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Part One


The Road North

One

What blood leaves behind is a virus that haunts us all.

It snakes through innocent bloodstreams, infecting, sickening, hollowing out the bodies of all it has chosen to corrupt. It does its work fast, overnight. Leaves behind a lifeless shell, dried out and shrunken. A thing vaguely human, drained of color, the whitish-gray of cold ashes.

What blood leaves behind is a world without adults.

Older people—our parents, all those who ran the world—are gone. Every one of them has succumbed to this disease. I’ve seen nothing to convince me otherwise. I’ve found only children wandering the roads, lost and forlorn, and precious few of them.

We who are left behind show no symptoms until we’re in our late teens—seventeen, eighteen. We spend long, desperate days scrounging for food, hoping that we’ve been passed by, that the disease won’t find us, won’t claim us for its own. Hoping that, by some miracle, we will live to be full grown.

I’ve been told that not all the disease touches die. Some say a changeling is left behind, a creature of the sickness, one who can rise up from its sickbed and walk away. But I am sure this is only a story, the make-believe of frightened children whispering about white, bloodless creatures they think they have seen in the night.

This is the world we’re left to wander through. The world we’re left to try to survive in.

This is what blood leaves behind.

Two

My name is Gillian Rose. I am young enough not to have fallen sick but I wait for the day when it might happen. Maybe I will be the miracle and escape into adulthood untransformed by anything but time.

The days are quiet in this new world we live in but the nights explode with animal sounds. There are howls, cries, yips, snarls, rootings, snufflings, the snapping of twigs and branches. We often find spore around the places where we’ve stayed, territorial markings.

But human-made sounds have vanished.

More than a year has passed since I last heard the roar of an engine. There was a night, many months ago, when I was woken by a vehicle’s whine approaching from far in the distance. The weird, insistent cry of it cut through the silence of the house where we slept. I leapt up from my mattress, clutching my rifle, my knuckles white.

It might have been one person alone in a car. Maybe it was a small group in a van or a truck. Since leaving home, I can count the number of times I’ve heard such a noise on the fingers of one hand. Each time I’ve heard it, if I was outside and the vehicle stopped anywhere near me, I kept hidden until it drove off again. After my mother disappeared, I stopped trusting anyone able to drive a car.

But driving must be a lost art by now. It’s been so long since I’ve heard a vehicle, seen one driving by.

That night long ago when I last heard an engine whine, I crouched tense and uneasy in the dark of the room where I lay with the children. I listened to the thudding of my heart overtake the sound as it began to fade harmlessly into the distance. I imagined it was the sound of someone like me heading north, along the same route I have chosen to follow.

Three

The day comes when Larkin starts showing symptoms, when he starts to succumb to the disease. Larkin, the human being I’m closest to in the entire world, the one I feel like I’d give up my own life to save.

Summer’s heat has settled over us again and the berries are ripe. For a few months, everything feels good. Impossibly thick, towering, tangled clumps of blackberry vines cluster about the edges of weed-grown fields surrounding the town we occupy. It feels safe here, houses and stores abandoned but largely undamaged. The berries are deliciously sweet and plump, staining our fingers purple-black, the younger children with sticky-sweet juice dripping from the corners of their mouths.

Larkin throws a fat, dripping berry at me. “Catch, Gil,” he says, after the fact. The berry hits the front of my shirt, smashes flat and smears its way down to my waist. “You’re not on the ball today. Too hot for you, huh?”

I look down at the damage done to my clothing. “You ruined my shirt. And I like this shirt.” It’s a bright yellow tee shirt with the logo of a long forgotten rock band I found in someone’s drawer months ago.

He continues stuffing his face full of berries, his hands and mouth smeared purple just like the younger kids. I’ve been careful not to get myself too dirty, wiping my hands on a rag that sticks out of the pocket of my jeans.

Larkin laughs. “It’s not like you can’t find another shirt somewhere.”

He’s right. The people who fled the town years ago have left plenty behind, some things we can use, much we can’t. There’s no electric power, no running water, precious little gasoline left to siphon off. None of us knows how to drive a car, even if we found one that works. Larkin says he could figure it out fast enough but he never tries.

I love seeing Larkin laugh. He strips off his own shirt, his muscles hard, his body thin and wiry. He smears berry juice across his chest, making fun of my fussiness. I’ve tried to cut his thick black hair in a way that makes it look neat and even but it’s impossible with only a pair of scissors. I wish I could find a battery operated razor that still worked, wasn’t all corroded inside.

This is the best time of year for us, the lazy days when I begin to imagine that it will be a long, long time before we have any worries. This is supposed to be the time when everything comes easy.

One of the younger kids, Stace, who guesses she’s about eleven or twelve, is standing close to me. “Shush,” she says, holding the tip of a purple finger to her mouth.

I look where she’s looking and there’s a fat brown rabbit that has popped out of the vines just past where we’re standing. It takes in a mouthful of clover and eyes us warily. It doesn’t seem frightened, has probably never seen a human being before. “Get your rifle, Gil,” Larkin whispers.

I look over to where I left it, perched on the edge of a drainage ditch. The ditch divides the berry-wild field where we are gathered from a two-lane country road we followed a few miles out of town this morning. I take my rifle with me everywhere. We’ve found other weapons and stores of ammunition but this one is special. And I’m a much better shot than Larkin.

I hesitate, sure that by the time I dart over to the rifle and back again the rabbit will have jumped away. As if reading my mind, Larkin says, “Come on, Gil. At least take a chance.”

Walking casually over to the rifle, I keep watch on the bunny out of the corner of my eye. With all the feral dogs and coyotes that roam through the night, I’m surprised the little creature has lasted as long as it has. I snatch up my weapon and saunter back to the group as if I didn’t have a care in the world. The other children have come closer, whispering and pointing.

When I’m within easy range, I drop down on one knee and take aim. I feel sorry for the rabbit. I have a clear view of it through the site in profile, its nostrils twitching, watching me with one of its big brown eyes. I start to squeeze the trigger but I can’t follow through. I can’t kill the helpless little thing in front of all these young eyes. I stand up and, as if on cue, the rabbit leaps back into the tangle of berry vines.

Larkin strolls over to me. I’m worried he’ll be disappointed. I can’t remember the last time we tasted fresh meat. But he says, “It’s okay, Gil. I don’t think I could have killed it either. It was too small for all of us to share anyway.” He puts a sticky hand to my hair and rubs my scalp, just to drive me crazy. “There’ll be lots more to eat when we get to the city.”

Four

We are in a small town called Oxbow Ferry, about a mile from the interstate that runs from south to north. We have stuck close to those four endless lanes of blacktop for the last two years. We move from town to town up an enormous valley, making our way very slowly, scouting for safe places to stay, for stores still stocked with jars and cans, boxes of dry food the mealworms haven’t claimed. Safe places—places that haven’t been looted by other survivors.

I started out alone. After they closed the lab where my father did his research and sent him away, after the disease began to spread, claiming more and more lives, my mother and I remained in our home in the country. My father had left us well-stocked with provisions and his hunting rifles. He felt certain he knew what was going to happen. My mother and I spent the days alone target shooting until we felt like we could defend ourselves.

I turned fifteen when we began to run low on supplies. We had a car in the garage that my mother never drove. Once a week she opened the garage door, started the engine and let it idle long enough to make sure the battery stayed charged but not so long that she used up much gas. It was our escape, our one way out in a hurry, if anyone found us, if anyone was still out there and decided they would rather kill us and take what we had instead of bargaining or asking for our help. We had no idea what the survivors might be like, if there were any.

A day came when my mother decided she had no choice but to leave the house for a while. On that day she started a generator in our garage that ran on a dwindling supply of propane. She used it to power an air compressor to fill the car’s tires, ran the pump for the well water long enough so we could each take a hot bath—the last hot bath I’ve had. And she cooked a hot meal, a final home-cooked meal.

I remember her watching me over the remains of the dinner she had concocted from the last of our supplies, holding a mug of hot chocolate to her lips, the worry distinct in her eyes. “Gillian,” she said softly. “I’m not going to lie to you. I have no idea what’s out there so if I don’t—”

I shook my head violently. “Don’t even say that, mom.”

“I have to say it, Gil. You’re a strong girl. If I don’t…” She shrugged her shoulders. “Remember to stay in the shadows, off the main roads. Don’t ever approach someone until you’re absolutely sure they’re safe. And take a rifle with you.” She began to cry. “What’s going to happen to you, Gillian?”

Our only plan had been to wait for my father to return. That was what kept us going. But it now seemed certain that he could not return, was not able to. If he had survived.

The next day she left for the nearest town, Mountain Park, the place where she used to do most of her shopping, and never returned.

I waited for days, cold, lonely, frightened. There were a few unopened cans left, a few freeze-dried packets and I tried to make them last. When I had nothing, when all the jugs of water were empty and I was too scared to try to use the generator so I could run the pump in case mom came back and found I had exhausted our supply of fuel, I decided I had to leave. I had to look for her.

It grew bitterly cold out. Even after making the decision to leave, I waited a few more days, hunger gnawing at me, thirst forcing me to make my way through the snow and mud to a creek that was down a steep embankment for a pitcher’s worth of water.

The thought kept occurring to me that if I could walk all the way to town, I might find some trace of her, discover what had happened. Something had gone terribly wrong. I knew she would have come back if she could. It was at least ten miles to town from our house, twenty miles to the lab where my father had worked. At last, one icy morning, I dragged myself from under the covers piled on my bed, bundled up and started out on the road.

At first I was darting behind the line of trees along the roadside at the slightest sound. But it was so cold, a thin rain soaking me completely, I started hoping someone would drive up and rescue me. I’d take my chances no matter what so I just kept walking down the road. The only things I carried were a small pack with some clothes and ammunition and one of my father’s rifles in its bag slung over my shoulder.

I stopped at houses along the way. Most were easy to break into, some had been left unlocked but I found little inside. I spent the night in one of them where I was lucky enough to find unopened cans of baby hotdogs and creamed corn which I ate cold, huddled in blankets. Someone about my size must have lived there because I found dry clothes to change into, the first of many times I helped myself to someone else’s wardrobe.

When I reached the town the next day I was amazed at how desolate it looked, long-abandoned, shops emptied, dead power lines draped across the streets. There must have been a gas explosion at one end of town because a large pit’s worth of earth had been torn from the ground. The buildings closest to the pit had burned down to a few steel girders that poked out like skeletal fingers.

I didn’t know where to go. At first I worried someone might see me but it was so quiet, so dead, that I stopped thinking about that. I never found the car my mother had taken. The only thing I could imagine happening was that someone had attacked her, had driven the car away with her in it. I pictured some type of Robinson Crusoe guy with a long beard, dressed in rags, having been trapped in the town for months and overjoyed at discovering a vehicle that still ran. And a woman driving it.

It began to get dark. I felt numb, hollowed-out, as if someone had wrung all the strength and determination out of me like water from a wet towel. Worst of all, I was totally incapable of figuring out what to do next. I was standing out in front of a furniture store on Mountain Park’s main street and I walked in.

The store’s plate glass windows had been smashed and cold air streamed through the place. The front of the store was damp, the furniture water-logged and reeking of mold. I found a couch near the back that was mostly dry and didn’t stink as bad where I could curl up and try to get warm. I piled on as many cushions as I could find. I burrowed under them in my wet clothes, keeping the rifle tucked in close.

Feeling as bad as I did, hungry and exposed and cold, I didn’t think I would be able to fall asleep but I awoke to see thin winter light streaming in from outside. It was early morning, the rain had stopped and I felt a little warmer, almost dry. I sat up with the rifle balanced on my knees.

I tried, really tried, to force my mind to come up with some notion as to what to do but it was torture. I didn’t want to go outside again. I didn’t want to look for food. Right then, I just wanted to stop.

Stop completely. I wanted my heart to stop beating. I wanted my mind to stop remembering anything about before. I was completely lost in a place I’d always known. It seemed pointless to do anything for myself. Where could I go? What could I do?

Then I heard a scraping sound, like a chair being shoved aside, from the back shadows of the store. I jumped to my feet. I fumbled a cartridge into the rifle from my pocket and swung the barrel to where the sound had come from. It was so quiet that soon I was able to hear someone’s ragged breathing, a frightened panting.

I was about to fire into the darkness, try to scare whatever it was away, when I heard a voice. “Don’t.” It was a small voice, the word so fragile it hardly seemed to have been spoken.

“If you don’t want me to shoot, come out where I can see you,” I shouted.

I heard the scrape of a chair again and the soft shuffle of feet. Then I saw the shape of a small girl younger than me emerge from the shadows. She looked filthy and emaciated, her hair a wild tangle of blond straw, the cast-off clothes she wore rags. “Don’t hurt me,” she said.

“I could have killed you,” I said. “What are you doing here?” Now that I was face to face with this empty-handed little girl, I felt immensely relieved, lowering the rifle, but also furious that she’d frightened me, taken me by surprise.

“I haven’t seen someone this close for a long, long time,” she said. “I saw you. I saw you walk around and I followed you. I saw you come in here.” Her voice was weak, a ghost-like whisper. “I’ve been here all night, too.”

I thought of my mom and the ragged man I had been imagining had attacked her and taken the car. I felt a chill run through me realizing someone could have watched me for so long without my knowing it. I swore to myself I wouldn’t let that happen again. “Where did you come from?”

“I live here. Mom and dad lived here but they left.”

“They left you here?”

“Well, they didn’t leave, they…”

“I know,” I said. “You don’t have to say it.”

Had she lived here by herself for nearly a year? I set the rifle down on the couch where I had been sleeping. “Don’t be afraid. I’m in the same situation you are.” She didn’t come any closer so I held out a hand and she finally stepped forward and took it. At that first touch, she was so immediately trusting it scared me. Her hand felt cold and hard and greasy, like a moldy piece of wood. “You’ve been alone?” I said.

“There were people here, some kids I went to school with, but they left.”

“Left for where?”

She shrugged. “There’s no food left. I hid some but it’s almost gone.” She let my hand drop and looked down at her feet shyly, as if she was unsure she should be telling me what she was about to say. “There’s a city where they have lots of food.”

“What city?”

She shrugged again. “Someone told us once that if you walk down the road all the way to the river, find the highway and follow it as far as it goes, you’ll find the city. You have to go north.”

“I don’t understand why they just left you here,” I said.

She studied her feet again, shy and embarrassed despite the suffering she’d been through. “I was too young, they said. They were older. I couldn’t keep up. I tried but I was afraid of getting left behind somewhere so I came back.”

That was how I found my first child, a child to me although I’m not much older. And that was how I found a direction in which to go. My father had said he was being taken to the large city to the north and I would follow.

Five

The name of the girl I found that day, or who found me, was Emily. After a day of berry picking, after having been unable to shoot the rabbit, I have an older, cleaner, healthier Emily perched at my feet, her back propped against a leg of the recliner I’m sitting in.

I take a sip from a bottle of orange juice. We’re in a house that has a clear view on all sides of the surrounding neighborhood. Except for cobwebs, flyspecks and dust, a clean house, abandoned long ago. A house where we did not come across the body of someone who had died of the disease, the corpse of a frightened person unable to reach their car to drive somewhere to seek help. So often, Larkin and I have found remains in a bedroom at the back of a house we’d entered, that mildewed, sickly-sweet smell, the shrunken, contorted, mummified bodies beneath the sheets.

If we find a house with a body inside, the kids refuse to stay there. I don’t blame them but it’s caused Larkin and I to spend a lot of time looking for just the right place. Even here, in this house, at night, while the others sleep, Larkin and I take turns walking through the house, keeping watch and listening, trying to tell if there are any strange human sounds mixed with those of the animals outside.

Emmy’s become a chatterbox over the past two years. She never seems to worry much about the future or talk about the past. I draw a comb through the tangles of her thick, uneven hair. I cut everyone’s hair, even my own, with a pair of barber’s scissors I found long ago. “Gilly,” she says. “Can we can go swimming in the creek tomorrow?”

“Maybe,” I say dreamily, staring out the house’s intact front windows. It’s so tranquil outside, deep in the hot afternoon, with the branches of shade trees hovering over the sidewalks, a few abandoned cars blocking the street the only thing out of place. The other three kids are in the yard, Stace, CJ and Terry, kicking a soccer ball around, their yelling and teasing so happy and natural, it’s hard to believe anything’s wrong.

This town, Oxbow Ferry, seems untouched, despite how near it is to the interstate. Finding a place like this was one of the best things to ever happen to us. The only supermarket in town has shelves still heavy with cans and jars. There are boxes of crackers and cereal, some of it not completely stale, sealed in plastic pouches. There’s powdered milk and cans of cheese whip. It feels like years since we’ve eaten this well, tins of meat and fruit, rice and pasta we boil over a fire pit in the backyard.

Emily jabs my shin. “You’re not listening to me.” She’s been talking but I haven’t been paying attention. She jumps to her feet and stretches. She’s as tall as I am. She’s only about a year younger. I thought she was much younger when I first saw her, ragged and starving. She runs a hand through her straw-colored hair, skin tanned and glowing. “I think I’ll go outside for a while.”

“Okay,” I say, getting up and tossing the comb on the chair. “Have you seen Larkin recently?” I ask her.

She shakes her head. “I think he went upstairs. Let me know when you’re ready to make dinner. I’ll help you.”

“You’re the best.” I wander into the kitchen to set the bottle of juice on the counter. The kitchen table is littered with cans and boxes, some empty, some waiting to be used. I wander slowly through the house. It’s a mess, the corners piled with clothes we’ve found, games and toys, shoes and sandals strewn across the floor. I go to the staircase and clump heavily upstairs to let Larkin know I’m coming. He likes to be by himself sometimes, reading a book he’s taken from the local library.

The door to the room he’s claimed as his own is shut which is odd. He usually leaves the door half-open in case something happens or someone needs to talk to him. I knock. There’s no answer. I open the door a crack. “Larkin?”

He has the windows shut and the room has a heavy, musty smell. It’s very hot. He’s lying curled up in a corner. The curtains are drawn and it takes a moment for my eyes to adjust. He’s turned toward me with his eyes open but he isn’t really looking at me.

“What’s wrong?” I go to the side of the mattress he lays on. I want to reach down and touch him, run my fingers through his hair. He’s wearing the same shirt he wore earlier, stained with berry juice.

“I’m all right,” he says slowly. It’s as if he’s looking through me. I wave my hand in front of his eyes.

“Are you there, Larkin?” I smile as I say this but I’m starting to get worried. He’s never been ill before, really ill. Some of the younger ones had to be nursed into shape after a fever or a sore throat but never Larkin. Or me. We won’t allow ourselves to get sick.

He makes an effort to look alert, heaves himself up on his elbows. I slip a pillow behind his back. He looks annoyed. “I’m okay, Gil. I felt sleepy when we got back today. Too much sun, I guess.”

“But it’s weird to see you like this. You’ve got to tell me if something’s wrong.”

He laughs a little but it’s the fake laugh of someone trying to cover up a lie. “It’s nothing. Don’t freak out, worrywart, about me taking a nap. It’s not like anything’s going to happen.”

I finally do reach down and run my fingers through his hair. His forehead feels cool. His skin looks paler. There are a few tiny white spots like reverse freckles. He grabs me by the wrist and holds my hand in front of his face, studying my open palm like it’s a map.

“I know we’ve never talked much about the future,” he says. “It’s not something you really want to think much about. We tell the kids we’re making our way north to this magic city but you and me…”

I sit down on the edge of the mattress. I want him to stop talking and hold me. I want him to tell me it’s going to be all right and make me believe it. There’s been an understanding between us for a long time, something felt but never spoken. To me, it’s that someday, when we find the perfect place, the safe place we won’t ever leave, when the children are old enough to take care of themselves, we could be together, starting out like Eve and Adam.

“You don’t have to say anything, Larkin.”

“I know I don’t,” he says. He takes my hand and kisses it softly.

Six

The day Larkin found us, it changed everything. There was still just Emily and me the first time we saw him. It wasn’t long after that cold winter morning when I woke up in the furniture store, where Emily had taken me by surprise.

What she said to me that morning stuck in my brain. Follow the highway. Find the city. For her, the city meant food enough to last forever and a safe place to hide. For me, it meant a way of searching for my mother. The only place that made sense to keep looking for her was the next closest town to where we lived, which was to the north.

There was no other option. Returning to my house and waiting to see if my mother ever came back meant starvation. It was better to keep moving, especially with Emily to care for. And even though it became increasingly hopeless, in every town we came to after that first one I could search for some sign of her—for her car, for anything else my mother might have left behind.

The first day we spent together, Emily told me she had seen a car driving through the town just days before I arrived. It was white, a four door like my mother’s. The car wove its way slowly through the streets that were still passable, then drove off toward the highway.

“Was the driver the only person you’d seen since your friends left?”

She nodded.

“What did the driver look like?”

She shrugged. “I didn’t look too close. I hid.”

I must have looked angry or frustrated because she started talking faster. She seemed frightened by the thought that she might make me upset, might give me a reason to leave her behind like the kids she had gone to school with had.

“I was scared,” she said. She took a deep breath. “Someone else was here before. At night. It was loud, a man riding a motorcycle. He didn’t look right, like he would kill me if he found me. His hair, his face was white.” She stopped talking.

“When was this?”

“It wasn’t long after the others left. He just scared me. He wasn’t right.” She studied my face. “Why did you ask about the car?”

“It was my mother,” I said. The words sounded hurtful and huge. Was my mother. “She came here to look for food.” My chest felt tight, my hands clenched. “How did you know you could trust me?”

“You’re not like that,” she said. “Not…changed. You’re like me.”

It’s hard to describe how totally alone I felt. Even with Emily, the world was vast and empty, a wilderness where everything looked the same. Barren. Abandoned. No place to go, no home to return to.

We began to follow the road out of town leading to the interstate. It took forever to travel a few miles. Emily was weak, kept wanting to stop but we found houses and farms with dry places to sleep and at least a little food to scavenge. I couldn’t have hurried her along if I’d wanted to and I was not going to leave her behind.

Those first nights on the road with Emily were the worst I’ve had. When I first set out, walking to Mountain Park alone, I’d been full of the hope of finding my mother. Now it seemed impossible that nothing had happened to her. If she had returned to our house and found it empty, she would have set out again to keep looking for me.

The days were long trudges through drizzling cold but they were more comfortable than the nights. I made sure we had a place to stay picked out long before daylight faded. Although we were dry at night, it was never warm. While we lay huddling together on a mattress, the dark exploded all around us with the howls of dogs and coyotes. We heard the snuffling, the yipping, the growls of predators prowling just below the windows of the room we’d found.

One night, something entered the house where we lay. I had locked all the doors I could lock but there were broken windows and a back door had been ripped from its hinges. The closer we got to the highway, the worse shape the houses were in. That night I heard something rustling through the cupboards in the kitchen, stalking through the main part of the house. At daybreak, I made my way through the house prepared to kill whatever it was but found only sofa cushions tossed on the floor where it had slept.

When we reached the highway after so many hungry days on the road, we walked straight to the middle of the overpass. We stared until our eyes blurred in both directions, north and south, not saying a word. It was so strange—a huge, useless road to nowhere. The four lanes were studded by trucks and cars which had been wrecked or abandoned long ago.

Near the overpass was a gas station and a convenience store, a fast food restaurant across from that but nothing else. I could see a farm house in the distance but, otherwise, the road spooled out into an infinity which looked so bleak, so lonely, I started to cry.

It was Emily who took my hand and led me to the north side of the overpass. “Look at that,” she said, pointing to a green highway sign half a mile up the road. “There’s a place we can go.”

“Emmy, that town’s seventeen miles away. How do we know there’s anything left there to find?”

She just shrugged her shoulders and I knew she was right. I remembered going to that town with my mother. And I remembered that beyond that town there was another, and another and a small city and more towns and then the largest city I could imagine us ever reaching on foot. We went back to the convenience store and stuffed our packs with whatever we could find and headed north down the off-ramp.

It took us more than a week to reach the next town but that was where we found Larkin. We had to keep wandering far off the highway to find looted farm houses where we could stay. Some of them were burned-out shells, left without a dry place to sleep but there were usually cars we could lock ourselves into or even barns and sheds. We found very little food. When we reached the outskirts of Potterville, we were so hungry and cold we were shaking like leaves in an ice storm.

There was a small grocery store not far off the highway. There was still a little food left and we stuffed our mouths with cupcakes and fruit pies. Soon Emily was sick in the middle of one of the aisles. I was rubbing her back when I began to heave. We found some bottled water and drank and drank to soothe our ragged throats.

It was already getting dark out when we left the store. We walked a few blocks to the first house I saw that wasn’t badly damaged. We went inside and scouted for a dry mattress and blankets. Emily was in the kitchen rattling through cupboards when I pulled open a door at the end of a hallway and was knocked back by the stench of decay. I glanced at the body just long enough to see that it was human and pulled the door shut. I kept Emily from that part of the house. It was already dark out. Dogs were howling and we couldn’t go back outside.

The next day I found a better house for us with no cadavers and even a few cans of food remaining in the kitchen. Once we had this place to stay, we didn’t venture out much. There was a wood stove in the living room. I smashed some furniture into kindling with an axe and lit a fire. It grew smoky in the house and we had to open windows but it felt amazingly good to huddle in front of the warm stove. We piled sofa cushions on the floor in front of it and slept there.

The following morning, we found a note taped with masking tape to the big front window of the house. A message was scrawled out in jumbo block letters with a felt-tip pen on a torn grocery sack. I read it out loud. “Here with you in Potterville. Saw you yesterday. Don’t want to hurt you, just talk to you. Meet me in the school parking lot. And don’t shoot!” There was no name, no indication of whether it was a man or a woman, a boy or a girl.

I’d been waiting for this. Not a note, exactly, just another living human being. The fact that this person bothered to write a note made them less threatening to me. They had noticed my rifle. They weren’t going to barge in on us but wanted to meet us on neutral ground. But they could be anyone, good or bad, crazy or sane, healthy or twisted with disease.

“Should we go?” I asked Emily.

She was quiet for a while. “It’s up to you. We should see what they look like. Maybe they could help us.”

There was a school just two blocks away. I wanted to leave Emily behind but she wasn’t going to stay in the house alone. We cautiously approached the school’s parking lot. An enormous elm tree had fallen and smashed in part of the building near the front steps. I saw the tree first and then the shape of a boy, tall and lanky, black hair, bundled in a ski jacket, sitting on the steps below it. He was watching for us and saw us at the same moment we saw him. I held up the rifle, not pointing it at him but just showing that I had it. He got to his feet and raised his hands above his head. “I’m unarmed. It’s okay,” he called.

I led Emily through the parking lot, ducking behind cars, ready to retreat if the boy ran toward us. Finally there was only a small space between us. The boy grinned. “I’m a good guy,” he said. “I’ve never hurt anyone in my life.” He had a big, goofy smile plastered across his face and it was hard to feel threatened. He didn’t seem to be threatened by me.

Holding the rifle in front of me so I only had to raise it to my shoulder if he moved, I said, “Are you alone?”

“All alone,” he said. “Been alone for weeks. And very happy to see you.”

It was Emily who pushed past me and walked right up to him. I tried to grab her, to hold her back, but she wiggled out of my grip. She stopped a few feet in front of him and said, “I’m Emily and this is Gillian,” pointing back at me.

The boy held out his hand. “I’m Larkin,” he said. “Pleased to meet you.”

It only took half a day before we felt comfortable around each other, or half a day for me to feel comfortable around him. Larkin and Emily got along like old friends from the start. He was so easy to get along with, so eager to please. He never crowded me, never told me what to do, was just happy he’d found us.

That first day together, he helped fetch wood for the stove and brought us some of the food he’d been hoarding. I wasn’t sure about him staying with us that night but Emily began to beg. “I’m scared, Gillian. He can help if someone comes.” She meant someone coming in the night, in the dark. Someone sick, someone older—we still thought there might be adults around, survivors.

I agreed to let Larkin stay.

Seven

I’m awakened late at night, disturbed by a low growling sound, as if a feral dog has crawled into the house. I reach for the rifle but it’s not there. I sit up on the mattress where I’ve been sleeping under a thin sheet, the warm summer air pushing in through the open, second-story windows.

It grows quiet again and I begin to think the growling was part of a dream. I hear Emily snoring on a mattress near me. I can see the shape of her in the dim moonlight, then the black ink-spot outlines of the others—Stace and Terry and CJ—become clear. We sleep in the largest bedroom upstairs.

Larkin prefers to sleep by himself. He sleeps in short intervals and is easily awoken. It’s never easy for him to stay asleep. Sometimes I’ve stood outside his door and listened to him whimper while in the throes of a bad dream. I’ve asked him if he can remember what he dreams about but he’s never told me if he does.

I peel the sticky sheet from my body and fumble around for the rifle. At first I’m not worried, thinking I must have kicked it away from me in my sleep. But I can’t feel it anywhere. As my eyes adjust more to the dark, I can’t see it, the shape of it, at all. I’m completely awake now, worried. It could be a game, the kids might have hidden it, but I doubt they’d do that. I’ve yelled at them so many times not to touch it, refusing to let any of them handle it.

Then there’s the low growling again. It sounds like its coming from right outside the door. The door’s been left open a crack and some hungry creature could just push its way in if it wanted to. But how could a wild animal get inside the house? I get to my knees, listen, then rise to my feet. I check again for any sign of the rifle but there’s nothing, no glint of the barrel in the starlight.

I gingerly make my way to the door, stepping around the sleeping children. I reach out and touch the doorknob. This close to it, the growling starts to sound more like troubled breathing, like someone drawing ragged breaths through fluid-filled lungs. But it’s so loud, it seems to fill the house, as if the house itself is breathing. I force myself to push the door all the way open and the sound stops.

Out in the hallway I hear nothing. I shuffle slowly to Larkin’s door. He refused dinner and has stayed in his room. I’ve checked on him a few times, brought him something to drink. He keeps telling me he’ll be all right in the morning.

The door is closed. I knock softly, hear no reply and ease my way inside. There’s an odd smell in the room now, unfamiliar to me. It reminds me of an injured raccoon that got under our house when I was younger. I remember having tried to pick it out in the dark crawlspace with a flashlight, the stink of it, the raccoon’s eyes gleaming and the way it thrashed out at me.

A little light creeps in through the curtains. It takes a while until my eyes are able to pick out any shapes in the murk of the room.

I steal softly to the edge of Larkin’s mattress. I stub my toes against it and I’m frightened of waking him. The smell is stronger, filling the air, a compressed animal scent, like I’ve wandered into some critter’s underground den. Then I hear the growling again which turns into Larkin’s ragged breathing. It’s so loud. It sounds like his lungs are being ripped to pieces. I kneel down on his mattress, bend over him.

“Larkin.”

There’s no response.

I try to touch his forehead and poke him in the eye instead. Cursing the darkness of the room, the smell, the stifling closeness, I go to the window and push back the curtain, lift up the lower pane as high as it will go. There’s little breeze outside and the open window does nothing to clear out the room. I look out at row after row of dark houses, not a soul anywhere.

Then Larkin begins to moan. I hurry to the mattress, lean over him and grab his hand. His hand is dry—his flesh feels like paper. “You’ve got to drink something.” I reach for a bottle of water near the bed. I lift his head up and try to get him to take a sip. I run my finger across his lips and they feel hard and cracked. I pour out a little water and it dribbles down his chin.

“Damn it, Larkin. Don’t do this.” I want to slap him, pound on his chest, shock him back to life. His breathing is slow, one tortured breath after another. How could he have gotten so ill so fast? Only a few hours ago he was rubbing berry juice across his chest, throwing berries at me, crushing them into my hair.

I notice that my nose is running, my eyes are wet. I go back to the window, burbling like a baby. Looking out, I wonder what I would do if I did finally see another light out there, somewhere far across town. There must be others, somewhere. Larkin helped me to feel so self-sufficient, so in control of everything. Now my helplessness engulfs me.

I stare outside at the abandoned neighborhood, at all the dark houses, and listen. From behind me, one ragged gasp after another, the breaths slowing, coming farther and farther apart.

Is he dying?

Just as I’m turning around to see, Larkin sits bolt upright and screams. The sound is the most terrifying thing I’ve ever heard.

Eight

I remember when Larkin told us his story. Part of it, anyway. All he would tell. It was that first night we spent together, the start of our little family, he and Emily and I huddled around the smoky wood stove in the house we’d found in Potterville.

