ragon Swng. The opening to the Tunnel of Love ride was dark and uninviting; the red heart cars moved right and left as if steered by unseen riders.

	“I don’t want to stay here,” Ainsley said, wrapping her arms around her thin body. “This is beyond creepy.”

	“The creepiness factor doesn’t compare to a basement with breeding rabbits. I’ll take freedom,” Darla said.

	“I’m with Ainsley on this one,” Dean added. “I think the joy of nighttime is that we won’t have to look at all the creepy clown shit.”

	“Creepy clown shit,” Ainsley repeated, punctuating each word and staring right at Darla. “Speaking of which, you think that clown café has something worth eating? Candy bars?”

	“After all this time?” Darla shrugged. “We’ll scrounge what we can. And then tomorrow we’ll explore...find some necessities. We can pull the bags off the plane and go through those. Bet some of those boys packed food for their flight home.”

	Dean wandered a few feet ahead of the girls. He stood looking at the wall separating the fun center and the beach. “Can they see us?” he asked to no one in particular.

	Walking up beside him, Darla put her hands on her hips and followed his gaze. “No,” she answered. “They’re too far out. Blair wouldn’t have put us in danger.” It was a declarative statement; she had said it as if it meant something, as if she knew it was truth. But the truth had never felt so tenuous.

	“What are we in danger from exactly?” Ainsley asked, joining them. She shoved her hands deep in the pockets of her sweater and hunched up her shoulders near her ears.

	Darla closed her eyes and listened to the sound of the waves crashing against the sand. Just beyond them was a beach with scattered planes on their makeshift runway, and beyond that the distinct flickering lights of a place they would never see or experience. Her shoulders slumped, and Darla opened her eyes. “Evil,” she answered, as the Ferris wheel creaked above her head. “Pure, unadulterated evil.”   

  
























































CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE







Lucy could see Grant riding the elevator in silence from her place in the sky bridge doorway. A guard stood a few feet in front of her and prevented her from using the common room, but Lucy didn’t care. Grant was here: his eyes were wide as he scanned the tower and the large arrival room, and he didn’t see her. Frank was by his side, his wet, sloppy tongue happily licking the side of Grant’s jeans, and he put his hand down to scratch the lab between his ears. The doors opened to the enclosed glass atrium filled with sparking chandeliers. The room had been cleared, save for Huck, Gordy, Claude and Scott. They stood and watched the elevator settle and the doors open. And it was then that Lucy took her chance and tore forward, darting past the guard before he could think to grab her.

	“Grant!”

	She could hear Gordy call out, “Stand down. Let her go” as she rushed past them all and straight into Grant’s arms.

	“Grant!” she said again. She reached him and slid her arms around his neck and buried her head into the middle of his chest. She loved the way her head felt tucked up against him, as if all their angles and edges had been designed to fit together. Grant kissed the top of her head, and she didn’t pull away. Voices of dissent rose and fell behind them.

	“I’ve missed you,” he said. “It’s been an adventure. I—”

	“I can’t believe you’re here,” Lucy said. “Cass heard from her father! She came to tell me the moment she knew...which was good, because we had a falling out the first night. And I’m not supposed to know...but I thought maybe I could say it was luck that I saw you? I don’t know. I was on this mom and daughter date and that was when Cass found me, and...”

	“Goodness,” he said. The room felt wobbly. He put a tender hand on the top of her head. “Take a breath, Lula.”

	“I’m excited!” Lucy said without apology. “I haven’t talked to you. I didn’t think this would happen...I’m just excited!”

	“I need to talk to you,” Grant interrupted. His face was severe. His hands were shaking. He watched her face turn white; she could sense the intensity in his voice, the importance of time alone.

	“They didn’t want anyone to see you guys arrive,” Lucy said. “If it hadn’t been for Cass...” she trailed off and she tried to search his eyes for answers. Grant looked up and he watched an argument brewing behind them. Blair was having an intense conversation with her father and Gordy. Scott and Claude were only a few steps behind. Lucy looked back at her father and tried to make eye contact with him, but he kept his eyes on the floor. When she looked to Claude next, he was staring right at her. Then he slid his eyes over to the elevator and gave a subtle jerk of his head.

	Lucy slipped her hand into Grant’s and began to lead him in that direction.

	“Why is she here?” Huck snapped and he pointed to Lucy, his voice carrying. “I had planned for a private escort—”

	Blair began speaking again in hushed tones while Scott and Claude took even greater steps away from the conversation.

	“You have no power over this situation, Blair. You are dismissed.”

	“Dad!” Blair cried out. “I’m asking for you to listen to me...”

	Their conversation resumed in whispers. Lucy’s heart pounded.

	Lucy reached the elevator and she pushed the button, willing it to arrive faster. “What’s going on?” she asked, her voice low. “Grant...”

	“I need Ethan,” Grant replied.

	“He might be with Cass,” she said. His tone was clear: something bad had happened. Something bad was happening.

	“I need Ethan,” he said again. “And I’m sorry, but I think I need Ethan now. I have a letter...”

	Lucy nodded. 

	“Okay. Okay. And can we talk about your letter?” Lucy asked. The pieces of the letter might have still been floating around the library; or maybe Gordy had reclaimed them all and had pieced them back together—reconstructing their private words to each other. She wanted to tell him that she couldn’t ever choose to leave him behind. She wanted him to look at her and see her loyalty. She knew that they would be reunited and here they were; she wanted to say, “I have faith in us. Don’t you have faith in us?”

	The elevator bell dinged, and they slipped inside. Lucy pushed a random button and hit the door close button over and over.

	“And why are we letting them leave?” Huck yelled. He stepped away from Blair, but she put her hand out. Lucy watched as Huck batted her hand away as he stalked forward, the doors closing before he could stop them.

	“Grant—” Lucy’s eyes were wide. She leaned against the glass. She glanced at Grant’s neckline and searched for Salem’s necklace. Pulling away from the glass, Lucy tucked a hand under his shirt and then ran her hand across his collarbone. “It’s gone,” she said.

	“It’s gone,” Grant whispered. “I’m sorry. You have no idea…I’m sorry.” He looked away; she could see his shame and she tried to connect her loss with his visible chagrin.	Lucy’s lip trembled. “That’s all I had left…what happened? Where—“ she stopped and closed her eyes.

	Grant leaned down and kissed her softly. When he pulled back, he ran his thumb across her cheek. He was crying. His nose was red and his mouth turned into a frown. A tearful, snot-nose kiss was not how she had imagined their reunion. She wasn’t upset; she was afraid.

	“I love you, Lula. I love you so much. But you have to take me to your brother.”

	




The Kymberlin residents already knew Cass, and it didn’t take long for someone to say they had seen her heading toward the East Tower pool. The pool was on one of the top levels of the main tower, and its domed ceiling was pure glass. Quickly, Grant and Lucy made their way to the pool and let themselves in through the clunky metal doors. It was warm inside with hot, stale air. Thick white clouds rolled over the top of them and exposed only brief splotches of blue. Cass was swimming laps in a bright purple bathing suit and a floral swimming cap. She moved gracefully through the water, and Lucy watched her at the edge of the pool, unsure of how to get her attention. The entire area was open and cavernous, and all they could hear was the steady splash of Cass’s feet against the water. It took several laps before Cass noticed them waiting for her, and as she neared the end of the pool, she grabbed onto the edge and ran her fingers over her nose and pulled off her goggles. She smiled, water dripping down her face, and pulled herself out of the pool in one fluid motion.

	“Grant!” she exclaimed. “I’d hug you, but...”

	Grant smiled and shrugged. He leaned in for a hug anyway. When he pulled away, his clothes were damp and there was a wet circle on his shirt where Cass’s head had been.

	“I couldn’t believe when I heard,” she continued. She tugged her swim cap off and her hair fell around her shoulders. “You’ll have to tell me all about it. Sounds scandalous from what I can tell...”

	“Oh, yeah?” Grant asked. Lucy thought she saw a glimmer of sweat on his brow. Maybe it was from the humidity of the pool.

	Cass wiped some water out of her face and her smile faded. “Well, my father took the call. Sometimes I’m privy to certain things.”

	“That’s why we’re here,” Lucy interrupted. “Grant needs Ethan.”

	“Have you—”

	“We don’t have time to check his usual places,” Lucy said. Kymberlin was the size of a small city. There was no way Lucy and Grant could search for him without knowing where to look. “Earlier today you said you used the cameras to find me and my mom...”

	Cass shook her head. “I shouldn’t...I’m sorry.” She crossed her arms over her chest. Steady drips plopped off her body and landed on the cement below their feet. “Once Huck learns that I even know where the camera room is...”

	Grant stepped forward and put his hands on Cass’s bare shoulders. She stood straighter under his touch and didn’t back down, her head up high. “You’re privy to things. I’m privy to things. Can we just say that today, perhaps, both of us need to help each other out a bit?”

	She bit her lip and shook her head and lowered her voice to a whisper. “I’ve already helped you out...” she said in a dry voice, and she looked over to Lucy, who stood awkwardly on the sideline. “There’s only so much I can do before I’m rendered useless. You have to understand.”

	“Ethan,” Grant asked again, unwavering.

	“He won’t be able to help you either,” Cass replied. She ducked out from under Grant’s hands and walked over to a small metal bench. She retrieved her towel and wrapped it around her body. Her hair had separated into wavy curls and she bunched it all together and wrapped it up into a ponytail. She had a small bag with her and she reached in and dropped a key on the ground and then walked away.

	When she reached the door, she turned and smiled. “It’s so nice to see you, Grant. I’m retiring to my place for the night if you have a moment to stop by and say hello. Oh...and have you seen the Remembering Room yet? Lucy should take you. And after you’re done...you should go to the end of the hall. I’m sure you’ll figure something out.”

	She pushed both doors open with a flourish and left, wrapped only in her towel; her bare feet created a wet path out into the hallway.

	When she was out of sight, Grant reached down and picked up the small key.

	Lucy walked over and took it and held it in her palm.

	“I don’t understand,” she said.

	Grant turned. “I do,” he replied. “She’s scared. And she should be.”







Lucy led them past the door to the Remembering Room and to the end of the hallway. She had seen the door before, but hadn’t thought to ask what was on the other side. Inserting Cass’s key, they pushed the door open and found themselves in a smaller room. The place smelled like fresh paint and melted plastic; it was warm and suffocating and dark. Lucy turned on a light near the door and it flickered on. The only thing in the entire room was a curtain and Lucy’s breath caught as she walked over and began to open it slowly.

	Behind the curtain was a two-way mirror, and it looked down into a control room. Four or five men and women operated the controls. Moving cameras. They zoomed in on areas, zoomed out. Rotated cameras. Followed people as they walked down the sky bridge. Occasionally, the camera would pause and one of the operators would pick up a walkie-talkie and give directions—dispatching guards, or help, or cleanup.

	“No cameras in the homes,” Lucy noticed, scanning the screens.

	“But in the hallways. All public areas,” Grant noted. “What are we supposed to do now?”

	“Why does Cass have a key to this place?” Lucy asked and she peered closer. She could see a camera of Cass walking down the bridge to her room.

	“It’s a master,” Grant said, but he was distracted as his eyes scanned the screens in front of them. “We’ll never find Ethan like this. We have to ask someone down there...”

	“But...”

	Grant looked at the mirror and spotted an intercom button. He pushed it and he could see the operators look up toward them; Lucy walked up to the glass and tapped it. “Can they see us?” Grant shook his head. He motioned for her to be quiet and he leaned close to the intercom.

	“I’ve been sent to look for someone,” Grant said. Lucy looked at the faces below. They were talking to each other. Someone clicked through to the room.

	“We aren’t authorized to take orders from the observation deck without a visual confirmation,” someone said back to them. “You can enter the side door and show your credentials.”

	Lucy swore under her breath. She kept her eyes glued to the screens.

	“I’ll stall,” Grant said. “You keep looking.”

	“There are hundreds of cameras.” Lucy took a step forward.

	“I’m Ethan King,” Grant said to them.

	At the mention of her brother’s name, Lucy looked over to Grant, her eyes wide. “What are you doing?” she hissed. “That’s not stalling!”

	The observers were silent. Someone leaned over and talked to someone else. There was a flurry of activity. Someone shook his head and snapped to an operator at a desk near the front. The woman punched in a code and pushed a camera button and zoomed in. There was Ethan. The camera said “North Tower: Floor Sixty-Two” and he was sitting on a stool at a sports bar. Lucy didn’t know exactly where it was, but that would get them close.

	“We can confirm you are not Ethan King. Want to try that again?”

	Someone nodded toward the deck and a larger man began walking up a small staircase toward the back of the room.

	“That’s ridiculous,” Lucy said. “I can’t believe that worked—”

	Grant tugged her toward the door. “It only works if they don’t send someone to this room after us,” he said.

	With their hearts pumping and the adrenaline coursing, Grant and Lucy booked it down the hallway and caught the elevator at the exact moment one of the observers popped out into the hallway after them, his walkie-talkie squawking. When the doors had shut, Lucy leaned into Grant, and grabbed his hand. She felt like they could conquer anything.

	The elevator hit the surface and kept soaring upward. She couldn’t calm herself. It felt like the time she had been caught toilet papering a teacher’s house. Mid-throw, the lights had flipped on and her eighth-grade math teacher stormed out of his house with a water gun. It had been a sleepover idea gone wrong, but once they were back at their house, the girls had giggled under the covers until they couldn’t breathe. Excitement, mischief, and the exhilaration of getting away had kept them from sleeping until the wee hours of the morning.

	Their teacher hadn’t identified them, but the girl’s parents, who had been hosting the sleepover, made the girls all pay for the missing toilet paper. It was a story Lucy told with pride.

	“This isn’t how I imagined your first night back,” Lucy said. “Can you tell me what this is all about? Why are we running around like this?”

	“I’m supposed to be dead,” Grant replied matter-of-factly. “If it weren’t for Blair, I would be.”

	Lucy froze. She couldn’t find the words to reply. “I don’t...don’t...understand. But Copia...”

	“Doesn’t exist,” Grant replied.

	“All those people?”

	“Dead.”

	“Dead?”

	“Your father created a secondary virus. It was unleashed it on the Copia crowd while they watched a video from Huck.” His eyes went glassy and he stared at Kymberlin whooshing past them. “That’s what he had been working on…why he never told me what we had been doing in the lab. He knew, Lucy. Your dad knew everything.”

	“No,” she whispered. “Grant…”

	“I can’t think about it too much…if I think about it too much…” he trailed off.

	The elevator started to slow. Their destination approached.

	“Why do you need Ethan?” Lucy asked next. She never broke her gaze from Grant. She held tightly on to his hand and refused to let go.

	“Because I promised someone I’d deliver a letter. And honestly Lucy...I don’t know how many lives I have left.” 







Ethan was right where the cameras had shown him to be—sitting and watching a screen imbedded into a bar-top. It was the World Series game seven between the Yankees and the Diamondbacks. Lucy wondered if Huck had managed to save any professional athletes. She hadn’t heard of anyone famous making Huck’s list. But maybe someday the Islands would boast competitive games with their own teams. Maybe when people grew tired of watching prerecorded history they would demand some sports of their own. The Island Games. It had a nice ring to it.

	Ethan’s leg was stretched out to the side, and he glanced at Lucy and Grant as they entered the bar and pulled up the stools on either side of him. He took a sip of a beer and managed to say hello. Lucy and Ethan hadn’t seen much of each other in the past few days, and their brief encounters had left Lucy feeling wounded. But she didn’t feel like she had much time to dedicate to her brother’s moodiness, and so she let his frosty hello roll right off her back.

	“Hey yourself,” Lucy said. “I didn’t know about this place. I’m learning about new places every day.”

	“Nostalgia Sports,” Ethan replied, nodding toward the marquee outside. “Just another place to remind you of all the things that aren’t the same.” He took a drink.

	“Ethan...” Lucy started. She picked up a napkin and began unfolding it, playing with the corners. “Grant...”

	“Stop,” Ethan said. “I can tell that tone. You’re here for a favor?” Immediately, he took Lucy’s hand and placed it against the rough exterior of his fake leg. He held her hand there, his palm covering her hand entirely, and didn’t break eye contact, even after she started to squirm and pull away. “This happened to me. You want to hear about it?”

	Lucy didn’t answer. She looked back at him, unblinking. He had never offered to tell her about his leg or his time in Portland without her; all of that had remained unspoken. She assumed that he had told Cass, but Lucy didn’t know for sure. While he seemed hostile, or maybe just drunk, Lucy didn’t want him to slip away; she could feel Grant’s impatience on her other side, and she felt torn.

	“Of course,” Lucy answered. “But Grant needs...”

	“There was a doctor...” he started talking over her. He looked off to the corner, and then shook off some floating memory and looked back to her. “She took my leg and just chopped it right off in the middle of the DiCarlo’s living room. You know them right?” Lucy nodded. “The leg is probably still there. My leg. And I didn’t have this contraption, so I was entirely dependent on these strangers to care for me. Which they did. The entire time.”

	“I’m sorry—”

	“No,” Ethan interrupted. He stared at the counter. “That’s just the thing, Lucy. You’re sorry for all the wrong reasons.”

	Alfonso Soriano of the Yankees had hit a home run. Lucy watched him running the bases on the small TV screen, the other players crawling out of the dugout to greet him, and the Arizona fans remaining stoic as the Yankees took the lead. Ethan leaned over and flipped the screen off. The baseball game shriveled up and went black.

	“I screwed up, I know. You don’t know how truly sorry I am. Please. I’m not sorry for the wrong reasons...I’m sorry for everything,” Lucy said with sincerity. She took her free hand and put it on top of Ethan’s hand; it was cold and clammy. Grant stood by her side, unmoving. She could feel his arm against her back.

	“They killed them, Lucy. Slaughtered the people who had done nothing but try and save me. They knew their lives were in danger, too. And I—” Ethan closed his eyes. “I should have run away where no one could find us. We all should have left. I was wrong...”

	Grant’s leg was now bouncing up and down on the stool, he tapped his fingers on the counter and opened his mouth to say something, but then he changed his mind. His hand went to his pocket and he pulled out a folded up bag. Lucy looked at it, and turned back to Ethan.

	“You don’t negotiate with these people, Lucy.”

	“Grant has something for you...”

	“Ethan,” Grant said, leaning across the counter. 

	“Our family isn’t the same,” Ethan replied to Lucy, ignoring Grant. “Some things you don’t get back. And it’s just...those people...who died...I cared about them.”

	“I respect that this is a really tender brother-sister thing going on...” Grant continued, “and I’m sorry if this is rude...but Ethan, can you please listen to me?”

	Lucy and Ethan turned to Grant, and Grant put the folded up airsickness bag on the counter and pushed his pointer finger down on the top, and slid it over to Ethan’s arm.

	“From Ainsley,” Grant said quietly.

	The bar went quiet. Or maybe it had been quiet before and none of them noticed. Someone at another table was watching a soccer game and the fans were chanting a series of oh oh oh ohs along with the heavy beat of a drum. The bartender, a dark man with a nametag that read EUS One: Chemist, ran a rag over a pint glass in slow, methodical circles.

	“Oh,” Ethan whispered, his eyes narrowing. He took the bag and tucked it into his own pocket without reading it. “I...no...that’s not possible,” he mumbled. He kept his hand on his pocket, as if just feeling the note was enough.

	“I didn’t read it,” Grant said quickly.

	“Ainsley,” Lucy repeated. “Who’s Ainsley?”

	“A girl,” Ethan said. He looked at Grant, “Is she—?”

	Grant nodded once. And Ethan looked overcome with emotion. He popped himself up off the chair and wrapped his arms around Grant.

	“Where?” was all Ethan whispered.

	“The shore,” Grant replied. “With Darla...and my dad.”

	Lucy’s mouth dropped open. “What?” She spun and looked between Grant and Ethan. “What? Are you serious? You waited to tell me all of that?”

	“I’m sorry...” he replied, then he turned to Ethan. “Blair knows.”

	Ethan stiffened. “Grant—”

	“You can trust her. She wants to reunite Darla and Teddy. But...”

	Several guards entered Nostalgia Sports, they scanned the bar top and paused when they saw Grant. Walking briskly toward them, Grant looked to see if there was anywhere to run, but they were trapped. Ethan stood up and stood between the guards and Grant. Lucy grabbed his hand. The men placed their hands on their guns and nodded to the bartender who nodded back then switched to drying another cup.

	“Mr. King, Miss King,” they said. Then they turned to Grant. “Grant Trotter. Huck Truman has requested an audience with you in his office. Please follow us.”

	“Is this optional?” Grant asked with a half-smile.

	The men did not smile back.

	“He doesn’t have to go with you,” Ethan replied and he crossed his arms.

	“This is non-negotiable,” one of the guards said to Ethan. “Step aside, please.”

	“No way. He’s not going,” Ethan said.

	“Move aside.”

	Ethan uncrossed his arms and took his pointer finger and poked it into the sternum of the guard closet to him. “I said he’s not going with you,” he hissed.

	Without another word, the guard looked to his partner and then stepped back. Lucy gasped as the guard lifted his boot and took aim against Ethan’s prosthetic leg, kicking it squarely in the space just below where Ethan’s prosthetic began. The leg gave out underneath him and Ethan scrambled to hold on to something. He grabbed the upper part of the barstool and his limbs flew out around him.

	“I’ll go!” Grant yelled, but Lucy clung to his hand. “I’m sorry, Lucy...I have to…”

	“Don’t,” Lucy said. She turned to the guards, “I’m not letting him go. You can take it up with Huck if you want to, but I’m not letting go.” She stood firm and defiant, even though her heart beat ferociously.

	“Lucy—” Grant said. He unwrapped her hand from his own and then he stopped and helped Ethan to his feet. “Ethan, if...”

	“No,” Ethan said. He took a step forward toward the waiting guards, but this time the guard went for his weapon.

	“Stand back, Mr. King,” the man said.

	“Don’t let her do anything dangerous,” Grant said. “Please.”

	“The Kings don’t like to be told what to do,” Ethan replied. He clasped his hand on Grant’s shoulder as Grant stepped in front of the guards.

	“No!!” Lucy cried and she tried to go after him, but Ethan stopped her. He grabbed her around her shoulders and pulled her into him, hanging on to her as Grant was led away. She could feel the throbbing down to her elbows. “No! Don’t you dare hurt him!” she yelled again. It didn’t do any good. They walked off with Grant in tow, out into the hallway and out of sight.

	The other bar patrons watched the spectacle unfold and then went back to their drinks. They busied themselves by staring at their TV screens.