Emily and I didn’t have much to tell, very little that Larkin couldn’t already guess for himself. We had been abandoned, deliberately or accidently and left to hunt for food and shelter. To try to survive. After telling him where I was from, Larkin asked me where my father worked.

“It was called Formammon Laboratories. It was a medical research facility. They did some sort of anti-aging, cellular regeneration stuff.”

“He actually worked there, huh? Was he a scientist, a research scientist?”

“Yeah, why?”

“It’s interesting, is all. My dad taught biology. I grew up south of you, in Clarence.” Clarence was a city at the far end of the valley, the second largest in the state. “My dad taught at the university there.” He stretched, looked around the room. He seemed to be trying to decide how much he wanted to say.

“I had my life all mapped out,” he said. “It’s crazy, isn’t it? I’d attend the university with a nice tuition reduction courtesy of my dad. I thought maybe I’d get an engineering degree. I always liked building stuff. Get a job somewhere overseas and see the world. My older brother…” He fell silent.

Emily and I waited for him to continue. “You don’t have to tell us if you don’t want to,” she said.

He laughed but it was clear that he thought none of it was funny. “Sometimes when I wake up in the night, just for a moment I have the idea that all that stuff I thought about my future could still happen.” He shook his head.

“Clarence was wild until the National Guard came. People went insane—stealing, looting, torching stuff just for the hell of it. The Guard stopped some of that but after a while there were too few troops to maintain order. My parents died quickly, didn’t suffer for long. My brother and I tried to give them a proper burial but they made us take their bodies to the public crematorium set up just outside town. The burn pits they called them.”

Larkin looked at us. “You were lucky you were both from some place smaller. Everybody just kind of left where you were, didn’t start turning on each other. My brother and I decided to get out. Thought we could find a place in the country somewhere, grow our own food, hunt our own game. Live like mountain men. We found a farm that wasn’t too damaged but winter was coming on and there wasn’t much food.

“Then my brother got sick. The white fever. The blood plague. That was what people were calling it in Clarence, even on the radio when you could hear anything through the static. My brother couldn’t breathe, couldn’t talk. He was in some kind of horrible pain that just twisted him in knots.”

Larkin got up and began pacing the room. “And he changed, his skin, his eyes. The color drained from his hair and it became like dry bristles, like a brush covered with talcum powder. I couldn’t do anything to help him, nothing. You know there is no cure. No one had time to find one.”

He stopped and squatted down by the stove, rubbing his hands, holding his palms to the heat. He reached for a few more shattered chair legs and poked them deep into the stove’s iron belly.

“What happened to your brother?” Emily asked him. “Did he…?”

“Yes, he died,” he said softly. “He didn’t survive the fever. I was almost grateful. No one knows what happens to those who survive it, do they? Just that they’re not really like us anymore. They become some sort of thing, not human.”

“Not human,” I repeated.

He shook his head. “But that’s probably just a rumor. I’ve never seen these survivors, if they exist.” He stopped talking, stared at the crackling wood.

After a while Emily asked gently again, “What happened then?”

“I buried him. He weighed like twenty pounds when he died. I have no idea where the rest of him went. He was a big guy, healthy one day, then there was nothing left.”

He turned and studied us carefully. “I think we’ve all got it, the sickness. It’s in us. They said it was a blood-borne pathogen on TV, transmitted from person to person. I’ve thought a lot about how I handled the bodies of my parents, my brother. There’s no way I don’t have it, too.”

I looked at him, started to say something but decided not to.

“Emily probably got it from her friends who got it from their parents,” he said. He looked at me and said softly, “And if you didn’t have it before you probably got it from her. We’re always cutting ourselves, scraping ourselves. It’s impossible to keep clean.”

“What are you going to do?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Keep heading north. Find someplace where there are more people. See if someone has an answer.”

He touched my hand and stared into my eyes so intently I wanted to look away. “If what happened to my brother starts to happen to me, I want you to take that rifle.” He squeezed my hand. “You know what I’m asking.”

“I couldn’t ever—” I started to say.

“You could. You could because I won’t be me anymore.”

Nine

I awake a few hours after Larkin’s scream in the night, lying on his mattress. A little morning light is just starting to seep through the window. I think at first I’m still in the room with all the other children but soon realize that I’m alone.

Alone.

Larkin’s not beside me. I haul myself to my feet and look around the room as if he might be lurking in a corner.

My rifle is sitting propped against the windowsill and I know Larkin must have put it there. He knew what was happening to him. And he retained his instinct to survive. And he survived long enough to drag himself from the room, from the house. I wonder if he really thought I’d try to shoot him once I saw how he was suffering. But hiding the rifle meant—

He believed he might survive. He wanted to survive.

But if he’s still alive, he’s become some sort of thing, alien and unknowable. That was what he said all those who didn’t die right away became. No longer human. If the stories were true. He and his brother had heard many stories from panicked people in their hometown.

What’s better, no Larkin or a Larkin who doesn’t know me anymore? A Larkin who can’t communicate, is as mindless and crazed with hunger as one of the feral dogs howling in the night? But I can also imagine all too well stumbling across his poor, empty shell of a body, like all those we’ve found in the backrooms of cold, dark houses. Seeing such a thing would kill me.

I look out the window as the sun starts to rise over the rooftops. Larkin’s out there somewhere, probably very close to where we are. On the slightest chance he has survived, I decide that we will search for a few days, maybe a few weeks, then wait out the summer to see if he makes some sign, to give him a last chance to contact us.

Ten

I have a secret that I’ve told no one, not even Larkin. It marks me as different from him, possibly different from every other person still alive in this world.

My father and his team of researchers worked frantically to find a vaccine. An inoculation that could prevent the transmission of the disease. And he thought he had. He couldn’t be certain but he believed he had. I won’t know if he was right for another year or two.

He gave me an injection the very last time I saw him—the experimental vaccine.

He hadn’t been home for over a week even though the research facility wasn’t far away. For months he had only been able to come home for a few hours at a time. School had closed. By then, the bank where my mother worked had also shut its doors and she was home with me. The bank’s customers had withdrawn as much money as they could but, she told me, their money was now as useless as old lottery tickets.

One time my mother had driven over to see my father at his lab when he hadn’t been home for several days and he had become very angry. It wasn’t safe on the roads, he had said. Someone might attack her. Crazy people were on the loose.

There was a babble of constant news broadcasts informing us of a breakdown of social order, martial law, curfews, government orders, empty food banks, power shortages, hospital closures, recovery centers. And where to take the dead. Then the television stopped working. Then the power went out for good. We had our generator but my mother was frantic to try to conserve fuel.

On the day my father paid us his last visit, we heard the sound of a truck coming down the road and it scared us. My mother grabbed a rifle and watched the truck approach through a pair of binoculars. It didn’t take long before she relaxed and passed the binoculars to me. “It’s okay,” she said. “It’s your father.”

Once inside the house, he was jittery, couldn’t stop moving. He didn’t say much. His face was drained of color, his eyes red. He hadn’t slept for days. He went to the basement and checked our supplies. He inspected the car in the garage and noted how much propane we had left. He asked us if we needed anything, then laughed. “I don’t know why I said that. I couldn’t get you anything at this point even if I wanted to.”

“Is it bad out there?” my mother asked.

“It’s bad. It’s both a blessing and a curse that we live way out here, in the middle of nowhere. You’re probably safer for now. But later…” He held up his hands. “I had to promise them the moon to get them to let me out for a few hours. They’ll come looking for me if I’m not back soon. It’s all government people there now.”

My mother had tried to make him something to eat, a sandwich and some soup, but he refused to eat any of our food. It took her a long time to finally stop offering him things. He washed his hands carefully before he touched us. He even wore latex gloves.

At last my mother sighed and said, “So the plan is, we stay here while you go back to the lab and finish what you’re doing.”

My father looked away, out the kitchen window. The three of us were leaning against the counters near the stove. The counters were littered with the cans and jars my mother had kept pulling out of the cupboards. My father looked so thin and weak, as if all of his strength was draining away. His hair kept getting grayer every time I saw him and his face more deeply lined, his cheeks sagging.

“I’m afraid there is no plan,” he said. “No one could have predicted this. When I leave today, I won’t be back for who knows how long. They’re taking us to a larger complex in Raintree. The airport’s there, the river, all major highways. We’ll do what we can.”

He had set his briefcase on the counter, the well-worn, brown leather bag my mother had got for him right after they were married, his initials in three silver letters mounted above the clasp. He picked the briefcase up, pulled the straps free and opened the flap.

“I have to ask you something,” he said. He was searching our faces, making sure the importance of what he was about to say sunk in. There was no time to waste on anything that wasn’t important.

He retrieved a small glass vial from the case. It was the same type of vial that I’d seen nurses take from refrigerators in nursing stations when preparing to give me an injection. I’d never seen my father handle one. “This is experimental. It may not work. I believe it will but I can’t be sure.”

“You want to inject us?” my mother said softly.

“If they knew I had this…” He shook his head. “It’s a chance. It’s a virus that might make you sick, might mutate into something even more deadly but it just might alter the structure of your immune system enough, genetically, to keep you safe.”

My mother and I said nothing. We stared at the little vial with its rim of silver metal. It was half full with a liquid the color of iced tea.

He said, “We ran out of time to do any more trials. This is all I have left.”

My mother put her hand on my shoulder, rubbed it gently. “Maybe just me,” she said.

My father pinched his eyes closed and took a deep breath. He had to work hard to keep his voice steady. “She’ll get sick, too. You’ll both have to leave here eventually, when you run out of food. Maybe by that time things will have calmed down. I will try to reach you somehow if I can. You can start looking for other survivors, find a rescue station. We can make contact.”

“But what if it…kills us?” She let her voice trail off.

“Maureen,” my father said gently. We knew there was nothing more to say.

My father washed his hands again and took out a plastic bag packed with syringes and more latex gloves. He worked quickly with well-practiced motions, drawing the serum into each syringe. He told us that he’d only given injections of this to lab animals before. They had survived.

My mother offered her arm first, then I stepped forward. I felt the prick of the needle, looked away as my father pushed what he’d helped to create at his lab into my bloodstream, then back at his worried eyes as I felt him gently swiping my skin with a sterile swab.

My father stooped to kiss my forehead, thought better of it. A few minutes later, he was gone.

Eleven

I keep my eyes fixed on the sun rising over the houses of Oxbow Ferry, rubbing the spot on my left arm where my father had given me the injection. Almost two years have passed. I wonder if the fact that I’m still alive and unchanged is proof that the vaccine worked. But I’m a year younger than Larkin. There’s still plenty of time for the disease to reach me.

I wonder what it’s like, the first symptoms. You can’t eat, can’t drink, can’t hold anything down. Only want to sleep. That much I know. But the first time it touches a person, what’s that like? I imagine a hollowness inside, a scooped out feeling like someone’s just opened you up and is removing your insides. Like you’ve been put under and are being operated on without your approval.

For the first time, I hope my father’s experiment turns out to be a failure. The notion that I might be cut off from Larkin forever makes my heart hurt. I can’t make myself accept what’s just happened. There isn’t time to understand, to adjust to it. How do I go on from here? I look at my rifle leaning against the windowsill as if it holds a clue.

It can’t be true that the vaccine was effective. If my father’s lab had created a miracle serum capable of saving thousands of people, of allowing their bodies to fight off the plague infecting their blood, there would be healthy people out there right now. They would have found us. They would be organized, hard at work at the task of cleaning up the world.

But there aren’t healthy people out there. There’s only a few stragglers, a few kids with the disease lurking within them, biding its time. A ticking time bomb flowing through their veins and arteries.

I want Larkin to have survived and I want him to contact us, as changed as he is. I want to see him again, touch his skin—his white, dry, altered skin. I won’t care about any of that, just that he’s alive. I know I won’t care that he’s changed.

Larkin.


Part Two


The Black Riders

One

The city to the North announces itself with a small green sign. It’s a battered sign, peppered with bullet holes and hanging loose from one steel post along the edge of the highway.

Entering Raintree.

I mouth the words to myself. CJ and Terry, the two youngest, say the words out loud like it’s a magical incantation.

We have reached the outskirts of Raintree after weeks of hard roads and cold floors and no one is thrilled. True to the city’s name, a thin drizzle keeps us damp. We’re hungry and exhausted. The worst thing is that everything looks just the same—the same endless ribbon of blacktop in front of us, the same car dealerships and strip malls along the frontage road to either side. We’ve still got miles to go before we reach the city’s center.

As long as Larkin was with us, I never really cared if we reached the city or not. It felt right as long as we were together and kept uncovering safe places to stay. I had the same thought over and over. Maybe it won’t happen to him. Maybe Larkin will be spared. Time has passed—maybe the disease has magically worked its way out of his system.

Without him, I’ve tried to keep our family of foundlings together. Tried to keep them motivated, working toward a common goal.

Raintree is that goal.

It will be so much better there, I tell them. We won’t be hungry. We’ll have comfortable beds to lie in, thick secure walls to keep the night creatures out. There will be endless blocks of multi-storied buildings to explore. Sights they’ve never seen, never imagined.

I have no idea if even a fraction of what I tell them is true.

Larkin has never tried to contact us. I’m certain that he wasn’t able to. Perhaps he was lying somewhere near us in Oxbow Ferry, in another home or abandoned business, dying and I never knew. We never found him, never saw any sign. But often when a dog’s howl wakes me in the night, I think, he could be out there, alive, making his way north, like we are.

If Larkin is still out there somewhere, then he is one of the very few survivors of the plague. The closer we’ve come to Raintree, the more I’ve come to believe in the notion of survivors. I think it’s them I’ve heard rooting around near us at night, combing through buildings and cars, looking for something—I’m not sure what. But when the weak winter daylight breaks and we prepare to start trudging down the road again, it’s easy to convince myself that the whole idea of survivors is foolish. They’re just bogeymen, haunting the dreams of children.

“Where do we go now?” CJ says, looking in every direction. “Where is everybody?”

Emily eyes me warily. I can see that she’s wondering what I’m going to tell the younger kids now.

“We’ll find them.” CJ’s nose is running and I take out a shirt from my pack and use it to wipe his face clean. I kneel next to him on the damp asphalt and give him a big hug. His body is so thin it makes me ache inside. I get back up. “Don’t worry, all of you. This is just the beginning. It’s a big, big city and that’s why we’ll find what we need there. Everybody who’s still okay, like we are, must have made their way to this place.”

I have no idea how convinced they are by this speech but the sign, dangling forlornly amid all the wrecks and abandoned vehicles that litter the interstate, has given them a little hope, a smidgen of courage. It’s a miracle we’ve made it this far. “Now let’s get off the road,” I say. “And find a place for the night.”

Two

We’ve found a clean room, dry and secure. Another miracle.

It’s in a two-story motel, exactly like so many we’ve spent a cold night in, wrapped in dirty blankets, huddled on a mildewed sofa. This one was no more or less welcoming than any of the others when we rounded a bend in the highway and saw the shape of it like a large white box tipped on its side about half a mile up the road. But it was what we needed.

As we drew nearer and from the outside, the motel was like most every place we’ve come across—windows shattered, the black charring of fire damage blighting one end, the parking lot littered with mattresses, abandoned cars and the gray glass and electronic innards of smashed television sets.

But on the top floor we’ve found the best room I’ve seen since leaving Oxbow Ferry. Two large beds with sheets and blankets, all of it clean and dry. A sofa, two chairs and a table, all intact. The windows on either side of the room are unbroken, not even cracked. Every other room in the motel has been damaged, most badly, but this one is strangely preserved, like someone makes it up and keeps it waiting on the offhand chance a weary traveler might find it.

Despite the unbelievable luck of finding this place, no one is happy. CJ and Terry are fighting. CJ is only eight years old. Terry is eleven and they’re brothers. Larkin and I found them hiding in a house a few months after we found each other. Their older sister had succumbed to the fever a week before, had disappeared. The brothers were small and helpless and terrified. It took weeks before it felt like they trusted us. They told us almost nothing about their sister. She got sick. She changed. She wouldn’t let us go near her and then she was gone.

With our family intact—with Larkin—they were happy. If we ran low on food for a few days, they waited. They walked for hours without complaint. Now they complain, they whine. I hear their constant bickering all day long and it’s wearing me down. I wonder how long I’ll be able to stay calm, to keep the tone of my voice even, reassuring.

At times I just want to run away, leave them all behind. Disappear in the middle of the night, like Larkin. It’s too much. We’re not a family anymore and I’m no one’s mother.

Stace follows me like a zombie, saying little, keeping herself walled off from the rest of us. She’s small and fragile, her greasy hair in pigtails, although she’s not much younger than Emily. I have the feeling that she would drift off from us like an untethered balloon if I didn’t watch her closely. I’m turning around constantly, looking over my shoulder, just to see if she’s still there.

What’s happened to Emily is the worst. Although even she must know it’s not true, she blames me for Larkin’s disappearance. I’m sure she knows I had no control over what happened but she’s scared, both by the fact that he’s gone and by the thought that what happened to him could happen to me. It could happen to her in another year or two.

She argues with me about everything.

I’m standing in the bathroom trying to brush my teeth with a few sips of our bottled water when she barges in. My teeth feel filmy and look gray. I brush and brush but can’t get them feeling smooth and clean like they used to, before the disease started to spread.

I would give my left arm for some running water. I fantasize about turning on the taps, letting clean water fill the sink. Hot, steaming water. Splashing it against my face again and again. Letting the dirt that cakes my hands wash away. The thought of a hot bath for each of us makes my head spin.

We’re filthy but we’ve had to get used to it, how each of us smells, the way the dirt pulls our skin tight. It flakes off when we sleep, tossing and turning, leaving a residue of soil behind on the cushions and mattresses in the shape of our sleeping bodies.

I have the bathroom door almost completely shut and flinch when Emily slams it open, causing me to jam the toothbrush against the roof of my mouth. I glance at my rifle, propped against the empty bathtub and wonder if it’s an emergency or if she’s just being pissy with me again.

Emily’s changed so much. She looks older now. I can’t be sure if it’s mostly the dirt or if her face really is becoming deeply lined, like she’s changing from a young girl, barely grown, into an old lady. She wears a perpetual sneer, always ready to roll her eyes and make a face if I say anything she disagrees with. “Are we going to stay here all day?” she says. It’s not what she says but the tone of her voice, like a little yapping dog, that makes my shoulders tense, my fingers clench.

Ignoring her, I take my time spitting out the last of the toothpaste, swish a little water around my mouth and spit again. She’s watching me, kicking at the floor with one foot. I grab my rifle. She’s blocking the doorway, trying to provoke me, but I shove her aside. She follows me into the main part of the motel room. Pointing at the rifle, she says, “You’ve always got to take that with you, everywhere you go. You can’t even go into the bathroom without it. Do you think we’re going to start shooting each other while you’re making yourself beautiful?”

I look around. CJ and Terry are lying on one of the beds, playing quietly with some plastic soldiers. I’m grateful that they’re getting along for the moment. I don’t see Stace anywhere in the room. “Where did Stace go?” I ask Emily.

She shrugs. “She’s probably playing in another room. Maybe outside.”

“You’re supposed to help keep an eye on her.”

“It’s the middle of the afternoon. What’s going to happen to her?”

I’m finding it hard to control my anger, to keep myself from shouting. “We’re in the city. We’re right off the highway. We don’t know what’s around here.” I hiss the words at her.

“The city.” She shakes her head sadly, laughs through her nose, making a sound like the honk of a sarcastic goose.

“Yeah, the city.”

Emily walks over to the window facing the back lot, stamping her feet, folding her arms and staring outside. There’s a nice view of a burned out water heater and plumbing supply store just across the way. Pipes lie twisted in the middle of what was the showroom floor like giant strands of metallic spaghetti. “We don’t need to be watched like babies,” she says, not turning around. “We can do things on our own. God!”

I follow after her, pausing just long enough to lean the rifle against the sofa. CJ and Terry have stopped playing and watch us, their eyes wide. “Emmy, what’s your problem?” She says nothing so I grab her shoulder and jerk her toward me. She spins around, fists like tight little balls, looking like she’s about to hit me. She tries to stare me down, her red face pinched and sour and she’s trembling uncontrollably.

“We finally got here,” she says. “We walked miles and miles and there’s nothing. That’s my problem. You said everything was going to be different.” She starts pacing back and forth like a caged panther. Behind her I see Stace’s face appear in the doorway of the room like a little red-haired, freckled ghost.

“Can I help it? Did you really think there was going to be a welcoming committee? A banquet laid out for us?” I look around at all of them, my four adopted children. “Nothing’s going to be like it was. All of that’s gone. We can only hope we find someone who can help us. But who that is, where they are, I don’t know.”

Emily suddenly deflates. She plops down on the edge of the bed where CJ and Terry are lying quietly, listening. “I know that,” she says. “Don’t you think I know that?” She slaps her palm hard on the edge of the bed. “Damn it. Why couldn’t we stay in Oxbow Ferry?”

I sit next to her. “With Larkin? I wanted us to stay there with him, Emmy. I wish we could have.” She starts to sob—hard, convulsing sobs like something damned up inside her has finally broken free. She lets me put my arm around her and I start to rock her gently to and fro.

“Are we going to get sick?” Terry asks softly from over my shoulder. “Like Larkin?”

“I don’t know. You’re not old enough to worry about it.”

Emily’s sobs subside enough for her to say, “But you are, aren’t you?”

I look at her. Her face is calm and open now. The tears have left deep grooves that score the dirt on her cheeks. I look at her greasy, straw-colored hair, long and unruly and in tangled clumps.

Maybe she’ll let me try to comb it.

I haven’t seen her like this since Larkin left us. She looks younger, vulnerable, needy.

She trusted us. She was abandoned, left to die alone, and she found me, then Larkin. She believed we would always be together.

“I can’t lie to you. I don’t know what’s going to happen to me.” My voice is shaky. I want to speak encouraging words, I want to inspire them, but my mind is blank. Stace has wandered into the room and takes a seat on the bed with the rest of us. “Just stay with me a little longer, all of you.” It’s the only thing I can come up with. I close my eyes and then I feel Emily’s arms around my shoulders, hugging me tight.

Three

In a grocery store not far off the highway I hear voices. I’m by myself, foraging for food. The store is nearly barren. Glass litters the floor. The entire place smells rotten. I try to stay as far as I can from the meat and fish counters, from the dairy aisle.

Here on the outskirts of Raintree, everything has been ransacked, everything good, everything useful taken. I think about the sickened people fleeing, trying to grab what they could even though they must have known they only had a short time to live.

I’ve left Emily in charge back at the motel. We’ve stayed there for two nights now. I wanted to leave sooner but Stace is sick, her nose running and forehead hot to the touch. CJ and Terry continue to pick on each other. They’re shoving each other around one minute, then playing quietly with their plastic soldiers the next. This store was too far away to have brought them with me, on the opposite side of the highway. I’ve left them unprotected.

We’re hungry, constantly, unbearably hungry. The packages of convenience store food we’ve found are mostly candy or frosted pastry. The cakes and bars and bite-sized pieces are stale and mushy, furry with mold. After scraping the worst of it off, the edible bits are delicious for a few moments of luxurious chewing but soon make our empty stomachs clench, then heave. It’s hard to keep anything down. The sugar we absorb makes us shake.

There she is.

It’s a whisper, followed by the crunch of glass on the linoleum floor. I whip around and see a shape flit past the end of the aisle I’m standing in. I have a broken jar of peanut butter in my hand, some of which looks good enough to eat. I’m so hungry that I’ve been staring at it, hypnotized, fighting the desire to pick out the shards of glass, scrape off the pale green fuzz coating the top of the jar and stick my fingers deep inside the rest of it, filling my mouth with the creamy paste. But I know I should bring it back to the others.

The voice. There she is. Someone else nearby.

I stand frozen like a deer, listening. There’s no other sound, no indication of movement. It’s not until I’ve taken the time to set the jar of peanut butter carefully back on the barren steel shelving that I bother to look down to where I expect to see my rifle. That’s when I realize I’ve left it behind somewhere. I’ve gotten careless.

I don’t feel panicked or scared. The situation feels oddly dreamlike, like I have little control over anything that is going to happen no matter what I try to do. I hurry to the end of the aisle opposite to where I heard the voice, toward the back of the store, trying to avoid crunching anything, making any noise, although I’m sure someone’s watching me.

At the back, leaning against an empty bread rack, I find the rifle just where I left it. I grab it and retrace my steps, easing my way to the front of the store, less concerned about making noise now. I kick the lid of a jar unintentionally and hear it clang off the base of the steel shelves.

At the end of the aisle, I peek out around the corner. I feel like a soldier and the store looks like a war zone. Jagged spears of glass dangle like icicles from the edges of the open windows that face the parking lot. Cash registers have been overturned, their drawers thrown about. Shopping carts are jammed into all the checkout lanes, snarled together like the remains of a demolition derby.

Outside the clouds have lifted and patches of sunlight reflect off the hoods of cars scattered crazily across the parking lot. I edge my way out of the store, hunched, scuttling like a crab from one concealed spot to another, from an overturned cart to a car lying on its side.

I keep expecting to see another shape dart past out of the corner of my eye but he or she could be anywhere, still lurking in the dark interior of the store I’ve left behind. I keep turning in every direction, feeling exposed. Do they want to hurt me? Or just talk to me? Maybe there was no one. Maybe, while foolishly entranced by that cracked jar of peanut butter, I began to hallucinate. I do feel weak, lightheaded.

At the edge of the parking lot, I start running. I cross the frontage road and beyond it thread my way under a torn patch of chain link fencing. I jump down a small embankment and heave myself up the other side, onto the shoulder of the highway. I have to stop for a moment. My head spins. It’s hard to see past a mass of black dots swarming in front of my eyes. My heart is thudding against the wall of my chest so hard it feels like it could burst through.

I resist the temptation to take a look back at the store. The farther away I get, the easier it is to convince myself that the whisper I thought I heard, the shape I thought I saw, were illusions. I try to steady my breathing, regain control over my trembling body. Then I walk on. I walk quickly but I don’t run.

I scramble over the concrete barriers at the median of the highway, make it past the embankment on the other side. As I hurry down the frontage road toward the parking lot of the motel where the children are, I start to feel giddy again. The thought of inhaling clumps of peanut butter smeared on my sticky fingers blots out the thought of anyone following me.

It becomes impossible for me to think of anything but food.

The small backpack I brought with me is empty. I’m returning empty-handed. I can already feel the disappointment of the others. I can hear Emily in my head. After our fleeting moment of tenderness, she’s begun to crab at me again. I sense the bitterness, the fear ratcheting up inside her. She can’t help herself. You can’t do anything right, anymore. We should have stayed where Larkin was. We’re all going to starve to death and you don’t care!

Crossing the motel’s parking lot, I wonder if the kids can see me, if they’re watching out for me from the front window of our second story room. It’s hard to imagine what they’ve been doing while I’ve been gone. I can only picture them huddled together, too miserable to do much of anything but wait. I just hope they’re all still together, that none of them have left the room without me.

I reach a staircase near the burned out shell of the manager’s office. Wafting from the glassless windows of the office is the reek of damp charcoal, of ancient smoke. I clump up the cement steps in the thick-soled boots Larkin found for me in Oxbow Ferry, trying to make noise, to let the kids know I’ve returned.

The second story landing looks just the same as when I left it. The doors to most of the rooms stand open or hang off their hinges. There is a litter of cushions and clothes and smashed appliances scattered across the pebbled cement of the landing.

Just as I take a step toward our room, I hear it. A voice I don’t recognize. I can’t make out what it’s saying. Without thinking about what I’m doing, I crouch down and start creeping along. I’m gripping the rifle hard, the index finger of my right hand tapping the trigger guard.

Then I hear CJ’s voice. “You know where there’s more food?”

“Oh, there’s lots of food in the city. You just have to come with us.”

Stace says, “We’re already in the city.”

“No, this is nothing,” the voice says. It’s a male voice, someone young. “Downtown, that’s where we keep everything good. There’s a lot of people there just like us and we have it all organized.”

“He’s right,” the voice of a girl says, another stranger. “There’s no reason to be afraid. There’s not that many of us left, so why would we want to hurt you?” Then the girl steps out of the room when I’m only a few yards away.

“Hi, there,” she says. “We’ve been watching you. We don’t mean you any harm.” She’s about my age and looks so healthy and clean, it’s frightening. I stop in my tracks and draw back the bolt of the rifle, then shove it back so it clicks into position, to let her know it’s loaded. The girl laughs, unconcerned. “You won’t need that. Nobody needs guns anymore, not to threaten each other with.” She waits for me to approach.

As I edge closer, I get a better look at her. She reminds me of a healthier version of Emily, about as tall as Emily but with a much fuller figure. Her hair is dyed a shade of platinum blond and has been carefully cut by someone who knew what they were doing. She’s doll-like, unreal. She has clean clothes on, black jeans and a sweater. Her cheeks are lightly freckled, her wide green eyes rimmed with kohl and looking very dramatic.

“I’m Jendra,” she says.

“Get back in the room.” I jerk the rifle up, the stock against my shoulder.

“I’m not going to hurt you.” She doesn’t look scared. She has an expression on her face that enrages me, like she pities me and has no reason to believe that I’m for real. But she obediently puts her hands up and backs into the room, her mouth wearing just the hint of a smile.

When I reach the doorway, I see the other intruder. It’s a boy about the same age as me and the girl. He’s also well-dressed in clean clothes, with his sandy-colored hair cut neat. Together they look like twin dolls, life-like androids.

As amazed as I am by the presence of these strangers, it’s the children who surprise me the most.

All four of them—Emily, Stace, CJ and Terry—are reclining on the edge of one of the big beds. They look dazed and dreamy, as if someone has put them in a trance. In the middle of the bed are a few empty cartons, discarded wrapping papers and there’s the smell of food. It reminds me of the remnants of a sandwich, an odor of meat and bread.

I take one cautious step after another into the room, motioning for the two intruders, the two living dolls, to keep backing up all the way to the far window. They exchange glances and the girl shakes her head sadly. “We’re unarmed,” the boy says.

The girl, Jendra, nods toward him. “This is William. And you are…?”

Emily jumps up from the bed and steps between us, between where I’m standing and William and Jendra, as if she’s going to protect them from me. “Her name’s Gillian,” she says, like I’m someone she barely knows. “For God’s sake, Gillian, stop it. They brought us food. They’re here to help us.”

“How do you know that?”

She sneers, as if I’m too foolish to take seriously. “Haven’t we been waiting for this? Aren’t they what we’ve been looking for?”

I wonder if she’s right. There’s something about them that I don’t trust. They must have been watching us, watching me, and they approached the children when they knew I was out of the way. I need time to think, to decide what to do.

Emily says, “They’ve gone through the same things we did except they got to the city earlier.” Her tone of voice is becoming theatrical, absurdly self-confident, like she’s trying to imitate Jendra, her new friend. “Why would they want to hurt us? Where would that get them?”

“Exactly,” William says. He has a narrow face with a large crescent-shaped scar above his right eye. “Think about it, Gillian. Why would we want to hurt you? Do you think there are so many people around that we can afford to lose any? Everybody has to help rebuild.”

These are words I’ve longed to hear but there’s something false about the way he speaks them. He’s too glib, too comfortable with himself, too clean. Knows just what to say, like his words were prepared in advance. We’re not going to hurt you, over and over.

Where did these two come from and how did they get here? How did they know we were here? They look like they’ve popped in from some alternate reality where the plague never happened.

“Why don’t you relax and have some food,” Jendra says. “There’s plenty of good stuff left.”

I don’t want to take my eyes off them but I have to glance at the bed. I feel myself weakening. The smell of the food fills the air like a smothering perfume. It makes me dizzy.

“There’s nothing left,” I say, my voice cracking.

“We’ve saved a little,” William says. He takes from his pocket a small paper bag. He unravels the top with great care, like the bag holds the most precious object in the world. “Look. Real bread. Can you smell it?”

“Where did you get bread?”

“We have the stuff to make it,” he says. He peels back a lumpy, half-burnt slice of toast. It’s hard for me to believe that it’s possible but the smell of the food intensifies. “Look. There’s sausage. There’s cheese. And it’s all still good.”

“How…?”

“The authorities stored lots of food away before everything ended. Ended for them. You can’t imagine all the stuff we’ve found.”

He nods at the rifle. “You really don’t need that anymore, you know.”

His referring to my rifle makes me realize I’ve let the barrel drop. I feel too weak to hold it steady anymore.

I shake my head to clear it and take a few steps back. I think about how Emily and I found Larkin sitting on the front steps of the school in Potterville and how we started to trust him almost immediately. I can’t imagine trusting these two.