	“They’re going to kill him,” Lucy said to Ethan, tears welling up in her eyes. She started to march off again, but her brother grabbed her hand and held it firm. Lucy shook her head. “Ethan...listen to me...they are going to kill him! And I didn’t get to say goodbye. Ethan, they didn’t even let me say goodbye!”











CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR







Huck pointed to a big and black concert grand piano, walked over to it, and ran his hand over the top of the open lid. It was the most majestic piece of musical equipment Grant had ever seen. It had an ebony gloss finish and the keys were achingly pristine. 

	“I hear you play,” the old man said to Grant.

	With his hands shoved deep in his pockets, Grant shrugged. He tried to take in the full grandeur of the entire room. Ornate, detailed, with beautiful touches—and a view of the shore, just out of reach. Bookshelves held large leather-bound volumes of classic literature, and the walls held frames for an array of artwork and photographs. It was stately, clean, and classic.

	Hanging on one of the closest walls was a prominent frame with a wrinkled drawing that looked not unlike the Kymberlin towers. Large pillars rose from the ocean shaded in muted colors. Someone had tried to iron out the creases, but it was worse for wear: dirt-smeared, a dollop of red rust in the corner, wrinkles running through the penciled labels.

	“I guess?” Grant answered Huck like a question. He looked at the man’s eagerness and cleared his throat. “I mean, yes. Sometimes. I play.”

	The guards had dumped him into the room without fanfare—led him past Huck’s young secretary—and left him to fend for himself against the leader, who had been sitting alone at a big oak desk covered in papers. He rose when he saw Grant and had walked straight over to him and pointed to the piano. No other salutation, no niceties. The time for that had passed.

	“Play something for me,” Huck said, and he reached down and pulled out the piano stool, patting it and motioning for Grant to sit.

	“I’m not that good,” Grant tried to defer, but he realized that Huck was not going to take no for an answer.

	“I don’t play at all,” Huck replied with a gentle smile. “Even if you play Mary Had a Little Lamb, I’m sure it would sound amazing on this piano.”

	Grant slid onto the bench and ran his fingers over the keys lightly, and he played a chord to hear the richness of the vibrations. He thought of the song he had made up in Leland Pine’s living room. The notes had just come to him then and they had fallen right into place. It was a sad sort of melody, with strong minor chords: a reflection on his sadness at the time, his longing and worry. He closed his eyes and tried to remember how it started, and as soon as his fingers began to play, the song came back. He played and played, with his eyes closed, forgetting Huck was listening, forgetting everything except the ivory keys and the feeling of his foot against the pedal.

	When he finished, he kept his hands on the piano for a long time, and then slid them into lap, afraid to look up.

	“That was,” Huck started, and then he dropped his voice to a whisper, “simply amazing. Did you write that?”

	Grant nodded.

	“Beautiful.” Huck shook his head. “I’m impressed.”

	“It’s just chords,” Grant replied. “It’s just an illusion. Like a parlor trick.”

	“And so humble, too.” Huck laughed and tapped Grant on the shoulder, pointing toward a chair by his desk.

	He wasn’t trying to be humble. Once his mother took him to a special show in Portland. It was right downtown, the big illuminated Portland sign on Broadway welcoming them into the heart of the city. They came to listen to a piano player who wore a perfectly tailored tuxedo with tails that hung off the bench; he sat under a solo spotlight playing the great composers with wild abandon. It was the most remarkable thing Grant had ever heard. His mother had listened to the entire concert with her eyes closed and her hands white-knuckling the program. When he wasn’t watching the man play, he was watching her.

	She died not too long after that. A year, maybe two.

	He would never play the piano the way that pianist had.

	“Blair told me that you saved her life.”

	Grant found the courage to look at Huck. He was almost entirely gray, and wrinkles were deeply etched into his forehead. There was a pair of glasses on his desk, untouched, atop a stack of manila file folders. Grant couldn’t imagine what kind of paperwork Huck needed to review.

	“I don’t remember it that way,” Grant replied honestly. “She saved my life, probably.”

	“That’s not the story I heard,” Huck pushed.

	“It was messy down there. It’s hard to remember what happened and what didn’t.” He stopped. “I’m just trying to be accurate...”

	Maybe it was a trap, he thought.

	“I see.” Huck turned his chair to face away from Grant and look out over the ocean. They were high above the sea; Grant felt wary of the building, as if a strong gust of wind would topple them straight over. “You are an enigma, my dear Grant. Do you realize the issues you’ve created?”

	“No. Not really,” Grant answered honestly.

	“You have no family.”

	He thought of his dad. Waiting for him. He wanted to tell Huck right then: I do have a family. I have a father who came all this way for me. “I have Lucy.”

	“What if you and Lucy have a falling out? It could happen, you are young. Although I’m sure you cannot see that now. But then, without a girlfriend to keep you grounded, you lose sight of this visionary world...and then you want out. What then?”

	“I want to marry Lucy,” Grant said. Then he regretted giving Huck those words, the specialness of them, the meaning they had for him. And he looked to the ground again, wishing he could take it back and keep that desire for himself a little while longer.

	Huck hummed a sigh. “Marry her? How quaint and old-fashioned. And so very romantic and sweet,” he said. “And when you picture your future with our darling and passionate Lucy King...do you see yourself here? On my Islands?”

	“Yes, I think I do,” Grant answered, unsure of what he was supposed to say to keep himself alive.

	“It’s a future you could support.” Huck didn’t say it like a question and Grant shuffled his feet again along the dotted carpet. “Well, this is a beautiful place to stay...a home you could be proud of. Don’t you think?”

	“Yes,” Grant replied. “But, you know, what will you say when people want to leave?” he asked.

	“Leave?” Huck repeated as if he didn’t understand the question. “No, no. That’s not the plan. The earth must heal—”

	“No one will ever want to leave?” Grant looked at Huck and tried not to look as incredulous as he felt. Yes, Kymberlin was a gorgeous architectural feat; its scientific advances were the things of Grant’s dad’s science fiction books. It felt warm and light, even if people were still wearing blue jeans and not starchy white uniforms with imbedded tracking systems or walking around with robot best friends. He thought about those who had arrived here and may not have viewed their watery home as a viable living space for generations.

	“Where?” Huck said. “Where are they? These people who don’t want to stay here. I don’t have people lined up to see me with complaints...my appointment book is empty of dissenting voices.”

	“I don’t know,” Grant said as he shifted from one foot to another. 

	“They don’t exist, Grant. The people on my Islands, some of them have been part of this process for a long time. They gave up a different life to be here, and it was a sacrifice they made willingly. They said goodbye to friends and family and familiar comforts and agreed to join this journey. They are not here out of force. They are here of their own free will. And don’t you think that’s the difference between them and you?” 

	Huck turned his chair back around. His hands were in his lap, and he paused, expecting Grant to challenge him.

	“Wait, what’s different?” Grant asked. “I’m not here of my own free will?”

	He felt like a student expected to know the answer about something they hadn’t studied: caught in class, with all eyes on him, hoping to have someone let him off the hook.

	“Grant.” Huck kept saying his name, pulling him in with his soft tones and his generous manner. A hundred extra pounds and a big fluffy beard and Huck could be Santa Claus. “My people want to stay here. My people. Each generation after this one will want to stay without dissent because their families will cultivate our creed, our mission. My world has everything they could need...”

	“But you don’t want me to stay?” Grant asked him. If Lucy were here, she would have challenged Huck, and pushed back on his idealized creation. She would have pointed out that his subjects lacked freedom, and she would have questioned his motives. He wished he could put her in his pocket and carry her around with him, and if he needed her voice and her words, he could call on her to take over. This conversation was exhausting him and he felt confused. He didn’t know what Huck wanted him to say and yet, somehow, he knew his time here was coming to a close.

	“Do you want to stay?” Huck asked, leaning forward. “Or if I gave you the option to go back...live outside my walls, do it on your own...would you do it?”

	Grant could sense the trap this time. He coughed and looked Huck in the eye. “There is nothing for me anywhere else,” he said. “My only chance for a home is here. With Lucy. And I’ve earned it.”

	“How? By saving my daughter’s life? Which you say you don’t remember...”

	“No, because...” Grant stumbled. He looked back over to the beautiful piano. It was the first time he had ever played a piano that nice; first time he had seen one up close and not on a stage. Sometimes he went to the music stores downtown and played their pianos until someone, usually a mousy employee with bad facial hair, kindly asked him to move on. The upright piano at his house was out of tune and rundown, six of the keys were dead, and the pedal stuck. “I don’t have a reason,” he admitted. “I don’t have answers...”

	“Because you don’t really want to be here,” Huck replied, snapping his fingers as if he caught Grant in an elaborate lie.

	“I do,” Grant said. He did. He didn’t. If his father wasn’t alive, if Darla wasn’t waiting for Teddy, if Lucy seemed content, then of course he’d stay where there was luxury and safety. Food and comfort. The world’s best doctors, scientists, thinkers, builders. And if he left, what was waiting for him back on land? Disease, devastation, and disaster. His dad. Darla. Freedom from feeling like his life was constantly in danger.

	“We’ll see,” Huck replied. He opened up one of the manila folders and put it under his arm. “Follow me.”

	Looking out the large picture window one last time, hoping for a glimmer of the amusement park, Grant turned. Dark clouds were rolling in from the ocean and settling over the shore. All that Grant could see were vague outlines of hills, and nothing else.

	“A summer storm,” Huck said. “Good for waves.”

	Grant assumed that meant something; he shuffled out of the room and into an adjoining one with no windows, just a long metal table. Huck placed the thick folder on the table with a splat and then let his hand linger on top of the stack.

	“It’s a test. Take your time.” Huck left. There was a thick click of a lock sliding into place. Grant checked the door, extending his hand out and turning the knob, but it didn’t budge. Without any other option, he went back to the folder and opened up his test. In front of him were pages and pages of questions about situational ethics, his past histories, and his loyalties to friends. Grant flipped through, answering honestly and thinking of Lucy. And then to his father and the promise he had made him.

	“I’ll come back,” Grant had said.

	He hoped he could make that promise come true.







It took him an hour, and when he finished, the door opened magically, as if the room itself sensed his completion. He stuck his head out into the small space and saw Huck’s secretary waiting. She didn’t have a computer or a phone; she simply sat with a robotic interest in the cheery robin’s egg blue wallpaper that covered the walls.

	“Oh. You’re done,” she said and tapped her desk three times. Grant stood on his toes and looked over the blank expanse, noticing that she had a computer inside her desk, visible only to her at her angle in the chair. “Okay, you may go in,” she announced and closed out of the screen.

	“That’s fancy,” Grant said, pointing at the desk.

	“Uh-huh,” she answered in a chipper voice, her eyes narrowing. “Very fancy.”

	He backed away and walked back into Huck’s office; the lights had dimmed since he had left, and Huck stood looking out his window again—his back to Grant.

	“I finished,” Grant announced, and he stepped forward with the papers, his hands outstretched.

	“Put them on the desk,” Huck answered him without turning.

	“And then can I go?”

	It started small at first, barely audible, and then it grew into a roar—a loud, hoarse laugh. And when Huck turned, his shoulders rolling, he put his hands across his stomach as though the laughing was tearing him apart from the inside out. “No,” Huck said, calming down. He walked to Grant and snatched the test from his hands and flipped through the pages. “No. No. You may not go.” He let one single page fall to the floor. “Generous. Kind. A real people-pleaser you are.” Another page fluttered to the ground. “Trusting.” Huck spat the word like a curse and tossed a third page to the floor. “Optimistic. Sensitive.”

	Instinctively, Grant moved backward toward the door as the test created a trail of white along Huck’s carpet. With a flurry of movement, Huck tossed the entire stack of multiple choice questions and short answers into the air, and the rustling sheets sounded like wind through the trees as they danced and fluttered around him before landing still.

	“Did I do it wrong?” Grant asked, his voice had weakened by Huck’s display.

	“No,” the old man answered sadly.

	“I’m sorry,” he replied. “I don’t understand. I can do it again.”

	The door swung open behind him and Grant felt cool air rush forward at hit the nape of his neck.

	“What’s the emergen—” Scott said as he tumbled into the room holding a small first aid box in gloved hands. “Grant. What’s Grant doing here?” Scott walked right past him and into the center of the room, staring at Huck with his mouth drawn tight. “You said it was an emergency.”

	“Dispose of him,” Huck commanded. “Do it quickly. No mess. My carpet is brand new.”

	“No,” Grant breathed and he took another step backward toward the door. He had expected it. He had waited for this moment, and yet he couldn’t believe it was happening. He looked to Scott and shook his head. “Wait—”

	“You called me down here to infect Grant?” Scott asked again. He pointed his hand behind his body, but kept his eyes on his boss. “But Grant—”

	“Survived,” Huck said. “And we discussed this earlier, don’t act so surprised.”

	“We discussed the issue of his survival, but we didn’t decide on a solution,” Scott answered. “Huck, this is a Board decision at this juncture. People know he’s back...”

	“The news of Copia must not spread!”

	“He won’t tell anyone!” Scott pleaded.

	Grant watched them.

	“Your power on the Board has been stripped. Effective immediately,” Huck said. He walked over the paper on the floor and it crinkled under his feet. “You have committed treason against the Elektos. Grant was supposed to die twice in the System and he has survived, and while I understand why...” Huck paused as if he were going to give a chance for Scott to explain, but when Scott opened his mouth, he continued. “You don’t want to break Lucy’s heart. You’ve let some short-sighted teenage puppy love cloud your judgment.”

	“My integrity as a scientist has nothing to do with my daughter’s love life. I believed Grant was an outlier and I was wrong...you can’t possibly believe I did that on purpose. And this? This is not the right thing to do,” Scott said. He set the first aid kit down on the nearest surface and stripped his hands of his rubber gloves. Turning back to Grant, his eyes were wide. He spun back to Huck. “Blair’s been telling people he saved her from an unruly revolt. He’s a hero, Huck. He’s a kid. And the people down there know it.”

	“He is not one of us and he never will be!” Huck seethed. “I want this. I want this the way I planned it. And you have no authority to say no. Dispose of him or I’ll do it myself...the hard way.”

	Spinning, Scott pushed his way past Grant and opened the door to the foyer. He snapped his fingers at the girl and when she looked up at him, he motioned to her flat desk. “Call Gordy.”

	“Did Mr. Truman confirm the request?” she asked with a toothy smile.

	“Get Gordy here, now,” Scott said again and he slammed the door.

	“She won’t do anything without my approval. Like a good employee.” He paused.  “Now...let me say a few things to dear Grant while you ready the vials. Get your gloves back on.” With steady, rhythmic steps, Huck slid over to Grant. Scott stayed stationary behind him with his arms crossed, unwavering. “This isn’t a personal choice. You don’t deserve to die. It’s simply that I will not make room for you here. That’s always been my fear, child, that everything I have worked on for so long will crumble because of an oversight, a crack. Lucy loves you, and why shouldn’t she?”

	Grant’s mind drifted to the night he spent alone in Scott King’s bed. The brown sheets were soft and clean, and the downy comforter cocooned him against the hard mattress. He hadn’t slept that night because he was waiting for the virus to overtake his body. And all he could think about was seeing his mom again, and how grateful he was that she wasn’t alive to witness this. He had believed his father to be dead, too. Without people on the earth to love him, Grant waited for death with calm serenity. It wasn’t about Lucy then, or even about dying. It was about understanding how his death could have affected others.

	And it wouldn’t have. Not really.

	Not the way his death would affect Lucy now. Or his dad, alive, and waiting. It was different now than it had been before, and Grant wanted to scream that he deserved to live, so let him live. But his voice was stuck.

	Even now, as Huck stormed forward, the determination set in the lines between his brows, he knew that if he thought too much about the aftermath of his passing, it would make his last few moments full of fear and longing. How many times had he been spared? At what point would a call for his life become a joke with a muddied punch line?

	This time it was Gordy’s chance to come through Huck’s doors, and the moment the father made eye contact with his son, his fury shifted direction.

	“She called you anyway? Demote her...”

	“No, Dad,” Gordy said. “As a matter of fact, she tried to keep me from coming inside,” he shot a glare through the closing door. “But I got wind you had called for Scott and I couldn’t possibly understand why...seeing as how we discussed putting a moratorium on any changes to our Island populations for right now.”

	“You decided that. I have remained constant in my desires. He’s not supposed to be here,” Huck said with a flippant flick of the wrist. “He’s not for my cause. He’s a danger...”

	“Those things aren’t true, Dad,” Gordy said, unable to hide his contempt. “You’ve overstepped.”

	“Are you out of your mind? You were the one cheerleading Copia...”

	“And Copia is done.”

	“You agreed...”

	“To killing Grant when it could be easily covered up. Not anymore. To everyone on Kymberlin, the Copia crowd is enjoying their first night on their new Island. You think if word gets out that you’re offing members of our community that you won’t face a revolt? Muuez and Shay are dead because people could no longer trust them. If you misstep here, you are inviting the same demise. You don’t think this kid knows where he stands? You don’t think he understands the fragility, the precariousness of his life?” Gordy turned to Scott. “You won’t be needed. You may go. But I want to talk to the boy.”

	“Gordy,” Scott said. “Your father mentioned that I’ve been...”

	“This is clearly not the time, Scott,” Gordy snapped. “I have never been a fan of your waffling and your weak temperament. Your work is celebrated, but I’m not losing sleep over considering our partnership over. It’s not even that you cared about the boy. It’s that you lied. And continued to lie. And your lies cost us time, men, and energy.”

	“I didn’t lie—”

	Gordy gave a knowing stare and shook his head. “Don’t you think you’ve earned enough from us? Leave your credentials with the secretary on your way out. You won’t be called for any more late night emergencies.”

	“I was promised a leadership role for my...”

	“You have received everything you were promised,” Huck yelled. “And you’ve done nothing but work behind our backs.”

	“That’s not true...”

	“I’ve spared the child,” Gordy said wearily and he pointed to Grant. “But I will not go to bat for you. You are finished with the Elektos and your security clearance is revoked. Go enjoy some time as a civilian, Scott—your services with our government are no longer needed.”

	Scott hesitated. He looked at Grant and then to Gordy, and he looked confused. Without another word, he grabbed his kit, but Gordy cleared his throat.

	“Leave the virus, Scott,” he said.

	Setting it back down, Scott looked at Grant and then to Gordy and Huck, and without another word, he made a swift exit, leaving Grant alone and exposed, the storm clouds gathering energy, rain spitting against the glass.

	“You’re not dead because my sister somehow wants to tout you as some war hero...so, you’re safe today,” Gordy said. “Safe for now. But let’s understand something…we are watching you. You will champion Kymberlin and the Truman regime as long as you have breath. Your life depends on it.”

	Both of them turned to the sound of shattering glass. Grant saw that Huck had ripped down the framed piece of creased, stained paper and tossed it to the ground. The glass in the frame broke into dozens of tiny shards, and Huck stared at the mess, pointing a long finger at the paper inside.

	“It will crumble,” Huck said. He had gone trancelike, taciturn, vaguely inhuman. “And it will be your fault.” He turned to Gordy, his lips trembling.

	“I’ll get someone to pick that up for you, Dad,” Gordy said smoothly. “You want me just to kill everyone? Just you and me living in your tower made of glass. We have fail-safes imbedded into each building, so you just say the word and I’ll knock us all down. Done. No more humans. Don’t forget that was Kymberlin’s plan. Not your muddled version...your perverted, warped sense of how this was supposed to work.”

	“He’s a variable—” Huck hissed.

	“So am I, Dad,” Gordy said in a near whisper. “I’m just not the type you prepared for. Give it up, Father. Just give it up.” He turned to Grant, sighed, and rubbed his eyes.

	“Grant,” he continued, “I think it’s time to go home. Not a word. Am I clear?”

	“Oh,” was all Grant could say. He looked at the broken glass and Huck’s twisted grimace. “Go home?”

	“Yes.” Gordy pointed to the door. “Leave before I let him murder you. That usually involves hurrying.”

	Nodding, Grant walked to the door, casting a long look at the grand piano for the last time, and then slipped out into the hall. He stood with his hand still on the knob long after he had heard the thick click, Gordy and Huck’s voices still carried on through the wood.

	“Can I help you?” Huck’s secretary said. She was still chipper, but wary.

	“I was told...to go home,” Grant told her with a frown.

	“Housing questions can be directed to the concierge on the top floor of Kymberlin’s sky bridges. Two floors up. Can’t miss it.” She stared at him and he started to walk toward the elevator. With his back to her, she added, “Have a fantastic evening.”







Grant approached the sky bridge level concierge just like the woman had told him, but he could tell that something was wrong. As he walked toward her table, the woman froze, her face scrunched, and she seemed to undergo a moment of panic. It was very fleeting, almost imperceptible, and yet Grant could see it on her face as he got closer: she was surprised to see him. When he reached the table, she stammered out a kind hello and took a noticeable glance at the security camera above her head.

	“Good evening,” the concierge said in a singsong voice. “I’m so terribly sorry...but I don’t know you. And I’m afraid that means there’s been a horrific oversight.”

	“I’m Grant Trotter,” Grant said, helpfully. He pointed to himself and smiled brightly, flashing his single dimple and raising his eyebrows in hopes that she would help him. “You don’t have to know me—”

	“Oh no.” She flapped her hands, wildly gesticulating, her face frozen somewhere between saccharine friendliness and total panic. “I do have to know you. That’s my job. I know all the Kymberlin residents. By name and by sight. Along with two or three interests, who their relatives are…”

	“That’s...” Grant paused and tilted his head, “crazy.”

	“No,” she smiled right back, “what’s crazy is that I don’t know you.” She laughed a high-pitched, obnoxious, embarrassed laugh and then seemed self-aware that it had sounded incongruous with the situation and she let it slowly die. “I’m sorry. Grant Trotter you said? What a horrible misunderstanding. And you’re sure you’re on the right Island.” A statement, not a question.

	“I was originally a resident of Copia.” He refrained from telling the woman that Copia didn’t exist.

	“Oh dear. Well, then to Copia you must go. No, no, no. There is a Copia concierge. She trained with me and her name is Susan...she would know you. That’s her job. She’s on Copia, of course. So, that doesn’t help us now. But, goodness, how did you end up here? I’m so confused. Was it an accident? That’s so strange...”

	“It wasn’t an accident,” Grant said. He was tiring of the conversation, and he could feel a headache brewing behind his left eye. Still, he smiled. “Blair brought me here. I just came from a meeting with Gordy and Huck...they told me to go home.”

	“But your home is Copia.”

	“Copia—” Grant stopped. “I need a place to stay here. On Kymberlin. I can stay with the Kings if you tell me where they are living—”

	“That’s private information. For Kymberlin residents only. I’m afraid I’ll need to call someone about this.”