Emily crosses her arms and stamps her foot like an irritated parent. “Put the rifle down, Gilly, and eat the sandwich. Why are you being such a fool?”

William takes a step toward Emily and puts an arm around her shoulder. Although he’s not much older than she is, there’s something about the way he looks at her that gives me the creeps. Like he’s an older man appraising her. Like he’s getting ready to lure her into something bad. I can see Emily stiffen at his touch but she doesn’t pull away.

I raise the rifle, lock it against my shoulder. “Let her go. Step away from her.”

William shrugs and lifts his arm from Emily’s shoulder dramatically, in the same flamboyant way he revealed the sandwich in his pocket. “I’m not holding her,” he says.

Emily glares at me. “What’s wrong with you, Gillian?”

“I want you two to go,” I say. “We need some time to figure out what we’re going to do next.”

Emily stamps her foot again. “What is there to figure out? They’re here to help us.”

“That’s what they say.”

I cock my head at the door and press my back against the wall opposite the beds to let them by. They exchange another look, then shrug and share a little smile like I’m a mental defective they have to dredge up an enormous amount of patience to deal with.

William holds the sandwich to his nose and takes a deep whiff of its fragrance. He grins at me and takes a tiny bite. “Delicious,” he says, chewing and smacking his lips. “Too bad,” he says to Jendra, nodding at me. They stroll past, unconcerned that I could kill them if I wanted to.

At the doorway, they pause and address the children. “Anyone who wants to come with us, can,” Jendra says. “If you want to think it over and meet up with us later, you’ll have to keep on the highway, go past where the old airport was and find the city’s center. But that’s a long way.”

“A very long way,” William says.

Stace, CJ and Terry have stood up from the bed and watch the intruders warily. I can see the wheels spinning in their heads. A part of me wants to shout, “Just leave if you want to. If all we’ve been through means nothing to you, then just leave.” But Emily’s the only one who follows them to the door.

“I’m going with them,” she says.

“I don’t want you to,” I say. The words are so simple, so inadequate. “I need you, Emily. We need you.”

She kicks at the edge of the sofa. “All right. I’ll stay with you a little longer.” She looks at Jendra and William. “I’m sorry. We’ll catch up with you. I can’t leave Gillian yet.” She says this like she’s the mother and I’m her wayward daughter.

I wave Jendra and William out onto the landing. They stroll away slowly, whispering, glancing back at me as if I’m a crazy street person who’s been pulling out her hair and shouting obscenities.

Sunlight glinting on the red buckle of a fire alarm catches my eye. It’s mounted on the outer wall of the motel, not far from their heads. They’ve almost reached the staircase when I take a shot at it. The bullet pings off the metal and disappears. I eject the spent cartridge, push in another, ready to fire again.

Jendra and William flinch as if struck. I see them look back at me with real fear in their eyes and then they begin to run.

Four

It’s dark, completely dark the first time I hear the Black Riders. The sound comes to me at first like I’m dreaming it, from far away.

I’m in a park and the world is ordinary. Cars drive slowly by, people stroll on the sidewalks and pathways. I’m sitting on a bench with Larkin, tossing breadcrumbs to a noisy flock of ducks gathered at the edge of a pond. He’s telling me about something that happened in school that day.

And then a steady, machine-like hum begins to fill the space around us. It grows loud enough to smother the sounds of the quacking ducks, the shouting children, the drone of traffic. No one but Larkin and I seem to notice. I ask Larkin to repeat what he was saying but he gets up and glances around in all directions. He runs a hand through his thick dark hair. He’s worried. “They’re coming,” he says.

Then I wake to the deep black shadows of the motel room. But that hum, a metallic buzz rising in the distance, follows me into the room from my dream. I realize that I’m sitting hunched over, my back to the door with some cushions wedged in behind me. I’ve fallen asleep although I swore to myself I wouldn’t.

It’s the sound of a motorcycle that wakes me, the stutter and grind of its engine ripping through the stillness. It’s been an eternity since I heard anything like it but the sound is instantly recognizable. The engine isn’t muffled and it soon splits into the noise of two or three engines, then into the roar of a large group of bikes fast approaching. The noise seems loud enough to make the walls of the room throb. I can feel vibrations beneath me that make my backside tingle.

They must be weaving through the wrecks on the highway. I hear them splutter as they slow, then a rippling cascade of pops like firework explosions as they thunder back to full throttle and pick up speed.

I jump to my feet. Getting up so suddenly makes my head swim and I let myself slip back against the door until it clears. For a moment it seems like I’m still dreaming. Then I feel CJ’s arms wrapped around my waist. “What is it, Gillian?” he says.

I hug him tight, take him with me to the room’s front window and pull back the curtains. In a heartbeat, Stace, Emily and Terry crowd in next to us. The noise fills the room but we see nothing outside. As my eyes adjust to the weak starlight, I can just make out where the highway is, a wide valley between us and the shadowy blur of the buildings opposite outlined against the night sky.

A long, narrow beam of white light suddenly streaks down the middle of the highway. The shock of it makes all of us jump back from the window. We wait a few moments, then creep forward again, cautiously peering out beyond the edge of the curtains. We see the beam rake across the cars and trucks in its way as the motorcycle rider swerves to avoid obstacles.

More splashes of light fan out across the interstate, spreading apart then clenching like the fingers of a grasping hand. Several hands. I catch a glimpse of one of the bikes as it pulls out in front of another and it looks enormous. Chrome pipes gleam like the blades of knives. The bike’s rider is only a dark blur.

The motorcycles slow, come to a stop all grouped together. The beams of light are like a web stretched across the highway. I can hear shouts above the rumble of the idling bikes, then a ricochet of explosive pops as they accelerate, weaving through the wrecks and continuing on past us.

For a moment I think that maybe they won’t come back. They’re heading south down the highway with some other goal in mind. But the faces of Jendra and William tell me I’m wrong. Whoever is out there is not going to leave us alone.

The organization, the knowhow these people must have to be able to travel in a motorized pack like this amazes me. I didn’t think anything like this was possible, not on such a scale.

“What are we going to do?” It’s Emily, whispering in my ear. She’s clutching my arm, the long nails of her fingers digging into my skin.

I jerk my arm away. “You’re hurting me.” I try to make out her face in the darkness. I want to believe that I can rely on her. “I don’t think there’s anything we can do.”

She turns away from me, to the others. “We can run. Let’s get out of here. Hide somewhere.” I hear her stumble against the bed, making her way to where she keeps her few possessions.

I want to tell her, Maybe they’re your friends, Emmy. But I can’t carp at her when she’s so scared. Instead, I say, “Emmy, where are we going to go? If they come back they’ll be on us before we make it past the parking lot.” Although I didn’t intend them to, my words sound cruel and I immediately wish I hadn’t said them.

“Maybe they won’t come back.” It’s Stace’s small voice, nearly swallowed by the dark of the room.

“Maybe.”

But as I breathe out that one word I can hear the mechanical hum growing louder again. It had nearly died away but now the bikes are clearly circling back to us. They must have gone on to the next exit and are now weaving their way up the frontage road.

I reach out in the dark, trying to grab the children, pull them to me. We fumble against each other, hugging and clutching.

“I’m so scared,” Terry says. I can hear CJ crying. I wish with all my heart that there was something we could do besides wait helplessly. We could try to find another room to hide in but the motel’s not large and we would just be delaying the inevitable.

The thrum and roar of the bikes grows, pounding through the cold night air, filling our senses. Soon we see the long white fingers of the single beam headlights reaching out across the dark road. The beams slice inward as the bikes turn toward us and wind their way through the debris cluttering the motel’s parking lot.

They shudder to a stop, grouped together right below our room. Their riders leave the engines running, the lights on. I can’t make out any of them and I can’t see the bikes themselves. The heavy throb of so many engines blurs in my ears, muddling my thoughts, my frantic attempts to figure out what I can do. I count seven headlights, seven bikes. It’s like a pack of wild dogs circling below us, waiting.

I shove the kids away from me.

“You stay in the room. All of you. Don’t come out.”

I feel my way around the space where I was sleeping, find the rifle. I know it’s loaded. I always keep it loaded at night. I slip outside, pulling the door shut behind me. Leaning against the door, breathing heavily, I look down but can’t make out anything beyond the glare of light from the motorcycles.

I’m sure they can see me. There are a few shouts, some laughter but I can’t understand what they’re saying.

There’s no point in hiding. I step to the railing and try to call out above the noise. “What do you want?” My words are chopped into pieces by the stuttering chunka-chunka of the bikes as they idle below me.

“We want you.” It’s the voice of a young man, high and confident. There’s more laughter.

“Get out of here. We’re not hurting you. Just leave us alone.”

“Come on now. You’re here looking for help, right? Well, help has arrived.” More laughter. The voice reminds me of William’s, so self-assured and theatrical, like the man behind it is performing on stage. But it’s the voice of someone older, someone more mature.

Another voice says, “Just cut the crap and get down here.”

I hear a woman’s laugh. “Or we’ll come up and get you.”

I’ve been cradling the rifle, holding it to my chest, one hand on the stock, one hand on the barrel. I bring it into position, lock the stock against my shoulder. I can’t see anything through the site, just a blur of light, so I look past it. “Did your friends tell you I have a gun? Try me and I’ll take out as many of you as I can.”

There’s still more laughter and words I can’t make out above the noise. I fire into the open air directly in front of me, above their heads. There’s not much of a reaction. “We don’t scare so easily, little girl,” the first voice I heard says.

I jerk the bolt back, jam it into place. This time I aim for a spot right above the headlight of one of the motorcycles. I can’t see what I’m shooting at. I’m not sure if I deliberately want to hit one of them or just come close enough to scare them off.

The sound of the bikes as they idle drops for a few seconds, just long enough that I think I can hear the clatter of footsteps somewhere to the left of me, in the direction of the staircase. Then one of the riders guns his engine and the sound makes me flinch, lose my focus. I try to pick out a target again, searching the space somewhere above the bright glare of the headlights.

I pull the trigger.

My shot cuts through the noise. I hear a scream and one of the bikes tumbles to its side. A mirror smashes. There’s shouting, confusion. “God damn, she shot him!” I hear. I feel the hot breath of one of the children against the back of my neck. I look over my shoulder and it’s Emily. I snap at her, “Get back in the room!”

There’s a swirl of movement directly below me. Most of the bikes have fallen silent and the headlights have been extinguished. Although I still can’t see them, I imagine the riders have dismounted to fan out across the area.

I take a deep breath and holler out over the relative silence. “I’ll give you one more chance.” My voice is high-pitched and screechy. I take another breath and try hard to fill my words with authority. “Clear out or I’ll kill you all.” I’m sure I sound like a child, not frightening in the least.

I can’t see them. I don’t know where they are. Although I hold a weapon I’m almost helpless.

“Look out!”

It’s Emily, not as close now but still behind me. I turn and see the shadowy outline of her body framed by the motel room’s door. I take a few steps toward her, intending to push her back into the room and take a position in the doorway myself, when I see her put her hand to her mouth and her whole body tense as if she’s about to be struck.

But I’m the one who feels the explosion of blinding pain, senses something blunt and heavy cracking down on the roof of my skull. There is another burst of bright light but this time inside my head. I sink to my knees, the rifle clattering on the cement of the landing and I follow it down.


Part Three


Welcome to Raintree

One

“Is Gideon dead?”

“He wasn’t moving. I didn’t think one of them could hurt us like that but she got him right in the head. That’s why we don’t let them play with guns.”

The voices are dream-like, creamy and thick and slow. I can’t tell if they’re coming from inside or outside my head. But I must be awake now. I can feel damp steel pressed against my cheek, the vibration of a vehicle in motion thrumming through my body. I reach out a hand, groping blindly. I feel the cold toe of a leather shoe or boot and it’s instantly yanked back from my touch.

“She’s waking up.”

“You hit her hard.”

“Why not? After what she did? She’s lucky we didn’t kill her there.”

I try to sit up, push my body away from the floor. I’m in a dark enclosed space which I soon recognize as the back of a van. It’s a well of shadows where I am, two indistinct shapes crouching over me. I crane my neck and can see the head and shoulders of someone driving illuminated by the weak glow of dashboard lights.

Moving my head like that brings on an agonizing wave of pain. I let out a gasp and try to take some deep breaths. It feels like giant hands are crushing my skull. I’m on all fours, swaying back and forth with the motion of the van. I want to sit up, I want to get a clear view of where I am and who these people are but every time I try to move the pain squeezes me like a vice.

Finally the pain recedes enough so that I’m able to look up at the dark shapes above me. “Where are the kids?” My voice is cracked, the ghost of a voice. “What did you do with them?”

One of them snorts derisively. “She’s worried about her kids.” I can’t tell if it’s a man or woman speaking. The voice still sounds strange, like it’s disembodied, floating through the space around me.

“Down,” a harsher, more masculine voice says. The sole of a boot presses me back to the floor of the van. I’m too weak to resist the pressure and I collapse on the cold metal.

The higher voice, closer to that of a woman’s, says, “Don’t you worry your pretty little head. We haven’t left them behind. But you—we have to watch you. You’re a murderess.”

That last word fills the space around us, an enormous, earth-shaking word. I killed someone. All the reasons why I had to fire that last shot burst into my mind—that I had to defend us, that these Black Riders refused to make their intentions known.

Why didn’t they show up in the daytime when we could see them? But Jendra and William came and I scared them away. If I didn’t trust the two of them, how could I have trusted these people, the way they surrounded us in the middle of the night? But then I think, maybe I was wrong. What if these are the people we’ve been looking for all along?

I notice an odd smell that permeates the space around us. The throbbing in my head has subsided enough to enable me to pay more attention to what’s around me. It’s a coppery smell mingled with a slight hint of decay.

I try to speak again. “Where… Where are you taking me…?”

There’s no answer. The damp of the exposed metal I lay on starts to work its way into my body. I feel so cold I grab my knees and pull them in tight. I’m not so much frightened as dazed and hurting.

Then the van jerks to a stop and I’m thrown against one of the front seats. My forehead smacks hard against a metal strut at the base of the seat. The razor-sharp pain I feel comes in an intense burst like a flashbulb that lasts a few seconds, then the ache in my head I felt before floods back. I reach a finger up to my forehead and can feel a wet trickle of blood.

“What the hell, Bodie? What do you think you’re doing?” the more masculine voice says. I can just make out a shape looming over me, one of the two in the back of the van getting to his feet.

A voice from the seat above me says defensively, “I can’t help it. We’re at that bad part where you almost can’t get through. I have to work my way around the wrecks.”

“You’re going to make us puke. Next time, I’m driving.”

“You can’t drive,” the driver says.

“Bodie’s right,” the female in the back says. She’s also standing close to me now. “You can’t drive, Milo.”

“Shut up. When we get back, I’m shoving you both in the cage. You belong with the animals.” He kicks at me with the toe of his boot and strikes my shin. It hurts but that pain can’t compare to what’s happening in my head.

The van starts to move forward a little. There are a few sharp turns. The driver has to back up and try to go in another direction. “It’s like a maze,” he says, cursing.

Suddenly I feel sick, horribly sick to my stomach.

“What the hell is that?” Milo, the man or boy or whatever he is in back, says.

“She’s throwing up,” the female says.

“Get her out!”

I can sense him step over me, hear the van door squeal as it’s wrenched open and feel a cold rush of air. He kicks me out of the van and I tumble to the hard pavement outside. Even as I fall, I continue to vomit, heaving up watery residue from my empty stomach.

I hear the sound of boots clatter to the ground as the two in back jump out beside me. “Get up in the light!” Milo orders me. I feel the toe of his boot jab into my side. I think just for a moment that maybe I could get to my feet, maybe I could run. But I can’t raise myself up any higher than my hands and knees and he keeps kicking at me so I crawl forward, to the front of the van until I’m gasping and heaving in the glare of the headlights.

“She’s bleeding,” the female voice says.

“Yeah, well, I’m not going to touch her now. And we’re only supposed to bring her back.”

“We’ll bring her back.” It’s the voice of Bodie, standing with the others.

“What if she dies?”

“She’s not going to die. I didn’t hit her that hard.”

“Maybe she has a concussion.” I wonder if that’s a hint of compassion from the female.

“Are you going to cry over her? She’s the one that killed Gideon.”

“We don’t know if he’s dead for sure.”

“None of them ever had a gun before.”

“She’s special, isn’t she?”

“We’ll treat her special, that’s a guarantee.”

I’m starting to gain some control over myself. My stomach has quieted down and I’m breathing more evenly. But then blackness starts to fill my head. I want to stay awake, alert enough to defend myself, but I can’t. I’m spinning down a dark hole. The wide beams of the headlights narrow into pinpoints, then disappear altogether. I can no longer hear or see anything.

The darkness swallows me whole.

Two

There is water below me.

I know because I can hear the slap of waves against concrete. A bird shrieks as it darts past. There’s a fishy, algae and decay smell. My eyes are crusted shut and I have to rub the gunk loose so I can see. Then a blast of chill wind revives me completely.

I’m floating in mid-air.

My mind won’t accept it but my eyes tell me I’m up high, dangling above an enormous river. I try to think of a way to explain it but the only thing I can come up with is that maybe I’ve died. This might be some weird mid-point, a way station between this world and the next.

But there’s solid wood below my feet, wood above my head and black bars all around me. I try to stand and this platform I’m on sways dangerously in the wind, knocking me back. I slide and think for a moment I’m going to tumble off the edge but my back is caught by the row of iron bars behind me. There is not enough room to stand up straight.

Then it hits me that I really have been locked in a cage, penned up like an animal, just like the one they called Milo said he was going to do to his companions.

I have to shut my eyes, force myself to concentrate, make myself believe this is happening. I’m up high enough that the fall might kill me—I know that. Another flurry of icy wind rakes across me, makes the cage rock to and fro. I drop to my hands and knees, crouching low, trying to stay in the center of the cage’s floor to keep it steady.

The wind stinging my eyes makes them tear up and I’m able to blink the rest of the gummy residue away. I touch my face and feel a large bump in the middle of my forehead painful to touch, covered with a sticky-sweet coating of blood.

I scan the horizon. To my left are the towering offices of a city’s center. To my right I see a warren of warehouses and buildings only four or five stories high. In front of me, as far as I can see, is the broad sweep of the river and the bridges that span it. I count four of them receding into the distance.

Creeping to the front edge of the cage, I slide a little, making that end tip down. I press myself flat, let my head rest against the rusted iron bars until I can peer almost straight over the rim. There’s a sheet of water the color of weathered steel spread below me. Weak sunlight pierces gloomy skies, skitters across the tips of wavelets driven by the wind. Starlings dive and swoop all around me.

I shut my eyes as a wave of nausea hits me. My throat feels ragged, as if I’ve been gargling with sand. Then I hear voices, the chatter of voices somewhere nearby. The cries of the birds make it impossible to pick out actual words but I get an impression of cheerfulness, of young people casually strolling along, not a care in the world.

Rolling over, I look up at the stained, scratched ceiling of rough wood above me, listening hard, trying to decipher what they’re saying. There is the metallic ping of someone rhythmically beating a handrail with a piece of pipe or a rock, something heavy. This sound grows louder, filling the space above me—the unknown above the roof of my cage. Then the pinging stops, right above my head. I can hear words clearly for the first time.

“She’s still down there…”

“What a great idea they had…”

“Tonight we’ll…”

“If she’s still alive.”

Then a voice shushes the others like a teacher bringing a class to order. It’s a female voice familiar to me but it takes a few minutes for me to connect it to anything recent in my memory. My mind is moving slowly, as if my thoughts have to claw their way through thick syrup in order to come clear.

“Are you still alive down there, Gillian? Please respond if you are.”

An image of the self-satisfied, taunting face of Jendra with her platinum blond hair and doll-like features flashes into my mind, a face so healthy, so well cared for.

Then William’s voice follows hers. “We have food and water for you but you have to say something to get it.” I see William offering me his sandwich with real bread back in the motel room, thick slices of soft, moldless bread. Memories of the smell, the taste of it from years ago fill my senses, make my poor, parched mouth water.

“Maybe she is dead,” another voice says carelessly, like it hardly matters.

“What’ll they do then? If she’s dead.”

“We won’t have any excitement tonight,” Jendra says. “Everyone will be so disappointed.”

“Delicious wa-wa, sweetie,” William calls down to me. “You must be thirsty. But you have to say something first, otherwise why should we waste it?”

Involuntarily, a dull, rasping sound escapes my throat. It’s not loud enough for anyone to hear. The back of my throat burns, like I’ve been inhaling smoke from a building on fire.

“We’re going to leave, Gillian. We might leave you dangling up here forever.”

I try to frame a few clear-headed thoughts. They’re torturing me because I killed one of them. But something’s going to happen tonight. They want to prolong my suffering for some reason.

As long as there’s even the smallest chance for me to find a way out of this, I have to do something, do whatever I can. I’ve come so far with my kids, my family—we’ve reached the legendary city at the north end of the highway. The city—

I can’t just surrender. I won’t permit myself to simply roll over and die.

But I need water. I need food.

I stand up as much as I can, trying to maintain balance, crouching with my back pressed against the craggy layer of wood above me. I grab hold of the bars facing the industrial side of the river and try to raise my voice. I hear myself make a sound like an elderly crow, a sort of broken cackle. Then I’m able to form actual words. “I’m here!” I’m not sure if the words are loud enough but it’s the best I can do.

“Ah, I think she’s alive,” William says. “Moira will be so happy.”

“Can you hold on for a few more hours?” Jendra calls down to me.

“Give me water,” I say. I try to raise my voice above the sound of the birds.

“We’ll have to think about that. You don’t sound like you’re at the end of your rope yet. Get it? End of your rope?”

“We could cut this rope, you know,” a strange voice says.

“I happen to have a knife,” William says. “Would you like that, Gillian? If we sawed away at the rope a little? I don’t know how strong the rope is. It was the best one we could find to hang your cage with.”

Panic makes my stomach knot. The dull pain in my head recedes a bit and lets in the full realization of what’s happened. It’s like something from a horror movie. It can’t be real but it is real.

I’m in a cage made for an animal, suspended high above the wide river that runs through the city of Raintree, dangling from the side of a bridge.

It maddens me that I can’t see anything directly above me, can’t see the rope, how securely they’ve tied it or what they’ve tied it to. Or the row of grinning, mocking faces staring down at me. I want to hurt them. I want them to feel like I feel, be as frightened as I am.

“And I have a stone, a large round stone,” Jendra says. “What if I drop that stone? Gillian, what do you think will happen?”

“Should you do that?” another voice says. “They want her alive.”

“It’s the ceremony tonight. Moira is going to take over.”

“Gideon would have wanted her to,” the first voice says with deep respect.

Moira. Gideon. I killed Gideon. That’s what the three in the van said.

“Oh, no,” Jendra cries out, laughing. “The stone slipped out of my hand.”

A heavy thud on one end of the roof of the cage immediately follows the sound of her voice. It causes the cage to tip and me to sprawl back against the bars. The entire cage quakes. I hear a plonk and a splash from far down below. I scramble back to the middle of the cage and wait for it to stop rocking.

I imagine dropping straight down into the chilly waters of the river. I’m a good swimmer but in this cage I would sink to the muddy riverbed, thrashing against the bars until I could no longer breathe, the pressure of the water pounding against my ears until everything grew completely still, completely quiet.

If I had to dream up an ultimate nightmare for myself, I couldn’t come up with anything better.

But they want to keep me alive a little longer. They want to torture me. They want me to suffer.

“I think that’s enough for now,” Jendra says brightly. Then she calls down to me. “We’re going now. All you have to do is to wait until dark.”

The voices continue to chatter, happy and carefree, as they fade into the distance. Two thoughts fill my mind.

The water they offered was a lie. The food was a lie.

I open my mouth to call out but let the words die in my throat. I know the harsh, pleading rasp I made would be ignored, laughed at if they heard it at all.

All that water below me and I can’t taste a drop. I hope for a moment that the cage does fall so I can at least drink deep the river’s steel-gray depths in the moments remaining before I slip away from this life.

Then I fall asleep or pass out. The only reason I’m aware of this is because, when I open my eyes next, it’s suddenly dark out.

Three

Black silhouettes, more like wraiths than living beings, dance around the cage that still encloses me. Some carry lit torches which they wave and toss in the air, thrust at one another like swordfighters. They circle so fast I can’t get a fix on their faces in the light of the flickering flames. All I see are glimpses of white hands with pale, death-like fingers that rake along the iron bars.

I’ve drawn myself up tight with my knees pressed against my chin and my arms wrapped around my shins. I’m too frightened to feel the pain in my arms, my back, my head, the thirst that scratches at my throat.

Then one of the wraiths thrusts a torch through the bars of the cage. Although the flames don’t touch me, I scuttle back like a wounded animal. There is laughter—high-pitched, crazy-sounding laughter. Someone shoves a torch inside the cage behind me, singeing my clothes. I feel its heat bloom against my back and scuttle crab-like to the other side.

These shapes twitch and shake to the pounding of drums.

I catch glimpses of hunched figures squatting in a circle, hammering away with the palms of their hands, the bodies of the drums clutched between their knees. There’s also a boombox somewhere with the volume so loud the electronica it blasts morphs into the shriek of a jet plane, white noise over thudding beats.

And beyond all this is an enormous bonfire. I can’t see how high its flames rise. They seem to reach up forever like a burning redwood in an ancient forest.

I see all of this. I know all of this is happening but I’m beyond the point where I can figure out a way to respond, an action to take. I feel exactly like an animal now. Not thinking, just reacting. Alive for the moment. Waiting for the end.

From the bridge, dangling over the murky-gray waters of the river, they brought me here.

The smell of smoke woke me. Nor far away something was burning. The birds were quiet and I saw that I was still high above the water—there was enough moonlight to see the spans of the bridges in the distance. I had been sleeping or unconscious and night had fallen.

I heard the sound of an engine coughing into life somewhere to the left of me, not far from the river’s bank. People shouting. Then the hum of large truck tires skimming along the steel grate on the floor of the bridge. I felt the vibrations run through me, making the cage tremble.

A large vehicle squealed to a stop right above me. There were voices in the dark, more shouts and then a jerk on the rope holding me aloft and I was lifted up.

At one point the rope slipped from the grasp of those hauling and, for a few sickening seconds, I tumbled back down. The rope caught, did not break and I was slammed up against the splintery wood above me, then smashed back down to the cage’s floor.

I heard quite clearly, “If you guys let her fall into the river, they’ll kill you.”

“But they’re going to kill her anyway.”

“They want her brought to the square. Alive.”

They managed to drag the cage over the edge of the bridge’s railing and hoisted it onto the back of a flatbed truck. I couldn’t see anything clearly—not their hands, not their faces—but I was sure they were the normal ones, like Jendra and William. Not the Black Riders. The Black Riders were waiting for me somewhere nearby.

Someone drove the truck away from the bridge and through the downtown area of the city. The ones who had lifted me clung to the back of the truck, to the roof of the cage as we rode. They whooped and shouted, playfully trading insults, trying to shove each other off the back.

The truck snaked its way through narrow canyons, between rows of tall buildings. The streets had a cleared center lane along the route we took, abandoned vehicles shoved aside to make room. Crouched in back, I watched the dark streets flow past like I was in a boat going upriver.

The truck pulled onto an open space nine blocks in from the bridge and again squealed to a stop—the square someone wanted me brought to. I couldn’t see much beyond the center of the open space where the bonfire was already roaring.

The cage was taken from the truck and carried past the fire. The warmth of the flames intoxicated me and I wanted to crawl up close. I felt so weary, so lifeless. The cage was taken farther from the fire than I wanted and set on top of a piece of sculpture made to look like the base of a broken white column.

A tarp was thrown over the top of the cage like I was a bird meant to go to sleep for the night. There were shouts, running footsteps, the crackle and hiss of the flames. Then the drumming started, ragged and uncertain at first but building in intensity. The boombox was switched on and someone ripped the tarp away.

Dancers like black shadows, weaving their way through the pulsing glow of the firelight.

Howling, wailing, maniacal laughter, as if the long-dead residents of an old lunatic asylum have come back to life.

A dark silhouette presses itself against the bars of my cage and screams right in my face. I shut my eyes so I can’t see its features.

I try to scrunch down into nothing. I would disappear if I could. Even though I’m shaking, trembling, unable to keep still, there’s a numbness creeping over me. My thoughts are slowing. It’s too much. Too much to see, too much to hear. I wonder if the purpose of all this is to drive me insane.

The inky, limber shapes of the dancers throw themselves about, twirl apart and slam against each other, working themselves up into a convulsive frenzy. They aren’t really moving to the beat of the drums or the screech and thud of the electronica, they’re just shaking uncontrollably, like they’re having seizures.

But the strangest thing I see, framed against the light of the bonfire, are two of these creatures slow dancing. Oblivious to all the others. Pressed tight together, like the dancing is just an excuse for them to grope each other.

It’s the others, the normal-looking ones, the Jendras and Williams, who pound the drums, keep beating out a ragged rhythm, trying to compete with the blare of the boombox.

I close my eyes and concentrate on the drumming, using it to drown out the shrieks of the wraiths. I slip back to the memory of a Native American ceremony I saw as a child on a school field trip. I can see myself as a little girl, sitting on a bench in a smoky longhouse while dancers in raven and salmon masks whirl by.

Then, so abruptly it makes me jump, the noise of the boombox is cut. The sound of the drumming follows, dying away, a few erratic beats thumped out here and there until the drummers have all risen to their feet. Others from different parts of the square, from farther back in the dark, move forward to join them.

The shadowy dancers have stopped dancing. They are right beside me, pacing like wolves around all sides of the cage.

They press in closer. I can’t tell how many there are. When a gust of wind blows in my direction, I get a whiff of that strange smell I caught before while riding in the van, a mix of copper or burnt wiring with something spoiled, rotting. But the smell blends with smoke blown my way from the bonfire and I might just be imagining it.

Some of the creatures carrying torches raise them up high, turning their faces away from the flames as if holding the flickering light so close hurt their eyes. I can’t see much of them, of their flesh. They all wear much the same costume, baggy black pants and black jackets with hoods, shiny black boots. Their faces are pale, their eyes dark.

They’re not like us.

The thought fills my mind.

These are the Black Riders, the rulers of this city, now celebrating before the fire. They seem more like wraiths than ever—spirits, phantoms. I both want to and am terrified of seeing them up close but I’m certain of one thing—they’re not like me. I feel it in my bones that they don’t look, move, smell, speak, think like Jendra or William or Emily or Stace or me.

Then one of them comes up to the cage behind me and slaps its hand hard against the bars. I wince and try to curl tighter into myself, hugging my legs, scrunching my chin against my kneecaps. It’s grown so quiet that all I can hear are the hisses and pops the bonfire makes and the sound of wood toppling in on itself.

More of them move in. They’re not breathing heavily. They’re not winded. I see the dim outlines of hands pressed against the bars, black shapes looming over me. The thought of one of them reaching in to grab me is unbearable.

As if reading my mind, one of them breaks the silence by saying, “You’re not going to try to pull her out, are you?”

“God no. Touch that thing? Disgusting.”

There’s a clap of hands loud enough to be cymbals crashing. “All right!” It’s a female’s voice as sure of itself as a general. There’s a pause and I imagine the speaker peering around at the others, demanding their attention. “It’s decision time. I want suggestions for how we’re going to dispose of her.”

There’s chatter, laughter. Then someone close to her says, “We should take her back to the river, Moira. Throw her in.”

Moira. That name. I remember hearing the others on the bridge say about her, She’s going to take over.

“We should have just built the fire on the bridge and cut the rope. Imagine what she’ll go through, sinking to the bottom trapped in that cage.”

They’re giving voice to the nightmare I had been living with all day while I hung suspended above the water. It occurs to me, Why didn’t they just cut the rope instead of putting me through all of this?

Moira says, “That’s one option—”

“Just throw her on the fire,” another voice shouts. “In that cage…”

“Beheading. I like beheading.”

Moira laughs, a sour little laugh. “All right. There’re a thousand things we can do. I think we should let her out first. I want her to see Gideon. I want her to know why we’re doing this to her. I want her to see what she did. Agreed?”

“And then the fire?” someone asks.

“I like that idea,” Moira says. “Burning her like a witch.”

“A heretic, like Joan of Arc,” a male voice says.

“Not like Joan-of-freaking-Arc,” Moira spits back at him. “She’s a witch if she’s anything.”

“Some people thought Joan of Arc was a witch.”

“She’s just a plain, freaking witch. End of story,” Moira shrieks. Her voice is unnaturally loud, like it’s amplified. It makes my ears hurt.

There’s another pause and I imagine Moira looking around to see if anyone is going to dare contradict her. “Children!” she calls out at last. She has grabbed a torch from one of the other Black Riders. By its light I can see her beckoning those waiting near the bonfire forward—the normal ones, the ones like me.

I stare at her, not realizing I’m doing so. I both want and don’t want to see her clearly. It amazes me that I’m actually frightened of getting a good look at her face after all I’ve been through. But I have a feeling the faces of these creatures must be altered, twisted in ways I can’t comprehend.

I catch myself staring and turn away but before I do I see that Moira, too, is averting her eyes from the torch’s glare. I get a glimpse of jet black hair framing the pale moon of her face, black lips and dark eyes but the shape of her nose, her mouth is indistinct.

The normal ones hesitate. I see them shuffling around, exchanging glances in the glow of the bonfire. Finally they start to slowly approach. I can’t tell how large the group is but I get the feeling there are more of them then there are Black Riders. Maybe fifteen, twenty kids my age. They move a little closer to the Black Riders and stop.

Moira says impatiently, stamping her foot, “One of you better get your ass over here now. Bring the key and open this damn thing.”

I see the group pushing a tall, thin boy forward. He stumbles, tries to retreat. Moira hisses. He starts moving toward the cage, his head bent, looking like he’s about to be beaten.

I scurry back as he draws near. I begin thinking that if they release me I will go down fighting. I will bite, kick, punch, scratch, smash them with my forehead—anything but let them take control of me again. Anything but let them put me to death on their terms.

The boy fumbles with the padlock dangling from the door of the cage, starts to tug on it like it will magically snap open. “A key, Carson. I think you need a key,” I hear Moira say, her voice corrosive.

The boy called Carson lets go of the padlock and turns toward her, head bowed. “I don’t have the key.” His voice trembles, on the edge of tears.

“My God! You—Are you all complete idiots?” She waves the torch at the others, shouts at them, “Does anyone have the key?”

No one responds.

“Say something please.” At last a girl with a cloud of long dark hair pipes up. “We don’t have it on us. We left it somewhere.”

Someone else says, “But we can get it for you.”

Moira spits at the boy called Carson. “You are useless. All useless.” She begins to pace madly, shaking the torch in the faces of the normals. Her voice makes her sound hysterical. “You get this cage open in two minutes or less or it’s one of you who’ll be tossed on the fire.”

The boy runs back to the group and there’s a lot of pushing and shoving and whispering. Finally, he and another normal hurry to where the truck was left parked at the edge of the square.

“Don’t touch my truck,” one of the black wraiths barks and the boys freeze in their tracks. I hear this man’s voice curse and catch a glimpse of a black shape flitting toward the truck. The voice is from my ride in the van. I recognize it as the voice of the one they called Bodie, the driver. A door slams and soon he’s back.

Bodie hurls something into the middle of the pack of normals and confusion erupts with cries of pain. Some of them stumble back, fall on the ground. A heavy piece of metal clangs to the brick at their feet. Carson picks whatever it is up and runs back to the cage. Like he’s possessed, he takes this thing, a crowbar, and begins whacking at the top of the padlock.

The sound of metal striking metal, the vibrations from the impact of each blow, rattle through every inch of my body. I back away as far as I can, pressing myself against the bars, mindlessly clawing at the floor of the cage with my fingernails as if I could tunnel my way out.

The lock breaks open. In triumph, Carson pulls it free from the latch and brandishes it like a trophy. Moira storms forward. “Get out of the way.” She’s about to shove Carson aside with an outstretched hand but just before she touches him she stops herself. She holds a bloodless hand outstretched for a moment as if surprised by what she was about to do, then yanks it back. Carson hurries away.

She turns back to the cage. I watch that pale white hand reach out and snatch the cage’s door open. There’s a groan of resistance from the rusted iron. “Come out, little thing,” she coos. That coppery, moldy smell grows stronger and bile pushes at my throat. The smell—I wasn’t imagining it.

This is it.

My thoughts slow. My heart pounds, my pulse races.

Leave the cage.

But I have to scramble past her.

You can’t stay where you are.

I want to fling myself out of the cage, push myself up from the ground and run as fast as I can but I’m so afraid of her grabbing me, snatching me before I can get past her. I stay pressed against the iron bars until another of the creatures thrusts their torch against my back.

This time I hurl myself at the cage’s door but stop on the brink, my hands clutching the bars on either side. Moira steps back, motions to the group of normals. “Come here, all of you. Pull her out.” Soon hands are clutching me. I scramble backward but feel the heat of the torch. I have no choice but to let them drag me out.

When my feet hit the ground and I’m standing straight, I try to lash out, beat them back, clear enough space so I can run. But being caged up, cramped and immobile for so long has taken its toll—a spasm of pain shoots up my back, across my shoulders. My legs turn to rubber and I slump to the ground like an empty suit of clothes.

Two of the normals grab my arms and haul me up. Two boys at either side hold me steady.

“Good,” Moira says. “Now comes the part where we show her what she’s done.” I struggle, furious at my weakening body, but others grab the back of my coat, press in close all around me.

The Black Riders have retreated into the shadows. I can no longer see any of them. The boys clutching my arms drag me along, my feet bumping across the bricks, hands pushing at me from behind.

I’m dragged over to another sculpture that’s shaped like the base of a toppled column. I can see the silhouettes of other columns, father back, full size. It’s like we’re in the ruins of an ancient temple. On the smooth surface of the column in front of me, about four feet high, lies a body. One of the Black Riders appears out of nowhere on the column’s far side and illuminates the body with a torch.

The boys clutching my arms loosen their grip. They prod me, trying to get me to use my own strength to balance myself. When they let go, I wobble a bit, my feet spread apart, swaying forward and back, but I manage to stand on my own.

Try. To. Run. Now.

But they’re all around me. I could never outrun these normal kids who have eaten regular meals, who have been treated well. Numbness seeps back into my limbs.

And I am starting to be hypnotized by the face of the man I killed.

Gideon. This is Gideon. The one I shot by firing blindly into the dark beyond the glare of the motorcycles’ headlights. I couldn’t bring myself to shoot a rabbit that day long ago when we were picking blackberries. But I killed a human being.

Human. The word fits this creature uneasily.

The pasty, bloodless hand of another black rider holds a torch close to Gideon’s face. The face repulses me, fascinates me. I keep wanting to turn away but I continue to stare.

Gideon is dressed in black, like the others. His eyes are open. They are dark pools, black smears of pitch across which the flickering torchlight dances. They look like wells that could suck me in to some strange netherworld, twin gateways to another dimension. His skin is waxy, with an ashen gray base over which there’s a white powdery dusting, like newly fallen snow.

But what fascinates me most of all…the left side of his forehead, where there is a deep jagged hole but no blood. The bullet wound. His chest doesn’t rise or fall but I imagine that if I could somehow wave that wound away, he would sit up, swing his legs from the top of the column, get to his feet and stand facing me. And if he did sit up, if he was facing me, watching me, I have no idea if that would prove that he really was alive.

Like I am alive. Like the normals are alive.

I think, This is what someone who survives the fever looks like. This is how they change. These, the Black Riders, are the survivors.

Moira steps into the small pool of torchlight. I had no idea she was this close. She, too, stares at Gideon’s face. Then she looks up at me abruptly. I stare at the black of the jacket she wears, the gleam of the silver buckle on the belt looped across the top of her cargo pants. I can’t look into her eyes.

“We were together, you see. He was the first. I was the second. We shared this entire city together. We welcomed all the others.” She sounds emotional, a tremor in her voice. But then she snarls, “Why do I waste words on you?”

For a few moments I can hear nothing but the crackle of the flames. Then she says, “Do you see how this works, Gillian? You murdered one of us so it’s only just that we kill you. I honestly didn’t think we could die. None of us has ever died. I thought maybe we’d all live forever.”

She reaches over to take the torch from the one holding it on the other side of the column and sweeps it in a wide arc in front of her, directing the flame at all assembled. “Well now, are we ready to burn her? Is it time?”

At the sound of these words, I try to turn and run—I really do try—but my body betrays me. I lift my legs and pump my arms but nothing happens. My feet hit the ground like they’re made of lead and I can’t lift them again. My legs sag. I sink down to the hard brick paving stones of the square, gasping for breath as if I just ran a mile.

I hear Moira laugh, a deep, dark, heartless laugh. “Pick her up. Drag her if you have to,” she says.

But instead of the normals, instead of the ones like me, it’s another wraith who steps in from the outer shadows. There’s the smell again, that moldering, metallic odor. It feels uncanny to have so many of the Black Riders this close to me. I draw into myself again, pulling my knees up, putting my head down.

This Black Rider sweeps past me and takes a place on the other side of the column, the light of its torch adding to that of the other, widening the glow that flickers over Gideon’s body.

“I don’t think we should kill her, Moira.”

I glance up and see that it’s another woman standing there, about the same shape and size as Moira but with tousled wisps of hair that look scarlet under the torchlight. She speaks in a voice as sure of itself, as commanding as Moira’s. The voice immediately takes me back to the van—the female, the one who had wondered if I had a concussion. I thought I had detected a hint of compassion in that voice.

Moira watches and waits silently. I catch a glimpse of her dark eyes in the pulsating light.

“I’m Gideon now,” she says at last. “He wanted me calling the shots if anything ever happened to him. You know that.” She raises her voice. “You all know that.”

“We don’t know that,” the other says. “Did he ever say that?” She raises her voice as well to include everyone assembled. “Did any of you ever hear him say that?”

“We were the first,” Moira says.

The other sighs, as if listening to the words of a child. “I think we need to cut a bargain. Gideon was the first. He took us into the city. He showed us how to live. And you were closer to him than anyone, Moira. We know that. But there’s no reason why you should be above us now.”

Moira takes a step toward this other female, thrusts the torch in her face. I see the other shut her eyes, raise a hand to protect them from the light and turn away. There’s muttering from the larger group of Black Riders. They’re closer now. I can see their shadowy forms pressing in, paying close attention.

“There is a reason, Aisa,” Moira says. Her voice cracks a bit, betrays her. “I am smarter than any of you. I know more about this city than any of you. You’d all be dead in a month without me. Everything would just fall apart.”

“You’re full of shit, Moira. Gideon didn’t choose you because you were smarter. He chose you because you were the first one who came along.”

Another shape steps forward, barely discernable in the torchlight. “Talk to her with respect,” a male’s voice says.

“You talk to her with respect, Doon,” the one called Aisa says. “I think the obvious solution is that we split, go our own way. Those who worship Moira can stay with Moira. But anyone who wants to can tag along with me.”

Someone else says, “Maybe we shouldn’t be talking like this in front of the children.”

Another says, “Why not kill her?”

“We’re running short,” Aisa says. “These older kids, these elders, will go through the change soon. Some will die, some will live. We don’t know how many others are out there anymore, how many will find their way here. We need all we have to work, to feed and take care of the younger ones.”

“But she killed Gideon!” Moira splutters, incredulous. “That’s the whole point of this ceremony. It’s a ceremony of death.”

“We can dispose of her later,” Aisa says. “If she can’t behave. What can she do? Where can she go? We have the ones she was taking care of. She’s just a rat caught by a whole lot of cats. We can play with her for a while.”

The one called Doon stands close to Moira, murmurs urgently in her ear.

Aisa, still speaking to everyone around her, says, “You can’t force us, Moira. What are you going to do, put us in cages, like her? Don’t any of you want to come with me? Be brave. Step forward. I promise she won’t hurt you.”

Suddenly, as if he’d been listening to every word that’s been said, Gideon’s body sucks in a deep, shuddering breath. Just one breath, no more. His chest rises and falls.

All movement stops. Everything is hushed. Moira takes a torch and holds it over him, slowly inspecting the entire length of his body.

“Maybe we can’t be killed,” someone whispers.

Moira calls out, “Needle, come here.”

Another specter in black rustles forward and bends low over Gideon’s body while Moira holds her torch aloft. Like before, her face is averted from the torch’s glare. Their eyes must be sensitive, I think. Can’t stand bright light.

The hands of the one called Needle are plainly visible in the torchlight. They have long tapered fingers that move like the thin waving tubes of a sea anemone. Each finger ends with a nail like a purple half-moon.

Needle uses these fingers to unzip Gideon’s jacket and unbutton the top of a black shirt he wears underneath. Needle lowers his head, a dark oval concealed by the hood he wears, to Gideon’s chest. He presses an ear against the milky skin and listens. He pulls back, turns to the others and says, “I don’t hear anything. His heart isn’t—”

Then I see Gideon’s lower jaw draw back like someone is tugging it loose and he takes another deep, ragged breath. I look away, start to scramble back. It’s a corpse coming to life, something that should not be happening, that I should not be seeing. Against nature. Beyond understanding.

Gideon takes one more breath and stops. His mouth snaps shut. Teeth click.

Moira says, gasping, astounded, “He’s not dead. We can revive him.” Her voice is trembling with expectation. “We need to take him home with us. You stay with him, Needle. Don’t leave him for a second.”

Needle holds up his right hand, the long fingers quivering in the torchlight. He turns back to the body. I see him take one slim, pale finger and press it against the hole in Gideon’s skull. Then I see him let his finger worm its way inside the wound.

Seconds later, Needle’s head rockets back and his back stiffens as if he’s just been electrocuted. He shakes and twitches, like the dancers did earlier. Moira stares at him, fascinated. Needle’s shoulders finally slump and he jerks his hand away. He steps back from the body and turns to the others. His face is shrouded in darkness. “Well?” Moira says softly.

“Dreams,” he says, stunned. His voice is a hoarse whisper, like that of a heavy smoker trying to tell a secret. “Unbelievable dreams. They flooded into me. From him.”

He paces back and forth in front of the column bearing Gideon’s body.

“Maybe he’s changed again. Yes, that’s it. I think he’s evolving into something else, a higher form.”

“How could a bullet to the head do that?”

Needle shakes his head. “We should take him home. He’s stuck somewhere, halfway. Maybe he will come back, maybe he won’t. But we can share his dreams.”

The Black Riders watching the spectacle begin chattering, moving among each other.

Moira holds her torch up once more, raises her voice. “I think we should save the bickering for another day. Let’s take Gideon home now.” She stares at Aisa across the space above Gideon’s body. “Agreed?” she says, not commanding but asking.

Aisa says, “What about her?” She points in my direction.

Moira answers quickly, “I don’t care about her right now. If you want to keep her around for a while, fine. Let’s have them chain her in the cellar of the Orphanage for now.” She passes her torch to Needle and claps her hands again. “Children, come get her. Hurry up. Take her back with you, over the bridge and back home.”

The wraiths, the Black Riders, turn from us and pay no more attention to me or to the other normal ones. They hover around Gideon’s body murmuring, jostling for the space closest to it. They look like a swarm of black crows in the darkness, pecking away at something.

Someone grabs me from behind, yanks one of my arms back, then someone snatches my other arm and pulls me away. The heels of my feet bounce across the bricks. Soon I can’t see anything beyond the glow of the bonfire as it collapses in on itself.


Part Four


The Orphanage

One

In a dream, Larkin is talking to me. Something about us going swimming tomorrow.

In my worst moments, I dream about Larkin.

There’s a swimming hole, placid and deep, behind a rocky shelf in a creek near Oxbow Ferry. It’s close to the fields where we’ve been picking blackberries. The water there is cold and clear. We’ve started to bathe there.

It’s only during the summer that we can really wash ourselves clean. I’ve been bringing the girls down there almost every afternoon. We bring soap and shampoo. We lather up, then rinse ourselves off by splashing and diving as far down as we can. Under the cold water, I imagine trout nudging up against us, crayfish skittering through the mud our toes can touch.

The hot afternoon sun always dries us off before we make it back to the house we’ve taken as our own. Once inside, we change into newfound clothes and comb each other’s tangled hair while Larkin takes CJ and Terry with him so they, too, can clean up a little and cool off.

“We should all go swimming for fun,” Larkin says before leaving with the boys, while I’m drawing a big-toothed comb carefully through Stace’s flame-colored hair. “All of us together.”

I snort sarcastically. “I don’t think that’s going to work.”

He gives me a gentle punch on the shoulder. “We’ll all wear suits, don’t worry. I’m sure we can find some.”

“I don’t know… How are they going to do a good job of washing themselves?”

“You’re always so practical.” He mimics me. “The swimming hole is only for getting clean, not for fun.”

“I never said that. I like to have fun like everybody else.”

“But it’s hard for you to let your guard down.”

I know he’s right. I should relax a little.

Then I’m looking at Larkin lying in bed. It’s that last room he occupied, in that last house we shared. His breathing is shallow, his face is pale. I bend down to kiss his feverish forehead. I close my eyes for a moment and when I open them—

Gideon’s face is where Larkin’s should be. My lips have brushed against Gideon’s gray-white skin, cool and dry, tissue paper thin and flaky like an old hornet’s nest. His black eyes are open, staring out at nothing. I pull back in horror, as if I’ve just kissed a snake or a spider.

Gideon’s face blurs into Larkin’s and then back again. Both faces have a hole in the forehead where the bullet from my rifle struck. I stare at the hole, a deep purple intrusion, sunk into the skin. How far does it go? I wonder. To the center of his brain?

I hold my hand up before my eyes and study my fingers. I think of the one they called Needle, using one of his long white fingers to probe the wound, to explore the hole I had made in Gideon’s skull.

I reach down and touch the wound myself. The flesh of Gideon, of Larkin—the face keeps transposing, switching from one to another—is now as cold as clay, lifeless. I watch my own index finger, moving beyond my control, as if it’s no longer a part of me, start to work its way inside the hole. I’m both disgusted and fascinated. A second later, I’m awake.

Two

When I open my eyes I see a bottle of water. It’s not an unopened bottle but a battered plastic one liter container with the original label missing. I snatch it, unscrew the top and let the water slosh into my mouth, not caring if it’s poison or what it tastes like. It’s warm, flat, with a strong metallic taste but I drink deep, letting it trickle luxuriously down my throat. Then I start choking and have to slow down.

Past the water bottle is a plate. On the plate is a hunk of bread and an apple. I snatch at the bread, tear at it with my teeth. The crust is hard, the soft flesh of the inner loaf stale and bland but it feels like a miracle to hold this thing in my hand, to be able to chew and chew. To be able to take another sip of water.

Soon the bottle is empty, the apple entirely consumed save for the seeds and the stem, every crumb of the bread devoured.

I lie back down, close my eyes, take deep even breaths. A few minutes pass before the full effect of the food hits me. I’m still hungry, still thirsty but I begin to feel a sense of wellbeing. That terrible gnawing hunger I’ve felt for so long recedes a little. It’s easy to swallow again. I know the hunger will begin nipping at me soon enough but maybe by then someone will have brought more food.

I finally sit up and take some time to look around. I see that I’m in a small basement room, dim shafts of light wavering through the broken glass of sooty window panes near the ceiling. It’s completely still, totally silent. I’m beside an enormous, ancient furnace, a rusting hulk that looms over me. There are mops and brooms and dusty tools scattered around, everything broken and rusted.

I’m lying on a dirty mattress. The plate and the bottle were set on the cold cement floor next to me. The floor is grimy and littered with scraps of paper, clumps of dust, hair, broom straw and mop yarn.

I notice mouse droppings in the dim light and wonder if part of the bread had been nibbled at while I was sleeping. The thought makes me nauseated for a moment but that might be because I ate so fast. The nausea passes and I promise myself I will be awake the next time food is delivered and keep it from touching the floor.

Finally, I push myself up from the mattress. When on my feet again, I feel wobbly, lightheaded. I hurt all over. It feels like I’ve run a marathon with a heavy pack on my back. My head starts to ache.

I begin walking around this cellar, this basement I’m in.

It’s a large space, the lower level of a large building. There are double metal doors at one end painted gunpowder gray. I make my way haltingly across the room toward them. The muscles in my legs and back and shoulders fight me every step of the way.

When I reach the doors, I push and pull on the handles but they won’t budge. I flip a row of light switches by the doors, looking up at the florescent light fixtures above me but none of them work, not even a flicker.

That’s ridiculous, Gillian. Where would the electricity come from?

It gets easier to walk and stand the farther I go. Slowly, I make my way all around the outer wall of the room, in no hurry, feeling my way in the gloom. I’m convinced that whoever put me here made sure that there was no easy way to escape. And where would I go if I did get out? Someone might be waiting right outside the door.

The smeared, sooty windows are too high to see through and too small to crawl through. If I could climb up to them, I’d have to try to squeeze myself through a tiny space lined with broken glass. And the Black Riders might have their motorcycles parked just beyond these cellar walls.

There are stacks of old iron bed frames and dusty boxes full of moldering paperwork, books, dishware and clothes. There are bicycles with their tires flat and their greasy chains drooping on the floor. There are chairs and tables and narrow old-fashioned school desks, nearly all of them in some way broken, missing legs and arms and seats.

A few of the broom handles, a shovel and some shards of broken crockery I pick up and muse over for a while, thinking about their possible use as weapons. I find a box with some silverware including butter knives. Maybe if I can take the next person who enters this space by surprise… I find a mop bucket in a dark corner behind the furnace where I can relieve myself.

In the farthest recess of the cellar, where the light doesn’t reach, I feel the surface of another door. It’s a plain wood door and it’s unlocked. When I turn the knob and find I can push it open, my heart starts thumping and my mouth goes dry. Maybe it’s something they overlooked. An exit. It’s pitch black in this hallway or stairwell or whatever it is. I run my hand along the wall for the light switch, toggle it back and forth just in case, by some miracle, it works.

Ignoring the image of rats scurrying out of the way, enormous spiders dangling in front of my face, I push my way into the room, walking blindly, holding my hands out before me, waiting to feel something, like a railing, like another door. My hands brush the top of a vacuum cleaner—I can feel the bag—and my feet kick against more boxes.

Soon I’m stopped by rows of dust-coated shelves. There’s not much on the shelves, a few plastic bottles of what I guess are old cleaning supplies. In back of the shelves is a wall of cold cement. I make my way around every corner of the room. It’s disappointingly small. I wade into a thick tangle of spider webbing at one point and it gets in my mouth, my eyes. Disgusted, I stumble from the room, trying to wipe myself clean.

It grows dark outside and light again before anyone comes to the door.

When I finally hear the shuffle of feet just outside the double doors, the hunger has been back for a while. It feels worse than before. I’ve been lying curled on the dirty mattress, my stomach clenched tight like the fist of a bareknuckle fighter. It’s hard to concentrate on anything. Only when I sleep do I get some relief. Weak light sifts through the grime-smeared little windows ringing two walls of the room.

I hear whispering, people jostling against each other. By the time I’ve struggled to my feet, woozy and unsteady, it’s too late to think about grabbing a broom handle or a jagged sliver from a broken plate. I curse myself for being so muddle-headed that I hadn’t thought to bring weapons to the mattress with me, hide some of these things close by.

One of the doors is shoved open and slams against the cellar’s inner wall. It’s dim in the passageway just outside the room but I can see a row of heads, maybe four or five people, all about my height or taller, all about my age. For some reason I was sure only one person would show up to deliver the food and that I might have a fighting chance.

“We have something for you,” the voice of a female says. I don’t recognize it. “Bring us your plate and the water bottle and we’ll give you this.”

I stay where I am, standing on the mattress, the huge metal ducts of the furnace hanging over me like the long arms of a protective uncle.

“How long…” I have to clear my throat. It feels like I haven’t spoken in a month. “How long do I have to stay here?”

“We’ll have to see what they decide,” someone else says.

“Hurry up!” the female says. “Do you want to starve to death?”

My mind fills with questions. Why did you finally decide to feed me? Where am I? What comes next? But I want the food and water more than anything.

I pick up the empty plate and bottle and drag myself over to the group in the doorway. None of them have ventured inside. They stand in a deep pool of shadow and none of their features are distinct. They nudge each other and pull back a little as I approach. There are at least five of them.

The girl who spoke finally takes a few steps into the room and sets a dish and another plastic bottle on the floor. I can see, just for a few moments as she passes through a shaft of weak daylight, long brown hair tied neatly in a ponytail, a thick, soft-looking sweater and the face of a young girl with big eyes.

The girl grabs the knob of the open door and pulls it shut behind her without waiting for me to give them the other plate and bottle. “That was close…” I hear her say as the group clumps back down the passageway. I hear laughter, shouts, feet clattering into the distance.

I set the empties near the door so they can grab them next time and pick up what they brought. I stuff a hunk of bread into my mouth—not as stale this time—and hurry back to the mattress.

Three

A string of days passes, at least five, maybe six. Time blurs. The only thing that changes is the light, slanting in from different directions as the day goes from morning to noon, to night. I find a box of marking pens and realize I could start making hash marks on the wall to signify each day that passes but, by the time I think of doing this, I’ve already lost track of how long I’ve been here.

The high point is when food is brought once a day. It’s always the same group who brings it. They don’t say anything to me, don’t answer my questions. Every day while the hungry hours slowly pass, I picture myself charging at them with a shovel or lurking in wait behind the door with a butter knife in my hand. But it seems pointless.

What would happen if I whacked one of them on the head or cut one of their arms? They’d beat me back, slam the door shut and probably let me starve. But I can’t accept the idea of just giving up. Escape seems impossible. Taking revenge on all of them at once seems impossible but I have to keep thinking about it. Thoughts of escape and revenge are all I have. Along with memories of the past.

The food they give me is not enough. My arms and legs are feeble and my stomach feels as tight as a drum. I’ve learned to make the water last rather than gulping it down as soon as I’ve finished eating. There’s an old, corroded sink in one corner of the cellar but the faucets don’t work. The pipes groan but not one drop comes out. There’s always the same bread, an apple, sometimes half a plate of mushy oatmeal.

And I feel so dirty, encrusted with filth, coated in dust and grime. If they left me here long enough, they might come down one day and find my mummified body curled up on the mattress like an antique, sawdust-stuffed child’s toy.

Water.

Water to bathe in, water to drink.

I keep having that dream where Larkin and I are talking about having all of us, the boys and the girls, go swimming in the creek together. I wish I had told him that was a fine idea. When I wake up, I have a horrible feeling that I missed something important—the memory of the two of us jumping into the water together, swimming side by side under the hot summer sun.

Four

One day the door opens to reveal only one indistinct shape standing in the murky half-light of the cellar. Whoever this person is, it takes an eternity for them to say anything, to do anything but stare at me. From my spot underneath the furnace, by squinting hard, I can make out the small, thin body of a young man. He doesn’t appear to be carrying anything, no plate of food, no bottle of water.

My head swarms with tiny black specks as I push myself up from the mattress. It’s darker than usual. Rain is beating at the windows. Thin trickles of damp are making their way through the cracks, seeping down the walls.

This boy keeps standing there, not saying a word. I ease myself back so I’m squatting on my heels, waiting for him to break the silence. At last he takes a few steps into the room. “God, it stinks in here.” The voice is familiar but I can’t place it at first.

“What did you expect?” My voice is a croak, ragged and frail. I feel like a ghost talking. I’m angry that whoever this is, they didn’t at least bring me some water.

I get to my feet and shuffle toward him. I feel like I’m a hundred years old, creaky and wizened. As I get closer, I can see his face a little better in the rain-dimmed daylight and realize it’s William. I stop about a dozen feet away from him and we stare at each other.

“Where’s your friend?” I say. “Jendra?”

“She’s busy. We don’t do everything together.”

“But I bet you’re disappointed she’s doing something without you.”

He makes a face like I’m a fool if I think I can get under his skin.

“Don’t annoy me,” he says. “Because I have good news for you.”

“Good news?” I look past him, at the murky passageway framed by the open door. If I was healthy, I could simply shove him out of the way and run past. If I was eating enough, I could take a broom handle and smack him unconscious. But he must know how weak I am.

Even so, he watches me warily, like I’m a caged animal that just slipped through its bars. But he seems weakened as well. Without Jendra, he’s visibly less confident, diminished. He’s missing his better half, the more powerful of the two.

I edge a few steps closer and he holds up his right hand with his palm outstretched, signaling me to stop. I try to think of something, anything I can do to take advantage of the situation but my mind is sluggish, my arms and legs possessing all the power of soggy noodles.

“Very good news. We’ve talked it over and—if you promise to behave yourself—we can let you up above.”

This stops me in my tracks. The words take a few moments to make sense to me. It doesn’t seem possible that he’s standing here, saying this after all I’ve been through. That it’s this simple.

He holds his hand up higher and takes a step back, as if he thinks I’m going to try to charge past him. “But we’re going to be watching you. All the time. The younger ones you were traveling with are with us. In fact, they’re here is this building, right above where we are. And you don’t want them to get hurt, right?”

What he’s saying takes my breath away. I feel a gush of strength, a little adrenalin starts to flow. My heart beats faster. I’m starting to think that maybe I can shove him aside and run past.

“Why are you being so good to me?” I ask.

“To be honest, we need this room. They’re bringing in someone else tonight. Besides, we want to put you to work. You can help us out with the younger kids. I’m sick of being stuck here.”

After days of being trapped in this cold, gray, dismal place, this is information overload. My sleepy mind reels.

They’re bringing in someone else.

I start to wonder, is there another one like me out there who’s done something to them that’s so awful they want to punish whoever it is as much as they’ve punished me?

But much more important is the fact that he’s telling me that Emily, Stace, CJ and Terry are somewhere above me, in this building. And he’s going to take me to them. If he isn’t lying. If this isn’t some new torture. I swear to myself that I will make him pay if it is.

Finally I say, “Let me put my boots on.”

Five

William and I head up a stairwell. It’s hard to keep up with him. I’m breathing heavily and my heart is beating fast. None of the lights in the building work and he doesn’t have a flashlight but he seems totally familiar with where we’re going.

On a landing between flights of stairs, I tug at the back of his jacket. “Stop for a second. I have to catch my breath.”

A little light is coming from up above and I can just make out the shape of his wiry body pulling away from me. “Don’t come too close,” he says peevishly. “I should take you outside and hose you off. If we had running water. But I guess I don’t have to worry about you trying to make a break for it. You couldn’t make it halfway down the block.”

I hate how haughty he is, how unkind. “Do I scare you?”

He grunts. “Not without your rifle. I’m not saying that you’re not tough. You had to be to survive for as long as you did out there. You were good to those kids.”

“When I get my strength back…”

“We’ll have to see how tough you are then.”

“Why do you do it, William?” I ask abruptly.

“Do what?” He sounds confused.

“Help them. Moira and the others.”

“Because…” For a second I think he’ll give me an answer but he never finishes his sentence. I can sense that there’s something he’s afraid of, especially now that he’s alone, without Jendra. He’s worried, not just about me but about something that’s about to happen.

“Let’s go,” he says.

At the top of the stairs, out of the stairwell, we stop at one end of a long corridor. To one side there is a row of tall narrow windows. They reach up to a ceiling far above our heads. Rain pelts cracked glass, seeps through sodden sections of plastic and cardboard where the window panes have been smashed away and someone’s tried to plug the open spaces. It’s cold in here, drafty. Opposite the windows is a series of doorways, some open, some shut. There’s no movement, no sound.

“What is this place?” I ask.

“We call it the Orphanage. It used to be a grade school. This is where we put all the younger kids until they get old enough to join the rest of us.”

He looks at me. I can see his face clearly for the first time. There’s the large scar above his right eye I noticed before, shaped like a crescent moon, as if someone had cut away a moon-shaped piece of his flesh years ago. He doesn’t look as neat, as well-groomed as he did before. His sandy hair is shaggy, uneven and greasy. Splotches of pimples are clustered around the corners of his nose. His clothes are wrinkled, the cuffs of his jeans and his shoes mud-stained.

“We have to climb up to the next story. It’s a big building but there’s only two floors.”

He’s not ordering me around as he says this. Maybe now that he can see me clearly, he feels a little sympathy for me. But I’m sure it’s only a little sympathy, if any. I’m not expecting much.

I nod my head and follow after him. This time I push myself so I don’t have to stop to catch my breath on the next landing. We emerge at the end of another long hallway, the same bank of windows on one side, doorways on the other.

We walk about halfway down the corridor. I look outside at masses of ashen storm clouds pressing down on the roofs of empty houses. There are fallen trees, the usual tangle of cars stopped every which way, possessions looted or abandoned scattered across front lawns, sidewalks. Then I hear a murmur of voices from an open doorway that grows louder the closer we get.