	“But I am a Kymberlin resident now.”

	“Just a second, please,” she said as she held up a finger and hit a button on a small headset in her ear. “Yes, thank you. I have a young man here who says he’s from Copia.” A pause, a nervous laugh. “Well, I thought so, too. But thank you, I’ll wait for confirmation.” She hit the button again. “It will be just a second.”

	Soft orchestral music played in the background. The woman swayed gently to the sound.

	Grant tried to smile as he waited. He could smell a thick stink of sweat and adrenaline pouring off of his own body and he knew he needed a shower. Was it only this morning he had woken up in the System? Only this morning that Dylan had invited him to breakfast? The hours seemed longer, and the events seemed a world away. When the concierge answered a phone call, Grant didn’t even budge or look. He was lost in thought, watching the elevators ascend and descend.

	“Grant?”

	He didn’t hear her.

	“Mr. Trotter? Excuse me, Grant Trotter?”

	He turned.

	“I apologize for both the delay and the complications. So, we don’t have a room for you...a horrific oversight. But I’m assured you are a Kymberlin resident now. Such a relief. There is an interior room on floor 10. Room 105. Follow Sky Bridge C to reach your stairs. It won’t have any of your luggage—”

	He thought of his lost Romero poster. “I don’t have any luggage.”

	She raised her eyebrows for just a second and then flashed a bright grin. “Then I can make it up to you for being so callous earlier and not knowing who you were—”

	“But I wasn’t supposed to be here,” he offered in a gentle voice. “It’s okay. No need to make up anything.”

	“Fresh toiletries and some pajamas.”

	“I don’t need pajamas, ma’am,” Grant said and he took a step away from her and turned toward Sky Bridge C. He turned back, “Can you tell me what room Lucy King is in?”

	“Oh, no. It’s so late. I’m so sorry. I’d have to call and confirm and I prefer not to call so late,” she said and she frowned and grimaced. “I’ll pass along a note to the family to let them know where you are staying. I’m assuming you would like me to tell them if they ask?”

	He nodded. He nodded and nodded, and turned away.

	She called after him about sending down a toothbrush, some floss, but he ignored her and kept walking. Lucy was somewhere in this ocean city; the last image she had of him was of him being taken away by Huck’s guards. She would already have killed him in her cute paranoid brain. It wasn’t fair to let her spend the night worried, but unless he knocked on every door, he wouldn’t see her tonight.

	He felt like he might, maybe, almost, cry.














CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE







Blair entered her apartment on Kymberlin and took in a deep breath. She had never stepped foot into this place, only seen the pictures and helped her father craft it to her own specifications. It smelled like new carpet and oranges. Allison the nanny popped up from the couch and stretched. She lifted her hands and stifled a growing yawn; then she tucked a knitting project into her bag and walked toward Blair slowly. When Allison stopped and her mouth dropped a bit, Blair looked down and realized that she was still in her damaged clothes from earlier. She crossed her arms over her body and tried to smile, to prevent questions.

	“Good evening, Ms. Truman. Teddy will be so excited that you are home,” Allison said.

	“Is he asleep?” Blair asked. She didn’t try to hide her disappointment that Allison hadn’t kept him awake to see her. All day she had been thinking of the reunion. It was strange how much she could miss him. Especially now. Especially after looking at Darla and seeing her longing and her pain. A real mother’s pain. She was filled with a temporary self-loathing at the very thought of even caring for him at all, and she felt herself growing agitated at Allison’s clear eagerness to leave.

	She wouldn’t have minded the company for a little bit. She could make them tea.

	“Oh, yes. He’s been going to bed at eight every night. With the time zone change, we had to adjust. Will you need me tomorrow?” Allison said. She shifted her bag up higher on her shoulder.

	“Is there anything else I should know? About him? Has he been okay...without me?” Blair pushed.

	Allison nodded her head. “He’s been great, Ms. Truman.” She waited, and then added, “He missed you.”

	“Did he say that?” Blair asked a little too eagerly.

	“Oh, yes,” Allison said. She hesitated. “I wasn’t entirely certain if my job as your nanny was—”

	“I won’t be needing you anymore,” Blair said and she offered Allison a tight-lipped smile. “My father will notify you about payment for your time…extra luxuries for several months, I believe.”

	Allison smiled. “He’s already credited my account, Ms. Truman, but thank you.”

	Clearing her throat, Blair nodded and mumbled something about it being late. She opened the door and Allison didn’t hesitate to leave, and Blair shut the door a bit too hard. The sound shook through her small apartment. The lights were dim, per the evening ordinances, but still Blair could see the small touches put into her living quarters. Built-in bookshelves flanked an entire wall, filled with knick-knacks and treasures from Blair’s previous homes. She walked up and examined the framed pictures. There was one of her and Gordy when she was a kid. They were on a beach. Gordy was clasping her hand and she was smiling widely. She could remember that picture as always having existed in her life—moving with her from place to place. But the circumstances of that moment in time were gone forever. She no longer knew that little girl or that teenage boy or what they were doing on that beach or whatever had happened to that puffy pink jacket.

	Blair turned from the bookshelves and looked around the room.

	Somehow it looked just like every other place her father had built for her. Her father must have a file on her: she likes built-ins and decorative pillows. Paint an accent wall some shade of purple, even though purple hadn’t been her favorite color in thirty years.

	Upstairs she could hear Teddy shifting in his bed. Slipping out of her heels, she walked toward the stairs and her feet slid along the soft white carpet. At the top landing, she paused and looked at the railing. Silver. Sometimes he remembered that she hated gold.

	“NO! NO! NO!” came a sudden scream from Teddy’s room and instantly Blair was there, throwing the door open and stumbling toward his bed, walking over a collection of small blocks that cut into her feet. She scooped up the crying child in one big hug, tucked him up on to her lap, and ran her hand over his brow. She sat there rocking him back and forth. His body was warm, and his hair was matted with sweat.

	“Shhhh,” Blair said. “Shhhh, shhhh. It’s okay, sweet boy. It’s okay.”

	“Allison?” Teddy said through tears. His small hands clung to Blair’s neck and she could feel wetness spread across her lap. She closed her eyes tight and clutched the boy—absorbing the feel of him, the smell of his hair.

	“It’s Blair, Teddy. I’m home. You’re home with me.”

	Teddy moaned. “I don’t like this place. I want to go back to Uncle Ethan’s house. I want my mom.”

	They had been through this before. Each time she had made empty promises and lulled him back to a place of comfort with lies. She hoped that eventually these memories would fade and his tragic life would seem dreamlike, possibly even like a lie he had told himself once upon a time. But now his dead mother had a face. And a name. Now his dead mother pined for him across the waters and waited for Blair’s promised return. Her lies had become truths against her will. 

	“I know, dear Teddy.”

	She couldn’t remember her own mother. Not real memories, not anything that she could grasp with any sort of confidence. Snapshots fluttered across her periphery every once in a while, and she tried to convince herself that she could feel all those stories people told her, but the truth was that she never felt anything at all.

	Teddy began to wail louder, and his mouth twisted into a wrecked circle. Snot dripped out of his nose and the boy wiped it away where it stayed as a thick line against his hand.

	“I’m here,” Blair comforted. “I’m here, Teddy.”

	Downstairs she heard a knock on her door. Not the quiet and subtle knock of a tentative nighttime visitor, but a deliberate and determined knock of someone expecting entrance. Grabbing Teddy, still wet, Blair carried him down the stairs on her hip and walked to the door, opening it with her free hand. Her father stood on the other side.

	“Good,” he said. “You found your apartment. May I?” he motioned toward the living room and Blair stood back. Teddy’s whimpers had subsided, and now the boy just watched as the older man came into the house, looking around the open space and assessing each nook and cranny.

	“It’s late, Dad,” Blair said. She nodded toward the child. “Teddy just had a nightmare...I need to get him to sleep.”

	“I’m imposing,” Huck said. His face was flush and he had unbuttoned the top button of his shirt. 

	“It’s not the best time,” Blair answered. “But you can stay and I’ll be back?”

	“I don’t want to go to sleep,” Teddy said into Blair’s shoulder.

	Huck nodded. And he sat down on the couch, clearly settling in to wait to talk to her. Annoyed, Blair trudged back upstairs and took her time. She ran a warm washcloth over Teddy and changed him into new pajamas. She picked up the blocks and put them away and stripped the sheets and laid down new blankets from her own bed, unsure if there were extra linens in one of the many closets. After singing a song while rubbing his back, Teddy drifted to sleep, still letting out intermittent cries.

	Blair went back to see her father.

	“So, this is not some social call?” Blair asked, sitting down across from him.

	“The System plan was a failure.”

	“I’ve already talked to you about this, Dad. Do we need to do it again? It’s over. Done. And I’m tired.”

	“I lost men. First in Saudi Arabia and now in Nebraska. Good men.”

	“I know. I’m sorry. Even if it’s not me who should be sorry. You know that, right? That it wasn’t my fault?”

	“But I feel like I’m missing something...”

	Blair didn’t answer. Then she saw his narrowed eyes, his stern face. She wondered, for a second, if her father knew the truth. Maybe he was baiting her into telling him more lies and then he would tell her that he knew. Hank had told. Grant had caved. Cameras caught the survivors on the plane. Her father’s attempts at control knew no bounds, and she should have guessed that he would out her as a traitor.

	Unless she gave them up. Unless she spun the truth, the real truth, to her advantage.

	Beat him at his own game and tell the truth, which he wasn’t expecting.

	“I talked to Grant tonight,” Huck continued. “He challenged your version of the events...said that he didn’t save you. He wasn’t a hero.”

	Blair paused. She took a deep breath. “Take a look at the cameras if you don’t believe me,” she said and waited.

	He winked and put a hand out toward her, and she hesitated before grabbing it. When he wrapped his fingers around hers, he squeezed, too hard. She tried to pull her hand back, but he kept a tight grip, staring at her with a conniving grin. “Grant the hero,” he said.

	She didn’t reply.

	“Well, what I really came to say,” Huck continued, still holding on to her hand, “is that I think Teddy should stay in someone else’s care until you have recovered from the trauma of the System failure.”

	“I’m not traumatized,” Blair said. She could feel her hand begin to quiver against his, her face turn hot. She flipped her blonde hair over her shoulder and waited.

	“You still have blood on your clothes.”

	“You said Teddy could stay in my care. He’s mine.” Mine. Mine. Not mine, she thought.

	“It’s decided, Blair. Allison was more than helpful and she has agreed to watch Teddy for just a little while more—”

	“No,” Blair said. “No!” She stood up and crossed her arms. “You know that the only thing I care about is that child.”

	“I need your full focus on our plan—”

	“The plan is over, Dad! This is it...we are here, on Kymberlin. There is nothing else to plan. This is the plan. Is that so hard for you? Do you always need something else to build, something else to do?”

	“My control is in jeopardy. Do you understand? I need you to build support...lobby...”

	“Dad,” Blair said in a steady voice. “Go to bed. Come talk to me when you’ve thought this through. You’re being...ridiculous. I have done nothing but stand by your side and support every single move you have ever made. I have loved you, feared you, worked for you for my entire life. And if you take away the one thing that I have ever asked for in return—”

	“The boy does not belong to you,” Huck said simply. “He belongs to me. He is an orphan of the Islands and he is mine.”

	Blair couldn’t contain her sadness and rage, she let out a primal scream at her father and reached out at the closest item within her reach: a vase that had traveled with her from place to place: it was a blue and green mosaic always boasting a single flower of the season. She grabbed it along the neck and threw it to the side, where it shattered against the wooden floor of her new kitchen, sending the glass scattering.

	“I hope that had significance to you,” Blair said through her tears and she moved to the stairs. “Did you buy that for me? On one of your trips?”

	“I don’t care about things,” Huck said without moving. He stared at his daughter thoughtfully. Then he rose and walked to the door, opened it wide, and allowed two guards to slide into the house.

	“No,” Blair said and she scrambled up the steps. “You won’t take him away from me. I love that boy! Do not take him away from me!” The guards moved with quick steps, unflinching as they gained on her. She tore up to the top level and barricaded Teddy’s door as they approached. “Don’t,” she whispered, aware of how her blubbering must have appeared. Her mind went to thoughts of Teddy’s empty bed, his abandoned toys, and then her thoughts shifted to Darla on the shore. “Don’t take him. Please...you don’t understand. I need him. You can’t take him from me.”

	“Ms. Truman,” one of the men said slowly. “Please move or we will have to take you away by force.”

	“Call my brother,” she said hoarsely. “Can’t you call my brother?”

	From behind the men, her father had climbed the stairs. She saw, for the first time since he had arrived, a true flash of anger.

	“Gordy has no power over this decision. You and your brother can gang up against me all you wish, but you will lose,” Huck said, his voice shaking—his unraveling visible and tangible.

	“Why do you want to hurt me?” Blair asked, pushing her hands against the doorframe until her arms ached from the pressure. “Why have you changed your mind? The boy is not a pawn in your game, Father. He is a child...who needs me.”

	“Take her away from the door,” Huck said without answering.

	The guards were able to move Blair easily, but as soon as she had been pulled from the door, she stopped fighting. The last thing Teddy needed to see was her sobbing and wracked self, kicking and screaming as he was carried away. She walked to her father and stood before him, recognizing the puffiness of the flesh underneath his eyes.

	“As if I needed more proof that you never loved me,” Blair said, wiping her tears. Then she slipped into the shadows of the hallway and crossed her arms, and watched as the guards cradled the sleeping Teddy and carried him down the stairs, tucked up in the quilt off her bed.

	When Blair could no longer see him, she took a long look at her father and then walked into the child’s room, shut the door behind her, crawled onto his bed, curled up into a ball, and cried herself to sleep.






































CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX







It was an unacceptable answer. Maxine stood in their kitchen and shook her head. Then she looked at Scott, her eyes full of tears. Lucy paced from one end of the kitchen to the other, her arms crossed and her jaw clenched. Galen sat on the steps that led up to the loft, and the twins were huddled near the window. Harper was asleep. Ethan was at the kitchen island, his head in his hands. There they all were, together, to endure the grim news. 

	“He can’t do that,” Maxine said. “Not without a vote.”

	“He can do whatever he wants,” Scott answered. “He’s Huck. This is his world...I’ve never had any power, Maxine. He’s needed me and, honestly, now he doesn’t. And frankly, I’ve brought him the most trouble...Ethan and Lucy’s arrivals and...Grant...”

	“We’re trouble?” Ethan took offense.

	“I don’t see it that way, but—”

	“Where is Grant?” Lucy asked again over the ensuing argument. “You don’t understand...you left him there. You didn’t secure his safety and then you left him there?” Maxine shot her a warning look, but Lucy ignored it.

	“Gordy was adamant that Grant be spared,” Scott said matter-of-factly. “His life is not in danger.”

	“Then where is he?” Lucy asked again.

	“I don’t know,” Scott said to his daughter. “I don’t know.”

	“Find him.”

	“I have no authority to find him. My clearance level has been reset.”

	Maxine shook her head again. “What does that mean, Scott? What does that mean?”

	“No more meetings,” he answered calmly. “It’s not the end of the world.”

	Everyone turned and looked at him slowly.

	Ethan let out a small, annoyed laugh. Then he stood up. He seemed taller and older; he rolled his shoulders back and stood tall. He wore jeans and sneakers, and it was hard to tell that he was missing a leg underneath the clothes.

	“Claude still has his clearance level intact. I’ll go get him,” Ethan announced. He started toward the door.

	“No one leaves this house,” Maxine announced. “No one steps foot outside this door tonight. Not until I get a meeting with Huck and Gordy myself. You cannot be booted from the Board because of Grant. You didn’t know about the immunity, and that’s a ludicrous reason.”

	“I knew about the immunity,” Scott said.

	Lucy stopped pacing and turned to look at her father. Her mother narrowed her eyes. She took a threatening step toward Scott and Lucy held her breath as she watched her raise a crooked finger.

	“Do you remember what you said to me that night in the System? When I was ready to crawl and dig my way out of there to find our children? Do you remember what you said to me?” Maxine lowered her voice and paused. Scott ran a finger over the bridge of his nose. “It’s not a rhetorical question, Scott. Do you remember?”

	“I said,” Scott said after a beat, “that my position on the Elektos Board granted us safety.”

	“And without it? Are we safe, Scott? Are...we...safe?”

	“We are safe,” Scott said, his voice full, his own anger rising. He unbuttoned the top button of his shirt with an angry swipe. “We are here...we are home and we are safe. I don’t have power anymore and thank God! Thank God, Maxine. Is it power you crave? Or is it life? Because I have given you one, and I am done with the other. So, if I’ve given you the wrong thing, then you can go out and get it yourself.”

	She looked at him wide-eyed. And everyone stared at Scott. He wasn’t the one who swore or yelled. He was their calm, their rock. 

	Maxine lowered her voice. “If you hadn’t been on the Board, then Lucy, Ethan, and Grant would be dead.”

	“Then it was lucky I was on the Board when we needed it the most,” he said. Then he turned to Ethan, “What does everyone want from me? Why does some arbitrary title mean anything?”

	“Are you asking me, Dad?” Ethan raised an eyebrow. “Maybe you don’t want my answer.”

	“No,” Scott said. “Maybe I don’t.” He slipped out of his collared shirt and placed it on the back of a kitchen chair, and then he slowly climbed the stairs toward his room, stopping to rustle the twins’ hair and place a kiss on Galen’s head. “Goodnight.”

	“And we don’t go to bed with unresolved conflict,” Maxine called up the stairs. “Don’t you dare walk away from this family when they need you the most.”

	Scott paused. He looked down at the faces of everyone looking up at him. Then his eyes scanned the house—the granite countertops, the majestic windows, the spiral staircases. “Really?” he asked with a shaky laugh. “This is when you think you need me the most? When I’m finally free of that man and his whims? When we have a gorgeous home in a beautiful city?”

	“Dad,” Lucy said, unafraid to interrupt. She walked toward him, pleading. “You’re not free. You’re just a different kind of slave. Huck’s not going to lie down...when he realizes that he can’t sanitize everyone...when he realizes that the people here are just as human as the ones he slaughtered…then no one is safe here. We’re definitely not safe here.”

	“You’re not safe anywhere,” Scott answered. “You never have been. You just never knew it until now. You’ve been protected your whole lives and you don’t care. It’s never the right kind of life that I can offer you.”

	“Please,” Maxine said and she rolled her eyes and turned her back, placing her hands flat against the countertop.

	“Huck is not some benefactor who gave us life,” Ethan called to his dad. “Why do you still buy into his illusion? We always had choices...it was you who believed our only choice was to give our lives over to that man.”

	“Yes, you do have choices. Choose to live here, safely. Or choose to die. Because, my dear family, you don’t have a choice to leave...or a choice to fight...or a choice to change Huck’s world. Those are not the choices you have.” He looked directly at Maxine. “I’m tired. Goodnight.”

	“Grant,” Maxine said, with her back still to Scott. A single request. “You lost your Elektos Board position because of him...and he’s not even worth searching for? You gave up everything you had built for the boy, and you’re just going to bed?”

	Scott didn’t answer her. With slumped shoulders he took the steps one at a time and then disappeared into the loft, shutting his bedroom door behind him.

	“Well,” she said, turning to Lucy. “That settles it.” She walked to the front door and opened it wide, and turned to Ethan. “No one leaves this house. I don’t care if a sea monster appears on that window and starts breaking the glass, you hunker down. Use the kitchen knives.”

	“They’re plastic,” Ethan said.

	“If Huck thinks plastic knives are going to prevent murder, then he’s never met Mama Maxine.” She nodded, pulled her robe tighter around her belly, and stormed out down the hall. Even after they had shut the door, they could hear their mother’s clomping steps fade into the distance. 







Grant opened the door expecting to see guards and Huck and Gordy; he had assumed they changed their mind and were coming back to finish the job. So, when he saw Maxine standing there in her bathrobe, her hands on her hips, her bare face staring forward at him with a mixture of annoyance and relief, he wanted to hug her. 

	“Get your things,” she said, and she snapped her fingers. No good evening or other formal greetings one might receive after opening a door.

	“Of course,” Grant said, and he reached behind him to grab a small green toothbrush.

	“That’s it?” she asked. Grant nodded. “Good. Come on, let’s go.” She marched off down the hall and Grant scrambled behind her. Even though her legs were much shorter than his, he still struggled to keep up with her breakneck pace. She stormed up the steps, flew through the sky bridge, and breezed past the concierge. Grant shuffled by, too. Then Maxine changed her mind and she looked back at the woman smiling blandly at them as they walked past.

	“Excuse me,” Maxine said.

	“Good evening, Ms. King,” the concierge said. “Is there something I can procure for you tonight?”

	“Procure,” she repeated with disdain. “No. Look, this young man,” she tugged on Grant’s sleeve and pulled him closer, “is staying with us.”

	“Oh,” she said and she looked at Grant. “Mr. Trotter. I hear you’re a lovely piano player. Did you know we have a lovely collection of instruments on level thirty-two?” She glanced for a millisecond at the camera above her and the nodded. “Thank you, Mrs. King. I’ll note it in the log.”

	Maxine paused, poised to launch, and hesitated before simply adding, “You do that,” before walking away.

	Grant held on to his toothbrush with a fist and shot a glance over at Maxine. “Are you mad?” he asked in a whisper while they walked along the sky bridge to their housing.

	“Mad?” Maxine stopped. White twinkle lights lined the walkway and dotted the ceiling, but the tunnel was enclosed in a thick darkness. Grant knew that the ocean drifted beneath their feet, but he couldn’t see anything except blackness reflected back up at him. “No,” she said, softening. “Not at you.” She paused, and then added, “Are you okay?”

	“No,” Grant answered. He had never answered no to that question in his entire life. “Is that alright?”

	“I’d be concerned if you said anything different. Come on. Let’s get back. Ethan has some clothes you can borrow.”

	“I don’t need clothes,” Grant said as they continued walking.

	“I have a rule in my house about nudity.”

	Her frankness flustered him and Grant laughed and gave her an aw-shucks smile, but then he became serious and stopped walking once more. Maxine flew on ahead until she noticed she was walking alone. She spun and looked at him. She wasn’t wearing shoes, just fuzzy black slippers, and her legs were dotted with goose bumps.

	“I heard. I was there. When Huck told Scott he was kicked off the Board.”

	Maxine looked down. “This isn’t something for you to worry about.”

	“I’m scared,” he said before she could say anything more.

	“Me, too,” Maxine whispered.

	Grant nodded. “Yes. But...I think we’re scared for different reasons.”