The murmur becomes the sound of children playing. Someone raises their voice about someone else taking something that’s theirs. A pair of heavy doors with glass wire-mesh windows is propped open with boxes of books.

Then someone inside the room kicks a blue rubber ball out into the hall, like the ones I used to play kickball with in school. It smacks against the steel-gray pipes of an old radiator squatting below the windows, ricochets against the opposite wall and skitters toward my feet.

From the room, a small boy darts out and runs toward me. Right away I see that it’s CJ. He’s looking at the ball as he runs and doesn’t realize it’s me until he’s only a few feet away when he glances up and skids to a stop. He’s confused for a few seconds and then his face breaks into a smile. He runs at me, throws his arms around me and clutches me tightly.

I run my fingers through his thick curly hair and whisper his name. Then he turns his head and calls out, “Stace, Terry!”

CJ’s older brother and Stace run out, stop for a moment, mouths open in surprise, and fling themselves at me. Three pairs of arms grip me tight, not minding how I smell or what I look like. “I’m so glad to see you guys,” I say, my voice breaking, unsteady.

Stace pulls back for a moment so she can look me in the eye. She’s got the fingers of my right hand in a tight squeeze. “We didn’t think we’d see you again. Ever,” she says.

Over her narrow shoulders, other children are drifting into the hallway to see what the commotion is. I see five, six, seven of them. The clothes they wear are oversized, ill-fitting like castoffs from older siblings. Their hair is long and unruly, faces and hands smudged, knees and sleeves stained. I don’t see—

“Where’s Emily, Stace?”

She drops my hand and looks away, her face suddenly scrunched up tight. Then she looks at where William is standing near the old radiator. He’s shifting from one foot to another, rubbing his hands together. I imagine he’s uneasy, unsure of what he should be doing now that I’m free to mingle with the others. “She’s with them,” Stace says, pointing right at him.

Six

A troll-like creature with a grimy face and matted clumps of hair dangling across its shoulders stares at me. It takes an effort to convince myself that this is my own reflection.

The lips I see are swollen and split. The skin is worn and hard, drained of color, scratched and bruised. I look so much older than I am, so much older than I was just a few weeks before.

I have a bowl of water with me, perched on the edge of one of the sinks. I’m on the second floor of the Orphanage, in the large girls’ room at one end of the hall, studying myself in the depths of a dirty mirror. I’ve found a wash cloth and towel that are almost clean and an untouched bar of soap.

This is the morning of my first full day above ground, free of the cellar. Unbarred, uncaged.

I unzip my jacket, unbutton the few buttons still attached to the heavy wool shirt that’s under it until I’m down to just a flannel tee shirt, a grubby gray thing I haven’t taken off since we arrived in Raintree. I cup my hands, dip them into the cold water in the bowl and begin to splash my face and arms and hair. I drop the bar of soap into the bowl and try to work it into lather.

“You’ll have to do better than that.” I turn around and a girl called Tetch is standing in the doorway.

The door to the girls’ room has been pried from its hinges and removed. Maybe a moment of privacy in the restroom is a thing that has to be earned, a privilege only the most compliant children are worthy of. But it also serves a purpose, allowing enough cloudy daylight in from the windows across the hall to let me see what I’m doing.

“Can I have, like, a moment?” I say. I watch her staring at me just beyond my left shoulder in the smudged surface of the mirror. I have to look away, unable to bear the contrast between my withered, pinched features and her healthy face with large brown eyes and long, dark hair tied neatly into a ponytail. She’s the first person I saw at the Orphanage, the one who brought me food when I was locked in the cellar.

“You can have a moment if I want you to have a moment,” she says petulantly, like I have no right to talk back to her. Then her expression softens and she takes a few steps into the girls’ room. “You’d be pretty if you knew how to clean up.”

“I’d do all right if I had what you use to clean up.”

She laughs a little. I wonder if she’s trying to be friendly, opening up to me.

Despite what William had said about them watching me—I imagined a whole group of older kids in control of this place—I see only two of them left in this old school. The others, including Jendra, have gone and William won’t say where.

I first got a good look at Tetch last night. She said almost nothing to me, acted like I was hardly worth noticing. William told me her name. She’s not very tall, thick-bodied, a plain looking girl but in this place it’s not how attractive you are but how clean, how healthy you can look. On that scale, she’s totally my superior.

“I can get you toothpaste. Shampoo,” she says.

“Why are you being nice to me?”

She shrugs. Her expression doesn’t change much. I get the feeling that everything happens on the surface with her, that she doesn’t experience many deep thoughts or emotions. She obviously spends a lot of time on her appearance, like Jendra does. She wears a succession of clean, soft, warm sweaters that I want to rip off her body and take for myself.

“No reason,” she says. “Just bored, tired of the kids. Thought I’d take a walk around.” She looks at my figure appraisingly. “I could give you a few older things of mine but I don’t think they’d fit you. Maybe later we’ll try to dig something up.” She shrugs again as if it’s of no importance and disappears down the hall.

Seven

When I return to the dorm, down the hall from the girls’ room, I’m cleaner than I was but not by much. I’ve used up half the bar of soap, scrubbing and rinsing until only a thin residue of brown murk remained at the bottom of my once clean bowl of water.

My hair is damp and tangled but less greasy, less clotted with dirt and debris like an unwrung mop. The skin on my face feels softer. When I touch my cheeks and forehead, my fingers no longer come away smudged with soot and oil.

The dorm is what they call the enormous room CJ burst out of the day before, chasing after his ball. It was once an auditorium or a gym, a cavernous, rectangular space in the middle of the second floor of the school. Huge iron beams span the ceiling. A raised platform dominates the far end, once a stage for school plays and speakers at assemblies. Across the open floor are scattered dozens of narrow steel-framed cots like in an old-fashioned hospital ward. I imagine that when the plague was at its worst, the school was reconfigured into a temporary shelter for those too ill to flee the city.

The dorm is now my home. The night before, William and Tetch told me to sleep here with the others so I nestled in with what remains of my small adopted family, a small island of familiarity among all these other children I’ve never seen before. CJ and Terry brought me a little food which I gobbled down and I fell asleep soon after, curling up with Stace in her bed, sleeping more soundly than I have since the night the Black Riders found us.

My little family has pushed a group of cots together in a far corner of the room, well apart from the others. And this morning they helped me drag over another one and gather some spare bedding. Stace even made up my bed for me. Many of the cots are unused but look recently occupied. I’m almost positive that I can make out the imprints of children’s bodies still marking sheets and blankets tossed over thin, plastic-covered mattresses.

Our cots are only inches apart. I can see that the three of them, CJ, Terry and Stace, haven’t made any attempt to blend in with the other children, to be accepted. They’ve built a fort out of their beds, a little haven of safety in this vast, chilly space. The unfamiliar children circle nearby, stop and stare but never approach or try to speak to us.

Stace has come over to sit on the edge of my cot, watching me towel my hair dry, then try to drag a comb through it. “Has anybody been bothering you here?” I ask her, looking over to several kids playing with a set of plastic bricks.

She shrugs. “They don’t talk to us. We don’t talk to them.”

Then, without warning, she darts out a hand, latches onto the fingers of my left hand with a fierce grip. Her eyes are suddenly wide and her mouth open, her lower lip trembling. She reminds me of someone who’s been hanging by her fingertips from a ledge for hours and now finds an arm to grab onto, a person to help pull her to safety.

“We didn’t know what to do and then they took Emily away,” she says, looking off across the dorm. It’s gloomy, almost as dark as the cellar, a thin fan of muddied daylight seeping across the floor from the open doorway.

“Did they make her go somewhere?”

“No,” Stace says, speaking faster, wanting to get the words out before she starts blubbering. “She wanted to go with them They’re the older ones. They told us to call them the Elders.”

The Elders. It sounds so ridiculous I want to laugh.

“It wasn’t like what they promised. What William and Jendra promised.” Her face is very pale, her red hair looking more intensely red then ever when compared to pasty skin now scrubbed nearly free of dirt and stippled with rust-colored freckles.

Then her eyes narrow and she leans forward, searching into all corners of my face like she’s a doctor seeking signs of illness. I’ve been thinking that she looks sickly but she says, squeezing my hand again, “You don’t look too good. You’re not…” She lets her voice trail away.

“No, it’s not that.” I know she’s worried about the disease she is certain lurks within me. That it might be about to burst to the surface of my skin with all the accompanying signs and symptoms. “But I’ve been cooped up below and they haven’t giving me much food. I got hurt, too.” I point to the purple knot on my forehead. “I’ll be okay in a day or two.”

Stace lets my hand drop and stares at her feet, as if it’s her fault for what happened to me. She finally asks, in a small, ghost-soft voice, “Are these the ones you said were going to take care of us?” She nods toward the open doors of the dorm, to that place outside this room where the Elders are, wherever that might be. I’ve gone back to combing my hair before it’s completely dry, am in the middle of trying to drag the comb through a snag over my right ear so resistant to untangling I feel like I’m about to pull a clump of hair out by its roots.

“No, these aren’t the ones. Not the only ones,” I tell her. I close my eyes as I say this, feeling only a little like I’m telling a lie. “There are others here, I know it. Not the Black Riders and not the Elders. There are some that can help us, take care of us.” I look around and lower my voice. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

And then, out of the blue, I feel like I’m going to pass out. I’m still so weak. We haven’t had anything to eat yet this morning. I scoot back onto my cot, telling Stace I’ll be all right in a moment. She looks worried, makes sure I’m comfortable, covers me with a scratchy wool blanket.

Eight

I drift in and out of sleep for a while, the sounds echoing around the dorm growing distant, indistinct.

Only a few hours ago, I slept soundly, dreamlessly, completely. Now I find that it’s a struggle to shove aside nightmare visions of all the horrors I’ve seen since reaching the outer edge of Raintree. I try to wave away images of Moira and Needle and Gideon’s body, of the cage dangling above the river, of the ride in the van while lying prone at the feet of the Black Riders. Replace all of this with only what I’ve seen since my release from the cellar.

The conditions at the Orphanage are awful. It’s beyond filthy—the children’s clothes are mud-stained and ragged, their bedding is torn and sour-smelling, the restrooms stink. If there was one thing I always imagined I’d find in downtown Raintree, it was a group of survivors who had figured out a way to keep clean.

But the older ones have. The Elders. The ones my age that I’ve seen are all like Tetch, clean and comfortable, well-fed and satisfied. But they aren’t doing a good job taking care of the younger ones. Maybe they can’t be bothered.

Besides William, Tetch and me, I’ve counted twenty-two young children gathered here, including CJ, Terry and Stace. I keep wondering, are these all that are left?

All the children who have survived the long, slow trek to Raintree?

Or who were left behind in Raintree in the first place?

My guess is that they range in age from around eight or nine to thirteen or fourteen, but it’s hard to tell. Most are scrawny, malnourished, underdeveloped even with the two meals a day at this place. To be an Elder must mean you get more to eat.

Then I have a thought that strikes me with the force of a revelation. I can’t believe that it’s never occurred to me before. Maybe it never has because Larkin was around before and I always imagined the two of us growing old together, somehow escaping what was happening to everybody else.

Thinking about all of the small, bony bodies of these children milling around me, listening to their cries, the thwack of balls, the stomping of feet, noticing how quickly they wear themselves out, how they stick close to the cot they’ve claimed as their own like it’s a tiny lifeboat on a turbulent sea, I realize that there are no children any younger than the youngest of these.

No babies are being born. No toddlers, no runny-faced little tykes to repopulate the world. This is it. When the youngest of these get older, when they fall ill, there will be no more to take their place.

The world is emptying out fast. Soon it will belong to Moira and the other Black Riders. Soon it will contain nothing recognizably human at all.

Nine

When I open my eyes again, it seems like only moments have passed since my talk with Stace—but there’s William, kicking at the edge of my cot, trying to shake me awake.

“It’s time to get breakfast going,” he says. “You want to eat, don’t you?”

I swing my legs off the end of the cot, sit up and pull on my boots. When I get to my feet I’m a little wobbly but I say nothing and follow him out of the dorm.

He takes me down to the main floor of the old school building, through a door next to the cafeteria and back into the kitchen. It’s as filthy as every other place I’ve seen. The counters are smeared with the crusted remains of meals. There are plates and bowls and platters waiting to be scraped clean piled in the sinks.

I look out through the large space opening into the cafeteria, above a long counter where students once stood in line to have hot food dished onto their trays. I see that the cafeteria tables are in the same state, caked and littered with scraps. There are unlined garbage pails, clouds of gnats buzzing above them, waiting to be hauled outside somewhere and dumped. There’s the sharp cidery smell of boxes of apples in a corner. Most look smushed and water-damaged, many rotting.

William says nothing, watches me inspect the kitchen. It’s as if he’s already withdrawing from whatever he used to do here, handing it over to me. Even though there’s no electricity, someone has stashed loaves of misshapen bread in the refrigerator. Jumbo-sized cans of beans and chili and vegetables and hotdogs, boxes of macaroni and cheese and rice clutter the counters.

“We’ve got this set up,” William finally says, proudly. “See.” He points to a couple of camp stoves, small, smoke-smudged things with a pile of propane canisters stacked nearby. “You can heat some stuff up but don’t use too much fuel. We’re starting to run out.”

“Where does the bread come from?” I ask him.

“We have some generators working. And there’s a bakery nearby with a bunch of flour and shortening and stuff that’s still good. We can make simple things.”

We, I think. The Elders.

“What happens when you run out of that stuff, though? All of this?” I point to the cans and boxes and rotting apples in the kitchen. “When you run out of fuel?”

He shrugs. “Nobody’s going to be around when that happens. Nobody like us. Like we are now.”

“What do they eat?” I ask abruptly, my voice dropping to a whisper without my intending it to. “The…others?”

He shakes his head and turns away from me. Then he picks up a can of corn, a giant can of creamed corn and holds it out to me like it’s the most important thing I will ever need to know about. “Look, I brought you down here because we want you to start feeding the kids. You only need to know what you need to know to do that—nothing else. Don’t be a pain in the ass and we’ll get along.”

Feed the kids.

There’s definitely a pecking order among the Elders, among the survivors my age. And I know I’m at the very bottom. Subterranean level. Bowels of the earth.

But William and Tetch can’t be too highly placed in this society either. And somehow Emily has insinuated herself among those Elders lucky enough not to be stuck in this place. Or maybe they want to keep us apart so I don’t corrupt her, try to turn her against them.

In the daylight, William looks puny. He’s not very tall, standing only a few inches above Tetch. I start to think of both of them as the runts of the litter. The weaklings. The scar above his right eye makes me feel a little pity for him every time I see him, for how he must have suffered at some point in the past. But he’s such a jerk that the feeling doesn’t last long.

I keep thinking, When I’ve regained my strength, these two will be easy to control, to manipulate…

There are knives on the counters, heavy, thick-handled meat-cutting knives with broad blades. William catches me staring at them and his expression changes from one of superiority to a look of unease. “Can you cook anything?” he says, dropping the creamed corn on the counter with a clang to distract me.

“I can open a can,” I say.

“Well, it’s time to make breakfast then,” he says. “Or brunch or whatever you want to call it.” He rustles through a couple of large utensil drawers until he finds a big can opener which he slides over to me. “Here’s your equipment. Get to it.”

“I guess that means you’re not going to help.”

“Listen,” he says, laughing at how dense I am. “You’re going to have to earn your way out of the mess you’re in. Honestly, I don’t know how you’re going to do it.”

And so I make breakfast—cold slices of what I start to think of as Raintree bread, lumpy and often burnt but far better than no bread. There’s the creamed corn served cold and applesauce. I start to make oatmeal but William tells me to save the propane for dinner. Orphanage rules—only one hot meal a day. Oatmeal is a dinner thing.

“There’s a lot of dirty plates to clean, too,” William says. “You can get some of the kids to help you. We’ve been using paper plates for a while. That’s why there’s so much garbage.” He goes to a box stashed under one of the overhanging counters and grabs a stack of paper plates, peels two off and hands one to me. “Let’s eat first though.”

I’ve gotten good at staving off hunger, at making a little food last a long time and it’s not until he says this, until he gives me permission to feed my face, that I feel a jolt of hunger. It’s like an electric shock, buzzing down through my esophagus to the bottom of my belly.

“You’re going to eat this, too?”

He looks annoyed. “Well, I’m stuck here, aren’t I? What else am I supposed to eat?”

“I thought you and Tetch would have a special gourmet stash hidden somewhere.”

He flips me off and roots around in some of the drawers until he finds a couple of serving spoons. He rubs them clean on his shirt-tails. He waves one at me. “I want to see this kitchen in better shape by dinner time. There’s some dish soap and you can get some water outside, from the rain barrel.” But then he surprises me by dishing me up a plate of food and handing it to me.

I eat with my hands and the food tastes wonderful. I remember the fantasies I had about the food waiting for us in the city. About cheese. About bacon and eggs. Sausages and French toast. Hot, solid food that I might never see. But there’s enough in this room to give me hope that somewhere there is more.

I let the applesauce slide down my throat, soothing it, working its way into my impoverished stomach.

With my mouth full of bread, I ask him, “Why is Tetch called Tetch?”

He gives me a puzzled look, as if he has no clue what I’m talking about. “That’s her name.”

“The name her parents gave her?”

“Oh, I see. It’s the name of a friend of hers who’s no longer around, that person’s last name. She decided she wanted it for her own. It means something to her. We all try to reinvent ourselves. They certainly do.”

“They?”

“I’m not going to talk about…the others.” He’s been sitting on a stool, eating without any great interest in his food. He gets up now and tosses the remains of his breakfast onto a pile of rotten scraps that overflow a stinky green plastic pail. I watch applesauce slide over the lip of the pail to pool in a small, peach-colored puddle on the floor. He makes no move to wipe up the mess.

Of course I know who they are…Moira, Gideon and the rest. But I don’t know what they are, how they live. I want to ask him so many questions but decide I’ll bide my time for now. I need to build up my strength and figure out what I might be capable of achieving in this strange city when I’m strong again, when I know my way around.

Before he leaves the kitchen, William stops for a moment and looks back at where I remain perched on a stool, caught in the act of scraping applesauce into my mouth with the edge of my hand. He gives me an odd look, eyes suddenly wide and haunted, his air of authority vanished. He reminds me of Stace clutching my hand this morning.

Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I see his mouth is suddenly slack-jawed, quivering. It’s obvious he wants to tell me something but is afraid that if he tries to speak he will start to cry.

He’s cracking up and I haven’t said a word. Haven’t raised a finger against him.

There’s a struggle raging inside William. His closest friend, his only ally—Jendra—is gone. He needs someone beside him, someone to back him up. At this moment he looks so confused, tortured by the fact that he’s actually on the verge of asking me for my help, that he wants me on his side. All his bravado, his show of self-confidence, can’t cover the fact that, inside, he’s a broken little boy.

As I watch him, I understand something about this place. The others, the Black Riders—they aren’t the ones he’s reaching out to. They aren’t the adults he longs for. He’d rather turn to me than face them alone.

The Black Riders scare him to death.

Ten

At the end of my first day freed from the cellar, the Black Riders pay us a visit.

In the darkness of the dorm, I’ve been lying on my cot for hours and can’t fall asleep.

There isn’t any formal bedtime here, aren’t any lights to turn out. All the children eventually drift off to their cots, too exhausted to play anymore, too tired to chase each other and bicker. They crawl under blankets and lie still.

Besides only allowing one hot meal a day, there aren’t any discernable rules governing life at the Orphanage. As long as no one’s bleeding or screaming or trying to run away, Tetch and William don’t care what the kids do.

The dorm is always cold but seems more so when it’s dark. I’m continually rubbing a runny nose on the sleeve of my shirt. It’s warmer in bed but the blankets are musty smelling and scratchy. The mattress is paper thin and lumpy. It often feels like parasites are nibbling at the back of my neck.

I was convinced I would fall asleep as soon as I crawled under the covers because I’ve worked hard today. Instead, I lie awake thinking about all the work that’s still to be done. There’s nothing else to do but work.

I’ve been shown around the building, Tetch and William taking turns watching me. Only a small section of the old school is occupied. I’ve noticed that the two of them, our resident Elders, don’t speak to each other if they can help it, don’t seem to like each other at all. They complain constantly that the other is shirking their duties, not doing what they’re supposed to.

I’ve spent hours in the kitchen today, seeking a permanent remedy for the nagging hunger we’ve endured since we left Oxbow Ferry. I keep thinking I can feed us all a little better if I can get a handle on where the food is stored, where it comes from, how much there still is in the city. I’m already starting to think of these twenty-two children—lonely, cold, bored, frightened children—as my responsibility. Mine alone.

Time drags by. I feel more awake than when I went to bed, desperate to get up and do something—wander from one end of the school to the other, jog up and down the hall. My muscles twitch. I roll to one side, then another, flop on my back and stare at the ceiling. Try to lull myself into slumber by counting the rafters above me in the gloom.

All the little sounds in the dorm needle at the edges of my sleepless mind like mosquitoes on a humid day. Gusts of wind make the plastic trash bags covering the hall windows billow inward with a snap. Sniffles and coughs ricochet from one cot to another. Rusted bedsprings squeal in protest as the children turn over in their sleep.

There are no big sounds, like the howling of wild dogs in the distance. Maybe I’ve come to depend on those big sounds in order to fall asleep. It’s what I’m used to. It’s too quiet here.

I keep thinking about Emily. About the shell-shocked little girl she was the first time I saw her in that furniture store back in Mountain Park, when I was searching for my mother.

I miss her. I worry about her. And I’m furious that she would leave Stace, CJ and Terry. And me. That she would be so fickle, so hard-hearted and opportunistic. I’d expect that from someone as shallow as Tetch or William but I thought Emily was different. That there was a real bond between her and me. We were like sisters. We would face death together rather than be pulled apart.

Thinking about Emily keeps me awake.

Only when I concentrate on the sound of CJ snoring softly a few feet away do I begin to relax. The rhythm of his congested breathing tugs at me, starts to lull me under, into another dream of the swimming hole just outside Oxbow Ferry. It’s a scorching summer day. I’m about to tell Larkin, Yes, we can all go swimming together when, instead of his answer, a thunderclap brings me back to the darkness of the dorm.

It takes time for me to realize it’s not thunder but the roar, the stutter, the rip of accelerating motorcycles, a whole herd of bikes stampeding down the street, no more than a block or two away.

I must have drifted off to sleep at last because the sound didn’t grow slowly louder from some point in the distance—it was suddenly here. And my first thought is to curse what a fool I am for letting myself be taken by surprise.

There’s no time to think, no time to puzzle over what’s about to happen. I toss the blankets aside, roll off the cot, my feet thudding against the chilled hardwood of the floor. I scan the beds of the other sleepers, my eyes able to discern little in the dorm’s shadowy recesses.

Bedsprings begin to screech in unison. Bodies are shifting all around. From across the dorm, the slap of feet comes skittering across the hardwood. A voice shrills into my ear, “They’re outside! They’re stopping here!”

There’s a small amount of starlight spilling through the big double doors of the dorm and I begin to see the children’s small forms darting this way and that. I feel a tug on my arm. “Come on, Gil.” It’s Terry, panting. CJ grabs my hand and they pull me with them through the doorway.

All of the children are spilling out into the corridor. They press up against the long, tall windows, jostling for a spot where the panes aren’t broken and patched so they can peek outside. Stace pushes in beside me and points to the schoolyard below us.

Lights sweep in from around a corner. The noise is brutal, deafening until the engines begin shuddering to a stop one by one. Headlight beams are cut before I can get a good look at what’s just arrived.

Soon we hear a side door leading into the school burst open and there’s a clatter of footsteps—heavy, booted footsteps—and laughing, shrieking voices. Voices that sound intoxicated, ecstatic, as sure of themselves as drunken aristocrats at an exclusive party.

They push their way into the stairwell to the left of us, the same one William led me up after releasing me from the cellar.

Up or down? Which way will they come?

My every muscle is tense. I stand facing the end of the hall with my fists balled tight, waiting for the stairwell door to slam open any second. But then I realize that the footsteps are descending, are clattering downstairs to the lower depths of the school.

“Do you know what’s going on?” I hiss at Stace but she doesn’t respond. She’s frozen, her face icy white. I turn back to the windows to try to make out what’s happening in the yard below.

There’s a sliver of moon cutting through the clouds. Faint starlight. The shapes of the motorcycles start to come clear. Four of them squat like shiny chrome beetles in a circle. Just beyond is a van of patchwork chrome and black, maybe the one I rode in, battered and dented, silvery light glinting off its cracked windshield. The van has been backed up close to the school, its rear doors hanging open.

There’s some shouting down below on the first floor and then feet are thumping up the staircase to the right of us. Seconds later William and Tetch burst into the corridor. I’ve never seen them move so fast. William is shouting, “Get back! Back into the dorm!” He’s yowling like a terrified cat. The kids grouped around the windows stare at him for a moment, take a look at each other, then shuffle back inside.

I stay put. My little group—Stace, CJ and Terry—hesitate, gaze at me uncertainly but they don’t follow the others, stay clustered at my side.

William chases the children into the dorm while stout little Tetch runs up to me gasping. I repeat the same question I asked Stace—“What’s going on?” My voice surprises me by sounding calm, dominant.

“Get in the dorm!” she shrieks. Tetch’s eyes are like saucers and even in the murky light her face looks splotchy without makeup and her hair is wild.

“Why? Tell me what’s happening.”

She tries to prod me into motion me with a baleful look. She’s trembling uncontrollably, enraged.

William runs back into the hall and pulls up short next to Tetch. “What’s she doing?”

“I don’t know,” Tetch snaps at him. They’re both badly rattled. Tetch squeezes her eyes shut, her hands rolled into purple little fists. She hunches her shoulders, begins rocking back and forth. “Please,” she says, spitting her words out one at a time. “Please just do what I say. Go back inside.”

I find myself enjoying the fact that they’re both so uneasy, so frightened. I especially like that I’ve broken through the imperturbable surface of Tetch’s personality.

But then I hear a scream. It’s a deep, guttural cry from far below us, like the final sound made by a beaten, terrified animal. I glance at CJ, Terry and Stace, still grouped around me, their faces showing that they’re terrified, confused. But the more fear the other’s feel, the calmer I am. Even with the scream still reverberating.

I’m thinking, What more can they do to me? Can they make me suffer more than I already have?

But looking at the remains of my little family, at their petrified faces, I know that the Black Riders can easily get back at me through them.

Go back to bed. Hope that their prisoner in the cellar is enough entertainment for tonight.

I nudge the children on ahead of me and we retreat back to our cots. “Everybody, get in bed,” William calls out. Then he and Tetch pull the heavy double doors shut behind them. Two patches of ghostly light are left to trickle through the wire mesh windows, not enough to see by.

CJ, Terry and Stace follow my lead in climbing back into our dirty cots, pulling the scratchy blankets up to our chins. No one says anything. None of the children speaks a word. The only sounds are bedsprings, the rustling of small bodies under covers.

Then one of the doors crashes open. There is no forewarning, no booming footsteps on the linoleum floor approaching from the far end of the corridor.

I push myself up, my back against the wall next to my cot, again wishing that I had hid some sort of weapon near me, maybe one of the knives from the kitchen. But I’ve had only William and Tetch to contend with so far and—even after weeks of near starvation, of days of being confined—I feel stronger than either of them.

No sound directly follows the bang of the door. I listen for footsteps to come clicking or clumping across the worn hardwood of the old gymnasium. But I hear nothing.

Nothing until the flick of a switch close to my ear. A metallic ting. A blaze of bright light bursts from a flashlight shining inches from my face.

I’m blinded completely. I scramble farther up against the wall, pulling my knees up protectively, clenching my fists. Even now I’m more angry than frightened. Angry at having been taken by surprise. At having no way to defend myself.

“So, Gillian. Have they been taking good care of you, sweetie?”

It’s a melodious, syrupy, affected voice, like that of an actor overplaying her role. Instantly I know it’s Moira. There’s confusion in the dorm, many of the kids jumping out of bed and scurrying to the far end of the room.

“Stay where you are children,” Moira calls to them. “We don’t want any trouble from you, now do we?” The beam of the flashlight sweeps across the clusters of cots, catching glimpses of shifting bodies.

Before the light returns to fixate on me, I see the suggestion, even as my eyes struggle to adjust, of a figure standing behind Moira, caught for a moment in the dim light coming through the open door. I’m sure I know who it is—the blond hair, the skin of her face ghostly white above the black clothes she’s wearing.

Then I’m blinded again. “Come here,” Moira hisses and I imagine that other figure I glimpsed taking a step to her side. “She doesn’t look too bad, does she?”

“No. They’ve been taking good care of her, Moira. Like you say.”

“Jendra,” I breathe. The word’s out of my mouth before I can stop it.

“So you know each other, do you?” For a few seconds Moira waves the beam of light at the body of the girl standing next to her. I blink hard, trying to see beyond the glare that feels like it’s been burned into my eyes. It is Jendra—the face the same shape, the hair the same color. Except that the color of her skin is different, like she’s wearing the pasty pancake makeup of a cabaret singer.

“Moira!” Jendra yelps.

Moira flicks the light away and says sadly, “I know, I know. I’m sorry. I know it hurts. I won’t do that again. I just wanted her to be able to see you. To see how magnificently you’ve changed.”

She’s one of them. She endured sickness and survived. If it really is surviving.

Something about how Jendra’s changed frightens me. For the first time, I do feel scared.

Then the light’s brought back to me. Moira drags it back and forth, from my feet up to my head, studying me, maybe considering what she’s going to do with me.

“If I wanted to, Gillian,” she says at last, in a wistful, breezy way, “I could drag you from this room and throw you out one of those big windows in the hall. I could jump out after you, land right beside your crumpled body, lift your pretty little head up by a clump of your stringy hair and smash that face of yours right into the pavement.”

She pauses for a moment, lets her words sink in. Then there is a little, shivery laugh. “But I won’t. Not yet,” she says.

“Then what do you want?” I ask. My voice is shaky. I’m trying not to be intimidated but I am. I’m not sure what these creatures are, how strong they are, how crazy. If only I could see one in the daylight. Get a fix on what they are, what they can do. My quivering voice makes me feel so much worse because I desperately want to show CJ, Terry and Stace that I can stand up to them.

But at this moment, I can’t. I can’t get my bearings, figure out what to do.

She ignores my question and her voice takes on a bitter edge when she says, “I hope you enjoy the freedom you have. You don’t know how lucky you are.” She kicks the edge of my cot hard with the toe of her boot. “You should be sleeping on the floor like a dog. Like a farmyard animal.”

From the rear of the school, past the windows in the corridor, a horn starts bleating. I hear engines being gunned into life—two, three, four of them, maybe more.

“Damn them,” Moira says, swinging the beam of light to the open doorway. “I’m going to slap Bodie unconscious. Who the hell does he think he is?”

Then she snaps off the flashlight. The dark encloses everything except for an afterimage of the light swimming before my eyes like a green whirlpool. I only hear the sound of my own breathing, shallow and fast. I wait. Has she left? Is it over?

Then I have the strangest sensation I’ve ever had in my life. I can’t see what’s she doing but I’m certain Moira is leaning over me, getting closer to me than any of these creatures has ever gotten. There’s that strange coppery, sweet metallic odor and a deep coldness, like the heat and oxygen surrounding me are being sucked away into outer space.

I can see a shadow looming above me, her arm, her hand close to my face. I want to throw off the covers, twist away from her and run.

And then I feel it.

She touches me, lays a single finger on my forehead so softly, so gingerly, it’s like she’s never touched a living creature before. Her skin feels dry, papery. The touch only lasts a few seconds but during that tiny fragment of time I get the oddest sensation, like I’m not myself anymore, like I’m looking through her eyes. I feel like a chasm has opened up below me, like I’m starting to tumble into an endless void.

Then it’s over. She pulls back. “Don’t ever do what I just did, Jendra,” Moira says. “It’s awful. Simply dreadful.” She makes an animal grunt to indicate the disgust she feels. “Only touch them when they’re dead.”

The flashlight’s beam floods my face again. “One more thing,” Moira says to me, her voice dripping with contempt. “I came upstairs to warn you, my dear. If you do anything to hurt one of mine ever again, we will put you to death. But first we’ll start out with these.” The flashlight picks out Stace, then CJ, then Terry, all cowering on their cots like I am. “Snuff them out one by one. And I know that you know how I’d enjoy doing that. I’d love nothing better than to see how you react.”