	“You scared for your life, sweetheart?” Her tone was so motherly, so comforting. Everything about her welcomed him into her circle with such warmth and equanimity.

	“No,” Grant whispered. “I’m scared because the way Huck talked about this place...” he trailed off and looked out the bridge to the tower, lit up from top to bottom with lights and activity. “Why would I want to leave? He makes me want to fight to stay here.”

	“And—”

	“I’m not staying here.”

	Maxine looked at him and didn’t say a word.

	“And Lucy—”

	Maxine exhaled and walked toward Grant and swooped up his hands into hers. Even her hands felt like a mom—slightly dry, but warm, just the right amount of pressure against his palms. She stared up at him for a long time. When she spoke, her voice was soft, “Lucy is my brilliant girl. Tender. Kind. Full of life. Spunky when she wants to be. She’s not anything like me. Or her father. It’s nice...to know she just grew up to be herself. And Lucy will make her own decisions...”

	“And she will,” Grant added with a smile. “But...”

	Maxine moved her hand from Grant’s hand to his face. She placed her palm flat against his cheek and his chin and patted twice. “Here’s the thing, Grant. Tonight, you are going to come to my house, kiss my daughter goodnight if you absolutely must, and sleep on my couch. Tomorrow, you can wax on and on about the risks and rewards of a life lived off the Island. No great mysteries of life and love and loss are going to be solved with just the two of us in this sky bridge tonight. Clear?”

	“Yeah,” he conceded.

	“Good boy.”

	And Grant followed her the rest of the way in silence.

	     





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN







Scott sipped a cup of black coffee and looked at his wife and Grant before turning his attention to Lucy. He set the mug down on the counter and walked to the window; the shades were drawn and the coastline appeared as a single line of green against the horizon. They gave him time to process the entirety of their request, and he did so in pained silence. Upstairs, Ethan stirred in the loft. Downstairs, the little kids and Galen were still resting—whether they were awake and staying out of the way or still tucked up in their beds with sweet dreams, Lucy didn’t know.

	“It’s impossible,” Scott finally answered. He turned to them. Lucy realized it had been a long time since her father had tried to assuage the tension with a one-liner or ill-timed joke. It was an embarrassing idiosyncrasy, one that prompted trying looks from the teenagers. Now that it was gone, Lucy wanted it back. Just one joke, just one bad pun. Just one big, kind-hearted smile. 

	Lucy slid down off her chair and started to walk over to her father, but Maxine was there first, putting her hand out behind her back to stop Lucy in her tracks. 

	Maxine looked at Scott and grabbed his hands. They stood like that for a long time—communicating with their eyes and twenty-two years of understood expressions. Lucy turned to look at Grant; she wondered if they would ever have the closeness and telecommunication abilities her parents had. 

	Grant was pale and his permanent smile absent from his face. 

	“We don’t have much time, Scott,” her mother whispered, but her voice carried to the others. “You know that the longer we wait, the chance increases for him to be discovered.”

	“If I had a plan...if I had an ally...then maybe I could get Grant off Kymberlin. Which is absurd when you think of how much getting him on Kymberlin just cost me,” Scott said without hiding his disdain. Lucy felt herself go rigid.

	“I got myself here, Mr. King,” Grant said, rising. He looked at his friend and mentor, and lowered his head. “Don’t get me wrong...I appreciate that you saved my life before, but...”

	“Yeah, let’s not rewrite history,” Lucy interjected, staring at her father. “You left him to die. You created the virus to kill Copia and left Grant underground to die.”

	“I tried,” Scott said in a small voice. “You have no idea how hard I tried.”

	“Sometimes, Dad, just sometimes, you make it hard for me to see how I can ever forgive you for being so weak,” Lucy said. “You were sad yesterday morning at breakfast because you knew that they were killing hundreds of people in the name of progress for the Islands...and you helped them. Again. You keep helping them.”

	“Well, I’m done now, right?”

	“Because they pushed you out—”

	Scott bit down, his jaw line tightened. Maxine, still holding his hands, let them drop. She leaned in close and whispered something in Scott’s ear, and while his body language didn’t soften, he looked at the ground in defeat.

	When he finally turned to face Lucy, it was clear that he was close to tears. “This is our future. This is the reward. Our lives here will be full...rich with possibilities.”

	Seeing her father so close to crying might have been enough to unhinge her, but instead she couldn’t help but feel disgust and anger.

	“Stop with all the lying,” came a voice from the loft. Scott looked up and saw Ethan leaning with his elbows on the ledge. “You’re right. That’s how the Islands will be for most of the people here. I believe that the men and women who are raised here will live a beautiful life, but those people don’t know the truth, Dad. And sadly, we don’t get to live behind the façade. It’s not how you wanted it...you didn’t get everything you wanted. We’re alive, but that’s it.”

	Ethan’s words fell on them and they absorbed his speech. Scott was the first to look away.

	“It doesn’t matter what you feel, Ethan. I don’t know how to get Grant off the Island,” Scott said. 

	“This is not up for debate,” Maxine answered after a minute. “You will find a way to make it happen. Grant is leaving. And he’s leaving with Teddy. And—”

	Maxine turned and looked out at her daughter. Lucy held her breath and watched the parade of emotions wander across her mother’s face. In an instant she saw fortitude, worry, and then grief. It was as if she didn’t need to say it out loud: she was wondering if Lucy would join them. And it didn’t have anything to do with Grant, although she was certain that is what her mother thought. Lucy knew in the hospital room, while she listened to Huck try to win her over, her lungs seared and burned in the aftermath of her drowning. She might have known before that, as she watched Salem crumble into a heap in the Pines’ kitchen. But her father’s apathy in the face of Grant’s impending doom, his lack of action against injustice, solidified some of her resolve.

	This world was not for Lucy.

	And the thought of abandoning it also terrified her.

	One minute she knew she would follow Grant to the shore, and the next she couldn’t fathom a life without her siblings, without her mother. And even at her angriest moments, she couldn’t imagine willfully abandoning her father either. Could she choose to never see the young woman Harper would become? Could she look her parents in the eye and choose to say goodbye forever?

	Grant looked at Lucy and then to the floor. 

	“I don’t know what to do. I can’t...I don’t know...” Lucy said. “How can I know? I want to go...I can’t stay here.” She said it weakly and without conviction, as if she hoped that no one would hear her. She looked down. She did not want to see her mother’s face register the announcement, or her father’s determination to stifle her success. As quickly as she said it, she retracted it. “But I can’t leave my family...”

	“Lucy.” Maxine said her name quickly and quietly. It was an expression of understanding, of empathy. “You don’t have time to waffle, child. I love you and I’ll support you...”

	“This is entirely out of the question!” Scott exclaimed, raising his voice. “Entirely, and ridiculously, out of the question. It’s not going to happen. Not Grant. Not the child, and most assuredly not my daughter.”

	“Dad—” Lucy started.

	“You would follow this boy into the wilderness? Do you have any idea what it’s like out there?” Scott flung his hand wildly toward the window.

	“Yes,” Lucy answered in a heartbeat. “I do. Because I’ve been out there!” She blushed and tried to calm the building tide of resentment. How could he not remember that she and Ethan had been left behind? In snippets, he had learned of Spencer’s maniacal reign, and the ever-present fight for food and water. He had heard of her and Grant’s travels across America—encountering the bodies, the flooding, the quiet dissent into a world governed by nature and not man. It was her father who didn’t understand.

	“I’ve been out there, too,” Ethan said as he walked down the steps. Step, wait. Step, wait. His careful maneuvering drew their attention upward. His hands slid down the bannister and when he reached the landing, he walked straight to his sister and enveloped her in a hug, holding her tighter and for longer than he had ever hugged her before. When Ethan pulled back, he turned to his parents.

	“I’ve been out there for longer...and with others who have survived. And the biggest threat we had collectively were the people in this building.”

	“You would have died without us intervening,” Scott said. “It’s simple.”

	Ethan scoffed. “Maybe I would have. Or maybe I wouldn’t have. That’s the thing that you don’t seem to understand. It’s really not as simple as you’d like to believe. It’s a complicated mess...and it’s a mess that everyone in this room is responsible for. There’s no one right thing to do.”

	“We should all go,” Lucy said. “As a family.”

	The offer stood. Maxine looked at Scott, and Lucy thought she saw the eagerness in her eyes, but maybe it was wishful thinking. Her mother had made her views on Kymberlin clear during their date.

	“Am I invisible in my own house?” her father shouted. “I can’t listen to this.” And Scott, still in his pajamas, walked past everyone and out into the hallway, slamming the door behind him. When the echo of his exit had died away, Maxine went to her children. She didn’t say a word for a long moment and then she took Lucy and Ethan’s hands and held them tightly. Grant stayed off to the side, watching and waiting.

	“I used to hold your hands like this when you were little. One hand for Lucy, one hand for Ethan. Ethan always pulled forward, so eager to get wherever we were going, and Lucy never pulled. She would hold my hand until I let go first.” Maxine closed her eyes. 

	“Mom—” Ethan started, but she silenced him.

	“You will allow me this. I have earned my right to tell you exactly what I think. Whether you listen or not, I have earned that much. If you leave this place, you will leave me broken, it will leave us broken...”

	“You’re leaving?”

	They all turned to the left. Galen stood shivering in a flimsy pair of shorts and his Beatles t-shirt. His arms were crossed over his chest and he looked at his sister and brother, and then his mother, with his eyes narrowed. He looked on the verge of tears, his bottom lip quivering.

	“You can’t do that,” Galen said when no one answered him. “You can’t. That’s not fair.”

	Maxine rushed to Galen and put an arm around his shoulder, but he shrugged her off and ran back downstairs. They watched him go, unable to stop him, unsure of what to call after him.

	Lucy and Ethan exchanged a look. It was Lucy who spoke. “No one can know that it’s a possibility. Not even Galen...we’ll have to talk to him.”

	Ethan nodded with authority. “Huck will come after anyone who leaves...escaping serves no purpose if we spend our entire lives being hunted.”

	“Our?” Lucy repeated. “Ethan...”

	“Lucy,” Ethan said. “You may not know what the future holds for you...and that’s okay. But I’m getting out of this place. I’m going with Grant...I’m taking Teddy to Darla. I’m going to see Ainsley…to my friends. That’s where I belong.”

	Maxine took a step back toward her children and she watched them without interrupting.

	“Mom...” he continued. “I...”

	She put both her hands up and tried to get him to stop. “No,” she said from several feet away. “You don’t have to explain it to me.”

	“I’m working on a plan...I have some ideas,” Ethan said, turning his attention back to the task at hand. “Things that would assure us a clean break. They aren’t foolproof, but they would buy us a chance to escape without a trace.”

	Then, as if it was slowly dawning on him, Grant frowned. “So, then, wait. The only way we get off Kymberlin safely...would be...”

	They turned to look at him. “If they think you’re dead,” Lucy finished.

	From downstairs they heard a door slam and then the sounds of the other kids roused from sleep. Time was running out to discuss the plan freely. In that moment, as Lucy looked around the room at the worn and anxious faces, she saw the reality of their actions. Broken, her mother had said. Escaping Kymberlin would leave her broken, bereft.

	“Mom.” Lucy walked over to her mother and buried her head into her chest. “You should leave. You know this place isn’t safe...don’t stay here...”

	“I have to stay,” Maxine replied. “It’s not easy for me to let Ethan go, but there are the little ones to think of. Lucy, I can’t. This is a decision you have to make without me by your side. No matter which choice you make, there will be goodbyes.” Her mother turned from her, unable to say more. 

	Her mind wandered to Cass’s Guedeh card that day in the fortune teller booth back in the System. The card had not told her which heartache she would choose, but one thing was certain: the cost was high. How could she walk away, forever, from the family she had fought to find? 







It already felt like their funeral. A deep and sudden sadness enshrouded them as they left the confines of the King house and ventured out into Kymberlin tower. Ethan, Grant, and Lucy walked in silence. It wasn’t the awkward silence of people unable to strike up any semblance of a conversation, but the deep and penetrating silence of people who knew that whatever they said would be wrong.

	When they reached the elevator, Ethan hesitated.

	“I’ll meet up with you two later,” he said and started off toward the sky bridge. Lucy knew where he was headed. 

	“Wait,” Lucy said, she hopped to catch up. “Will you tell her?”

	“Should I?”

	Lucy shrugged. “Would she come with us?”

	Ethan shook his head. “No.” He scratched at his cheek. “I think she likes it here. She can live with a foot in both worlds. Cass knows what she’s doing, Lucy... on Kymberlin, she’ll always have everything she wants. The thing about Cass is that she plays well in this world. She moves fluidly between everyone, and the outside world has no draw for her...”

	“But she won’t have you,” Lucy said, baiting him. 

	“She never had me,” Ethan replied lowering his chin. “It wasn’t like that.”

	“You definitely have a type,” Lucy teased. “Cass was too smart for you.” She felt Grant at her elbow and she turned. “So,” she looked back at her brother, “you’re not telling her?”

	“I’m not,” Ethan replied. “It’s better that way. Safer for her.” Then he added, “But I want to make sure I see her again...she was good to me, Lucy. She was a good friend…and I needed a friend.”

	“I know,” Lucy replied and she smiled sadly.

	He left them standing there and walked off toward Cass. Lucy knew that Ethan must have a plan, but she didn’t want to push for details. The moving pieces of an escape were beyond Lucy’s imagining. At the moment, all she knew is that it had to happen. And that it would have to be final. Once off Kymberlin, they were off forever. Beyond that: nothing. Crickets and cobwebs, and daring ideas cut short by logic and logistics.

	“Come on,” said Grant. “Take me somewhere cool. I need to get out of my head for a minute. I don’t know if I can handle another second of dwelling on what’s going to happen next. I just need someplace…for us.”

	Lucy knew just the place.







Everything was there. Every song ever recorded, every album ever released. Mozart to Michael Jackson; Etta James, the B52s, and Neutral Milk Hotel. Every genre across the decades, organized into various categories, and available within seconds. Lucy walked Grant over to the soundproof booth and sat him down on the cushioned seat. Then she shut the door and smiled. Slipping into the booth next to him, she could see Grant’s head against the neighboring glass. The world was silent—everything outside had disappeared. The din of people talking, the echo of voices up and down the floors, the buzz of the elevators carrying people about their day.

	She didn’t want to listen to music. She just wanted to listen to the empty, shallow sound of nothingness. 

	But Grant had quickly gotten to work pushing the computer screen into action, dialing up artists and songs. While Lucy couldn’t hear what was going on in his booth, she could see Grant’s fingers swiping through categories, adding songs to his playlist, his head bopping along to something upbeat.

	He turned and looked at her and broke into a grin. From beyond the glass, he broke into song: He closed his eyes and crooned upward, a mighty grin on his face. Lucy just watched him, giggling. Filled with inspiration, Grant darted out of his booth. She tried to see where he went, and then he reappeared holding a pen and several sheets of white paper. He scribbled.

	Good thinking, he wrote, pushing the paper to the glass.

	She bowed and broke into a grin.

	When he turned back to the screen, she popped her head out. It was disorienting to suddenly hear the sounds of life.

	“Excuse me?” she called. “Hello?”

	“Is there a problem with the computer?” a young man with a thick Australian accent asked, and he rushed over to her booth. She didn’t recognize him and he didn’t seem to recognize her, so he must have been a Kymberlin transplant from another EUS. “They’re still a bit glitchy.”

	“No, no,” Lucy said and she smiled conspiratorially. “Do you have a master control to the boxes?”

	“You mean...can we override the playlists and pump in any song we select from our mainframe?”

	Lucy nodded with her eyebrows raised in expectation and excitement. “Yes! That! Can you do that?”

	“Can we do that?” the young man called to a second young man behind a big counter. Just like in some music store in a big city, the counter was covered in famous concert posters. They were relics now; artifacts of the old world, stored in this place as a reminder. “Yeah, we can do that,” he said nonchalantly.

	Lucy jumped and whispered a song into the young man’s ear. He raised a single eyebrow, smirked and started to walk away.

	“And can I have paper, too?” She clapped her hands.

	He obliged, handing over a small stack and a pen.

	“You two kids on like a date or something?” he asked with a smile.

	“I think so,” Lucy replied with a blush. “Okay. Play my song next.” She slid back into her booth and shut the door.

	Grant still bopped along; he turned when he saw her and wrote something down.

	Welcome back! Listening to Elvis Costello. And he had drawn a wobbly smiley face.

	Then he pulled the paper down and his face went neutral. He looked up to the ceiling, confused. She watched as he stared at his computer and tapped it with a finger. When he realized he had been hijacked, he smiled at Lucy and saluted her. He poised his pen above the paper, but didn’t write. Lucy could tell he was listening to the lyrics, decoding them as they poured into his booth.

	Wow, he wrote.

	Eels, she wrote back. Daisies of the Galaxy.

	He closed his eyes, a smile still plastered on his face. When he opened them he wrote: You knew this would get to me. I will be far away soon. But I’m not the one who’s sad, Lucy. Not about that. He was listening to the words she chose for him. Really listening.

	She nodded.

	Why are you sad, then? she wrote.

	His hand hovered over the paper and he wrote down, I’m sad because it’s unfair to ask you to choose. He showed her. She read it again and again. He took the paper down. I love you he wrote next.

	I loved you first she wrote back instantly. 

	LIES! Grant wrote next. The song must have ended because he put his finger up and she saw him leave the booth. When he came back, he wrote a new note: Your turn.

	With a sudden burst of drums and twangy guitar, Lucy’s booth erupted into song. Even though she was expecting it, the music overwhelmed her. It was so loud and rich, as if nothing else in the world existed except for this one song, played for her by a boy she loved.

	Then the singer began. A moody, melancholy voice. Lucy listened and listened. Like Grant, she tried to decode. It sounded so familiar and so unfamiliar at the same time. Then the chorus hit her.

	She wrote: Whoa.

	He wrote: Yeah.

	She wrote: Seriously. Whoa.

	He wrote: You know it?

	She shook her head. So, he wrote: The Smiths. There is a Light That Never Goes Out. 

	Resting back against the booth, Lucy closed her eyes and let every chord and strum and beat rush over her. It was a message, loud and clear. She wiped away a tear before Grant could see. Then she stood up and put her hand flat against the glass; Grant reciprocated. They stood like that until the song was over...the lyrics still echoing as Lucy realized and internalized their significance.

	He didn’t have to ask her to choose between a life on the shore and a life on Kymberlin. He made it clear that the choice was a life with him or a life without him. And he deemed it a privilege if she chose him, but one thing was clear: both paths were littered with heartache.

	Grant slipped out of his booth and joined her inside hers. It was a tight fit and Lucy squeezed against the edge, her hip pushing into the computer console. Grant leaned down and kissed her, slow and purposeful. She could feel the questions on his lips, the worry of goodbye on his tongue.

	Here they were on their first real date. A bona fide, old-world date. Perhaps the last one they would ever have. Because soon Grant would be dead to her. His life on the Island would end. Soon he would leave Kymberlin. Forever.  

		   

	

	











CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT







Ethan knocked once. Cass answered in a nightgown and black fuzzy slippers, and she held the door tight against her body, opened just wide enough to let her head pop out and Ethan see her in her state of undress. He smiled, but she looked stern, impatient, and anxious. Instinct kicked in and Ethan moved to try to peer beyond her doorframe, but she slipped out into the hall and shut the door behind her, crossing her arms around her and grabbing at the small open fabric at the top of her chest. Her legs were dotted with goosebumps and she jumped slightly to warm up.

	“You have a visitor?” Ethan asked with a smirk. He hoped it didn’t come across as upset or prying; he didn’t care if Cass had let someone stay over. She didn’t owe him anything. She was not his girlfriend, and in many ways, it would make leaving easier.

	“It’s not what you think,” Cass replied.

	“But you have someone in your apartment that you don’t want me to see? No, it’s fine, Cass. I’m going.” He turned and started to walk away, but Cass reached out and grabbed his wrist. Stopping, he turned to her and smiled. “Cass, look, I’m not upset. You’re an attractive and powerful woman, you can have all the visitors you want—”

	Cass rolled her eyes. “Shut up, Ethan,” she said, but even her words of annoyance were coated with charm. “It’s Blair.”

	“Oh,” Ethan replied with a smile, while his brain tried to fathom how the onetime enemies had found themselves congregating together. “I had no idea. Well, good for you. That’s a little confusing, but—”

	“Shut up, Ethan,” she said it again, slower this time, more emphasis on her exasperation. “They took Teddy from her last night.”

	He let her words register and felt the color drain from his face. He put a hand out against the hallway wall to steady himself. “Who? Who took Teddy?”

	“Huck and the guards. Allison has Teddy now.”

	“The nanny?”

	“Blair came to me,” Cass said slowly, with emphasis. “She thought I might have had a fortified plan...for getting him back...and I do, Ethan. But it would be better for you to lie low. Don’t get involved with this. It’s for your own protection. I can promise you that.”

	Ethan groaned. “No.” He hit the side of wall and the bang reverberated down the hall. “Cass...I need Teddy. I need Blair to have Teddy,” he trailed off and swore under his breath. “That won’t work, Cass. This won’t work.”

	“You need Blair to have Teddy?” She raised a discerning eyebrow. “That’s a shift.”

	“I just mean...he doesn’t belong with Allison. Or Huck. Look, Cass, I don’t have a lot of time here...”

	She looked at him apologetically, even though there was no way for her to know what he was upset about. He wanted to tell her, spill all the secrets right there, and lay his heart and plans bare. She deserved to know, he thought. Then he realized the truth. They were both working in the shadows, keeping each other in the dark—all to protect each other. He’d done nothing but bow at the altar of Cass, all but worshipping the ground she walked on. His sister had been partly right—he had entertained thoughts of what a life would be like with Cass. Cass was easy to love; she was a siren and he was a drunken sailor.

	“I need to talk to Blair. Alone. Let me into your place,” he said.

	“No,” Cass answered. The top part of her nightgown fell open a bit and she snatched it back up, gathering the fabric in a fist. “It’s for your own good. Stay out of this, Ethan.”

	“Why did Blair come to you? What does she want, Cass?” He felt his stomach clench and ache. Cass didn’t know the whole story; she was working with only half of the puzzle, and Ethan still wasn’t convinced Blair’s intentions were good. What prevented her from outing the survivors and keeping Teddy for herself? 

	“She wants us to help her get Teddy back...then she plans to escape the Island. But now I’ve already told you too much…you have to go.”

	“I need to talk to Blair. Move, Cass.” He took a step toward the door, but she blocked his way. 