She cuts the light and, although I strain my ears, I hear nothing else, no footsteps, no rustle of clothing—until I flinch at the sound of a door slamming shut behind her from far down the hall.


Part Five


The Runaway

One

I’m back in the cellar. It smells terrible in here, like some wild creature had been hiding in a corner for weeks, gave up the ghost and was left to rot. Now I know what William was talking about when he unlocked the door to release me two days ago.

William has unlocked the door for me this time as well, waited for me to go in, then relocked it. Before I can take more than a couple of steps into a space I used to be so familiar with, I have to let my eyes adjust. Let them adapt to murky daylight that works its way through the cracked and broken panes of the small cellar windows.

At first I see the hulking shape of the furnace, its ducts still stretching across the ceiling like enormous arms. Then there’s the mattress where I lay for so long, surrounded by the clutter of bike frames, boxes of junk, tool handles, broken desks and chairs.

And on the mattress I can see the semblance of something human, curled into itself tightly, like a wounded animal.

The smell is so bad that for a moment I think, Is this what the smell of death is like? What you smell right after someone has died, while their body cools?

I have to force myself to edge closer to the mattress in order to get a good look at what’s there, to see if maybe there’s some sign of life. The motionless shape reminds me of what I saw so many times in the countless homes I entered while on the road. Houses where I crept into a back bedroom only to find a half-mummified corpse lying in the same spot where the poor invalid had succumbed to the disease.

When I reach that same ragged mattress where I lay for so many hungry and thirsty hours, I stop and listen but am not sure I can hear breathing. The figure doesn’t move. I lower myself down, squatting on my heels, trying not to be repulsed by the smell. Trying not to be too frightened to examine minutely what lies before me.

I don’t want to have to touch this shape, this once-human thing. Only want to listen to what my ears can tell me—but the sounds of the cellar work against me. Beams in the ceiling start creaking. Metal pipes groan and somewhere water is dripping. A broom chooses this very moment to tumble over, the wooden handle slapping the floor with a sound as loud as a gunshot. I’m so startled I fall back on the floor.

I push myself up and try again, lean in closer. Little daylight reaches this area of the basement but I can make out jeans and a coat, clothes that are blood-stained and muddied. It’s the body of a boy with his head turned away from me. I lean over farther and am able to see a spray of long dark hair obscuring everything but the side of his right cheek and the tip of his nose.

Then I hear it—low, shallow breathing.

The realization that he’s alive gives me the courage to reach out my hand and place it on his chest. I can feel his ribcage rise and fall, not much but steadily.

Who is this boy and why have they done this to him?

He must be taller than William but very thin. All William would tell me was that the wounded creature the Black Riders had dragged in and locked up below was a runaway. William made me guess at his gender, calling him that thing downstairs. Tetch said nothing about him, looked away when I asked. None of the children spoke his name. CJ, Terry and Stace had never seen him.

There is some food and water I brought with me but I have left the tray and bottle by the door on first entering the room. Looking at him now, I’m positive he wouldn’t be able to swallow a morsel of food but I go back for the water.

Leaning over him again, I try to shift him toward me, onto his back. As soon as I start to move him he lets out an unearthly groan, as if I’ve just taken a knife and stabbed him deep in the belly. I jerk my hands away, jump to my feet and pace back and forth frantically, cursing myself, wondering aloud if there’s anything I can do.

The sight of this boy—who may be dying—lying alone on a soiled, tattered mattress in the grim, dreary basement of this place fills me with rage, a howling rage more intense than I’ve felt at anything that’s been done to me. I want to grab the best weapons I can find and kill them all, all the Black Riders, all the so-called Elders who are such fools that they obey those crazy, diseased ones’ commands.

But I drive all these thoughts back, tamp them down, try to focus on what I can do. What’s possible for this boy lying helpless in front of me.

Just like Larkin lay before me on the last night we were together.

I scuttle over to the boy’s other side and let some water trickle across his lips as I had tried to let water dribble into Larkin’s parched mouth. I push the hair back from his face. His lips are cracked and bloodied, there are deep bruises along the side of his jaw and around one eye. From what I can see, there’s a good, strong face underneath all the damage.

I lift up the edge of the coat he’s wearing, trying not to cause him any distress. Holding up a flap of the coat, I gingerly touch a splotch of blood that’s bloomed across the fabric of his shirt like an exotic red flower. It’s still wet and warm near the wound and I yank my hand away.

What can I do? What can I do? The question flits around my brain like a frightened bird, unanswerable, making me panicked. But then the thought hits me, I’ve got to get him upstairs. I’ve got to clean him up. Find some clean bandages somewhere, some antibiotics. There are things I can do. I touch his forehead and it feels warmer than it should.

The idea that I’ve got to get him upstairs to someplace safe—warm, clean—gives me a way to channel my rage with something immediate I can accomplish. Since Moira’s visit last night, I’ve only seen William and Tetch left to keep watch over the Orphanage, the same as it was before. I haven’t seen any other Elders since William brought me up from the cellar.

I stand up, take a deep breath. The stench of this place no longer bothers me. The determination I feel overpowers everything else.

I know that there’s no way William and Tetch can stop me. I will get this boy upstairs and do whatever I can to keep him alive.

Two

“We’re moving him upstairs, William.”

He’s right above me, blundering his way up the steps.

It’s dark in the stairwell. We have to feel our way, hand over hand along the iron railing, stubbing toes against the risers, trying to set one foot after another down on something solid. Only a band of hazy gray daylight seeping into the stairwell from under the first floor door penetrates the darkness.

I wonder if it scares William to be alone with me in the dark like this. He’s clearly heard what I’ve said but doesn’t slow down, doesn’t pause for a moment to turn and answer. The only response he makes is a derisive snort, the sound you make when someone is being far too big an idiot to take seriously.

William left me in the cellar for what felt like an eternity before deciding to let me out. I kept pacing back and forth, feeling helpless, wanting to pound on the heavy steel doors, kick at them until William heard me. But I was afraid of making it worse for the wounded boy.

I was so furious I was shaking when I finally heard him fumbling with the lock, the rusty creak as he pushed the door back to reveal his pasty, smug little face.

I could have shoved him against the wall, screamed right in his face. What was that about—what the hell did you think you’d accomplish, leaving me here so long? You know I will make you pay.

But I wait to speak until we’re in the stairwell. Alone together in the dark. Until he’s just one short stair-step above me.

“He’s dying, William,” I yell at his back. He tries to speed up, desperate to stay ahead of me. “I can’t do anything for him down there. It’s filthy. I need medicine and bandages, anything we can find.”

“He’s not dying,” he says, like that last word is the most ridiculous he’s ever heard. “They don’t want him to die.”

“You know that for a fact, do you? You need to take a look at him.” He’s almost reached the first floor landing. I can see that band of daylight pass over his shins. “I mean it. I want you to come back down with me right now and take a look at him.” I bellow that last sentence like a drill sergeant but I can’t make him stop and pay attention to me.

Reaching up on tiptoe, almost losing my balance, I take a big swipe at the empty space between us. My fingers are like talons and I manage to hook the sleeve of the bulky sweater he’s wearing. I pull back on the soft wool, feeling the threads stretch tight in my hand. He never stops moving. The fabric starts ripping at the shoulder but it doesn’t slow him. I come to a complete stop and keep pulling like I’m trying to reel in a fish and soon I’m left holding an empty sleeve.

William sprints across the first floor landing and slams the door open. A burst of daylight hits me in the face. I raise my arms to protect my eyes and wait for them to adjust.

But the light blinds William as well. The back of his narrow-shouldered body comes into focus, a dark smudge against the light, and I can tell that he’s also paused for a moment, half out the door.

It occurs to me that I’m still holding the empty sleeve of his sweater. I grab both ends of it and yank it tight like a short piece of rope. A vision of slipping this thing over his head and throttling him into submission flashes through my mind but just as it does he starts to move. I toss the sleeve aside and heave myself up the last few steps. He’s out the door and it starts to shut but I bang it back open with my hip and hurl myself at him, tackling him like a linebacker, throwing my arms around his legs as I fall forward, knocking him down.

We tumble out into the hallway.

He writhes and kicks, tries to crawl away like his legs are caught in quicksand but I don’t let go. My knees hurt from the impact of the fall, my left hip stinging where I slammed it against the crash bar of the door. To stop him kicking, I clamber up his body like I’m climbing up a ledge, letting my weight hold his legs down.

William sits up and tries to pry me off, frenzied and squirming like I’m a python coiling my way around and around him. He starts to slap and claw at my face and the pain of his fingernails digging at my skin enrages me so completely that, without thinking, I slam the heel of my right hand into his soft, pulpy face. I push myself up and use my full weight to slam him back hard onto the cold, linoleum floor. I hear the back of his head hit the tile with a hollow thwok.

In seconds, I’ve got my hands clamped over each of his arms and a knee jammed hard into his belly. “Had enough?” I’m panting, my voice a ragged whisper.

He still squirms, but feebly now. His face scrunches up, like he’s about to cry. “What do you want?” It’s a little boy’s voice, quavering, his skin red and hot. The moon-shaped scar above his right eye is ghostly white against the backdrop of his flushed face. He won’t look at me, looks everywhere but directly at my face, as if searching for somebody who might magically appear out of nowhere to help him.

“What I want is for you to listen to me.” I scoot up far enough so that I’m able to pin his arms down with my knees, sitting on his stomach. I cup his chin with the palm of my hand, my fingers digging into his cheeks, to keep him from turning his head. I force his eyes to meet mine. I’m sure that if he could simply sink through the floor—disappear into the cracks between the tiles like a block of melting ice—he would do so gladly.

Some small part of me doesn’t want to hurt him, wants to pull back from what I’m doing. The thwak as he hit his head concerns me. I don’t want him to have a concussion, to be damaged, to suffer too much. But I do want him to suffer. All the pent up rage I’ve felt at how they’ve treated me, threatened me, hurt me—and what they’ve done to the boy in the cellar—wells up in me, floods my entire being, makes it hard for me to keep from hitting him. Again and again. And again.

“What if he does die?” I spit the words out, my face right above his. “Do you really want to be the one they blame if that happens?”

He jerks his chin up, trying to pull his head out of my grip. Doing this makes his neck jut upward—a soft, vulnerable, lilywhite neck with a quivering Adam’s apple. “No.”

“No what?”

“I don’t want him to die.” It’s hard for him to get the words out.

“Good. Then we’ve got to move him upstairs, somewhere clean and dry. Where I can see what I’m doing.”

He’s silent for a long time, turning this over in his mind. Calculating. He’s staring up at the ceiling as it recedes down the hall behind him. Row after row of dead fluorescent light fixtures mark the way. Finally he says, “I’ll have to ask.”

This takes me by surprise. Ask who? I wonder. The Elders? The Black Riders?

I ease up on my grip and he moves his head back to a normal position, looks up into my eyes again. “What are you going to do after we move him?” his says.

“We could move a cot into one of the offices down here. We can get some clean water to wash him, maybe find some way to heat it. Get blankets, clean clothes.” I bring my face down close to his. “Both of us together—we’ll get these things. You and I. Understand?”

William lets his eyes drift shut. He deflates a little more, like a sagging balloon, takes some slow, lingering breaths but is otherwise perfectly still.

I remove my hand from his chin. My fingertips have scored his cheeks with angry red pock marks, four on the left side of his face and one on the right made by the edge of my thumb. I look at my fingernails, at how worn down and jagged they are.

“He’s got some deep cuts that need to be treated,” I tell William. “He has a fever. You’re going to have to ask whoever you have to ask.”

I wonder if he’s thinking this over, weighing the consequences of letting Aiden die or having to ask for permission to move him. What I’m saying is reasonable, hard to argue with. But he keeps his eyes closed, doesn’t respond. I start to worry that I’ve really hurt him. I put a hand on his shoulder and shake him a little.

“William, are you okay? Are you there?”

He eyes flutter open and he looks annoyed. “Yes, I’m fine. Just hoping you were a bad dream. Can you get off me now? My head hurts, my face hurts. What do you want from me anyway?”

“God. You know what I want. Don’t play dumb.” I’m feeling much calmer. I feel like I’ve made my point, am getting through to him. I sit up, lift myself off him so I’m squatting over him rather than pressing him down.

Then I bring up the other vital thing I want him to do. “Do you know of a drug store around here? Somewhere that’s still got some medical supplies?”

“I’m not getting him medical supplies. You’re out of your mind.”

“Antibiotics. Bandages and some ointment. Aspirin. Anything you can find. Come on.”

It takes a while but he finally says in a soft little voice, “Needle has those.”

“Needle. The one I saw by the bonfire? The one who touched…”

“Yeah. The one who stuck his finger in Gideon’s…” He starts tossing his head back and forth, breathing faster like he’s reliving a nightmare. I can see the fear in his eyes. But then his panic subsides and he quiets down again. “He’s like the doctor here. The drug keeper. He knows more than anybody else about stuff like that.”

“Well, ask him then. If they don’t want him to die just yet, they have to help you.”

“I’d have to… I can’t do that. We can’t leave here. We can’t talk to them.”

He pushes himself up from the cold, hard floor with his elbows, starts to scoot back, trying to get out from under me. I respond by jamming a knee back down hard into his stomach.

I grab him by the chin again and snarl into his face, “You will do it. You’re telling me that Needle keeps all the medicine you’ve found in the city?”

William grabs my knee and tries to push it away but can’t budge it. His face is contorted and he struggles for a few moments, trying to get loose, trying to sit up straight. When he stops struggling as much, I lessen the pressure on his belly until he finally lets himself go limp, slumps back flat on the floor. He wheezes, “He has… All the good stuff.”

I’m thinking fast. Trying to decide what to do.

“I won’t make you do that,” I tell him, deciding to bargain with him. And lie a little. What I should say is, I won’t make you do that right now.

“I won’t make you talk to Needle. But I am going to make you help me get that boy upstairs. Without asking for permission.” I stare at him intently, letting my words sink in. “All right? Agreed?”

He looks so young, so defenseless. As lost and helpless as any of the sunlight deprived kids in the dormitory. I’m sure I can make him do anything I want. But all I want him to do is help me save the boy in the cellar. The idea of punishing him, getting back at him—I don’t feel like it’s in me to do that. Nothing done purely for revenge against these deluded, so-called Elders seems worthwhile. But I will make them do what I want if it helps me and my family.

William finally looks me right in the eye and nods his head. He just says, “When?”

“As soon as we can. Now would be a good time.”

He turns his head and looks out the windows at the morning light. Now that we’ve stopped struggling, the silence in the long school corridor stands out sharply. I can hear every breath we take. It’s overcast outside but the light floods the space around us, making this empty hall seem just a little less cold, less forbidding.

I wait for William to say something else but he doesn’t turn his head, doesn’t respond. I know how hard it is to for him to agree to what I’m asking of him. How frightened he is. But his fears mean far less to me than the life of another.

As I watch him stare out the windows, those cracked and broken and crudely patched windows, I’m sure I know what he’s thinking. “You really think they’re watching us all the time?” I say. “William, I don’t think they really care what we do. The Riders. As long as we don’t run away.”

He doesn’t respond, keeps staring out the windows.

I let out a deep sigh and get to my feet so that I’m standing over him. He looks up at me now. “I’ll give you a little time to think it over. To pull yourself together. Meanwhile, I’ll start looking for a cot and the other things. You just need to help me get him upstairs. Soon. All right?”

He nods his head a little and it’s enough for now. My gaze flits from his eyes to that moon-shaped scar, looming larger than any other feature on his face. The flesh there is fish-belly white and I imagine it must be cool to the touch, like the colorless flesh of the Black Riders.

Three

“What’s he like?” Stace is asking me. She’s burning with curiosity. She keeps following me around, asking question after question.

“I don’t know. He can’t talk so he can’t tell me anything.”

“I know he can’t talk,” she says. “You just told me he’s still sleeping.”

“You’re getting to be like Emily,” I say, irritated. “Criticizing me. You’re taking over for her, huh?”

She gives me a sour look. “I’m not like Emily. I won’t leave the rest of you behind like she did.”

Then I feel bad. I don’t want to badmouth Emily in front of the others. I keep trying to think of excuses for her, like maybe she was forced into doing what she did. “Maybe it’s not her fault,” I say. “Maybe she’s…”

“Sick?” Stace says, finishing my sentence.

“No, not yet. She can’t be getting sick yet. She’s not old enough. But let’s talk about something else.”

I’ve stopped by the dorm to check on them, the remnants of my little family, to let them know I’m all right, that I’m still around. I’m around but I’m not with them completely.

I can’t concentrate on even the simplest game I try to play with CJ and Terry. And Stace ends up crabbing at me, maybe because I’m unable to give her my full attention. Nothing can distract me from the thought of that boy lying helpless two floors below us.

There’s another boy at the Orphanage, I guess to be about twelve or thirteen years old, who calls himself Finch. He has freckled skin and green eyes, a mop of shaggy blond hair. Just today he’s decided that it’s okay to approach us, to talk to us. Well, talk to me. He doesn’t seem interested in Stace or the boys. Maybe because I’m older but not like the other Elders, I get the feeling he likes me. He acts like he trusts me.

He’s the first of these children to try to talk to me. He answers some of my questions and asks me some in turn. I don’t know if I can trust him entirely but he has told me a little about the boy in the cellar, the runaway.

“He’s called Aiden,” he says not long after Stace takes a break from peppering me with questions and decides to wander out into the hall so she can take a look outside. “He lived here for a while but he got old enough to go with the Elders. He’d be gone all day with them. They do all this stuff that we can’t do because we aren’t allowed outside. They think we’ll run away.”

“But he ran away,” I say.

Finch shrugs his shoulders, wipes a runny nose on the sleeve of the dirty blue parka he wears constantly, even while he sleeps. “The Elders don’t do that. They like being Elders. I’d like it, to be one of them. To be able to go outside.”

“So why did Aiden run away?”

Finch looks bored, like he’s said enough. None of the children here has much of an attention span. They play absentmindedly with each other for a while, then wander off. We’re sitting on the edge of my cot and he begins to stare dreamily at two other kids across the room playing with a set of building blocks. I want to grab his shoulders and shake him, make him pay attention to me. But I know I need to go easy, not scare him away.

I wait for him to say something more, twitching with impatience. He starts to get up, as if he’s going to investigate what the kids with the blocks are doing but then sits back down and sighs, as if he doesn’t have enough energy to walk across the room. “He’s run away before,” he says at last, not looking at me, as if it’s not really important.

“He has? He doesn’t like it, being an Elder?”

“He doesn’t like the, you know… The ones who come at night. The ones who ride the…bikes.” He mumbles into his sleeve, his last word almost inaudible. I watch him hunch his shoulders, pull into himself.

“Why doesn’t he like them?” My question sounds stupid, far too obvious. Just the thought of the Black Riders frightens Finch, as it does everyone else here.

I reach out, take his hand, give it a squeeze. He looks surprised, turns and studies my face. He has a yearning, questioning look in his eyes like he’s silently asking how much he can trust me. I wonder how long it’s been since someone has touched him with warmth or kindness. He lets his hand lie limp in mine like a dead pigeon.

“He told us they hurt somebody, a friend of his,” he says slowly. “A boy he traveled with before he got to Raintree.”

“So now they beat him to a pulp every time he runs away?”

Finch looks down at his feet. He’s found or has been given some tennis shoes which are far too big for him. Maybe he’ll grow into them but for now he flops around like he’s auditioning to be a clown in a three-ring circus. “You can’t leave. They won’t let you.”

“Leave here? The Orphanage? But I thought you said he was gone a lot of the time with the Elders.”

“Not here but the city.” He holds his arms out, gesturing to a large area far beyond the walls of the school. “Raintree.”

“Why don’t they let the Elders leave Raintree?”

“I don’t know.” Now he is annoyed, wants our conversation to end. “They just don’t.”

I know it’s useless to ask him anything else.

But I have a name. Aiden.

Four

I catch sight of Tetch as I pass by the girls’ restroom on the first floor of the school.

I’ve been wandering through the old school building for hours. I can’t keep still, feel ready to jump out of my skin. I couldn’t stay a minute longer with the kids in the dorm. Pretending to be interested in what they’re doing, watching them go through the same sleepy-slow routines, engage in the same aimless bickering.

The only thing I’m sure of now is that William has disappeared. I’ve searched for him everywhere, pacing up and down the halls, combing through long-abandoned offices and classrooms, all the while keeping my eye out for anything useful, salvageable for the boy downstairs.

Catching a glimpse of Tetch through the open door of the girls’ room, I jump back, startled. I was almost convinced that both of our resident Elders had deserted us, despite having express orders not to.

But there she is, Tetch in the flesh, standing in front of the girls’ room mirror, bathed in the murky half-light that illuminates the sink, the toilets, all the plumbing fixtures that no longer function.

I stop to watch her. She’s applying makeup, squinting at her small white face. She rubs at the smeared surface of the mirror with her sleeve. For just a few seconds—for just a fleeting few seconds—I feel a little sorry for her. Who is she trying to beautify herself for? Who is she trying to impress with what little beauty she has? To me, she’s ugly inside and out with no one to care for and no one who truly cares about her.

I cough a loud, fake cough and smile innocently as I watch her cringe and whip around to face the open door, eyes wide. I stroll calmly into the restroom, just as she had when I was trying to clean myself up in the girls’ room on the second floor. “You can’t come in here,” she says, voice sulky, girlish. “You use the one upstairs, with the kids.”

“This one’s not much better,” I say casually, looking around at the grime smeared everywhere, taking in the smell. She shrugs and turns back to the mirror, already done trying to assert her authority over me. She studies her face sadly.

“It’s not that bad,” I say. “I’ve seen worse.”

I see her sneer at me in the mirror. “Can you leave me alone? Please?” It’s not really an order but more of a request. It’s then that I start to think that I shouldn’t continue to provoke her, that I’m going to need her help.

While I’m trying to decide on the best way to talk to her, the best way of bringing up my plans for the boy in the basement, she suddenly turns to me and says in a fragile, little girl way, “How’s he doing?”

The bashful, pleading way she asks surprises me even more than the question does.

The edges of the sink she’s been leaning over while staring at herself in the mirror are littered with painstakingly harvested beauty products—half-empty containers of blush and eye shadow, lotions, slim tubes of lipstick that remind me of fancy rifle cartridges with soft red mush where the point of the bullet would be. Like I used to collect containers of food, she’s collected these useless things.

“He’s not good.”

“Not good.” She repeats this with a voice so low I can barely hear her. I’m not close enough to be sure but it looks like she’s trembling.

It’s then that I’m suddenly aware of something that surprises me greatly. Tetch cares about the boy lying wounded and feverish below us. This amazes me because I was sure that Tetch cared for nothing but herself. William and Jendra. Tetch and Aiden. There are ties between the Elders I might be able to build on, use to my advantage.

“We need to get him upstairs,” I say, speaking as softly as she did. I feel like I’m trying not to frighten away a bird that has landed on a nearby twig. “As soon as we can.”

“Why?”

I give up trying to be gentle and raise my voice at the stupidity of the question. “He’s hurt. He could even die. I don’t know what’s wrong with him.”

Pain, real observable pain flits across her face, replaces that dopey-dazed expression she normally has with something approaching real concern for another human being. But she says nothing, only stands there shifting from foot to foot, rubbing at the side of her nose. She looks so foolish with the blush smeared on her cheeks, her long eye-lashes, wearing a low-cut red sweater two sizes too small like she’s all ready for a hot date.

“Well?”

“Well what?”

“Move. Him. Upstairs.” I’m shouting now, furious, no longer worried about frightening her away. She hunches her shoulders, pulls her head down, worried I’m going to hit her. Her lips move but no sound emerges. She’s definitely trembling now.

Then she cries out, “No! I can’t. Don’t—” She turns back to the mirror and looks at herself for a moment, then recoils as if horrified by what she sees. She knocks all the makeup off the edge of the sink and on to the crusty tiles of the bathroom floor with one wild sweep of her right arm. As I listen to the smash of glass and the clatter of metal she darts past me and rushes out the door.

Five

William’s scrunched up tight in a corner, wedged between a battered, water-stained desk and an ancient rusted filing cabinet. Keeping perfectly still—although I’m sure he’s heard my footsteps. I can hear the sound my heels make as I pull them free from the little sumps of mud and debris littering this place that try to suck them in.

Keeping perfectly still—although I’m sure he knows I’m standing right by him. I have to smile at the fact that he’s gone so far as to pull an old mildewed desk chair on rollers in front of his hiding spot.

“This is worse than being in the school—the Orphanage. Isn’t it?” The sound of my voice produces no movement, no response. “You look pathetic. You must be really scared to be hiding out here.”

Out here is the small, one-story maintenance shed in back of the school. It took me a while to build up the determination to go outside. But I’d looked everywhere else. This one outbuilding looked like the only place left for William to hide. Unless he left the school grounds, ran away. But after what happened to Aiden I don’t think he’d try it. No matter how frightened he is.

“Not scared of you.” His voice is muffled, flat, like he’s talking into his sleeve. He kicks the chair away and hauls himself to his feet, grunting and sighing. He steps away from the desk and file cabinet, clearly doesn’t like that I’m so close to him and retreats to the far side of the room.

Part of the roof of the shed has collapsed. Large sliding steel doors have been knocked off their rollers, one door yawning into the schoolyard, one tipped into the building. The place was ransacked ages ago. Weed cutters and leaf blowers and lawnmowers have been taken apart, their innards spread around like they were dissected by monkeys. Rakes and shovels and hoses are thrown in a pile, all twisted together. And it stinks, a smell of brackish water, mildew and oil.

“Look at you, William. You’ve got cobwebs in your hair. You’re smeared with all the crud that’s on everything in here. You look pathetic.”

He gives me a nasty look and for a moment I think he’s going to charge straight at me, tackle me. It’s a well of shadows in this corner of the building, under the intact half of the roof. But I can see him well enough to tell that he’s looking for a way out.

Instead of furiously charging at me, he edges away, slinks back to the opening left by the sliding doors. But he trips over the handle of a garden tool, falls backward, keeps himself from completely tumbling on the ground with the palm of his right hand which splashes up a spray of muddy water.

I laugh, not really amused but wanting him to know I’m in control. “Are you really going to try to run? You know there’s nowhere to go. I don’t think you’re going to leave the Orphanage.” He’s up on his feet again, trying to straighten himself up. I take a few steps toward him. “And it’s getting dark out.”

He says nothing, looks around helplessly. He knows what I want, what I’m going to make him do if we go back to the school. He doesn’t want to go back inside the Orphanage but he can’t go anywhere else.

“So you’re not scared of me. Even after what I did to Gideon?”

“You think you’re tougher than they are? You’re not so tough. You’re just a girl. Not even a smart girl. If Jendra were here…”

“She’d be leading you around by your collar like you were her little puppy. But Jendra’s not coming back here. She’s…”

“Shut up. I don’t want to hear it.” He’s thinking fast. “I’ll help you take care of him down there, in the cellar. But we can’t move him. They wouldn’t like it.”

“We’re going to move him.” I hold up my hand. I can hardly see it any longer. “Do you realize, William, we can barely see each other now? It’s dark out already. What if they come back and catch us both out here?”

This time he tries to run as fast as he can, weaving and crashing through all of the debris. I follow him but step more carefully, not really concerned that he’s going to escape from me.

When I step free from the crumpled maintenance shed, everything’s swathed in the half-dark of twilight. A soft drizzle envelopes me but it feels good, cleansing. I want to stand outside long enough for my hair to get soaked, for my skin to be slick with the damp. It doesn’t even feel cold to me. I look past the two stories of the school to the side streets of the neighborhood surrounding it. It would be so easy to walk away, to disappear into the night.

I see William walking from one end of the concrete-covered play area and back like there was a real fence barring him from going any farther.

I slowly make my way over to him. “I may be just a girl but I’m stronger than you. You know I am.” He lowers his head and keeps on pacing. “Come on, William. Let’s get this over with. Do this for me and I’ll leave you alone. No more hiding in dark corners.”

He keeps pacing, pacing. Hunches his shoulders against the rain dribbling down the back of his collar.

“Do you hear that?” I ask him. He doesn’t respond, doesn’t even look at me. “It’s early but it could be them.” He finally stops pacing, stares out at the dark neighborhood streets. I shrug my shoulders. “Maybe not. But I thought I heard something.”

He turns to me and says, “Damn you. You’re on my nerves like nobody’s ever…” His voice trails off and then he says, starting to surrender, “If we move that bastard and they find out, you’re the one who’s getting the blame. You’re the one who’s responsible for him once he’s upstairs. I’m not involved.”

I laugh again, like he’s being the idiot now and it’s my chance to be all condescending. “You’re responsible for me. You’ve been dumping the work you’re supposed to do on me. They think you’re in control. Which is totally laughable.” Then I say slowly, wanting him to feel the importance of my words, “I don’t care about preparing food and trying to look after the kids but this is different. If he something happens to Aiden…”

William looks away, stares into the night. It’s almost completely dark out now.

“All right,” he says. “We’ll move him. But I’m not responsible. Remember that, Gillian, I’m not responsible.”

Six

“Is he okay?”

I snap awake, a soft little voice near my ear startling me. I told myself I wasn’t going to fall asleep no matter what, no matter how tired I might be.

I’m bolt upright in the chair I chose to sit in for a reason. The chair I chose to keep watch over Aiden in. A desk chair that’s uneven on the floor because the rollers have broken off and left small metal stumps behind. There’s a cushion under me that’s been worn as flat as a washcloth and the back of the chair is a fan of hard wood slats.

The chair should have kept me awake but it hasn’t.

Tetch is beside me. She looks as disheveled as William did the last time I saw him. Her layers of makeup have worn away, hair straggling limp and greasy. Her face is pasty pale—plump cheeks like blobs of yellow custard on a round dish tinted pinkish gray.

It takes me a moment to process what’s happening. That Tetch has woken me, that I’ve been sleeping and that Aiden still lies under the blankets I’ve covered him with, still curled on his side and perfectly still. His face is turned to me, eyes wedged tight but his mouth slightly open. A crack in his lips still oozes blood and the bruises around one eye and along his jaw rage angry and purple.

A circle of candles flicker on either side of the bed. William produced several for me and, most precious of all, a half-full box of kitchen matches. I have lit all the candles even though it seems wasteful. I have to see what I’m doing. I have to watch Aiden carefully.

We’re in a small inner office on the first floor that’s been stripped nearly bare. It still possesses a small desk and the comfortless chair I’ve slept in. It seems safe to me, windowless, several rooms back from the main corridor. It is here I have dragged a cot all the way down from the dormitory. Here where I have stored the scant supplies I’ve found, blankets and a mattress less soiled than most others I’ve seen, a basin I’ve tried to scour clean for holding water, a few dusty towels.

Now awoken by Tetch, I get to my feet and weave from side to side for a moment, unsteady with the sudden exertion. I put the back of my hand close to Aiden’s mouth, the swollen surface of his damaged lips brushing the hairs on my skin, making them tingle. I let myself breathe when I feel the warmth of his breath. But he’s breathing so softly, with such shallow little puffs, it doesn’t seem like enough to sustain him.

I turn to Tetch and thoughts start racing through my mind. Can I trust her? Can I rope her into helping me like I have William? She’s not paying any attention to me. She’s wringing plump little hands that look like fish flopping in a net, staring down at Aiden like she’s a grieving relative just arrived at his deathbed. I’m amazed at how completely overwhelmed she is. I had no idea Tetch had it in her to get this emotional.

I whisper the words, “Help me.” She looks at me now, her face suddenly contorted by something like panic. I can sense her pleading with me without speaking the words out loud, Don’t ask me to do something it isn’t in me to do. But I tell her, “Lift up the blankets.”

She looks at Aiden. Back at me. “Lift up the blankets,” I say more firmly.

I reach over and take her by the arm and pull her closer to the bed. She resists but then lets herself be pulled along. It feels like tugging on the arm of CJ or Terry. I then place her left hand on the top end of the tattered wool blanket covering Aiden’s body. It reaches the bottom of his chin. “Lift it up gently,” I tell her. “Hold it up a little so I can take a look at him. I don’t want him to get cold.”

Tetch moves her hand robotically, gingerly grips the top of the blanket and slowly peels it away from Aiden. I’ve removed his jacket but left his bloodied shirt on. I feel like I have no time, like I have to do something for him—help him with his wounds, his bruises, his fever—or it will be too late.

Picking up a small dish on which a candle stub gutters, I bend low to peer under the blanket and move the candlelight slowly over Aiden’s torso. His chest flutters a little as he draws a breath. The wound in his side still looks sticky wet and raw. The blood that’s seeped across his shirt looks black as pitch under the faint light of the candle.