	“This does not concern you right now, Ethan. Whatever happens with Blair and me is none of your concern. After your father lost his position last night and the drama of Grant, maybe give this particular adventure a rest. Okay? Please understand. You need to back away from the door...”

	Ethan acted out of instinct and out of panic. He put his hand out and grabbed Cass around the shoulder, and turned her into him. Then he leaned down and kissed her, spinning her into him and away from her door, positioning himself closest to the knob. He could feel her reacting to him, first with surprise, and then shifting into the kiss. There was not a single moment of resistance, although he had prepared for her to shy away from his lips and his touch. Instead, she kissed him back, and not the slow tentative kiss of someone unsure, but with the power and relief of someone who had wanted to kiss him for a long time. For a second, he forgot his place and his plan.

	He felt his resolve shifting as he began to kiss her stronger and with more intensity; her lips were soft against his, her skin smooth under his touch. He let his hand wander to her waist. She touched his face.

	Then he reached down with his free hand and found her doorknob. He pulled back and looked at her; a coy smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. She was amazing. And she had kissed him back. Ethan closed his eyes before he changed his mind, and then he was quick, possessing a certain agility that he did not know he had recovered. He turned the knob, opened the door to Cass’s apartment and darted inside, leaving his kissing partner dazed and confused in the hallway. By the time he saw her eyes flash with understanding, he was already standing on the other side of the door, shutting it swiftly. Then he hit the lock and stood back. 

	He could hear her banging with her fists, swearing at him in a jumble of French and Creole and English.

	“Ethan King. This is a bad idea!” she called. “You don’t know what you’re doing!”

	Blair sat crouched on Cass’s couch, her knees drawn up to her chest, her hair wild, and her eyes bloodshot. She looked at Ethan and then the door and glared at Ethan with a glacial disposition. Sitting on the coffee table in front of her were a series of Tarot cards. They were lined up and splayed out facing Blair, and he walked over and peered down at them. When he looked back up at Blair, she was wiping tears from her eyes.

	“I don’t have long,” Ethan said quickly, putting up his hands like Blair was holding a gun at him. “So, please listen. Listen carefully.”

	She looked like she was about to burst into sobs, but she didn’t fight him. Cass’s knocking died away as if she realized its futility.

	“Did you tell Cass about the others?” Ethan asked, spitting the words out.

	Blair narrowed her glare. Then she shook her head. “You don’t trust me...”

	“You can’t tell her.”

	“I...” Blair started. “I told her...just Teddy and I...” She was struggling to put her words out. Taking a deep breath, she grounded herself and stared right at Ethan. “I wanted to see if the cards were in my favor. Everything else Cass told me came true. She’s a prophet,” Blair whispered.

	“She can’t know,” Ethan said. “If you’re serious about reuniting Teddy and Darla...” he looked at her and waited.

	“I am,” Blair answered. She sniffed. “I am.”

	“Good,” Ethan said. “Cass can’t know. You have to protect her at all costs. You understand?”

	She swallowed. “Cass told me that you’d want to keep Teddy...”

	“Cass doesn’t know about Darla. And she should never find out. There’s a reason she’s in the hallway and I’m in here. This is about Teddy. And if your father ever finds out she helped him escape...”

	Blair looked at the floor. Cass’s knocking resumed. 

	“Blair...” Ethan asked again. “Help me save Cass. Don’t tell her a damn thing.”

	“Yes,” she said, but it came out like a squeak. “Yes,” she said again, stronger this time.  “I have a pilot. That’s all I can offer. His name is Hank. I negotiated for him to leave, too. He has a wife who was left behind...she missed her plane…my dad didn’t let him go back for her. He wants to go to her. Just to see. From there...I don’t know.”

	“Are you going?”

	She went silent. “I don’t know,” she whispered. She looked up at Ethan, and then leaned down and touched one of the cards Cass had laid out for her. The cards were set up in a cross pattern, and Blair kept her finger on the middle card. “I don’t think I should,” she replied. “This one...this one says that in the physical realm I am needed to help change the tide of a great battle.” She picked it up and then put it back down. “And this one...says my spiritual energy is being zapped by someone who rules over me.” She looked up to Ethan, pleading. “If he thinks he’s lost me, too...Kymberlin will never know peace. If I want the best for Teddy and Darla and…the others? My father would never recover. I want to go,” Blair said, her eyes filling with tears again, “but I can’t. I’m doomed and destined to remain here...”

	“I can make it work,” Ethan said. “You say the word.”

	“No,” Blair said again. “You don’t know what he’d do. You’ve never seen his grief firsthand. I’ve lived it my entire life.”

	Cass had resorted to a steady knock-knock-knock every second.

	Ethan started back to the door. “I need your pilot in the Remembering Room in an hour. Not a word. I need you to promise. Please, Blair, Cass can’t know.”

	“You love her?” Blair said, and she nodded toward the door. 

	At first Ethan didn’t understand, and then he turned back to Blair and shook his head. “I could have. In a different world.” He stepped back up out of the sunken living room and unlocked Cass’s door. He opened it wide and waited for the onslaught of her wrath. Still clutching her silky black bathrobe in one hand, her other hand poised in midair, Cass looked at him.

	Without a word, she unclenched her hand and in one big swoop slapped Ethan across the face. Rubbing his jaw, he took a step toward her, his hands out in front of him in supplication, but Cass glided past, her shoulder hitting his arm as she moved past him and into her house. She slammed the door behind him.







Ethan knew right where to go. He left Cass’s apartment and wandered back to the North Tower, then he went to the levels that housed the science and industry labs and made his way to his father’s lab. Although his father had been stripped of his clearance, Huck wouldn’t have taken his lab away yet. And without anywhere else to hide, it was the only place Scott could have disappeared to. Ethan walked past the guards and knocked on the unassuming white door down a brightly lit hallway. Scott’s name was still there in a brass plaque, although it looked like someone had tried to pry the plate off with a sharp object: there were deep scratches at the corners.

	Scott opened the door and looked at his son, then opened it wider.

	Thankful not to have another door slam in his face, Ethan entered the large open room. His eyes went up to the tall ceilings, the white walls, and the rows of laboratory equipment. It was all unused and shiny. 

	Several cardboard boxes were filled with papers and picture frames. Ethan picked one up: it was a picture of their family, everyone happy and smiling, not a single member blinking or making a silly face. It must have taken them twenty or more shots to get that moment—even Harper was smiling, the twins on either side holding her gloved hands.

	Scott didn’t try to engage Ethan in conversation. Instead, he merely went about his business. He put file folders and personal items in a box. Then he moved to the back of the lab. Imbedded into the wall was a metal incinerator. Scott tossed vials and plastic containers into the glowing fire and shut the door. He set the timer and walked away.

	Ethan watched as his dad approached. Scott sniffed. “They’ll have to start from scratch. It’s my intellectual property.”

	“You’re not a member of the Board, but that doesn’t mean you’re free from Huck. He still owns you.”

	“I’ll destroy it all,” Scott said slowly. “I suppose you’re right. But at the moment, I’d say Huck is more a man of impulse. He’ll resort to other methods before having to wait for a recreation. Besides, if he wants to recreate the virus, then he’ll need me. Never render yourself useless. Isn’t that what I used to say?” He drummed his fingers on a folder and then threw it into the box; it landed askew and several sheets of paper fluttered out. “There wasn’t much left anyway. A few vials. I left most of my work in Nebraska…”

	“Yeah, to kill Copia. I heard.” Ethan crossed his arms. 

	Scott shrugged. “Were you here for something specific?” 

	“I need a bomb,” Ethan replied. “On a timer. And big enough to blow up a helicopter.”

	Scott stared at Ethan and then ignored him. He walked over to the cardboard box and shoved the loose papers back into their folder. Then he walked to a filing cabinet and began rifling through the papers—picking out some to keep and some to leave.

	“Dad...”

	“Leave, Ethan,” Scott said. “That is the most ridiculous thing you’ve ever asked me and not only will I not help you, but I can’t help you. Do you even understand what that would entail? Furthermore, I’m a biologist, not a chemist. I’m not the man you want for this job.”

	“I know you can do it. Can you at least owe me the courtesy of telling the truth?”

	“A bomb. That’s your plan. Go away, Ethan. Let me mourn the loss of my son and my career and my life in peace.”

	“Leave the lab and I’ll figure it out myself. How would I get gasoline?”

	“Ethan!” Scott yelled. He slammed the filing cabinet door shut and the crash echoed throughout the room. “You’re out of your mind. You understand me? Out of your mind. Your myopic escape plan is going to fail. The best thing that could happen is that you die quickly, painlessly. The worst? You get caught. And Huck makes you pay. Then you die slowly, painfully.”

	“I am coming to my father for help,” Ethan said. He didn’t move. “I am asking you to stop...just stop...and listen to me. There is a woman on the shore...you’ve never met her, but your vaccine saved her life. And your vaccine saved her son’s life. Maybe you got in trouble for those vaccines…but they did a good thing, Dad. Those two people are alive because you are a brilliant scientist. But that woman’s partner died. Also, because of you. All she has left is her son. And he was taken from her. She needs him back and I’m going to take him to her. Picture me, Dad. Picture me at age five. Before all of this...before you signed away your soul and our futures...when I was five. Can you see me?”

	Scott didn’t nod or breathe. His chest rose and fell with steady breaths.

	“Teddy deserves a life with his mom. And I’m making sure it happens. I’m tired of speeches,” Ethan continued. “I need a bomb. On a timer. Big enough to take a helicopter down over the Atlantic Ocean.”

	“No,” Scott said again.

	“I can’t go to anyone else.”

	“Go back home, Ethan.”

	Ethan snorted and he shook his head. “Yeah, Dad. Exactly. Don’t you see? I’m trying to. Home is the shore. Home is off this Island. Please help me get home.”

















CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE







It was happening too fast. Everything was coming together with Ethan at the helm. If he didn’t get the bomb, he had other plans, and he was moving forward without ceasing; he was single-mindedly pushing everyone around and calling all the shots. He had packed a small bag. He took some food, some water, and the book of French poems. He had asked Grant to come with him for their final hours on Kymberlin. They were meeting the pilot, they were taking Teddy, and then they were off to the shore. Steps one, two, and three. 

	Darla, Dean, and Ainsley were waiting for them. Ethan knew that Darla wouldn’t wait long before she stormed to Kymberlin herself. Delaying the escape had its advantages, but he knew they couldn’t leave the survivors alone and without communication for long. 

	Lucy had yet to make up her mind. Goodbyes were looming. She had decided to go with her brother and Grant, but then the moment she reentered the house and saw her sister and brothers waiting for them, her mother standing by the window, wringing her hands and trying not to cry, she knew she couldn’t leave.

	She was confused and broken. She was lost and unsure.

	When she went to her mother and rested her head against the softness of her arm, Maxine brushed Lucy’s hair calmly with her fingers and kissed her temple. “Baby girl,” Maxine said. “You can’t do this to yourself. You must decide and then never look back...no matter what you choose.”

	Lucy began to cry.

	“Stop,” Maxine said as Lucy wiped away her tears. “Stop crying, now. Make up your mind, Lucy Larkspur. Make up your mind and decide and know that whatever you choose, I will love you through it.”

	Harper tugged on Lucy’s shirt. “What’s wrong?” she asked. “Why are you crying?” Lucy leaned down and picked up her sister and held her tightly to her chest.

	“I’m okay,” she answered. “I’m okay.”

	Ethan stood by the door, Grant by his side.

	“Alright, my little buddies. I need big hugs,” Ethan called down to them. The kids ran up and wrapped their arms around Ethan. He embraced them in a hug and didn’t let go until Harper wiggled free.

	“Where are you going?” Harper asked and Ethan kissed her cheek.

	“I’m going to live in a different part of the Island, kiddo,” Ethan replied. “It’s okay.”

	“We want to come,” Monroe said.

	Ethan smiled. “You need to stay here. You’ve got a playroom downstairs.”

	“But we want to come with you!” Malcolm added, crossing his arms over his chest. “Can we at have sleepovers at your new place?”

	Nodding, Ethan leaned down and kissed their heads, too.

	“He’s lying,” Galen said from the couch. Lucy walked over and sat beside him. She tried to put her hand around his shoulder, but he stood up and walked away, leaving her alone. “Why can’t you tell the truth? Why can’t you just say that you’re leaving us because you don’t love us anymore? Why can’t you say that you’re leaving the Islands forever and you’ll never come back? I’m sick of everyone lying to me. Tell me the truth!”

	Maxine spun. “Galen,” she said. “That’s enough.”

	“And you’re just letting him go?” Galen turned his bitterness to her. “Dad would never let him go.”

	“Galen...” Maxine said again. She narrowed her eyes. “Enough.”

	“You didn’t ask if I wanted to go, too,” he continued. “Why didn’t anyone ask if I wanted to go?”

	“I need you here,” his mother said and she walked over to him.

	“He’s going to die,” Galen said and he burst into tears, burying his face into his mother’s chest. “He’s going to die out there and you’re letting him die.”

	“Stop, sweetheart. Stop,” Maxine said and she pulled Galen outward and held him at arm’s length. Then she bent down so she could see him eye-to-eye. “You are my rock. You are my Galen-bug. You are my constant love and my hope. Don’t you lose it on me, okay?”

	“But, Mom—”

	Maxine kissed him and patted him on the back and then walked toward Lucy. Her hands outstretched. “Lucy?” she asked.

	Lucy looked at her mother and her siblings; Harper’s pouting, Galen’s crying. Maxine was keeping it together—her hard exterior was tough to crack, but Lucy knew that soon she would fall apart, too. She thought of all the reasons to leave, and she looked at Grant. Her heart was bursting for him; she ached for him. He smiled at her and motioned for her to come over to him, and she did.

	“Let me talk to you in the hall,” he whispered.

	“Two minutes,” Ethan said and he dropped his bags and walked over to Galen.

	Grant and Lucy left the sniveling and the crying into the silence of the hallway. Grant took Lucy’s hands in his own and he kissed her.

	“You were the one who wanted to leave,” Grant said, laughing. He wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “This whole time...it was you...and always you.”

	“And you wanted to stay,” Lucy replied. She leaned forward so she didn’t have to look into his eyes. She could hear his heart beating.

	“Sure. I wanted to stay because as long as you were here, I didn’t have a reason to go. But I’m going to my dad,” Grant replied. “I spent a long time running away from him. A lot of years thinking that I hated him. But when I saw his face in that elevator…” Grant paused, “I can’t leave him. And it’s a decision I’m making without reservation. More than anything I want you to make your decision without reservation. You’ll regret it...for the rest of your life...if you aren’t sure.”

	“My mom already said that.”

	“It’s good advice. Be sure, Lucy.”

	“How can I be sure in two minutes?”

	“It’s probably one minute now,” he replied, beaming. He leaned down to her ear and whispered, “You’re beautiful…even when you made that stupid scowl. And I love you.”

	“Did you see them in there? You talk about going to your dad and not leaving him without you. But if I leave with you, then that’s what I’m doing to my own family. Asking them to say goodbye to Ethan and me? Forever.” Her voice was raw and hoarse from all the crying. “And that’s how I should leave them? Crying and alone and in pain? I can’t hurt them like that...I can’t leave my sister and my brothers and not know if they’re safe...I fought to get here. What am I supposed to do? If I stay, I...” she stopped.

	“So, then, you have made up your mind,” he said evenly.

	“No,” Lucy shook her head. She wiped her eyes. “My heart is breaking. I can’t let you leave without me…”

	Grant stopped her by putting a finger to her lips. Then he slipped a piece of paper into her hand.

	“Some decisions aren’t made alone,” he said. “We each have to do what is right. And that may not be the same choice.”

	She held the paper tightly, afraid to unfold it and read the words.

	The door opened and Ethan stepped out. He had been crying, too. His eyes were red and puffy, and his nose dripped.

	“Let’s go,” he said to Grant, and he took off down the hall. Then he turned to Lucy, “Are you coming?”

	With her hands shaking, she opened the note and read the sentences Grant had written down for her. Then she read them again. And again. And with tears streaming down her face, she launched herself into his arms and soaked up the feeling of him against her, his kisses on her head. She wanted to memorize what it felt like to be loved so fully, so sacrificially. She wanted to remember what it felt like to love without fear.

	She lifted her head to Ethan and with a sob, said, “No. I’m not.” Then she buried her head in her hands and her shoulders shook.

	Ethan walked straight over to her and wrapped his arms around her small shoulders. He held her while she cried; all his hurriedness melted away as he took this final moment with her. Last time, she had said goodbye to him; she had left him. Now he was leaving her. Lucy let herself be comforted by her older brother. She soaked up his embrace.

	“You have to take good care of them,” Ethan whispered into her hair. “You have to be the wise one…the strong one.” She nodded. “Help them understand that I had to do this.” Then he dropped his arms and stepped back. With a nod to Grant, he started to walk down the long interior hallway.

	With one final moment of privacy, Grant kissed her one last time. He put his hands on her face and held her lips to his. Then without another word, he left her in the hallway, standing there with her hands dangling by her sides. She watched him disappear into the stairwell to the sky bridge. Right before he slipped out of sight, she looked up and saw him turn and blow her a kiss. She caught it as the doors were closing and she placed her hand over her heart. Everything inside of her was breaking, ripping to shreds. Her knees were shaking, her legs felt weak and wobbly. Her stomach threatened to pour out her breakfast contents all over the floor.

	She stumbled back into the house. And Maxine rushed to her side, wiping away her tears and bearing her weight.

	“Oh, my darling,” Maxine said and she carried Lucy to the couch. Tucked up in a ball next to her mother, she let out a wail. “Lucy...” her mother said. “Oh, Lucy. There is nothing worse. Nothing worse than saying goodbye.” And Maxine began to cry with her, letting her own tears fall. They sobbed together, and soon all the kids joined them. Harper, sucking her thumb, settled at Lucy’s feet, and Galen wrapped his arms around his mother’s shoulders. The twins wiped their own tears away and clung to Maxine’s arms.

	Lucy listened to the cacophony of pain.

	Her father had tried to spare them from loss, but he had only delayed it.

	Opening her note from Grant once again, she reread the words and then clutched the paper to her chest. In Grant’s simple handwriting, it read: I can’t make your decision for you, but I can tell you the truth: You are needed here. If you leave, you can’t come back. If you stay, someday we will meet again at our place. I’ll wait for you like I promised. Cabin 206. I’ll be there until I die. I love you, for always. 











CHAPTER THIRTY







With any luck, Hank had procured their helicopter ride. All the moving pieces of their escape played out in Ethan’s head over and over like a video stuck on a loop. Step one, step two, step three. And all the while, he couldn’t shake his mother’s face as he said goodbye to her and wrapped his arms around her body for one last time. He wished he knew where his father was; despite their differences and their arguments, despite his father’s cowardice, he owed him more than slipping away without some type of farewell. He owed him that, at the very least.

	What surprised him more than anything was Lucy.

	She had stayed behind.

	All her bravado of leaving, escaping—all her hard work to save Grant, take on Huck—and in the end, she could not leave the rest of their family. Or maybe Grant had made it easy for her to chose Kymberlin over the mainland; he didn’t know what that note said and he wouldn’t ask. Privacy was underrated.

	Now, he just had to put the last remaining puzzle piece in place and they would be gone. It was simple, really.

	Grant walked up to Ethan, his hands in his pockets.

	“Hank met me at the sports bar. His flight to the mainland departs in twenty minutes. He told them he was going back for the flight log or something like that,” Grant said. His face was puffy and he seemed distant and aloof. Ethan wanted to tell him that he needed him alert, but it was no use—his brain was with Lucy and nothing he could say would stop that.

	“Shit,” Ethan said. “She better be on time.” He looked up into the center of the tower and spotted the large clock slowly ticking away the minutes. A black second-hand spun quickly.

	“Should I wait here, or...”

	“Don’t loiter,” Ethan snapped. “Take ten minutes. Go to a shop. Then meet me in the atrium.”

	“Is this going to work?”

	“It’s a long shot...”

	“Why the ruse?” Grant whispered. And Ethan looked upward to the cameras. If they escaped off Kymberlin with Teddy, it would be an amazing feat. But escaping so people wouldn’t follow them was the hard part. Hank was instrumental in that portion of Ethan’s plan, and the man, eager to start the search for his wife, agreed to anything. “Ten minutes,” Grant said and then left Ethan standing in the same spot, unmoving.

	Ethan scanned the small crowd playing at an indoor park. The tip had come from Blair via Hank and like clockwork Allison appeared; dressed in a skirt and a plaid top, she held Teddy’s hand, gave his back a pat, and let him off to run free among the other kids.

	Allison sat down on a bench and didn’t take her eyes off of him. Unlike some of the other moms and nannies, who read books or chatted with neighbors, Allison sat in docile silence, her eyes never wavered from following Teddy’s curly head around the play structure. If he disappeared behind a rail or a piece of equipment, she stood until she could see him. Ethan watched her watching Teddy and closed his eyes. This was his one chance. He didn’t have a backup plan.

	With his eyes still closed he felt someone brush up against his arm. Then he felt a small kiss on his cheek.

	He didn’t open his eyes.

	“You slapped me,” he said.

	“You deserved it,” she replied.

	He turned to look at her. “You shouldn’t be here.”

	Cass made a face and shrugged. “C’est la vie.” She slipped her hand into his and tugged him forward, he stumbled and stopped. “Come on, Ethan King. Follow me.”

	“This is a bad time, Cassandra. Please...I’m begging you.”

	“You owe me,” she said, her eyes stern. “You owe me this.”

	He shook his head. “I can’t.”

	“I have no other way to say goodbye to you except to help...so you will follow me.”

	Ethan stopped and he tried to let go of her hand, but she wouldn’t let him. “Blair.”

	“Don’t blame her. She is a troubled soul and I’m a persuasive woman.” Cass paused. “She said you love me. Is that true?” 

	Turning his head to the clock, he watched the seconds tick by. Ten. Fifteen. Twenty. “No,” he said. “It’s not true.”

	Cass laughed and tilted her head back. People around them stopped and looked at her; some were compelled to smile themselves. She flashed him a bright smile and pulled him closer, he dragged his foot until he had to take a step. She was moving him toward the park.

	“I don’t love you, too,” she replied.

	“I don’t need your help.”

	“You do,” she whispered. “And you’ll take it.”

	She dropped his hand and spun away from him and walked straight into the park and up to Allison. The young nanny greeted Cass while looking around her and calling to Teddy to come close. Ethan’s heart began to pound. Five minutes. He stumbled forward and Allison took note of him walking forward and she rushed over to Teddy and leaned down and whispered something in his ear. Teddy frowned.