Aiden still has an old white tee shirt gummed to his sticky skin. I want to rip it off him so I can bathe his wound with soap and water, see exactly how bad it is but I’m afraid to touch it.

He also had a thick sweatshirt on under his coat which I had William help me pull off right after we got him upstairs. He was limp, unresistant at first but just as we were pulling it free from around his head, his arms up just enough so we could slip it off, his mouth fell open and he let out another awful groan. The sound ricocheted through me like the aftershocks of an explosion. Then he shrank into himself, curling up tight like a premature baby.

I’ve thought of taking a pair of scissors or even a knife to cut the tee shirt free but he seems so fragile, like the act of peeling this thin layer of cloth ever so gently from his body might be enough to cause him pain I can’t even begin to imagine.

“How is he?” I hear Tetch ask me again.

I pull back from Aiden, set the candle down while Tetch carefully lets the blanket drop back over his body.

I feel annoyed now, pissed off at how useless she is, how useless and hateful everyone is in this wretched place so I snap at her, “Will you just shut up? You think I have any idea? Stop asking me that. Can’t you be useful for once in this shitty, pathetic little thing you call your life?”

Tetch reels back, retreating almost all the way to the door. I want to throw her from the room but I need her. I still need her help and William’s and I do not want to lose control of the situation. I want both of them under my thumb.

But anger at Tetch is just a smokescreen for my own feelings.

I’m furious at how helpless I am to do even one simple thing that might help this badly wounded boy. I’ve taken on total responsibility for him. I don’t know him at all, never met him before, never spoke a word to him but I feel that if he dies it will be because I’ve failed.

It will be my fault.

And if I believe way down in the deepest, darkest part of me that it’s my fault, how will I carry on after something like that? How will I wake up tomorrow and the next day and the day after that and feel like I can do anything to help the remnants of my little family, to help myself?

I cannot start to feel helpless. I have to stay in control.

“Listen. Come here.” I pounce on her, snatch hold of her arm again, pull her back with me to the side of the cot. We stand side by side, staring down at the motionless boy. “Tetch, instead of asking how he is, do something for him.”

She looks up from Aiden to me. Despite the dim light I can see the confusion contorting her face, eyes wide as saucers and mouth hanging slack. I haven’t seen many of them up close but Tetch reminds me of how convinced I am that she and William must be the weakest of the Elders. The runts of the litter.

“Look, I’m sorry I shouted at you. I know you’re upset. But think. What do we need most now? To help Aiden?”

“Aiden,” she says. She’s on the verge of tears, about to start sobbing.

“Don’t you think we need some supplies, something we can use to treat his wounds, help his fever?”

She frowns, her mouth snaps shut. I can tell she’s thinking over what I’ve said.

“I know that Needle…” I start to say.

“Oh, no. Don’t go there. Don’t you go there.” She begins backing to the door.

“Why not?” I move closer and grab her arm again. She holds out the limb I’m touching like she wishes it was no longer connected to her body. Like she wishes she could pull loose from it and run. I jerk her back to the center of the room, step around her and bang the door to the office closed with a kick. I’m now standing between her and the door.

“Why not, Tetch? You’re in love with him, aren’t you? You need him, don’t you?”

She looks disgusted. “I’m not in love with him.”

I just shrug. “Whatever you say. But you’re going to help me. If you do and he gets through this, I’m going to tell him all about it. How he owes his life to you. I’ll make you look so good in his eyes, he’ll want you around him every day for the rest of his life.”

“I don’t love him,” she says emphatically. “Stop saying that.”

I just smile at her, not making fun of her, not trying to diminish the way she feels but letting her know I understand. “You…or William…ask Needle. If they don’t want him to die, they’ll give you something that will help. It’s that simple.”

She chews on her lower lip, starts wringing her hands again. “Maybe William can go,” she says at last. She faces the bed again and nods her head. “Yes, I think William can go.” Then she shakes her head. “No he can’t. We can’t go to Needle.”

I think fast, trying to come up with some way to persuade her. I have to convince her of this. I have to make her believe in what I’m saying.

“Tetch, picture yourself waking up by his side. Sitting in that chair. The first thing he sees is you, just you.” She looks from the cot to me and back to the cot. “He knows now he’s going to be all right. He’s survived thanks to you.”

“But they hate him. They could have killed him.”

“But they didn’t. That’s the point. Even they know that there aren’t enough of us left to start killing us off without a second thought. Why do you think I’m still alive? They punished me—Moira wanted to kill me—but they haven’t. They can’t bring themselves to do it.”

She looks thoughtful. “That’s true.”

“Who knows? Maybe Aiden will become more important as time goes on. Maybe he’ll become strong enough to take them all on. He’ll become a leader and you’ll be at his side.”

Tetch raises her right hand and I can see it tremble a little. She takes a step closer to the cot and reaches down to the body curled up tight below her as if she wants to stroke Aiden’s dark hair, maybe touch the side of his cheek. But then she pulls back. “So, you think they want me to save him?” she says slowly.

“Yes.” I almost shout the word at her. “They want you to save him. He wants you to save him. You want to save him.”

She nods. “Yes. I don’t want him to die.” At that moment the damn breaks and she begins to cry. Her chin quivers, her nose runs and tears streak down her cheeks.

I take her hand in mine and hold it like a sister might, as if I really do care about her well-being. “We get the medicine, Tetch. He recovers. He wakes and you’re sitting by his side. He imagines the days and nights you’ve spent nursing him. You’re his angel, protector.”

Maybe I’m laying it on a bit thick and I realize I have to be careful. I don’t want to lose her. I have to convince her.

But at the same moment I’m thinking to myself that I need to be careful, I decide to take a chance. I decide to bring up something that I only guess is true. Looking at Tetch and thinking over what I’ve been told about Aiden, I’m pretty sure I’m not wrong.

“Aiden’s never paid much attention to you, has he, Tetch? You keep trying to get close to him, talk to him but he never seems all that interested.”

She glares at me. “And you would know that—how?” She doesn’t just pull her hand away from mine but throws it aside like it’s a dead mouse and starts wiping at her eyes.

I laugh a little, unconcerned, like it’s so obvious. “Whatever. But don’t you want the chance to impress him, show him how important you can be?” Then I get more serious. “Look at him, Tetch. There’s only one of him. If he’s gone, do you think you’ll find anyone who can replace him?”

I get down on my knees by the side of the cot, like I’m about to pray. “Look at him, Tetch.” I reach out to him like she did but I actually stroke his hair, ever so gently, ever so softly. I actually rest the back of hand against the soft skin of his cheek. Then I look up at her, watch her reaction. “Do you want me to be the one who saves him, Tetch? Do you want him to wake up and see me?”

She laughs but the laugh splutters through a batch of fresh tears and a runny nose at the same time. “You can’t save him. That’s such a joke.” She pulls up the bottom of the bulky sweater she wears and tries to swipe her face clean. I get a glimpse of the pale moon of her stomach with the black crater of her bellybutton just above her waistline.

I’ve made my case and now wait while the wheels spin in her head. I shouldn’t have to say anything else. And sure enough, when she’s regained some composure, she announces, “I’ll tell William he’s got to go.” And I believe she means it.

“Do it soon,” I say softly.

“I’ll do it when I damn well please.” I let her push past me and she marches out the door.

Seven

But William won’t go. Not alone.

All through the following day he and Tetch keep showing up at the doorway of the room where I sit with Aiden. They peer in at me and the sleeping boy with sour, frightened faces.

They are never together. One will show up maybe an hour after the other has paid me a visit. Both act like they’re afraid to take a single step into the room. I have to haul myself up from the rickety desk chair I’ve been glued to and meet them in the doorway to see what they want.

I don’t know what they’re saying to each other when I’m not around but I’m sure it isn’t much. Probably a few rude remarks, a shouted word or two. They treat me like I’m a hostage negotiator, making me listen to one’s side of the argument—their list of demands—and then having to communicate all that to the other when he or she shows up at the door.

During a morning visit, wearing the same mud-smeared clothes he wore the day before, the hair at the back of his head sticking up like the crown of a rooster, William says, “I’m not going to do it. You said you’d leave me alone after I helped you with…” He hunches one narrow shoulder and points it in Aiden’s direction, hands still jammed in his pockets. “Him.”

Exhaustion is making it harder and harder to keep talking, to keep arguing, persuading. But I know I’ve won. I know that both he and Tetch will do what I say. I don’t have to grab them, shake them, trip them, hurl them against a wall to make an impression. I don’t have to threaten. I am in control.

“I am not going to let him die.” My voice is a hard, raspy shell of a thing.

He takes his hands out of his pockets and begins twisting them together just as Tetch did the night before. He opens his mouth several times to speak but nothing emerges. Finally he produces a sentence that starts as a whine and accelerates into a screech. “You told me you’d leave me alone!”

And I watch him scuttle back through the outer offices, maybe to argue with Tetch, maybe to return to whatever small space in the building he’s marked as his own personal hideout and brood over what his options are.

Wearily, I shuffle back to my chair and lower myself down on its hard little cushion. I scoot forward to the edge of the seat, wrap my arms around myself, rock back and forth, my eyelids drifting shut, my thoughts slowing down. Aiden looks the same, always the same, dark hair spilling into his eyes, skin dull and ashen like he’s not quite real—the wax figure of a boy rather than the real thing.

Often I pull the chair up close, fumble under the blankets for one his hands and hold it loosely, gently in my own. His hands feel so cool compared to his forehead. If I brush the fan of thick, dank hair back and rest my fingertips against the smooth skin of his brow, it feels much warmer than it should.

I remember carrying him up from the cellar the night before. William and I shifting him with as much care as we can onto a sheet, grabbing the sheet at either end by snatching up big handfuls of fabric and lifting him up on the count of three. I at Aiden’s feet and William at his head. Letting William start to back his way out of the cellar, down the hallway and up the stairs.

This time it’s William who has to stop on the landing to catch his breath. “I don’t know why we’re doing this,” I hear him gripe in the gloom. “I don’t want to do this. We’re taking him back down.”

“We are not taking him back down,” I say. “I’ll drag him the rest of the way up myself if I have to.”

I hear nothing except for him breathing heavily.

I raise my voice. “We’ve got to go on, William. Now. Do you want someone to find us in here? With him? Is that going to look good?”

William swears, slaps his hand hard against the wall of the landing. Swears again. But at last he squats down, counts to three and again we heave the sheet up with its heavy burden. He speaks not another word, starts backing up the stairs, the heels of his boots thumping against the risers.

We make it to the first floor but by the time we get close to the office where I’ve chosen to hide Aiden we are practically sliding him along the floor. As we puff and pant down the first floor corridor, one of Aiden’s arms flops loose from the sheet like the limb of a broken mannequin. I drop his feet with a thud so I can rush to his side and tuck the arm back in alongside his body.

Tetch reappears maybe an hour or so after William’s last visit. She’s changed into a new outfit, black wool tights, another red sweater, small calfskin boots that reach just above her ankles. The Elders must go on frequent scavenger hunts to rummage through department stores in downtown Raintree. I’m amazed that so much stuff is left for them to find but then those fleeing the sickness weren’t overly concerned with having nice clothes to wear.

Her face is made up, her hair clumpy and shellacked with some kind of gel. But under it all she’s still so obviously frightened, vulnerable.

“He won’t do it,” she announces. “Not by himself.”

“Okay. So what’s the solution? Are you going to go?” I’ve propped myself against the open door, arms folded tight, trying to keep myself from falling forward or sinking down. “You know where Needle is, don’t you? You could find him. If you care enough about…” I nod at the cot.

She doesn’t answer. She looks like she’s about to turn and march out of the room again but then she says, “That’s not the point.”

“The point? What are you talking about, the point? What’s that mean?”

She fidgets, flustered, swats at herself like she’s being attacked by imaginary mosquitoes.

“I don’t know. Why do you keep bothering me?”

I say nothing, stare at her and smile my heavy-lidded, sleep-deprived smile.

“Why don’t you both go?”

“Both?” she says in a small voice.

“Both. You both go but you make William do the work. You send William in to talk to Needle.”

“No way he’s going to do that. He’ll refuse.”

“Then you tell him you’re going to find Moira and tell her about everything he’s done. That he’s been helping me. That William and I are now a team, working together like a new…” I think fast. “Runaway group of Elders.”

She shakes her head emphatically with her eyes squeezed shut like she’s sucking a lemon. “I can’t talk to Moira. That’s ridiculous.”

I let out the deepest, most exasperated sigh. “Somebody’s got to do something.” My voice cracks like a scratchy record on the word “got.” I need a drink of water. Cool, clear water. I also need to leave the room so I can pee but I’m afraid to leave Aiden unattended.

She thinks for a moment, rubbing her right cheek, smearing some of the blush she’s caked over her pale-pink skin.

“There’s Jendra,” Tetch says slowly.

“Jendra?”

“He and Jendra were like…” She crosses her fingers to indicate how close they were. “Of course, we all know he’s just a little worm so I don’t think she ever felt about him like he felt about her but they looked out for each other. They’d been together a long time before they came here.”

“But you know Jendra’s…”

“Oh, everybody knows Jendra’s changed. Especially William. If there’s a chance he could see her, get to talk to her. Even for a moment.”

“Do you think she wants to talk to him?”

Tetch shrugs. “I don’t think so but we can convince him that she does. He wants so badly to believe that she still cares about him.” Then she starts staring at me, a question in her eyes. “Maybe you and William can go. I could stay here with…”

This offer surprises me. I would go with William. I would gladly go if I was sure we could get what I need and if Tetch—

But as I stare at Tetch as intently as she looks at me, I know that there is no way I could ever leave Aiden in her hands. What if he woke? What if he woke and was in horrible pain, thrashing the bed and moaning? If he started bleeding again? Or tried to get to his feet and collapsed on the floor? I know Tetch would panic, run away. Or stand over him helplessly, wringing her hands, yelling for someone more responsible to come to her aid.

But I can’t tell her that she isn’t fit to care for Aiden. I have to persuade her to go. I have to find a way to manipulate both of them into going.

So I say, “Let me think it over. Come back in a little while.” I let my eyes drift shut, feeling like I could sink to the ground, my back to the door and be asleep in seconds. “I have to think it over and it’s really hard to think.”

“Are you tired?” Tetch asks, oblivious as always to everyone around her.

“No, Tetch, I feel great. Go find William, mention Jendra to him. Mention that he might be able to see her again.”

I remember thinking very clearly the night before, after Tetch has stomped from the room saying, “I’ll do it when I damn well please,” that I can’t wait any longer. I have a basin of water I’ve taken from the rain barrel outside. I have some soap. After first laying Aiden on the cot, I made William wait while I got what I thought I might need. I knew it would be a long, long night.

I pull the blanket back and examine the wound in his side, his dirty tee shirt obscuring how deep it is, how ugly and infected it might be. There is an old letter opener on the floor beside the desk. I imagine the vice principal who occupied this room years ago, opening important letters, pouring over students’ attendance records and test scores.

Picking up the letter opener, I run my finger along its dull blade. I’m trying to guess if it will work for what I want it to do. I wash it carefully with the soap and cold water. Aiden’s shirt already has a tear near the collar and I start with this, using the opener to cut the shirt completely open. It tears apart more easily than I thought it would and soon I’ve sliced through the sleeves and have peeled the shirt almost completely off his body.

Almost completely off except for the part of the shirt that is sticking to the wound.

I wonder how I should do this, if I should rip the small strip of cloth right off like a bandage—get it over with—then watch anxiously to see if Aiden cries out, struggles against the pain. Perhaps he’s so insensible he can no longer feel any pain. But it seems better to peel it away slowly, very slowly after soaking the wound with water to loosen the congealed blood.

I soak it and wait as long as I can. Ten minutes maybe. Then, as gently as possible, I begin peeling back the remaining fabric of the shirt. When exposed, the wound reveals itself as a jagged smear of dark purple and red across Aiden’s stomach, like someone ripped into him with a shard of glass. The edges of the wound look hot and swollen. I have nothing to treat it with and try not to stare at it for too long. I can’t bear feeling helpless.

I wash his arms and chest and face the best I can. As I clean his body I talk to him, whispering the same words over and over, “What have they done to you? What have they done to you?”

Aiden’s eyes never flicker. With my index finger and my cupped hands I try to get a little water to pass his lips, try to moisten the inside of his mouth.

As softly as I can, I wash at the edges of the wound. There’s a lot of congealed blood and I continue to let the water soak into it, wiping it away bit by bit when it starts to dissolve.

Then I turn him. I feel like I have to turn him so he can breathe better, so that his body doesn’t harden, calcify into this fetal shape it’s been in for so long. I do it oh-so-slowly, easing him back inch by inch onto the cot’s thin mattress, the back of his head coming to rest on the cleanest pillow I could find.

He doesn’t resist. He doesn’t wince or moan.

But after I have him turned, his legs remain folded to one side, knees bent sharply, feet in muddy, bloodied socks pressed together like a pair of injured doves. I take each leg one by one, lifting them up and pressing them flat. It’s like manipulating a puppet with a rusted armature.

I cover him back up with the blanket. I grab another blanket I’ve brought with me and cover him with that as well. It might be wishful thinking but he seems to be breathing more easily. And I’m almost certain that the tension in his face has eased.

He has a strong face, high cheekbones, a wide brow. I brush the hair back from his eyes. I feel better. Exhausted but better. The washing and shifting of his body are the first really satisfying things I’ve been able to do since bringing him to this room.

But why is he still sleeping? Did someone hit him on the—

I reach for the top of his head, the back of his head, my nervous fingers sifting through tangled, greasy hair. And I find it, a knot of swollen flesh, thick and tender, still a little blood-slick at its center. I pull my fingers away and each tip is touched with a small scarlet smudge.

Maybe a sound or a sudden movement causes me to jerk awake in the chair, the uncomfortable chair that is supposed to prevent me from falling asleep. I see a thin twig of a girl with two badly braided red pigtails standing between me and the cot. Her back is to me. She’s bending down low over Aiden.

“Stace?”

She flinches, looks back at me from over her shoulder. “Hey, Gillian. I brought you more water. You’d been gone so long, we were worried. You didn’t sleep upstairs.”

She turns to me and points to a cracked ceramic pitcher she must have uncovered in the kitchen. “It’s not all that dirty. I think you can drink from it. And I can bring you some food if you want. You haven’t eaten for a long time, have you?” She’s at my side now, looking me over, all concerned and full of energy, happy to have a chance to mother me a little. Probably happy to be doing anything other than sitting like a lump in the dorm.

I ease my aching body up from the chair and stretch, rubbing a rear end that’s gone numb. “Should you be down here? What about Tetch and William?”

She shrugs. “I’ve seen them walking around. One time Tetch did tell me to get back in the dorm but mostly I don’t think they really notice me.”

“One time? Have you been out of the dorm a lot?”

She smiles sheepishly. “I keep checking on you. And him. When they’re not here talking to you.”

“You do? Have I really been sleeping so much?”

She stares at the floor, like she’s done something wrong. “I didn’t want to wake you.”

“No, no. It’s all right. Don’t worry.” I give her shoulder a squeeze, then scoot past her to look at Aiden. “How is he?” I whisper, like I might accidentally wake him.

“I don’t know. Do you remember when you told us about—”

I quickly interrupt her. “Larkin, yes. But this is different, Stace. He’s wounded. And somebody did this to him deliberately.”

We stand side by side for a long time, peering at Aiden, not saying a word. I finally say, talking more to myself than to Stace, “I’ve got to get medicine for him.”

“Medicine from where?” she says.

“I don’t know.” I shake my head, not wanting to tell her any more but she is looking at me so intently, is trying so hard to be helpful, to be supportive, that I can’t disappoint her. “From one of the Black Riders. They’ve told me he has all the drugs they’ve found in the city and William and Tetch know where to find him. I’m trying to make the two of them understand that we have to find him tonight.”

“Will they go?”

I throw up my hands, frustrated to be reminded again of how little control I have over the situation, over anything. “Not unless I…. But they have to.” Then I start to say, “If I could only—” but stop myself.

“Could what?” I don’t respond and Stace pokes me lightly in the ribs.

“Never mind.”

“You want to go, too.”

“Well, I think I need to go. But he…” I point at Aiden.

“They’re scared of you,” she says. “I know you can make them do what you want but you need to be there to make them.”

I give her a sharp look, surprised at how much she’s been able to figure out about the balance of power in the Orphanage, this so-called Orphanage all but abandoned by the Elders. Only the weakest of them left in charge.

I don’t know what to say. Finally I get out a few words that sound weak, lame. “Yes, you’re right.”

Stace suddenly gets the most intense expression on her face, an adult look, like she wants to be taken as seriously as if she were my mother. Her hazel-green eyes bore into mine and she presses her thin, cracked lips tightly together. Her cheeks and forehead become enflamed like she has a sudden fever, like she’s swelling up with the heat of her determination to say something so important I won’t be able to brush it aside, won’t be able to contradict her.

“I can stay,” she says, her voice low but fierce.

“Oh, I don’t know…” I find myself actually starting to dismiss what she’s just said but I can see her face start to fall. She quickly looks away toward a corner of the room. It’s easy to see how badly I will disappoint her if I don’t choose my words very carefully.

Then she turns back to me. “I can do it, Gil,” she says with such conviction, so much mature assurance in her voice that I start to believe her. I try to imagine what she would do if Aiden woke up, if he was in pain and calling for help. And I’m sure she would do exactly what I would do.

We’ve been together such a long time. We’ve had to trust each other, protect each other, find ways together to survive. I realize she would do all she was capable of, maybe exactly what I am capable of, and that would be much more than Tetch or William could ever do.

“I know you can do it,” I tell her, taking her hand, giving it a squeeze. “I’ll go with them. Tonight.”


Part Six


The Far Side of the River

One

The cage.

Craggy wood floor. Corroded iron bars. Locked inside.

I’ve halted abruptly in the middle of the bridge, at the exact spot where the cage was lowered, where an old, frayed rope tied to the railings held me dangling far above the surface of the water.

Swinging in an icy breeze.

Where I came to my senses battered and bloodied and disoriented.

Tetch, William and I have spent a day’s worth of long, dull hours waiting at the Orphanage until we felt it was the right time to go. Watching anxiously as dusk finally settled, thickening into deeper darkness.

We have nearly reached the other side of the city, the downtown district with office towers and retail plazas rising up toward the hills beyond.

But I’ve interrupted our progress, coming to a complete stop without intending to. Rooted halfway across and high above the river that divides Raintree, stunned by a blast of memories that stagger my mind.

The cage an animal is kept in at the zoo. The cage an animal is brought out in to thrill an audience gathered under the circus tent.

Wood that splinters into my fingers as I’m rocked from side to side. Rusted bars on the verge of giving way, loosening, flaking apart in my hands as I tumble one way and then another, knocking against them.

Swaying over the frigid waters of the river. Taunted by the Elders. Hauled up at last to be trucked off to a bonfire, to be the centerpiece of that psycho ceremony with the Black Riders officiating.

“And I have a stone, a large round stone,” I hear Jendra saying. “What if I drop that stone? Gillian, what do you think will happen?”

My fingernails rake against the cold steel of the bridge’s railing. I’m not sure how long it lasts but I feel more like I’m back in the cage than out of it, like I’m having an intensely vivid flashback, the mental replay a trauma survivor experiences over and over. I can’t move. I’m not really seeing what’s right in front of me—the river, the open sky—but only what’s inside.

“Oh, no,” Jendra cries out, laughing. “The stone slipped out of my hand.”

I squeeze my eyes shut so tight I see indigo streamers zigzag across the pitch-black backdrop of my closed eyelids. I tell myself, You can’t do this. Can’t let yourself slip into despair, vanish into some mental abyss where you end up unable to function.

Willpower. Bring yourself back to the here and now. Focus on what you have to accomplish.

I force my eyes open.

The moon is out, its glow silvering the tiny waves that pluck at the surface of the river. There’s a chill wind but the sky is clear. The stars pulse brightly, animating every inch of the vast expanse above me. I look up, breathe deeply, let my head clear. Staring at the immensity of the sky, I feel like I could be anywhere, out in the country again, far away from Raintree.

Then a bracelet Tetch wears clatters against the hollow metal railing.

The sound brings me back to an awareness of the city, of cold steel girders and concrete. “What are you thinking about, Gillian?” I hear her ask softly. I’ve failed to notice that she has moved right in close, next to me. Her tone of voice, the way she says my name, makes her sound like a good friend of mine, a friend who’s worried she might have done something insensitive without intending to.

“What do you think I’m thinking about, Tetch?”

Her face gleams in the milky light of the moon, like a globe lit from within. She looks better than she does in the daytime, her pasty skin more natural, the makeup she wears less absurd. Night becomes her. I wonder how long it will be before she goes through the change. Right now she looks like she’s already halfway there.

“I don’t know.” Her answer is nearly inaudible. But I know she understands exactly what I’m thinking about. Swinging in an icy breeze.

Then she says, out of the blue, “He keeps to himself. Apart from the others.”

It’s obvious who she’s talking about. “Needle? Why?”

She shrugs. “It’s good for us that he does. Can you imagine going to where they all are…like this, at night?”

“You’ve never been to see him before?”

“William has, but me… No one’s made me, until now.” I try to catch her expression but she is looking straight ahead, out over the water. “We never cross the river unless they tell us to. Mostly for a ceremony. And we’ve never been to where…”

“Where what?”

“Where they live.”

I start to say something but she cuts me off, speaking rapidly but keeping her voice low, like we might be overheard. “They move around a lot. The only reason we know where he is, is because we have to bring stuff to him. The stuff he takes care of. That we’re not supposed to have. It’s like a drop-off place.”

“Medicine. Drugs.”

“If we’re caught with it…it’s…it’s bad. If we find anything we bring it to him and he keeps it. He might share some if one of us gets really sick but he doesn’t like giving it away.”

Then she says in a small voice, “Aiden told me about it.”

The wind kicks up and a blast of ice-cold droplets stings my eyes.

“Did he tell you anything else about Needle…?”

“We should keep moving,” she says, starts walking and I follow. “I don’t even know if it’s the same place where he sleeps during the day but he always comes around there, at night. And we have to bring him the stuff at night so he knows who found it. We have to tell him where we found it. Show him exactly what we have. Usually it’s from a house, an old apartment.”

I realize that she has distracted me completely from thinking about the cage. And I’m sure it was what she was intending to do. And I gain just a little smidgen of respect for her.

William. I look over my shoulder at a small, shadowy figure trudging doggedly behind us. He maintains his distance like he wants to keep open the option of being able to turn and flee at a moment’s notice. “Still back there, Will?” I shout at him.

Tetch and I have been talking to each other in voices so low they’re almost whispers and the sound of my raised voice is shocking even to me, filling the night, booming out over the water.

We pause for a moment, allowing William to scurry up to where we are. “Don’t do that,” he says, hissing his words, looking hunched and frightened. “Don’t you yell like that.”

Tetch and I walk on, getting close to the river’s western shore. But William is walking so slow he’s barely moving, so we stop again to wait for him. He tries to shoo us along, waving his arms like he’s trying to urge onward a wayward flock of chickens.

Then he calls out, trying not to shout too loudly but wanting to make his voice heard. “Tetch, come here.” It comes out as a stifled squawk, like a croak I heard a peacock make at the city zoo years ago.

We both turn but he points at me. “Not you,” he says. “Just her.”

Tetch gives me a look as if to say what’s up with him and starts to backtrack toward him slowly, unsure. He’s not that far away and I let her walk all the way to his side where they start whispering, their words unclear but their voices becoming urgent, their gestures exaggerated.

I hesitate, not really wanting to let them talk, to let them conspire, but they’re still too close to easily run away from me.

I let a few minutes go by, then turn and jog back to where they are. They immediately cease talking. It’s hard to see their expressions clearly but they look a little like small kids caught doing something naughty.

When I get close I hear William say, “We’re not going.”

My stomach clenches, blood pulses into my head. “Not this again. You are not doing this to me.” My voice rises and William looks around nervously. Except for the sound of the wind chopping the surface of the river, whistling through the bridge’s steel beams, the night is still, nothing human, nothing animal to disrupt it.

I stalk up to them fast the last few steps like some beast of prey, stomping in my boots, swinging my arms. They both scrunch down as if about to be attacked.

“You—are—a—worm, William,” I say, snarling out each word. “Did he convince you, Tetch? That was fast. What about saving Aiden’s life? What about Jendra, William? I thought you wanted a chance to see her. You think she still cares enough to pay you a visit?”

They look at each other, standing closer than they ever would under normal circumstances. I think for a moment about Stace, brave and stoic, staying by Aiden’s side, far tougher at her young age than these two will ever be. My smidgen of respect for Tetch has vanished like the traffic that once poured across this bridge.

They say nothing in response. I imagine them mulling over the possibility of trying to run. One could surely get away while I was tackling the other, dragging him or her with me across the river. Tetch and William do appear to be sizing each other up, trying to decide who can sprint faster, who has a better chance. I’m close enough to knock both of them down but there’s no way I could hold onto both.

My left hand reaches for the rifle I would have had slung over my shoulder in the past. Its absence confuses me for a second. Walking with these two out into the empty city at night has taken me back to a sense of my former freedom for the first time since being captured at that motel on the outskirts of Raintree. It seems like an eternity has slipped by since I first saw the

Black Riders.

But, unlike that first encounter, I’m unarmed. Foolishly unarmed.

I think of swiping a knife from the kitchen but William guesses what I might do and warns me. He tells me right before we leave, looking me up and down as we stand waiting for Tetch to meet us on the school’s front steps, “If you want the medicine, do not bring a weapon.”

I have bundled myself in a bulky ski parka I found in a back room of the Orphanage, a dusty dirty thing much too large for me. “God knows what they’ll do if they see you walking free,” he says. “But if any of us approaches them with a weapon, they’ll for sure…you know.” He draws a quick finger across his throat.

Then I do something crazy. I start speaking louder and louder. “If you try to run, I will grab the first one I can get my hands on and drag you over the bridge with me. You know you can’t both escape. And when we find Needle or whichever one we find, I will tell them that it was whoever runs off who is responsible, who sent us from the Orphanage. I will tell them that the coward is the one who set me free.”

By now I’m almost screaming, words tumbling out of my mouth in a ferocious rush. William is squirming, trying frantically to figure out what to do. Tetch stares at me open-mouthed.

I am determined to scare them, bully them into going with me.

As soon as I stop yelling, only the low moan of the wind sweeps back to fill the night. All three of us, I know, are now alert for the splutter of a motorcycle engine coming to life from the far side of the river or for another, equally ominous sound to crack the stillness.

“Why didn’t they just let you fall into the river,” Tetch says, just loud enough so I can hear her. “Jendra should have dropped a bigger stone on your cage.”

It’s such a hateful thing to say—so ugly, so raw—that it takes my breath away. I thought we had bonded in some small way over Aiden but her fear and her self-absorption clearly win out over any deep human feeling.

“Shut up, Tetch,” William mutters, scanning every direction, eyeing me warily as if I might start braying at the moon. “Don’t agitate her. She’s crazy. She’ll do anything.” Then he heaves a big, exaggerated sigh. “Let’s just go and get it over with.”

“I will do anything,” I say, biting my words off hard but not quite shouting. “Anything I have to do to protect the ones I care about. But you two wouldn’t understand that.”

Then I lower my voice but still speak with fierce intensity. “Even when the one you love, Tetch, is dying. And the one you cared for most, William, has gone someplace where you’re afraid you can’t follow.”

“Shut up.” William screeches the same stupid command much more loudly than he intended to. He jams a hand in his mouth and looks all around again.

“Jesus! All right, we’ll go,” Tetch says. Her voice, too, is loud and William pushes her and she shoves him back. “What difference does it make now? We’re screwed anyway. I’m sure they’ll find us. Not just Needle. All of them.”

And they both stalk right past me, heads down and shoulders hunched, hands in their pockets. I follow close behind.

Two

What blood leaves behind is this hollow, empty world. A shell of a thing. No communities, no societies. Cities barren and crumbling.

Animals roaming wild that either flee from us or try to kills us.

Cities filled with all the stuff of civilization, nearly all of it beyond the ability of any of us who remain to ever use again. All of it rusting, rotting. Less salvageable, more weed-choked with every passing year.