	“I don’t want to leave,” Ethan heard him pout. Then Teddy looked up and saw Ethan and waved. “Uncle Ethan!” The child rushed forward, but Allison tugged him backward and held on to his shirt to keep him in place.

	“We were just leaving,” Allison said.

	“We just got here,” Teddy contradicted. A few of the other parents were watching the scene unfold.

	“It’s simple,” Cass said. “I’m a divination expert and Blair has paid for me to read the tarot for you.”

	“That’s ridiculous,” Allison said and she began to walk away.

	Cass stepped in front of her. “It will take five minutes. She insisted.”

	“Some other time.”

	“Sit down,” Cass said and she put her hand on Allison’s shoulder. Allison looked at Ethan, still standing ten feet away, and then to Teddy who was about to burst into tears. Mumbling under her breath, she sat down at a different park bench and motioned for Cass to get on with it.

	Cass pulled out her cards and displayed them in a line. Teddy wiggled on her lap. Ethan watched as Cass explained the cards and then announced, “That’s it. Painless.”

	“Painless,” Allison repeated, annoyed. Cass piled the cards back up and slipped them into her pocket. Then she reached out and tapped Allison on the shoulder, and bowed her head.

	“I’m sorry...I am...but I have a confession.” Cass signaled for Allison to come closer and Ethan watched as Cass brought a needle up and jabbed it quickly into the nanny’s shoulder. Allison’s response was quick—she buckled to the floor and Cass caught her, lowering her head to the ground. It happened seamlessly, as if the Haitian queen of all things amazing had also been gifted with the art of subterfuge.

	Teddy hovered over his guardian, but Cass swept him away.

	“Quick! This woman fainted! I need a guard and a medic!” Cass yelled. One of the mothers from the playground came trotting over and she leaned across Allison’s body.

	“What happened?”

	The other mothers and fathers began to congregate: little busybodies more curious than concerned.

	“I read her tarot, told her the future, and she just...” Cass closed her eyes and swayed. “I’ll be right back. Keep her warm!” Cass slipped Teddy’s hand into hers and raced him over to Ethan.

	“It can’t be that easy,” Ethan said as he scooped Teddy into his arms.

	“I’m glad I made that look easy, darling,” she winked.

	Ethan looked at Allison and the gathering crowd. “Is she—?”

	“Just a little sleeping tonic. She’ll be right as rain in a bit. Go.” She gave his arm a squeeze. “Go. Now. You’re running out of time. Go. Be safe. Be brave. Be amazing.”

	He hesitated and then leaned down and kissed Cass’s cheek. She smiled.

	“See...I knew you didn’t love me,” she whispered. Then she turned back to the people fussing over Allison and slipped back in among the fray.







Ethan made it to the elevator. He made it to the atrium. He booked it as fast as he could across he large open expanse, darting past the concierge who called, “Good afternoon, Mr. King. Is there anything I can help—” before realizing that perhaps things were not as they should be.

	“Wait!” the young woman yelled. “Mr. King, you’re not supposed to go up there without proper authorization!” she called as he reached the final elevator—the one that would carry him to his escape. Using Cass’s master key, he unlocked the elevator override box, pushed the button, and the elevator sped down to him. From the sky bridges he could see the guards running, their weapons drawn. The elevator leading from the North Tower dinged and Grant exited, looking confused. He saw Ethan, Teddy, and then he saw the guards. Racing forward he made it to the elevator to the helipad right as the doors opened, and the boys darted inside.

	As the doors shut, Ethan exhaled in relief. But suddenly a hand sneaked its way between the metal and thrust the doors back open.

	“Don’t shoot! I have the boy!” Ethan yelled and he crouched down to Teddy and wrapped his arms around the boy’s body.

	But when he looked up, he realized that it wasn’t a guard who had slipped on board, but his father.

	Scott was pale, his hair frizzy, and his hands shook.

	“Push the close door button, dammit,” Scott said. And Grant did as he was told.

	Ethan smiled. “You swore,” he said to his dad. “You never swear.”

	“I swear,” Scott answered. “You just never heard me.” He was carrying a cardboard box. “You won’t have time...when you reach the top. And everyone will be coming for you, do you understand? I can stall them...”

	“Dad,” Ethan said and his voice broke. “This wasn’t the way.”

	“This is the only way.”

	Ethan nodded and tried not to cry. Grant was wide-eyed in the corner. He stepped forward.

	“Mr. King...you can’t...you shouldn’t...”

	“I’m saving my sons,” Scott answered. “You hear me?” He looked down to Teddy, who was watching everything wide-eyed; Scott smiled at him. “It’s okay, little man. Everything is going to be okay.”

	“Be strong, Teddy,” Ethan echoed. He picked up Teddy and held him tightly. “Trust Uncle Ethan and stay close.” 

	The doors opened to the helipad. Two armed guards rushed across the tarmacked roof and Scott stepped forward.

	“I have a bomb!” he shouted. “Stand back! Or I’ll blow the whole tower up! You hear me?”

	One of the guards radioed down to the tower. “He has a bomb. What should we do?”

	“Stand down!” someone barked and the guards lowered their weapons.

	“Drop them!” Scott demanded.

	The guards set their weapons on the ground and backed away.

	Ethan set Teddy down and Grant took the child’s other hand. Together they ran toward the waiting helicopter with Hank in the pilot seat. Scott followed close behind. Ethan turned to his father and shook his head; the wind was flapping all around them, and between the wind and the helicopter, it was hard to hear.

	“Why?” Ethan called. “Why did you change your mind? Why are you doing this?”

	“All I ever wanted to do was to save my family,” Scott yelled over the din. “All I ever wanted to do was protect you from the people who wanted to hurt you.”

	“You did, Dad!” Ethan yelled back. “You did. This is suicide...”

	“No!” Scott shook his head. He rushed forward and shoved the box into Ethan’s hands. “It’s on a timer. An egg timer. Set it and get out as fast as you can. I don’t know how you’re going to do this, son, but you better make damn sure this works.”

	“Okay,” Ethan said, his voice shaking.

	Grant yelled from inside the helicopter. He had strapped Teddy into a seat and leaned out the open door. “Ethan! Now! Now! Now!”

	Ethan turned and jumped into the waiting chopper, and immediately Hank lifted them off the ground and began soaring over the roaring waters. He held the box tightly to his chest and watched as his father got smaller and further away. The guards rushed him, tackled him to the helipad, and still his father kept his eyes trained on the helicopter as they disappeared into the clouds.

	His father had just purchased him, Grant, and Teddy a ticket off Kymberlin and paid for it with his own life





























CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE







The chopper blades cut through the air and disturbed the silence of the clown-centric fun land. Darla stopped trying to pull the paddleboat out of the small pool next to the kiddie rides and turned her face toward the sky. She had waited long enough for Blair to return with Teddy; the paddleboat was her next step. Dean and Ainsley had given up on trying to convince her it was a bad idea, and so she stood alone in the foot deep water, dragging the baby blue boat over to the edge and preparing to drag it out to the sea.

	But she knew that sound. She knew a helicopter was closing in on the beach. Abandoning her project, she leapt out of the pool and rushed down the cement. Dean emerged from his nest under the counter in the balloon darts tent and Ainsley, who had climbed into one of the Ferris wheel cars, stood up and held on to the railing. She shouted down below, “Coming straight for the beach!”

	“Guns!” Dean shouted. “Guns! And positions!”

	Ainsley wrapped her legs over the edge, grabbed on to the metal beam and flung herself into the next car. From there she was able to glide down to the edge and shimmy her way to the grass below. Darla checked her weapon and then rushed to the wall separating the carnival from the beach. She watched through a small hole in the fence and her breath caught in her chest.

	The helicopter landed and sand blew up around the door. The blades continued to swirl and flooded the area with deafening sound. Three figures ducked and hopped out and tore up the beach. Two big. One little.

	Ethan. Grant. 

	And a little curly-haired boy.

	Oh, how she recognized everything about him from so far away, as if her heart was a beacon tuned straight to Teddy. She knew his gait, the swing of his arms. The sight of him, unharmed and rushing toward up the beach was overwhelming. She had waited for this moment and nothing prepared her for the crushing emotion that poured over her. 

	Darla began to sob. Her tears blinded her. She tore back through the Palace Playland and out to the street, wiping her eyes and seeing only the fuzzy outlines approaching up the coast. Her legs had never pumped so hard and her heart hurt inside her chest. She rushed out past the retaining wall and hit the open street to the beach. 

	Grant was holding Teddy’s hand and helping him run up the sand. And Ethan was behind them, struggling to keep his balance. The helicopter ascended into the air; it was up and traveling north, away from them and into the sky. She watched it disappear behind a cloud.

	“Teddy! TEDDY!” Darla cried and she ran straight into him, sweeping him up off the beach and into her arms. She smothered him with kisses and covered him with her own tears and snot. The sand clung to her wet pants and shoes, but Darla didn’t care. She sunk down to the ground and held Teddy so tight that she was worried her heart might burst.

	“Mama!” Teddy cried. “Mama!” His little hands wrapped around her neck. He kissed her cheek.

	“Are you real?” Darla asked and she laughed as she grabbed Teddy’s cheek and gave it a small pinch. He smiled and she tucked him closer. She inhaled his scent—fruity and fresh. He didn’t smell like her Teddy; she wanted to roll him around in the dirt and muddy him up—scrub him clean of evidence that strangers had kept him away from her. Those were weeks that were gone from her forever. That was time she’d never get back. She wanted to hold him tighter, squeeze him harder; she wished there was a way to physically express her relief and her love and her joy. 

	“I missed you, Mama,” Teddy said, and he was crying, too. Big tears. He kissed her cheek. “Your face is salty. Are you sad?”

	“No, baby boy. I’m not sad,” Darla sobbed. She laughed. And cried and hugged him. “I’m not sad. I’m not sad at all. I missed you, too.”

	She pulled him back and inspected him. He looked good. He was wearing clothes she didn’t recognize and brand-new canvas tennis shoes.

	“I thought you were gone,” he whispered. “I thought you were never coming back.”

	“I’m so sorry,” she mumbled, and she pulled him in close again. “I’m sorry it took me so long.”

	“I was scared,” Teddy said.

	“No need to be scared anymore. Your mama has you now. You hear me? I’m here. I’m here and I’m never going anywhere again. You hear me? I’m here forever.” Sometimes she thought of the promises parents make to their children—the ones that are used for comfort, but shrouded in half-truths: safe lies. She couldn’t promise Teddy forever, but she could come close. 

	An explosion startled her and Teddy screamed and clawed at her shoulder. Her heart leapt and her body went into panic mode. She threw her body over his and tried to shield him from the ensuing violence. There they were, on the beach, exposed. She waited for rapid gunfire, armed men, and the evidence that her reunion with Teddy was too good to be true. When none of those things happened, Darla lifted her head to the sky. She smelled smoke.

	A yellow and red ball of fire appeared in the sky and then a pillar of black smoke followed it. From down the beach, Ethan stopped and looked at the place from which the sound and fire came—it was several miles up the coastline. He jumped and clapped. It took Darla a second to realize that he was celebrating.

	“It worked! He did it! That son of a bitch did it!” Ethan cried and he moved up the sand with a quickened pace. “Come on! Go. Go!” He waved for Darla and Teddy to get off the beach, his arms flying in circles as he jumped up and down. “Go! Go!” he continued to yell.

	Darla scooped Teddy up into her arms and rushed back toward the amusement park. She could feel the mixture of the sand and her wet clothes rubbing against her body; it created little stabs of sharp pain as she moved and rubbed her skin raw. She flew under the clown gateway and straight to Dean, who took Teddy from her arms and spun him around.

	Grant went back for Ethan, grabbed his arm and wrapped it around his shoulder and then allowed Ethan to use him as a crutch to get off the dry sand. When they reached the road, Ethan untangled himself from Grant and they rushed forward into the Palace Playland—the clowns smiling at them, the smoke still billowing from out at sea.

	“Car?” Ethan asked, out of breath.

	“Van,” Darla answered. She sniffed and began to cry again. “I’m sorry. Hold on…I’m trying to get a grip.”

	“We grabbed a few vehicles...we didn’t know how many to expect. We can take the larger passenger van. Leave the minivan,” Dean answered. He put his hand out for Grant and Grant grabbed it and let his dad pull him into a shared embrace with Teddy. Then he let Grant go and beamed. 

	“We have to go,” Ethan said, and he clasped Darla on the back—his substitute for a hug. “It’s good to see you, Darla. It’s so good to see you.” He put a hand over his mouth. Then he smiled through the tears. “I’m sorry…”

	“It’s not your fault,” Darla answered. She leaned over and took Teddy from Dean. She looked at her child and ran her fingers through his hair and kissed his freckled cheeks. “It wasn’t your fault.”

	Dean and Grant stood side-by-side. “Dad—” Grant started and without hesitation Dean enveloped Grant. He wrapped his arms around his son, and the moment Grant was safe against his father, he began to cry. “She didn’t come with me,” he said. “She didn’t want to choose...so...I told her...”

	“Hey there, cowboy,” Dean said, closing his eyes. “I know a little something about that. Right?”

	Grant nodded.

	“If it’s meant to be, she’ll find a way. It’s not the end, son. It’s not the end.” Dean leaned down to make sure Grant had heard him. Grant nodded again.

	Ethan shifted on his leg and looked around the empty carnival. He scanned the booths and the rides, and just as he was about to ask Darla, he saw her by the Ferris wheel. Her hair was blowing in the wind. She stood up on her tiptoes and waved at him, and then she came rushing forward—barreling into Ethan’s chest and knocking him over. He hit the pavement with a thud and he groaned.

	“My tailbone,” he cried out.

	“I can’t amputate that,” Ainsley said. She sat him up. Then she pulled back, embarrassed, and she stood to her feet and smoothed out her torn pants and shirt. She offered him her hand.

	“You look like hell,” he said.

	“Waiting around for someone to rescue themselves is hard work,” Ainsley replied. “Thanks for being sensitive to the fact that I don’t think I could spend another night in this awful, awful place. I had a nightmare last night that the Tunnel of Love was really a portal to this level of Hell ruled by demented giant stuffed animals.”

	“That’s a real thing,” Ethan replied. She poked him in the shoulder with a single finger. He smiled. “I thought you were dead.”

	“I’m alive because I was a coward,” she said in a whisper. “My mom is dead.” She stopped and closed her eyes. “I’m alone...”

	Ethan shook his head. He looked at Dean and Grant; Darla and Teddy; and then he looked at Ainsley. “We’re a family. Look at us. It’s the best kind of family…the family you choose. You’re not alone.”

	A secondary explosion jarred them, and together they looked out to the sea. A cloud of smoke lifted beyond their view, and Ethan clapped his hands together.

	“They’ll do a search here soon enough. So we need to hightail it out of here. They’ll inspect the crash site first...”

	“Sweepers?” Darla asked.

	“What are sweepers? They’ll just send the guards out,” Ethan clarified.

	“The pilot?” Dean asked, worried. 

	“Safe. I hope,” Grant replied. “The plan was to put it on autopilot and set the timer on Scott’s bomb. He was supposed to parachute to the beach and send the chopper out to sea. James Bond style.”

	“Goodness,” Ainsley exclaimed. 

	“Look,” Ethan gathered the group together in a huddle. “No one from Huck’s army is on the mainland right now. We gotta go. If we can get out of this area without being spotted and hunker down, we’ll be free. Safe.”

	“Forever?” Ainsley asked. She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at him, unblinking.

	“I don’t know,” Ethan replied. He looked to Darla. “Get us out of here. You have any idea of a place we could go?”

	Her face was a bloated, puffy mess. She smiled at him brightly, her eyes glistening. “Excellent idea. I know just the place.”

	“No!” Grant snapped, everyone turned to look at him, and he stepped over to Darla. “No. I know a place. I know a place. And it’s where we need to go.”

	“We’ve got contacts in Montana. A group of survivors that have started a little community there. I think that’s where we should go…we’d be welcome there.”

	“No,” Grant said again. He was adamant. “I’m going to Wyoming…I promised Lucy that’s where I would meet her and that’s where I’m going. No one else has to go with me, that’s fine, but then give me my own keys.”

	“We stay together,” Dean said to his son. “Wherever we go, we go together.”

	“Wyoming,” Grant replied. “Jackson Lake.” He stood tall and looked at Darla, his mouth rigid. 

	Darla reached into her pocket and pulled out a set of keys on a leather keychain. She tossed them to Grant and he caught them awkwardly against his body.

	“Lead the way,” she said, and Grant panned the expectant faces of the group, steeled himself against the charge of leading the group, and marched off toward the Playland parking lot. Darla smiled and kissed Teddy’s face.

	“I love you, little dude,” she said.

	“Love you, Mama,” Teddy answered.

	Darla beamed and marched off behind Grant, content to let him take the lead. They climbed into a large white van. There were two other vans in the lot. Grant peered in through the windows and saw keys sitting on the seats. He exhaled, relieved, and continued to their vehicle. He slipped behind the wheel, started the engine, and started to drive out of the parking lot. Nobody said a word. Dean sat in the passenger seat and looked at his son; Ethan and Ainsley had climbed into the very back and sat next to each other, their legs barely touching. And Darla rested Teddy against the middle seat, buckled him in, and rested his head in her lap. She ran her finger through his hair and closed her eyes.

	Without warning, Grant threw the van into park. The passengers jolted and shifted under the sudden stop; Darla groaned. Jumping out, Grant left everyone confused and silent and they watched as he ran, with his arms pumping, back toward the Playland parking lot.

	“What the—” Ethan started as Grant stumbled away from them.

	When Grant reached the other van in the lot, he opened the door and scavenged around; he found a receipt from a fast food restaurant and an eyeliner pencil. He scribbled a note and left it on the leather seat. Then he dropped the pencil to the ground, turned and ran back to the van. He slipped back into his seat, put the car in drive, and barreled down the road.

	He didn’t say a word to anyone about the brief detour. And no one asked.

	They drove south away from the crash site and the amusement park, straight down the Atlantic coastline, and then they cut west. Kymberlin had slipped out of view: the tower no longer visible along the horizon.

	Even as they traveled further away, they could hear the sound of an army of helicopters arriving in their wake. By the time Huck’s men inspected the shore and the decimated remains of the charred helicopter and came to the conclusion that no one had been on board at the time of the explosion (or the bodies had been swiftly carried out to sea—no one would be able to say with conviction which one was more likely), the van carrying the survivors would have passed into rural New Hampshire on their grand adventure out west. They would be rushing along the highways on a steady course to Wyoming, starting their new life together: as a little, but beautiful, patchwork family.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO







Scott’s faced remained pressed against the hot cement of the helipad. One of the guards pushed his foot squarely into Scott’s back while the other kept a gun aimed at his head. He was still and calm as he watched the helicopter drift toward the shore and out of sight. What a serendipitously cloudy day. Ethan’s face, so full of gratitude, shock, and fear played for Scott again and again. He had made them a napalm bomb—a simple act of chemistry. Creating it had required no great scientific mind—only a boyish curiosity and some basic understanding of combustion. It would, combined with the gasoline, decimate the helicopter. The thought made Scott feel warm and comforted. His final act on this earth had been to do what he had been trying to do from the beginning: help.

	Huck was coming.

	Gordy, too.

	And yet Scott didn’t feel afraid.

	Like a movie, he replayed the events of his life that culminated in this one moment. The job interview, the test, the proposal, the acceptance. The years of traveling to cities and bunkers, performing experiments on people who had sold their right to life to help others. Those people didn’t know that the people they had given their lives to protect were doomed as well. Scott’s virus was indiscriminating. 

	The elevator doors opened and feet rushed forward, and stopped. Scott’s head was bleeding from the rough tackle to the ground, and his arm hurt. Maybe it was broken, but he didn’t think it mattered anymore.

	“Get him up,” Huck commanded.

	The guards grabbed him under his shoulders and lifted him to his feet. The Truman men stood before him. Veins throbbed in Huck’s neck and across his forehead; Gordy stood behind his father, just over his shoulder, and he stared at Scott blankly. 

	“How dare you?” Huck asked with quiet anger. He stormed up to Scott and without hesitation spit squarely in his face. The stream of saliva traveled down Scott’s cheek and dripped from his chin. Then Huck turned to his guards and said, “Hit him.” One guard landed a punch in Scott’s stomach, and it knocked the wind out of him. He coughed and his body pulled him to the ground, but the men held him up.

	Huck paced.

	“You have told me so many times in the past that you understood our cause. And yet every single one of your actions recently has shown me that you are a liar,” Huck seethed.

	Gordy stepped forward, but Huck pointed a finger at his son and his face turned red.

	“Don’t you dare intervene,” Huck spat. He turned back to Scott, “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

	Scott shook his head.

	“Nothing?” Huck let out a condescending laugh. “You aided and abetted kidnappers. You created a destructive device with the intent to harm my people. You allowed your son and your little...” Huck stopped. “What is Grant to you, Scott? Your little protégé...your little experiment.”

	“He deserved to live,” Scott said. He lifted his head to look at Huck fully. Huck was nothing; so slight, so fragile. He had caustic words and a mindless army to back him, but he had no power and no control over Scott anymore. “You rule with fear and anger. The people on these Islands will not follow you down a rabbit hole of merciless killing. Your empire will crumble and you will fail and I will only be sorry that I didn’t get to watch it happen,” Scott said.

	Gordy stepped forward. “Enough.”

	“Stay out of this,” Huck warned.

	“I said enough,” Gordy said again.

	“He dies,” Huck said.

	Gordy nodded. “I agree.”

	“And we hunt down the boys. Bring Teddy back safely and annihilate the others.”

	Gordy stood away from the group and looked out over the helipad. The helicopter was out of sight, and he scanned the cloudy horizon. “I’ll call all the pilots from the other Islands. They’ll be behind by twenty or so minutes, but we will get them. We can start a search mission—”

	He was interrupted by the sound of an explosion. It was a loud, rolling clap of thunderous noise. They swung their heads to the sound and watched as a plume of smoke erupted through the clouds. From their position they could see a fiery mass plummeting from the sky. Scott tried not to jump for joy. Instead, he twisted his face into surprise and cried out.

	“No!” he gasped. “No...” he whispered and he hung his head.

	“Oh,” Gordy breathed. “No, no.” His face went ashen and he pointed at the spot where the smoke was billowing. “There was a child on that helicopter. A child! Dear God…Blair…what will we tell Blair?” He covered his mouth with his hands and stood and looked out.

	Huck turned slowly to Scott. He stalked over and lifted his face upward. 

	“You are hereby sentenced to death. For treason, aiding and abetting, possessing illegal materials, and for murder.” He walked to his son and clasped a hand on his shoulder. 

	Scott wiggled under the firm hands of the guards.

	“Gordy,” Scott said, his voice firm. The son turned. “I accept my own fate, but my family had nothing to do with my actions. Do not punish them for my indiscretions...”

	Gordy looked to the ground.

	“Please,” Scott begged. “Promise me.”

	“You’ve earned no such promises,” Huck said and he stepped to the side.

	But Scott was unrelenting. “I gave you everything I had...my entire life and my family. You couldn’t have accomplished any of this without me. I gave you everything...and all I am asking for in return is safety for my family...that’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

	“There would have been someone else,” Huck replied. He turned his back. “There is always someone else.” He turned to the guards. “Shoot him.” 

	The guards loosened their grip and went for their weapons, and Scott seized the moment. He pulled away from them and took two large steps backward, and then he rushed to the edge. A small fence separated the helipad from the edge of the tower. Looking below, he could see nothing but gray. The ocean water from that height did not move or turn with the wind: it could have been cement beneath him—there was no way to see for sure. Ignoring Huck’s angry shouts and the guard’s warning shot in his direction, Scott climbed over to the ledge. The wind rushed around him and filled his ears with steady pounding. 

	A shot rang out and it pierced Scott’s shoulder. The pain radiated down his arm and he held on to the railing. Tears stung his eyes and his clothes whipped around his body. He thought of Maxine—his perfect mate, the mother of his children. He thought of her strength, her resoluteness, and her power. When he first met her, he knew that he had to spend the rest of his life with her. He knew he would be a better man for making her his everything. They had made such beautiful children. Strong and brave. Tender and empathetic. They were amazing, despite his own shortcomings as a father.

	Another shot rang out and this time the bullet pierced his side. With all of his remaining strength, Scott pushed himself off the edge and let his body slip into a free fall. He could see the ocean below him, the rapidly approaching swirl of blue and gray and white foam. The hair on his arm stood on end and a buzzing, zipping, sound filled his ears. He closed his eyes. And smiled. 

	




	




















CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE







Lucy heard the explosion and rushed to the glass. Their westward-facing window provided them a brief glimpse of black smoke spiraling downward into the sea and upward into the clouds. She gasped and placed her hands against the window, and then spun to her mother. The King family gathered and watched the smoke, and they pushed their noses against the glass. Maxine placed her hand on Galen’s shoulder. 

	“Oh my God,” Maxine whisper. “Tell me that was not what I think it was.”

	“Did a plane go down?” Galen asked. His breath fogged up the window in front of him. “What happened?” He shifted and turned to his mother. “Mom, was it them?” His lip trembled and he looked back out to the ocean, frozen.

	“I don’t know, sweetheart,” Maxine replied, her voice catching. “No. No. It’s nothing, come away from the window.” She pulled them each away and went to the wall, and with long pulls of the cord she shut the curtain, blocking out the natural sun and the view of the distant wreck outside.

	“Mom—” Lucy started, but Maxine raised a hand.

	“I can’t stay in this house,” her mother said. “With Ethan gone and your father out God knows where. I can’t.” She walked into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water, and she drank it in one gulp. Maxine filled the glass again and stood with her back to her children, holding the glass and staring at the wall.

	“Where will we go?” Harper asked.

	“Where do you want to go?” Maxine asked the girl without looking, and Harper beamed at the responsibility of choosing. 

	“To the park!”

	Maxine set the full glass of water down on the counter and leaned over her map; she scanned and skimmed and then placed her finger on a small green square. “Perfect. We’ll go the park.” She lined them all up and inspected for socks and matching shoes. She made a joke about climate-controlled parks and not needing jackets and Lucy tried to smile. Everyone was quiet as they walked. Maxine led the way with Harper’s hand in her own and she kept her head up high. But when they reached the sky bridge, Lucy could tell that something was wrong. People passed them, and there were whispers. A few people stared at Maxine and the brood with narrow eyes, judging them as they passed. A few looked sad. Mournful. One woman put a hand over her heart and looked down at Harper with her lopsided ponytails and made a small sound of pity.

	When they reached the end of the bridge and began to make their way to the elevator in the middle of the open atrium, they all heard the shouts and commands, which seemed to rain down on them from all directions. 

	Lucy’s stomach dropped and she began to shake. She grabbed on to Galen and they stood there holding each other as the guards surrounded them, their guns lifted and in place. One guard even aimed his registered weapon at Harper. Still, Maxine stood up tall. She took one look at the men and turned to her children.

	“It’s fine,” she whispered. “Stand tall. Be still and stand tall.”

	A gangly man in a crisp blue uniform approached Mama Maxine and stood toe-to-toe with her; he crossed his arms and peered down at the family. More guards materialized from the corners and they formed a half-circle around the Kings. If a middle-aged woman and her five children garnered that much attention from the military, then Lucy couldn’t fathom how they would respond when faced with a real threat. She scanned the open atrium and saw a group of rubberneckers huddling near the elevator, watching the scene unfold. And she could see the concierge wringing her hands at her table and an expression of both concern and interest on her face.

	“Mrs. King,” the tall man said with an undercurrent of contempt. “We are authorized to hold you for questioning. Your family is restricted from gaining access to the towers at this time.”

	“We’re going to the park!” Harper told him. The man didn’t blink.

	“What is this about?” Maxine asked. 

	Lucy marveled at the strength and calm in her mother’s voice. She gave no hint that she was unraveling, that she had said goodbye to her oldest son, that she had seen and heard the explosion out her window. All her life she had thought that her mom was unbreakable—an unstoppable force, a wealth of knowledge, wisdom, and power—but as she watched her mother stare at the guard in front of her, her jaw tight, her eyes exposing nothing of the pain inside, Lucy realized that the most important trait her mother possessed was being a good actress. She didn’t deny herself the opportunities to fall apart and feel pain, but she could control it. While anger and fear crept its way into Lucy’s features, while she trembled against her younger brother, she marveled at her mother’s confidence.

	Lucy took a deep breath and she thought of Grant.

	And Ethan.

	She thought of the fiery ball in the sky and the smoke.

	Something stirred in her, a voice of remembering: to die would be their only safe way to escape. Ethan had not breathed a word of their plan, but she knew the plan would involve a death. A ruse. A smile twitched at the corners of her mouth and Lucy closed her eyes. She imagined her brother, Teddy, and Grant safe on the beach—reunited with the other survivors, and slinking away from the rubble. That is what she wanted to rest in; that is what she wanted to believe.

	“I’m sorry,” the guard said, but he didn’t sound sorry. His radio crackled. “Return to your house and wait, please.”

	“I will not,” Maxine said. “It’s a beautiful day on Kymberlin and I’m taking my kids to the park. I demand to talk with someone about this oversight.”

	The elevator dinged open and Huck and Gordy appeared on cue. They stepped off and looked at each other, and Maxine moved forward. She pushed her way past the guards and walked straight to their leader. The kids followed behind her, crowded around her arms and legs; they moved as one. Guns and eyes followed them.

	“Escort her to her house,” Huck said as Maxine approached.

	“Why am I not allowed access to the tower?” she asked, placing her hands on her hips. “I demand an answer.”

	Huck’s mouth twitched. Gordy slid between them and he tried to place his hands on Maxine’s shoulders to spin her back around, but she twisted out from under him and shot him a glare so penetrating that Gordy dropped his arms and retreated. 

	“Explain,” she seethed. 

	“Go home,” Gordy whispered. He was shaken. “Go home.” Then he added, “Please, Maxine...go home and be with your children. Someone will be with you shortly. Just go home, Maxine, your kids will need you.”

	His tone, his words, the frown on his face—Maxine knew. She read the truth between the lies, between the softness of his voice, from the way Huck looked at the ground, his fists in tiny balls at his side. She knew because of the whispers and the stares and the pitying strangers. 

	“Look at me,” Maxine said to Huck. She sidestepped Gordy and a guard swooped in, pushing her back away from the leader. “If you have something to tell me, then you tell me. Don’t stand there and act like I don’t deserve to know the truth. Don’t stand there and act like my family means nothing to you. You owe me more than this. You owe me honesty.”

	Huck raised his head, his eyes flashing. “Honesty? The truth?” He shook his head. “What truth?” He walked away from her, and then turned at the last second. First, he looked at Lucy, then to Maxine, finally to the younger kids. “Go home, Mrs. King. Just like my son asked. Go home before everyone here learns your truth...that your husband killed a child, and then in a final act of cowardice...” Huck looked upward to the overcast sky and put his hand straight in the air. Then he whistled low and made his pointer finger swan dive. “His body is somewhere in the ocean and I have no desire to recover it. He will rot there, alone. Is that the truth you wanted? That your husband was a gutless pig? A worthless traitor who never deserved to see the beauty of my creation.” Gordy walked to his father and stood between him and the King family.

	“Father—” Gordy said, his voice low.

	“Dove to his death. Left you to pick up the pieces of a broken life. I hope you learn to hate him. Let the years harden your heart.” Huck pointed at her, a piece of spittle flew from his mouth.

	Gordy put his hand up, but Huck shook his head and waved his son away, undeterred. 

	The twins whimpered and buried their heads, and Harper sucked her thumb, wide-eyed and unmoving. Lucy disentangled her hand from Galen’s and stepped between Huck and her mother. She rooted her feet firmly—her hands clenched by her side.

	“You don’t get to talk about my father that way,” Lucy snapped. She felt so instantly protective. Her fear of Huck was gone, dissolved in an instant, and she saw him for the shell of a human he truly was. She took another step forward and the guards shifted into place. “And don’t yell at my mother in front of her kids. Who’s the coward now? Who’s the gutless worm?” She tried to push past the guards; she strained against their arms, her hands formed into claws, and she batted at the air. 

	They picked her up like she was a doll and moved her back into place. 

	Huck laughed. “Go home, Lucy. Take your family home. And wait until I decide what the hell I’m supposed to do with you now.” Without another word, he stomped off and slipped inside the elevator and disappeared.

	For a brief second, the atrium was filled with desolate stillness. No one dared to breathe or move. It was the concierge who finally moved out from her post and approached the shell-shocked family.

	“I’ve been instructed, Mrs. King, to have the guards walk you home. And, I’m so sorry, but please hand over your keys. You and your family are under house arrest. Such a shame.” Maxine eyed the woman and dug into her pocket. She flipped the keys onto the ground, forcing the woman to bend down and pick them up. “Yes, well, thank you. And have a wonderful day at—” she stopped herself, aware of the gaffe, and cringed.

	Maxine turned, her nostrils flaring. “Have a wonderful day at Kymberlin?” she repeated incredulously. And then she added for good measure, “Do us all a favor and go to hell.”







When they arrived back at their house, Maxine cried for a second. She hit her head against the door and cried. But then she stopped as suddenly as she had started and wiped her tears. She took her full glass of water from the morning and carried it with her up the stairs. Every step seemed laborious and yet Maxine moved with a trancelike quality—her eyes never traveled to the children downstairs.

	“Mom?” Lucy asked, running after her, but Maxine drifted upward without turning. She walked across the loft and opened her bedroom door and slipped inside then shut it soundlessly. Lucy turned and saw her brothers and sisters huddled together. Monroe and Malcolm were holding hands and Galen was holding Harper. They looked to her. 

	“What are we going to do?” Monroe asked.

	“I’m scared,” Malcolm added.

	“Is dad coming home?” Harper asked.

	Galen patted the little girl’s back and shook his head. “Come on, let’s go downstairs and play for a bit.”

	“I don’t want to play,” Monroe said. “I want mom. I want dad.”

	Lucy walked over and crouched down on the ground. She opened her arms and her siblings rushed forward. Together they hugged and breathed as one. When Lucy finally stood up and brushed her fingers across the twin’s hair and straightened Harper’s camisole, she could feel their eyes looking to her for answers. She pushed aside her own terror and grief, and looked at those who needed her most.

	She shuddered to think of her siblings enduring their father’s death without her.

	“I think we wait,” she told them. She thought of Cass and wondered how to get a message to her friend; and she thought of her father. Suicide. The explosion off the shore. There were so many unanswered questions enmeshed with her grief. “But I don’t want you to worry about anything, you hear me? I’ve got this. We’ll get through this together.”







Galen had tucked Harper into bed and the twins played a board game. They did not seem committed to winning. Each one moved his piece robotically. Sometimes they forgot whose turn it was next. Eventually, Monroe just put his head down on the carpet and stared at the wall. Galen and Lucy sat and stared out of their window. It was a spectacle: the helicopters buzzed around the crash site for hours. Wisps of smoke still appeared on the horizon, but the tendrils were smaller now, barely noticeable. Upstairs, their mother was quiet.

	“Should we check on her?” Galen asked.

	Lucy shook her head.

	They were interrupted by a knock on the door and Lucy hesitated. She did not know what was beyond the other side, but she was certain that it wasn’t anything good. Two armed guards were stationed just beyond their doorway in the hall; anyone knocking on their door would be there with authority. Her first instinct was to hide the children. Then she lamented that she hadn’t thought of plotting an escape sooner. Could she have tunneled her way to the other homes? Would anyone have aided in their escape? Were they friendless and alone?

	With a deep breath, she walked over and opened the door an inch.

	It was Gordy and Blair. Their faces were stern; Lucy couldn’t see the guards.

	“I have nothing to say to you,” Lucy said, and she started to close the door, but Gordy was quick and he pushed the door back open and let himself inside the house. Blair followed and shut the door quickly. She slid the lock into place and scanned the living room.

	“Where’s your mother?” Gordy asked.

	“I’m in charge,” Lucy answered. “To get to my mother, you go through me.”

	Gordy smiled. He tilted his head. “Oh yeah?”

	From behind her, Lucy could hear Blair opening and shutting the cabinets and the refrigerator, checking each drawer.

	“What are you doing?”

	“Looking,” Blair said and she continued. She wandered to the coffee table and peaked underneath. “I don’t know, Gordy,” she said. “I’ll check upstairs.”

	“What are you looking for?” Lucy asked, her voice tense.

	Blair walked into the downstairs bathroom. Her voice echoed out into the living area. “Did your father keep any of his viruses around the house?” She exited empty-handed. “His lab has been stripped clean.”

	“I wouldn’t know about anything related to that. But I doubt he’d bring a dangerous bio-weapon into our home…not with small kids running around.” Lucy put her hands on her hips and tried to channel her mother.  

	Galen stood up and tried to stand tall, too. He lifted his head upward and looked up his nose at Gordy. “We didn’t do anything wrong. Go away.”

	Blair stopped and looked at her brother. She shrugged and raised her eyebrows. Gordy turned to them and sighed. “Sit down, Lucy,” he said, and he motioned for the couch.

	“No,” she replied. She stood firm.

	“I’ll make this quick,” Gordy said. “You have five minutes to take what you need from this place and follow me and Blair to the lower deck. There’s a boat waiting to take you and your family to the shore. Five minutes and the clock is running.”

	Lucy’s heart pounded. “What?” she asked, confused. “I don’t understand...I thought no one was supposed to leave...”

	“No one is supposed to leave,” Gordy replied. “But my father intends to kill you, and Blair and I are convinced that your death and the death of your family is not in the best interest of our Islands.”

	“Wait,” Lucy stared straight at Gordy. “You’re willing to spare us because it benefits you?”

	Gordy smiled and shook his head. “You’re young, Lucy. When you’re older you will understand.” 

	“What if we refuse?” Galen interrupted. Lucy tried to hush him.

	“You will die,” Blair said. She walked down into the living room and stood beside her brother. “We are not your enemy…we’re here to help you. This isn’t a trick.”

	“This doesn’t make sense. Why not let us die? No one seemed to have any problems killing people before,” Lucy said to directly to Blair. Her voice had a bite to it, but Blair ignored the implications. Lucy looked to Gordy next. He rubbed the back of his neck with his hand and looked at his sister. 

	“I’ve made it clear that my motive is selfish,” he replied. “Four minutes.”

	“Selfish, how?” Lucy ignored the countdown.

	“My father has certain things he cares about...chief among them is control. It’s more about knowing that he has managed his own world and less about understanding what we need for the Islands to survive. But you see, I care about this place and I intend to take control of Kymberlin...perhaps sooner than later. I don’t need a mutiny on my hands within the first week. Killing the King family in a public display…within the first month of its existence? It’s bad policy.”

	“So, this truly has nothing to do with us. No sense of compassion.”

	“No,” Gordy said matter-of-factly. “It has everything do to with the future and sanctity of this world. Killing you serves no purpose in the larger scheme of the Islands…showing you mercy and kindness will serve our purposes better. But you see, I’m not in charge yet. My father will still override my wishes and he will kill you.”

	Galen and Lucy exchanged a look.

	“How can I trust you?” Lucy asked.

	“You can never trust another human being fully and without reservation. You can only hope that their needs match with your needs. In this case, we are aligned. You want to live…and I need you not to die on Kymberlin. Escape is our mutual best interest.”

	“People will ask where we’ve gone…”

	Blair cleared her throat. “We will tell them that due to the circumstances of Scott King’s death and the explosion that took the lives of Ethan, Teddy, and Grant…that in your deep grief and mourning we thought it best to relocate you. To Copia.” She beamed, pleased with herself.

	Galen looked confused and he started to ask a question, but Lucy stopped him. “And when people discover that Copia is a sham?” Lucy could see Galen’s mouth drop with surprise, but he didn’t say a word.

	“They won’t,” Blair added. “Copia will succumb to a raging fire within the next four months. We already have footage and the pictures to prove this.”

	“All that work…”

	“Will be to preserve a quality of life that is good and needed. You can’t convince people to live a life of beauty and simplicity without selling them the lie. That’s what no one has ever understood. If you want to better the world, if you want to make changes for the good, you can’t trust that people will see their inherent value and intrinsically desire change. People are stubborn. If you want to change the world, you just do it.” Gordy said. He looked out their large window to the dimming day. He sighed and shook his head. “Time is running out, Lucy. I can’t answer any more of your questions…”

	“Did my father jump?” Lucy crossed her arms in front of her body and waited for Gordy’s response. She felt so immediately unafraid of him and his family. 

	After a pause, Gordy nodded. “He was wounded. It was his last moment to exercise free will. Jump or fall. And he jumped, yes.”

	“The explosion...”

	“Jesus…” Blair whined and she stamped a foot in protest. “The guards will be back soon, Gordy. Lucy, please…”

	But Gordy didn’t blink. He looked right at Lucy and took a breath. “The bodies were unrecoverable,” he answered slowly. Methodically. As if he knew. As if he were repeating the lie knowing that it was a lie. “Three minutes, Lucy. Or I will be unable to help you.”

	“But you’ve admitted you’re only helping yourself,” she said. “Don’t spin it. If it didn’t matter what the public thought of our deaths, you wouldn’t be here.”

	“We are creating a world where people can feel free and happy. Is that selfish? To want this place to succeed? To save you in an effort to save the Island from self-destruction? You see, Lucy, I care about this place. My father would rather crash everyone and everything into the sea than give up control. But I intend to see this through...my sister designed this place, the towers. It was Kymberlin’s idea. Not this perverted government with a leader who uses force, but she designed the building...the idea of sustainable energy, of a community where people could follow their dreams. It was an unattainable utopia that my father turned into an obsession.”

	“It’s an illusion,” Lucy whispered. 

	“It’s possible,” he responded. “I believe.”

	She looked at Blair. “And you’re with Gordy on this?”

	Blair looked to the ground. “We know my father,” was all she said. “Let us save you. Once you leave, it becomes our war to fight, our battle and our battle alone.”

	Lucy turned to Galen, and she was about to ask him what to do. If Blair and Gordy knew that the King family was alive, would they ever be free from the shadow of Kymberlin and the threat of discovery? She wanted to believe that Gordy would hide their disappearance from Huck. But what if it served himself to bring them back? Would he hunt them down again? She would leave if it meant she could be free of Kymberlin and the Trumans forever. 

	“How do I know that no one will find out what happened to us?” Lucy asked. “How do I know my family will be safe?”

	Gordy walked to Lucy. She stood tall before him, pulling her spine upward, tilting her chin in defiance.

	“I am offering you a boat. And a small window of time. And you will promise me that you will never come back here...ever. My father will think you are dead. Only Blair and I will ever know the truth. Over time people will forget you...don’t roll your eyes...it’s true. We will continue to grow our empire and let the earth heal, and you and your family will fade away.”

	“That’s not true,” Galen said. “People will wonder where we’ve gone!”

	Gordy shook his head. “No.”

	“In one hundred years, you’ll be a myth,” Blair said. “A bedtime story. A cautionary tale. If you slip out in the darkness, you are dealt a kindness that we cannot give you otherwise...a chance to start over and let this place recover.”

	“People forget,” Gordy added. “It’s nature’s kindest flaw.”

	“It’s time,” Blair said. She walked to Lucy. “If you believe that the people here on Kymberlin will fight for you...you may not be wrong. But my father will fight for your destruction. You can choose, Lucy. But if you don’t take our out, we can’t guarantee your life or the lives of your siblings...”

	Lucy nodded. “Give me a minute.”

	“We don’t have a minute,” Gordy said.

	“You will give me a minute,” she said, firmer this time. Lucy looked at Galen, “Get the kids. Pack some things. Only necessities and one artifact each.”

	“Lucy—” Galen said.

	“Do it,” she whispered. Turning her back to her visitors and her brother, she ran up the stairs and knocked on her mother’s door. When she opened it, her mother was awake, sitting against the bed on the floor. She was staring at the wall. There was a single bulb burning from a lamp. It’s light was dim and it cast long shadows against the wall. Lucy walked over and touched her mother’s arm. Maxine didn’t look at her. “Mom, we’re going. Right now. I need you to get up and come with me.”

	“Going?” Maxine asked. She shook her head. “No. I’m not going anywhere.”

	“Mom,” Lucy said, not trying to hide the panic in her voice. “Come with me. What do you want to take? Anything.” She rose and went to the dresser. The top was empty, bare. She opened up a drawer and there was nothing in there either. “What can I take for you?” she asked and turned.

	“Lucy, I’m staying here. I will not run scared for my entire life. I made my choice to stay and I will stay. I owe it to your father to fight for what he wanted for us. I won’t cower to those fools...I will stand tall until the end.”

	She watched as her mother stood and walked to the door and held it open. She wasn’t crying or yelling. Her eyes lacked brightness or awareness, but she stood firm and pointed to the hall. She was unwavering. 

	“Go, Lucy. You go.”

	Lucy hesitated.

	She could hear the voices of Monroe and Malcolm beneath the loft. Galen was corralling them, zipping them into coats, checking their backpacks. His voice carried to her.

	“We have a long way to go, little one,” she heard him say. “You can pick one more thing to take. Your book? Okay. Let’s get your book.” He was a good big brother. He was a good friend. 

	“Your father died here. And this is where I wish to die. You can’t take that from me. Let me die, Lucy. Let me join him. Save the kids.” She pushed Lucy gently out into the hallway. And then Maxine started to close the door. Lucy pushed back against the closing door and it banged against the wall. Then she reached in and grabbed her mother’s hand.

	“You’re the strongest woman I know.”

	“It’s a lie,” Maxine said without hesitation.

	“It’s not.” Lucy pulled her mother gently into the hall and she resisted. “Dad’s sacrifice was in vain if you just sit here in this bedroom and wallow. We have been offered a chance out of this nightmare and we’re taking it. Do you hear me?” She waited, and when her mother didn’t answer, Lucy took another step forward. “Don’t make me say goodbye to you, Mom. I’m leaving. I made the choice and it’s my choice and we’re leaving Kymberlin right this instant. And I’m not leaving here without my mother. So, you have a choice...you will pack a bag and come downstairs and help me with the kids. Those kids are not losing their mother and father in one day.”

	Maxine lifted her eyebrows. She paused as if she were going to launch into one of her patented diatribes; when Maxine made up her mind, no one changed it. Lucy could see her mother slipping from her. Then Maxine smiled. Her face scrunched up and she tried to push away the tears; she smoothed down her bangs and cleared her throat. “What’s my choice?” Maxine asked in a shaky voice. “You said I had a choice and then only listed one option…”

	“Mama Maxine staple parenting tactic,” Lucy replied. “I lied.” She held her head up high. “There is no choice.”

	Maxine leaned in and pulled Lucy into a hug. She rested her head against her daughter and pushed their cheeks together. Then in a whisper, she said, “Well shit, Lucy Larkspur. That’s a pep talk I wasn’t expecting from you. Like a slap in the face. On the way out...maybe you can advise me on my financial future?”

	The statement seemed incongruous and Lucy pulled back. “What?” she asked, confused, looking at her mother, whose dark eyes sparkled.

	“Because I think you just did it. You got what you wanted. You grew up. In that moment…you grew up. And if I didn’t know any better, I’d think you sounded just like that Darla you talked about.”







There was a hidden dock. In order to access it, they had to journey down to the Remembering Room first; then Gordy led them to a secret elevator off the control room. It took them back up to the surface of the ocean and into a small loading dock with a collection of boats. Big and small, luxury, and military. When they slipped through the control room, Lucy noticed that the cameras were off. Kymberlin was experiencing a visual blackout. The operators were gone, too. Gordy and Blair had orchestrated a series of open windows for them—and as she realized the lengths of their charade, she knew that she would be forever indebted to them for this second chance.

	As they neared the bottom of the stairs, she looked up to the mirror in the top of the control room where she and Grant had just stood...yesterday? Had it only been yesterday? And she tried to picture them up there now, looking down on the people below and hoping for a miracle.

	Grant knew then that he was leaving. He had stood next to her and kissed her and held her hand, and the whole time he knew that he might have to say goodbye. The group of escapees only had a few hours head start, but Lucy hoped that their plan had been a success and that they could catch up to them. She didn’t want to be the one to tell Ethan about their father. She didn’t want to watch his face when she admitted that they couldn’t all make it off the Island. 

	She wanted to say or do something for him. She wanted to stop and pray—could she remember Grant’s prayer for Salem? But she knew that she would never have the right words to memorialize the moment. They were alive: her mother, her, Galen, Monroe, Malcolm, and Harper. They were alive and they were together. That was enough.

	They maneuvered around the dock. Lucy kept Harper close and led the way behind Gordy and Blair. They put them on a white boat—a simple motorboat. Each of them climbed into the rocking vehicle and took their seats. Her mother sat down with the younger kids and Galen deferred to his older sister. Lucy looked at the ignition, a key dangling; the boat rocked and swayed on the water. 

	“I don’t know how—” Lucy started, but Gordy’s radio interrupted her. He listened intently. The vigil was over and those who had left their posts would return soon.

	“Thank you,” Gordy said into his walkie-talkie. Then he turned to Lucy. “You have to go now…no more time.”

	Lucy nodded and swallowed. “Okay,” she replied. Blair leaned across the bobbing dock and reached for Lucy’s hand. Lucy slipped over and shook Blair’s hand—her fingers were cold to the touch.

	“Teddy,” Blair said and she nodded. “If he ever asks about me…if he remembers…” then she stopped midsentence and let go of Lucy’s hand and she walked away with Gordy back down to the entrance. They didn’t turn around to say goodbye or wait to make sure the Kings made it safely. Instead, they just disappeared back into the belly of Kymberlin without another word.

	Lucy started the boat and took the wheel. She backed out of the dock slowly and slipped out into the rough waters outside Kymberlin. It was like driving a car. She kept saying that to herself: it’s like driving a car, it’s like driving a car. The large metal doors closed after her, sealing them off from the tower. Huddled together, the Kings sped away. Lucy turned back one last time to see the windows of the tower shining brightly over them. She kept the lights off on the boat, cloaking them in the approaching darkness until they were far enough away from Kymberlin to avoid detection. Then she just kept driving straight toward the sand. The boat carried them all the way to the shore; she beached the motorboat as far up the sand as it would let her before it became bogged down in the wetness of the land. Lucy hopped down from the boat first and the cold water licked her legs. She helped Harper down next, then the boys, and then her mother. Finally Galen jumped from the boat into the wet sand and they stood on the edge of the tide.

	“Come on,” Galen said. The sun was setting in front of them and the beach would soon be dark. Together, the family trudged upward and onward, heading toward the main road.

	“They had been hiding in the carnival,” Lucy called up to her family. “We check there first. Then we’ll find a car.”

	“Easier said than done,” Galen said.

	“Hey!” Lucy called, her voice carrying on the wind. “I’ll be right there!” She let them go ahead, and then Lucy turned. She slipped out of her wet shoes and held them in her hands and took a step back toward the ocean. She looked out to the horizon where the towers of Kymberlin stretched upward against the landscape, barely visible and intermittently concealed by the rising waves of the incoming tide. Like she had told Gordy, the towers seemed like an illusion. Simultaneously visible and then invisible from shore, and so removed from the world, they had been designed for docility and pseudo-contentment. She felt nothing but sadness for the people locked away inside its shiny glass houses. Cass’s window had faced the east, and so it was not even remotely visible from Lucy’s vantage point, but she stood on her tiptoes and waved all the same, flapping her arms and wishing that Cass could see her. Maybe Cass would miss her, or maybe she would move on to a new best friend, a new ally, a new purpose. Cass made her own way and never looked back. She had strength and conviction that could not be rivaled. But one thing was certain: she would land on her feet, and in her moments of idle thinking about the King family, Cass would not view their time together with regret; there would be only fondness for her onetime friends.

	Cass was the only thing Lucy would miss about Kymberlin. She hoped that her friend would see her happy and healthy in the cards.

	But Lucy wasn’t sure about the future of the Islands for the duration of Huck’s proposed five-hundred-year plan. Would people find contentment there? Would it become the new normal? Or would people fight for the freedom and liberties stripped from them? Lucy didn’t know, but she did know there would be more people following in their footsteps. In her heart, she knew that to be true. Whether Huck’s regime kept control for months or years or generations, there would always be a few who would rather choose uncertainty than a life locked up. All the provisions in the world could not buy serenity; the Islands were a powder keg, and Lucy could hear a small voice telling her, “There will be others. There will always be others.”

	Above her, the Ferris wheel rocked and swayed. Lucy wondered how long it would be until the structure collapsed, until the cars fell from their hinges, finally succumbing to rust and deterioration. There were things Huck could destroy, and things he could rebuild. And there were other things that would remain untouched by the history growing up around it.

	Lucy turned and marched toward the edge of the beach. She could still feel Kymberlin behind her, watching her, present, as always. But when she turned, she could no longer see the building that had been her home for such a short time. It had been there a moment ago, visible on the horizon, but now it was gone, enshrouded in darkness and fog. As if it had never existed at all; as if it had functioned as an illusion.

	“Goodbye,” she whispered to the air and it carried her words out to sea and into the hearts of those that needed to hear it. “Goodbye,” she said again and she outstretched her hand to the sea. Her heart ached, but she knew that she had to be strong. Someone had to be strong. Then she sprinted up the sand and around the corner, and stumbled into the parking lot of the Palace Playland.

	“We found a van,” Galen said, and he pointed to a single vehicle in the parking lot, parked at an angle across the empty spaces. He opened the door and peered inside. “Keys!” he shouted, and Lucy sprinted forward. Maxine was already busy situating the children inside, buckling them and finding space for their small backpacks. She climbed in after them and waited.

	“You driving, Mom?” Lucy asked, but Maxine shook her head.

	“I trust you,” Maxine said, and she nodded toward the driver seat.

	Lucy started to climb in, but her eyes went to the piece of white paper resting in the center of the seat. She picked up the paper, a small receipt, and read it again and again. I love you. My heart is with you. To our place, it said in Grant’s handwriting.

	“They made it here,” she said. “Ethan and Grant and Teddy...they made it off Kymberlin.” She held up the receipt and shook it into the air. “And I know where to go.”

	Galen hopped into the passenger seat. Lucy started the engine. She flipped on the headlights, which for a brief second illuminated the entrance of the Palace Playland, casting the eeriness of the park in a yellow glow. Then she turned the wheel and pulled out, the van hitting a curb before settling on the street.

	They drove in silence. Lucy looked in her rearview mirror and saw her mother cradling Harper, the two of them cuddled together with their eyes wide. They scanned the abandoned buildings of the small coastal town and turned to watch out the back window—half expecting to see Huck’s army emerge behind them. But nothing stirred. They slipped out unnoticed. Their future and their safety rested in Gordy and Blair’s hands and she had to trust that Gordy’s words were true. Only they had the power to keep Huck from following them. And she resolved right then and there to abandon her fear and embrace freedom instead. She may not have all the answers, but she had a promise. And that promise would carry her forward. 

	“I’m hungry,” Monroe said. “When can we eat?”

	“I’m cold,” Malcolm answered.

	“Shhhh,” Maxine replied. “I know, sweeties, but we’re doing the best we can right now. We’ll stop when we can. Just let Lucy drive.”

	“Here,” Galen said and he reached into his backpack. He pulled up some granola bars and an apple. He handed them to the backseat. “I just brought food,” he admitted. The twins opened up the bars; the wrappers crinkled.

	“Where are we going?” Galen asked a few miles later.

	Lucy kept her eyes on the road, “I guess that’s the only thing I know the answer to right now,” she said. Then she reached out and took her brother’s hand. “We’re going to Ethan and Grant.” She drummed the fingers of her left hand on the steering wheel and broke out into a huge smile. “There’s a little cabin at the foot of the mountains and it overlooks this lake. It’s away from all the death…like a little bubble of peacefulness that escaped destruction. And there are places for everyone and a room with a fireplace and a piano. It’s beautiful and it’s safe.” She paused—her eyes focused straight ahead, only seeing as far as the headlight beams in front of her. Then she looked over at Galen and back in the rearview mirror. “We’re going home,” she said. “Home. Together.”







THE END











Author’s Note







The inclusion of an author’s note is sometimes an annoying little addition stuck shamelessly after the last page. So, instead of slamming the book shut/powering down the Kindle/Nook/iPhone, and pondering the final words, the reader is subjected to a self-indulgent addendum.




So, I give you permission to skip this. (Not like you need my permission, because, truly, you—the reader—have all the power.)




Many people already know the story of how Virulent came to be. A ninth grade student in a pullout class for reluctant readers was unsurprisingly reluctant to read any book I peddled in front of him. Discouraged and out of options, I promised him that I would write the book he wanted to read. Sliding a piece of paper in front of him, I had him craft a list. His list was brief. He wanted: the apocalypse, death, destruction, bad guys with backstories, zombies, and he most definitely didn’t want a sappy love story. Sorry kid about the zombies.




For a few months, I crafted what would become some of the early chapters of Virulent. It was my creative writing students who inspired me to keep plugging away. (Yes, they inspired ME! I’m beyond blessed to teach the next generation of writers.) And when one of my students took the manuscript home and came to me the next day begging for the next chapter, I knew that I had to finish the story I had started. 




I had no idea when I started Virulent where the story would go. So, writing three books was out of the realm of my understanding.




There was only one thing I knew for certain: when I wrote The End, I wanted it to truly be a beginning. Let me put it this way instead: I wanted the Virulent Trilogy to be an origins story. So many of our favorite dystopian books take place years after society has succumbed to its reformed way of life. If the trilogy had opened with that in mind, then we would have started twenty years later on Kymberlin; characters would visit the Remembering Room as part of a yearly cleansing ritual to understand why they are out on the ocean and not on land. Huck may be dead, but his legacy of a megalomaniacal reign would be evident in every corner of the Island. And perhaps a small group of children, born and raised within the glass walls of the tower, would plot an escape. Together they would want to venture to the western mountains of the Former-United-States. Whispers of a community there, a group of survivors, infiltrate their daily conversations. People born with shackles always dream of running free.




That is a different story.




Maybe I’ll write it someday. Maybe I won’t. Maybe someone else should? 




Regardless, I knew that ending The Variables where I did would inspire a certain level of frustration. There are unanswered questions. My intention was to end the series when it felt like it could be the start of another great adventure. For me, that feels powerful and exciting.




In that vein, I opted out of publishing the epilogue I wrote. It didn’t work; it didn’t fit. It wasn’t where the story needed to stop—I went on too long, told too much, painted too precise a picture.




Sometimes the future of our most beloved characters is best left in the mind of the reader. You can craft for yourself what will happen to our motley cast after The End. And best of all: you won’t be wrong. I leave the next chapters to you and your imaginations. I trust you.




No matter what happens to my dear Lucy, Grant, Ethan, Darla, Teddy, and the others in the aftermath of their escape, one thing is abundantly clear. They have become intricately woven into the fabric of my life and they will still stay with me every day. I wish for them happiness and love and a life without regret. But who knows? We don’t always get what we want. 




Alright, narcissistic navel-gazing over. Continue on with your day. And know that I appreciate you (yes, you; don’t be silly) more than you will ever know.




Shelbi
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I have already wasted my best ideas. An Academy Award acceptance speech…credits at the end of a movie…what else is out there to fully capture my appreciation besides a boring old acknowledgments page? I thought of recording my thank yous and uploading a video and simply providing you the link.




But I’ve been trapped in my house for four days due to a snow and ice storm in Portland and I am in dire need of an eyebrow wax and a haircut. Add that to the fact that I have not showered and I’m wearing sweatpants. There are some moments that should not be captured visually for posterity. (Don’t take that sentence to mean I’m unhappy with this current state: sweatpants make up fifty-percent of my wardrobe.)




Do you want to know the truth about writers? Do you want to pull back the curtain to the writer’s life and examine the minutia of his or her world?




It is a lonely journey. Long hours in front of a computer and inside one’s own head.




I write these acknowledgments as a way to show my appreciation for the people who dared to venture inside that crazy head. For the people who have allowed me to be a horrible friend. Do you know what a horrible friend does? A horrible friend listens to you and tries to help you solve your own problems, but the whole time is thinking about whether or not you want to hear about how her characters are trapped on this manmade island out in the Atlantic. And do you know why it’s the Atlantic and not the Pacific? Because the Atlantic has better waves that could be converted to wave energy. And do you want to hear about what I learned about wave energy?




No.




No one does.




But good friends…amazing friends…friends deserving of their name IN PRINT…listen anyway. 




Good friends respond to the following frantic text messages within minutes: “HELP! I THINK I KILLED OFF THE WRONG CHARACTER! HELP! MUST REWRITE! GOING TO DIE!” They buy you bourbon and meet you at bars and pretend to love your characters as much as you do. Or, better yet, they DO love your characters as much as you do.




Good friends know that you are capable and talk you off the brink of bad decisions. They help you see your potential and encourage you to take chances when you are thinking that it’s better to take the easy way out. 




And when you apologize to these friends and say, “I’m sorry I’m talking about the book so much. I’m self-aware to realize that this is not how we should be spending lunch,” instead of admitting you are right, they say it’s okay, it’s fine, and together you wax philosophical about parent/child relationships.




Real, good friends respond to long rambling Facebook posts lamenting how you’re not strong enough to be a writer and your ego is too fragile and you’re pretty sure everyone thinks you are a fraud. They remind you that you are just a paranoid idiot and there are, surprisingly/unsurprisingly, people who really like you. So, shut up.




Yes, a lonely journey indeed.




Because inside my own head at any given time are multiple narratives spinning and weaving and growing into full-fledged stories. Many other authors talk about how they don’t want to bother their friends and family with drafts and writer’s dilemmas. I guess I’m a bad friend. Because if you are my friend, I have asked you to come along this journey with me. Some of you are my beta-readers, some of you are my escape, some of you watch my kids so I can write, and some of you let me wake you up at 3 a.m. to read a new chapter. (Okay, that one is just my husband.) Some of you are just an encouragement to me always—through kind words or excitement over this crazy life I have chosen. I could not ask for a better group of people to spend my time with. 




No matter what role you have had in helping this trilogy come to fruition, you are essential to its existence. And to mine.




So (here come some, but not all of, the people, if you want to skip the names and stick with the sentiment, then stop reading):




First of all: THANK YOU TO MY BROTHERS, BRYCE AND CORBIN. I got a ridiculous amount of flak for thanking them after bacon in the last book. I mean, bacon is around every day, is very delicious, and quite literally sustained me through writing The System, but I can understand the issue at its base level. Bacon vs. Brothers seems very callous, especially when I have exceptionally talented brothers. I am lucky to have shared my childhood with them. They are fantastic and I suppose if I had to choose between them and bacon, I’d choose them. (And a specific thank you to Corbin for helping me with the audiobook theme and my trailers and all that stuff that I cannot do on my own. No matter what you are working on, you drop it to help me. I’m grateful. Thank you.)




Thanks Mom and Dad and Matt and my boys; and the entire Sherman clan: It would be impossible to write three books in this timeframe without essential and dedicated support from all of you. People always say that you can’t choose your family or your in-laws, so you are stuck and you have to deal with it. Or something along those lines. Well, I feel like I won the lottery. 




Elliott: I don’t know if you will remember this time of our lives with any great clarity, but watching you draw and write your own Virulent books and staying up late with me to tell me all your stories has warmed my heart more than you could possibly imagine. I hope you do grow up to be a writer, little man.




Interlude…a story:




Me: I wrote about a five-year-old boy in my book and he’s kinda like you.

Elliott: Oh. What happens to him?

Me: He gets kidnapped.

Elliott: And then what happens?

Me: And then he is rescued by some brave people.

Elliott: That’s not like me. I’m a superhero. If I were kidnapped, I would rescue myself.




I love you, kid. You are a superhero. 




Ike: you were just a mention, a thought, a possibility when I started these books. And here you are now, a “getting big” three-year-old, as I finish this journey, and your little personality is such a joy to me. You are funny and brilliant and creative. You are sly and patient and determined. Your smile slays me. You bring light to everyone with that crooked little grin. If you ever decide that you can forgo the ten bedtime songs, in specific order, every night, in order to go to sleep, then mommy can write more to save up for your braces. 




Matt. No words. No gushing. Just. I love you. And I promise I’ll do a little bit of my fair share of the cleaning now. (No, I’m totally kidding. I’m sorry, mean joke. That isn’t going to happen.) I’m sorry that you had no idea when we got married ten years ago that I would turn into a slovenly mess who sat around drinking and eating pizza and spending so many hours in front of the computer that my eyes would start to twitch. You are my biggest fan and my kindest critic. And none of this is possible without you. Everyone should know that. And everyone should also thank you because you are the one who has to deal with me crying at 3am when I know that I have to revise something that already took weeks to write. You deal with that so others don’t have to. Way to take one for the team.




BOOK CLUB! Y’all get top billing because you are my sustenance and my joy. In my best Groban voice: “You lift me up…” Look, I can’t even START to communicate what you all mean to me; so, I’m not even going to try right now. But the love I feel for all of you and for the group we have created is real and powerful. You are a necessity in my life, not unlike breathing. Sometimes I wish my world was just weekends with book club and nothing else. An endless rotation of time with my best friends, my biggest cheerleaders, and just, in general, some of the best women in the entire world. (The world’s a big place, but I’m still very confident in this assessment.) 




Sunshine: thank you for all of your hard work as a beta-reader and early champion of all the various forms this book took over the past year. You are honest and thorough and have pulled me back from the brink on so many occasions. Superfluous words don’t cut it. The gratitude runs deep and I hope you know that.




Nicole: I don’t know what I’m going to do without you. You are my rock and my partner in crime and you allowed me to waste entire prep periods with book talk and you never once made me feel like you had better things to do (when you totally had better things to do). You, more than anyone, know exactly where this ending could have gone; thank you for reading seven different versions and helping me put things in perspective. Thank you for peddling this book to all your students and making me feel like a celebrity.




Samantha: you are singularly responsible for giving me the confidence to finish Virulent. And your work on The Variables helped tremendously. Thank you for amazing edits and your insight. I still can’t believe that you gave up your winter break to help get me ready for this launch. You are so incredible in every way. (I mean, there are pictures of you on a Segway on your way to Quidditch practice. You are, in short, my hero.) 




To all of my other early readers: Jill, Ruby, Debbi, Rachel, Reina, and Tara. Thanks for your willingness to see this book in its early, messy glory and believe in me enough to know it could be better. You each caught things that I would have never even thought of and together you are an unstoppable force of beta-awesomeness. 




My colleagues and my students and parents of students: thank you! When people ask me how I marketed my books and how I found success, I have said, “Really, if you can get one of the biggest schools in Portland to have your back, that would be really helpful.” Your love for these books has carried them forward into the world. Your fandom, despite knowing me in other capacities (tardy meeting attendee, writer of referrals, copy machine hog), is the lifeline to which I cling. 




Last, but not least: thank you readers. If you’re reading this far, then that means you decided to take the plunge and journey with me to the very end. Thank you for being you. Thank you for believing in me. Thank you for loving my characters. Thank you for taking a chance on an unknown. Thank you for your kind reviews (and your honest reviews that have helped me examine my own writing to make it better: you are right random Goodreads reviewer, I do have a wayward hyphen problem and I’m working really hard to correct it) and your emails and your words of appreciation. You never know when someone needs to hear them the most and your timing is always impeccable. Thank you, thank you, thank you.




To everyone I forgot: I love you, too. But the snow days and being trapped in my house are getting to my head. It’s the snow and ice and not a lack of gratitude. I promise. 
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