As Tetch, William and I step off the bridge’s walkway, the tallest buildings in Raintree rise up before us, huge lanky monsters that loom and tower and reach out to us with their enormous moon-backed shadows. It feels strange as we hurry down the off-ramp from the bridge and finally set our feet on a downtown city sidewalk. It should be familiar—a short distance from the Orphanage—but it’s like we’ve reached an unknown country.

But I’ve walked here all on my own this time. Not locked in a cage on the back of a truck.

We skirt the edge of Riverfront Park, now an overgrown jungle. I stop and look back at it for a moment, trying to remember where the fountain was that I once spent a summer day splashing in long ago, my parents watching from a nearby bench. It’s impossible to tell. The only visible sign that there was once a park here are the ruins of the last carnival held in Raintree, some of the rides still lifting their metallic arms above the weeds, all of them topped by the enormous spokes of a Ferris wheel, a few gondolas still dangling from its rim.

There is the smell of moisture in the air from recent rain and a low bank of fog creeps in to huddle over the river.

William takes the lead, hurrying us along. He’s moving fast now. He takes time to stop at crosswalks although there’s no need, cocking his head this way and that like a bird listening for an unusual sound. He relaxes just a little when we’re able to shelter in the deep wells of shadow between high rises along the main business streets, no longer passing through wide open spaces like we were near the park.

We start to creep through the blocks I had caught glimpses of when I was being transported in the cage. It’s darker, harder to see in the narrow canyons between the tallest buildings. We walk in the middle of the street, sidewalks too littered with refuse to be passable. A slim pathway has been cleared in the middle of all the garbage, as if a large truck was used to slam aside ruined vehicles, furniture, clothes, appliances—every kind of human-made debris.

From far, far away the howl of some sort of canine creature rises above the hills. The first animal sound I’ve heard since leaving the Orphanage.

William stops and says in a tense whisper, “It’s so weird.” I’m a step or two behind him, trying to keep up while also trying to keep myself from tripping over scattered garbage or bumping into the side of an overturned car.

“What is?”

“It’s so…quiet. That wolf or dog or whatever it was reminded me of what’s missing.”

All three of us stand still for a moment. We’ve reached the intersection of Broadway and Main. Across the street from us an enormous sign dangles, slanted asymmetrically above the prominent brow of an old theater marquee. It’s in the shape of a long ladyfinger cookie, half the size of the building behind it. I can make out dead neon letters that spell vertically from top to bottom, “Raintree.”

And he’s right. It’s spooky, the wind cutting around the corners of buildings the only real sound. That and another cry from the wild dogs. Tetch stands beside us, silent, staring ahead and frowning, a hood pulled tight over her head, focused solely on making her way through these cluttered streets.

William nudges my shoulder and we start walking again. He begins to chatter, like if he keeps talking he might be able to still his jitters. “Usually you can hear something. Someone on a motorcycle exploring or Bodie’s van. Sometimes we can hear them screaming or shouting or singing or…”

But his chatter puts Tetch on edge. “Shut it, William!” she hisses at him, then looks around, spooked by the echo of her own voice.

The wind picks up with a stinging gust, whips my hair back, throws grit in my eyes. The Raintree sign creaks and groans as we pass beneath its shadow. We scrutinize it, notice that it’s kept above us by only a few remaining clamps and bolts, imagine what would happen if it fell.

Tetch’s command silences William. I also feel no urge to talk, concentrate on the jumbled street we weave through, occasionally prodded by William to cross an intersection or turn in a particular direction at a corner.

“It’s not far,” William suddenly pipes up. “Just around—”

Then it happens. The stutter, the bark of an engine igniting. All three of us duck down as if we’ve been shot at, swiveling our heads in all directions but the noise is not that close, probably half a dozen blocks away or more.

“God,” William says, standing straight again and wringing his hands. “We can’t be here.” His voice rises into that panicky whine of his which grates on my nerves more and more every time I hear it. He looks as if he’s about to dart away but I snatch his arm tight, my fingers digging into his scrawny bicep.

I shake him, growling, “You must have known they’d be somewhere around here. So let’s keep moving. We have to finish what we’ve started.”

“Yes,” Tetch says, suddenly alert and voluble. “If we get there, we can act like we brought something for Needle. Like he asked us to come. They won’t bother us if Needle sees us first.” Her words fly after her thoughts as she tries to reason the situation out using what little knowledge she has.

“But what about her!” William tries to pull away from me so hard he nearly knocks me off my feet. He’s losing control. “She shouldn’t be here.”

He succeeds in breaking my grip and sprawls back, his rear slapping the wet pavement. He points at me with his arm crooked at an odd angle and an index finger extended. It’s a strange, melodramatic gesture that reminds me of Needle with his long, tapered, micro-thin white fingers as they pointed to the body of Gideon where it lay on its slab.

Tetch is also backing away from me as William scrambles to his feet, looking like he’s about to take off in a full-tilt run back the way we came.

But at that very moment an accelerating engine shrieks from nearby. It seems impossible it could have come so close to us so soon. Headlights sweep the cross street behind us and a motorcycle roars past, the rider invisible behind the single headlight’s cool, blue-white glare.

It’s obvious the Riders could close in on us at any time. They know we’re here, on this side of the river, but maybe not yet exactly where we are. We may still have a few minutes left to reach our destination.

At that moment I realize that I’m not frightened so much as plain angry. I can feel my plans falling apart. I’ve been so determined to complete this mission that I haven’t let myself think much about what might happen if I fell into Moira’s clutches again.

And I can’t afford to start thinking about that possibility now.

“Damn it, come on,” I tell them. “We can’t go back. Run if you want to but if I don’t catch you, you know who will.”

They both know I’m right. They both know there is only one way to go. Better Needle finds us then these others.

Anger gives me a boost of strength, strength I now need to ignore the quick internal flashes of the cage dangling over the river, the cage set close to the bonfire, the dank cellar of the Orphanage. The threats Moira’s made. All the blips of instant nightmare the sound of a motorcycle revs up in my head. I curse the time I’ve wasted on our journey listening to Tetch and William bicker and waver.

The high whine of another bike’s engine intensifies from several blocks away.

William darts back to me while staring over his shoulder, backs into me, willing and wanting to touch me now, deliberately pressing his back against mine. He’s breathing hard, hyperventilating.

Tetch has turned to us from a few yards away, her face still a pale blank circle, moonlike, haloed by the hood of her sweater.

For unknown seconds none of us move. The chuffing of the motorcycle fades into another street farther on. William takes slow, deep breaths, trying to calm himself. He steps back and turns to look at me. He nods ever so slightly. We both glance at Tetch and, without another word, we continue on as a unit.

It’s impossible to pick up our pace on these streets. It’s too dark and there’s too much junk everywhere.

It takes three more long blocks to find the building we’ve been seeking. It turns out to be brick and nondescript, looking burned out and ancient. It once housed a store front with an enormous plate glass window long since smashed down to a few jagged shards. I inhale the redolence of mildew, of decomposed food, of the spore of countless animals that have visited the space over the years—wafting out from the chaos of shadows inside.

William has stopped, staring at a dented steel door in a recessed space just off the sidewalk. There is an old intercom to one side with the names of former tenants dark smudges crisscrossing a faded display.

“This is it,” he whispers, although there’s no need to explain what I’ve already guessed.

“What do we do? Bang on the door and wait for somebody to open?”

He shakes his head urgently, obviously not wanting me to raise my voice. “It’s not locked. You pull it open and go inside. It’s never locked.”

He and Tetch watch me intently, expecting me to make the first move. I reach out to the rusted door knob and give it a yank. At first the door resists but then, with an agonized cry of rusted hinges, I work it open just far enough for us to squeeze inside.

It smells so fusty indoors, moldy and stale. “This place must be as old as the Civil War,” I say softly.

I hear William’s voice coming from right behind me. “We have to go upstairs. There’s a big old staircase back here.”

We walk by pressing our hands against the wall of a narrow corridor, feeling our way back into complete darkness. I hate the feel of the mildewed wallpaper, of the dank spider webbing that rakes against my face, my hair. Our feet clatter across hard, damp-spattered marble. “This is awful. Why do they make you come here?”

“They must have wanted a space the animals couldn’t get into,” Tetch says.

“It’s hard to breathe.”

“Wait until we get upstairs,” William says.

“What do we do when we get there?”

“We drop the stuff on a table and wait for Needle. He looks through it, asks us some questions and we leave.”

“But we need stuff. We’re not dropping anything off.”

“Then I guess we wait to see what he says.” He’s trying to sound blasé but his voice cracks on the word “wait.”

William suddenly reaches out and I feel him fumbling for my hand. He’s trembling, his hand alive with the shakes. I’m amazed that after all our squabbling and tussling he turns to me for comfort. I’m tempted to toss his hand aside but I can’t. Despite all that’s happened, I can’t be that cruel to a terrified boy.

He keeps me from moving, paused in the deep darkness of this front passageway. I want to keep going. I want to get it over with. But William reminds me so much of CJ or Terry when they’re scared.

I don’t want to have to force him. I don’t want to deliberately hurt him. I don’t think I could unless he hurt me first. I picture that large crescent-shaped scar above his eye like someone had torn a strip of flesh away as easily as if they were peeling an apple.

“Do you think we’ll see her?” I hear his small voice say. His hand is squeezing mine tight, the only way it can keep still.

I shrug but realize he can’t see me. The question annoys me because it’s so pointless. “How would I know, William?” But I’m aware that the chance of seeing his old friend might just give him the courage to continue on.

“What’s she like now?” he says, undaunted. “What did she look like, when you saw her with Moira? Did she say anything? What did she act like?” He keeps his voice low but it’s insistent, pestering.

I hadn’t told him much about that night, other than the fact that she was there. Why has he waited until now to ask me all this? He must be aware of how needy, how fragile he sounds.

“I barely got a glimpse of her.”

Moira and Jendra, the visit they paid me late at night in the dorm.

For a few seconds Moira waves the beam of light at the body of the girl standing next to her. I blink hard, trying to see beyond the glare that feels like it’s been burned into my eyes. It is Jendra—the face the same shape, the hair the same color. Except that the color of her skin is different, like she’s wearing the pasty pancake makeup of a cabaret singer.

“Moira!” Jendra yelps.

I finally say to William and Tetch in the dark below Needle’s room, or wherever we are, “We’ve got to keep moving.” I ease my hand away from William’s sweaty palm.

They continue to make me lead the way even though I have no idea where I’m going. Finally the toe of my boot clumps against the riser of the first stair. I take a nervous first step up and manage to grab a handrail that still seems firmly connected on my right.

I hate this place. We’re far too vulnerable here. I feel like we’re at the dead end of a passageway in a maze.

“Are you sure?” I ask over my shoulder, intending to say, Are you sure this isn’t a trap? But I don’t want to put unnecessary thoughts in their heads. I know they would sell me out in a heartbeat if one of the other Black Riders were to suddenly appear, maybe having followed us in.

We stumble our way up and up each invisible step, occasionally kicking aside stray bits of debris—a box, a can, sometimes something mushy—until we reach the second floor of the building, the area above the ruined storefront I saw outside.

“Now where?”

“There’s a big opening to your left,” William whispers. There’s a bit of an ambient glow coming from inside this space, a few stray strands of moonlight finding their way through a back window. We feel our way to the room’s entrance, a large opening with a missing door.

The stench in this place is much more intense as we make our way inside. My feet crunch on what I’m sure are bones, the bones of small animals littering the floor. A thick funk of decay pervades everything. It reminds me of the many times I stumbled across a shrunken corpse in the back room of a house I thought of occupying while we were on the road.

As if she knows what I’m thinking, Tech says, “They eat them. All these animals.”

I imagine bits of fur, viscera, goo now gummed to the soles of my boots.

“What are they?”

“The animals? Dogs, cats, squirrels, rabbits, birds. Anything they can get their hands on. But they hate it. I’ve seen them, at ceremonies, biting into a squirming thing, killing it, choking it down. They try not to let us see them. They’re ashamed.”

“It’s undignified. Horrifying,” a low voice says from a far corner of the room.

Another voice, higher, closer at hand, flamboyant and assured, like that of a movie actress, says, “You wouldn’t like to see it, Gillian.” I hear mirthless laughter. The voice is so familiar my whole body tenses yet it’s also different enough from what I was expecting that I can’t quite place it.

It’s not as dark in this room, the barest amount of light pressing in through a bank of windows on the room’s far side. As I stare into the gloom directly in front of me I’m able to make out the top of a fancy wingback chair and the outline of the head of someone seated in it.

“Who are you?” My words sound weak, feeble compared to hers.

There’s no response. There are at least two of them in the room with us. There could be more. It’s a large room, maybe a waiting room connected to what used to be a suite of offices.

The thought fills my mind—It is a trap. It’s so obvious now that it would be. I should have known.

But I had to try to do this for Aiden. I had to try.

Images of new torments to come flit through my head along with the thought of how unlikely it is there will be a reprieve this time. Drowning me, burning me, burying me alive. I’m sure these creatures are capable of anything. Absolutely anything.

“We don’t want trouble,” William stammers into the dark. “Needle. We want to see Needle.” His voice is so pathetically small next to the easy assurance of the female who spoke.

There is no response to his words.

Then I hear the sound of a small pinwheel turning, grinding against a scratchy surface followed by a small burst of flame. The pale white hand of the figure in the chair holds up a lighter and sucks the fire into the tip of a cigarette. For just a moment I can see the ashy lower half of her face from the nose down, a sensual looking mouth with lips the color of bruised plums.

“W-what do you want from me?” I finally say, stuttering a little, intimidated despite struggling with myself not to be.

“Don’t be so paranoid, little one,” this creature says.

She’s back in shadow now, face murky, indistinct. “You remember me, don’t you? Aisa.” She says her name as if it’s the name of a deity.

Aisa. Yes, I remember her.

“I like you, Gillian. I really do. You are—or soon will be—useful to me.”

“Useful,” I echo.

“Not just useful but you have potential. When you…change, I hope you remember who was kind to you. Who saved you from Moira. Despite what you did to Gideon.”

The van door squeals as its wrenched open and I feel a cold rush of air. Milo kicks me out of the van and I tumble to the hard pavement outside. Even as I fall, I continue to vomit, heaving up watery residue from my empty stomach.

I hear the sound of boots clatter to the ground as the two in back jump out beside me. “Get up in the light!” Milo orders me. I feel the toe of his boot jab into my side. I think just for a moment that maybe I could get to my feet, maybe I could run. But I can’t raise myself up any higher than my hands and knees and he keeps kicking at me so I crawl forward, to the front of the van until I’m gasping and heaving in the glare of the headlights.

I think, These are my new friends.

Aisa says causally, conversationally, “We’ve sort of been dividing lately.”

“Like an amoeba,” the figure in the shadows behind her says and laughs with one short brutish monosyllable—huh—like the grunt of a dog.

She looks over her shoulder and takes a long drag on the cigarette. The smoke fills the air, wafting through the stench of decomposition. I’ve never smelled smoke like this. It’s pungent, heavy and sweet, reminding me of nutmeg and cloves.

“Yes, like an amoeba. Dividing into two tribes. Do you understand? We were one tribe but now we are two. And when you change, we want you to choose the right tribe.”

Moira or Aisa, I think. Is there any difference? I can imagine both are cruel. I’m sure that if I displeased Aisa, she would want me dead just as much as Moira does now.

“Remember who saved you, Gillian. You wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for me.”

“Why me?” I ask.

Aisa gives me a long, appraising look. Her eyes are shadows but I’m sure she’s watching me closely. “You’re the toughest Elder I’ve ever seen. The toughest girl I’ve ever seen. And I don’t pay many compliments, my dear.”

I feel tugging on my sleeve, urgent, impassioned tugging. “Let’s go,” William whispers, his voice weedy and desperate. “Needle’s not here. Let’s get out—”

Then comes the sound of another engine kicking into life, this time an old blocky, sputtering, choking thing like an enormous lawnmower turning over. “It’s the generator,” I hear the male figure behind Aisa growl.

Then something happens that amazes me. A string of naked light bulbs hung from wires above us begin to flicker. The illumination is a sickly yellow. The bulbs are fly-specked and pulse in and out of incandescence like heartbeats. But it’s enough so I can see.

It’s been years since I’ve seen a light bulb actually emit any light.

Now I can see that the walls of the room have been crudely stained black, as if someone splashed and smeared black paint everywhere, across the floor, across the ceiling. There are animal remains in bits and pieces along the baseboards of the walls, in corners, bones strewn across the floor.

In the middle of the room is a large table littered with empty bags and bottles, syringes. And the small glass vials with the silver metal rims just like the one my father had brought to our house that day so long ago when he injected my mother and me with the experimental serum that was supposed to save us from becoming…like these others.

The figure in the chair squints and blinks her eyes rapidly, as if even this dim light bothers her. She says, “You’ve never come this close to one of us before, have you? Take a good look while you can.”

It’s the first time I’ve been able to look steadily at one of the Black Riders.

Her hair is dyed a brilliant shade of crimson, like she’s washed it in blood. It’s thick and luxurious as it frames her face with a thousand tiny curls. That face is the color of watery milk but it’s a strong face, an attractive face.

It’s her eyes that fascinate me most.

I get a glimpse of them before she reaches into the right pocket of the black leather coat she wears and pulls out a pair of sunglasses to cover them with. Dark purple, indigo deep, mixes with lavender-gold and splotches of watery gray. No pupils that I can discern, no whites, just a smear of color.

Looking into these eyes feels like observing a strange planet from a satellite in space. A multi-hued, surface-swirled marble, any center lens indistinct, hard to fathom. How do they focus, how do they see? What do they see?

Then out of nowhere—the rumble of motorcycles cutting into the street. In seconds they’re only a block away, then right out in front of the building.

Aisa takes another drag on her cigarette, the sweet smell of cloves suffusing the room one last time before she lets the butt drop to the floor. She crushes it out in a spray of tiny embers with the tip of one long-toed black boot that fits perfectly a foot impossibly small and narrow. Then she reaches into another pocket and pulls out a pair of delicate black kid gloves, drawing them with care onto each white hand. “I suppose it’s time to go,” she says as if she had all the time in the world.

“Will you get us out of here?” I ask her, trying to control the urgency in my voice. Tough. She thinks I’m tough. Show her you’re tough.

“Perhaps.”

The male Black Rider has come closer. He must be Milo or the one driving the van that night, Bodie. Their names pop easily into my mind. Before I can do anything, he circles in back of us and takes a position close to the windows.

William suddenly shoves against me, pressing against my shoulder, partially hidden by my back. I hear him screech, his lips close to my ear, “What do you want with us?”

“Just to talk,” Aisa says lightly, unbelievably calm. “But now we’ll have to save that for another time.”

She stands up and moves a little closer. A naked light bulb dangles right above her head and it’s obvious it irritates her. She swipes at it with a black-gloved hand and the bulb shatters into dust. The naked filament flares and goes dark. I try to shield my eyes. Fortunately the glass powders harmlessly across my bulky parka.

“Damn Needle and his lights,” she says.

Just as the sound of the smashed bulb registers in my mind, there’s a barrage of steps clumping up the stairs. And immediately another Black Rider steps into the room. He stands opposite the window and a little weak light glints off the sunglasses he wears. I can see thick, black work gloves, a large, bulky body. “They’re here,” he says. “We should get out. I don’t want to meet them in a confined space like this.”

All at once Aisa loses her cool. It’s like somebody’s flipped a switch. She turns to the table and sweeps the debris littering it to the floor. She screams out, “Why can’t they leave us alone?”

“Why didn’t you kill the generator, Bodie?” the one who must be Milo standing behind us asks softly.

“They already know we’re here. What difference does it make? Aisa, you wanted these three to be able to see.”

“Just for a moment, fool. All right, it was a bad idea.”

“Where’s Needle?” I say, trying to shout down the confusion.

Aisa swings back to me. For a moment I think she’s going to leap at me, knock me down, throttle me.

“Forget about Needle,” she hisses. “He doesn’t want to get involved in this. He doesn’t like conflict. He’d rather meditate over Gideon.”

“Like Gideon’s gonna start speaking,” Milo says. “Give up the secrets of the tomb.”

And then I feel lost. Escape seems impossible. Either Aisa will take me with her or I will die at Moira’s hands. Crossing the river uninvited was a fool’s mission. Doomed to failure.

But it’s all I could do to help Aiden.

Then an ugly thought enters my head—Maybe I should have let Aiden die if it meant I could help Stace, CJ and Terry. Maybe even Emily. My family. I put that strange, helpless boy over the ones closest to me.

Now no drugs. No medicine. No Needle.

I feel a crushing, sudden sense of failure. The whole reason for this undertaking has been lost. I look at the rubbish Aisa knocked to the floor, what I can make out under the dim light bulbs that remain—nothing there is of any use to me.

Everything comes down to one question now—

How can I get out of this room?

It’s the only thing I want. To get out. To regain my freedom. To get back to my family.

Bodie looms in the doorway. Aisa is very close to me and Milo is only a few feet away. Both William and Tetch are hovering at my back. The three Black Riders seem reluctant to move too close, as if they want to grab us, subdue us somehow but don’t want to actually come into physical contact.

We hear cries now from the street below, taunts. Someone throws a heavy metal burn barrel which bangs hollow against a crumpled car. Obviously Moira’s tribe knows the element of surprise is over. I wonder how many of them are waiting outside.

I have seconds to do something, to try to save myself.

William and Tetch—I don’t care. In half a second I’ve written them off. They’ve taken their chances. I forced them into this but I don’t feel responsible. I’ve done what I felt I had to do and might have to pay dearly for it. They can struggle with the consequences of doing what they had to do. I feel like I’ve made them live up to their responsibilities.

Then there is the stomping of heavy-soled boots in the corridor, then more on the stairs like storm troopers swarming through the building. It’s so horribly familiar to me, the arrival of the Riders—standing with my rifle on the balcony of the motel, at the Orphanage when they hauled Aiden down to the cellar…

It’s not me but William who is the first to move, the first to panic. Aisa looks sharply at something happening over my shoulder and leans forward with her arms raised as if about to spring. I turn to see William dart toward the doorway as if he might somehow be able to run right past Bodie. Bodie isn’t as tall as Aisa but he’s much bigger, broad shouldered, the dyed black fuzz of his hair shaved close to his head.

I think Bodie’s going to do something to stop William, trip him, knee him, whack him on the head but he simply moves slightly to one side to let him pass. He shrugs and says, “Let them get him. Right, Aisa?”

“Yes,” Aisa says. “Let Moira have the small fry.”

I start to back up to the window. Tetch is the next to try to run but Milo grabs her from behind, a black sleeve and black-gloved hand jerking her up and back by the throat. She dangles for a moment, thrashing, kicking, her heels slamming into Milo’s shins, tearing at his arm before he throws her aside like he would a cat clawing at him. She pitches onto the filthy, slime-covered floor of the room, scrambles to her feet but they slide out from under her. Bodie has a smile on his face watching her struggle. Tetch darts past him out into the hall but I know she won’t get far. The members of Moira’s group are almost at the door of the room.

Aisa comes close to me. My back is right against the window. “You’re not going to be bad, are you Gillian?”

“Are you going to help me get out of here?”

There’s the clatter of footsteps just out the door. Bodie starts to cross the room toward us and Milo draws near.

Aisa whispers, “Curl into a ball and try to land softly.”

Before I can react she raises her right hand in its tight black glove and slams her open palm hard against my chest. She knocks the wind out of me and sends me flying back against the window pane.

There’s no time to panic. No time to struggle.

Only time to fall.

Three

There have to be a few seconds I can’t remember. I have no memory of my plummet down to the pavement. I remember the sound of glass shattering and then I’m lying on the ground in an alleyway, on a pile of rotting, sodden cardboard and chair cushions. I can’t remember the moment of impact, the sight of the ground rushing up to me.

At first I think I’m alone.

It seems to be completely silent except for the harsh rasp of each breath I take. I’m trying to recover, trying to suck in oxygen, steady my breathing.

Then I hear a question spoken softly, seductively, with a false sense of concern, “Are you all right?”

Aisa’s voice close by.

I look around. I’m in a narrow backstreet, behind the building that holds Needle’s room. It’s too dim to see much. There’s a soft, flickering glow from the naked bulbs still lit in Needle’s room above me but I can’t see anything at either end of this narrow lane I’m in.

I’m flat on my back, positioned almost like I’ve been sleeping and have just awoken. I twist and turn and start to push myself up and feel the sting of a shard of glass slice into the base of my thumb. I ignore it until I’ve managed to get to my feet but, once I’m standing, I nearly topple down again.

My right leg feels wobbly, numb.

“Well?” I hear Aisa say. “We don’t have much time.”

Now other sounds begin to reach me and the world pulls into sharper focus. There’s the low growl of idling motorcycles from only a street away. They seem very loud, very obviously there to me now and I wonder how I could have blocked them out until this moment. I look down and see the light from the room above glinting off fragments of glass that lay all around me. I start to brush myself off but realize I’m smearing blood from my cut hand across the front of my parka.

For just a moment I get a mental flash of Aisa or any of the Black Riders tearing into some helpless little creature they’ve caught, blood dripping down their chins as they crunch and munch their way into its flesh. I smother the thought immediately, shutting my eyes tight, not allowing myself to think it. But I can’t help wondering—does the smell of blood entice them, drive them wild?

I know I have to move, that Aisa’s right—there is no time. I must make myself concentrate on moving, getting away, if that’s even possible. I take a tentative step and nearly stumble but manage to stay on my feet. My right leg seems to be reviving but I’m wary of putting my full weight on it. I make my way across the uneven pile of refuse that’s served as a landing pad until I’m on solid ground.

“I think I’m all right,” I say.

“I knew you would be. We cased the area before springing this little surprise on you. Better we got to you than those others, huh?”

Aisa’s tone is conversational. I can’t pick up any sense of urgency. Then she takes a step toward me and I can see her for the first time, a disembodied voice no longer. She looks the same, not at all disheveled. She reminds me of a cat, a sleek black panther, all poise and elegance, tight and controlled. Unconcerned with danger, never in a panic. She’s still wears her dark glasses. I wonder, If a splinter of glass pierced her flesh, would she actually bleed?

Then there is the sound of a bike slipping into gear, accelerating with a whine and ripping into the distance. Then another bike and then another. I flinch as if I’m about to be hit but Aisa stands coiled and still, not worried, not panicked but ready.

“Come with us or we’ll leave you behind,” she says coldly. She snaps her fingers. “Bodie, Milo, time to hit the road. Let’s get back to the crib and take this little one with us.”

She’s saved me, I think. For now. But then I realize that it’s my back that shattered the window. I’m the one she pushed through first. Would she have cared if I cracked my skull on the edge of a dumpster sitting only a few feet from where I landed? If I wasn’t apparently all right?

I hear Bodie’s voice. He approaches her from somewhere out of the dark beyond where the thin light from above can reach and says, “We left the van back a few blocks so they wouldn’t see it.”

A motorcycles zips by the head of the alleyway, slows, stutters as it’s turned back.

For the first time Aisa looks riled. She slaps a hand hard against her thigh. “Why didn’t you park it back here, you freaking idiot?”

Bodie just looks at her evenly, his sunglasses glinting slightly, calm and unruffled. “Did any of you think we were actually going to jump out that window?”

“Let’s just go,” Milo says, stepping out of the shadows. It’s impossible for me to tell him apart from Bodie except for their voices and even then I’m not sure—two figures in black. Black hair, black shaded eyes, maybe one a little taller than the other.

The motorcycle that had zipped by is now back at the head of the alleyway and is aiming the beam of its single headlight in our direction. Aisa, Bodie and Milo immediately step back into the shadows and I hobble after them.

“You hurt yourself?” Aisa snarls at me. “You can’t walk?”

“I can walk,” I say. “It’s just sore. I must have landed on it funny.”

“We’re leaving you if you can’t keep up,” either Milo or Bodie says.

The motorcycle begins to weave slowly down the backstreet toward us.

“How many blocks away is the van?” Aisa says.

“I don’t know, two, three,” one of the others says.

“Oh, shit. You’re such an idiot. Throw a piece of junk in the way of that thing and let’s go.”

Milo and Bodie move out into the light. They don’t appear to be happy about it but they approach that same dumpster that’s just to the side of the debris I landed on. It’s hard to make out much detail in the faint light but I can tell the dumpster is overflowing. I didn’t notice the stench of it at first, maybe because I was still in shock from my fall, but now it seems overpowering.

The male members of Aisa’s crew move toward the rear of the dumpster, one on either end of it. It’s hard to believe it’s possible but, each taking hold of a corner of the metal container with their black-gloved hands, they begin to shake it back and forth until it starts to tip forward, some of its contents spilling out. With a loud bark like the deep belly-grunt of a weightlifter heaving up a barbell, they send the dumpster skidding out on its side into the middle of the alley.

It blocks the light of the motorcycle but it’s obvious that the bike is still there and that whoever’s on it knows exactly where we are. Someone shoves me hard and I start to hurry as fast as I can. I can’t hear the others’ footsteps, only mine as I slosh clumsily through a puddle, then stumble over something squishy and slick.

Keep moving. Keep moving. Keep up.

But do I want to voluntarily get into the van with the three of them again, even if we reach it? I tell myself, When you make it to the end of the alleyway, try to disappear behind the cars and piles of trash at the edge of the street. Maybe back into a doorway. Try to hide.

My right leg is working better but it still feels shaky. It hurts dully, insistently but the more I use it the more weight it can bare. There isn’t any choice but to keep using it like I wasn’t hurt. I can’t allow myself to be injured.

The end of the alley is just a few steps away, the open street beyond a little lighter, a little more moonlight reflecting off its slick surface.

So this is it, I think—the end of any notion of obtaining medicine. Life-saving drugs, ointments. Of helping Aiden survive.

I can’t imagine any other possible way to reach Needle.

Vanish, that’s all I can do.

If I can make myself disappear and wait out the night, then I might have a chance of making it back across the river.

Getting back across the river—that becomes my sole focus.

I have no idea where Aisa is. Or Bodie. Or Milo. I can’t hear them. There’s no sign that they’re still near me.

At the end of the alleyway, I hear a scream. A high wail of abject terror, ripped into something unearthly, raking the night air with its vibrations. It echoes between the dark facades of the buildings above me, impossible to tell from where it’s originated but I’m sure it can’t be far away. I wonder—Tetch? William?

I come to a full stop without intending to. I think I see a shadowy figure flit past the head of the alley but it moves so fast I can’t be sure. I find myself hesitating before stepping into the open street. You’re so close, I tell myself. This might be my one chance at freedom. Can’t turn back.

Out of the alley, into the street.

I feel like I’m about to leave a place of relative safety for something unknown and dangerous—like I’m about to dive off a cliff. Or run into a burning building.

Duck and hide and snake your way through the shadows. Let the confusion cover you.

I hear the sound of motorcycles pooling in a group nearby, maybe half a block away, swarming like hungry sharks around an injury swimmer. I’m sure they’re closing in on Tetch and William, readying them for some sort of wicked punishment.

Then there’s a squeal of brakes and the van stops at the head of the alley. The same van they hauled me away in after I shot Gideon. The same van that drove up to the school the night they dragged Aiden inside the Orphanage.

But I can’t get in that van. Can’t ride with them. Will do anything to avoid that.

Maybe in the short term Aisa’s desire to have me join with her would be better than Moira’s murderous hatred. But it would end up being just as ugly, just as dangerous to endure.

If I can’t escape from the alley in this direction, I can’t go back in the other.

I can’t see the buildings to either side clearly enough to know if there is a door nearby, a fire escape, a smashed-in window. I’ve got to run. I grab my right ankle and pull my foot up to the seat of my pants, stretching my leg, trying to massage it back into shape. There’s a sharp twinge of pain at first like my knee socket has been twisted but when I let my foot drop back to the ground and try to put more weight on it, it feels better, stronger.

And then I run. Bursting out of the alleyway and tearing into the wider boulevard beyond, past the back of the van.

They have been waiting for this.

The sidewalk’s blocked. I’m forced to run into the middle of the street. The van begins backing up with harsh grind of gears. The rear doors fly open. There’s a little light coming from the inside and I see Milo and Aisa silhouetted in the dimness. Bodie must be driving.

“Not away from us,” Aisa calls. “No, no. Don’t run away, little one.” She laughs at the absurdity of my trying to escape.

Milo jumps down just as the rear-moving progress of the van is impeded by a battered SUV. It’s half-sunk to the ground with the tires on the passenger side shredded away. Bodie has his head out the driver-side window and starts cursing. I slip behind the SUV and flatten myself, crawling under the rear of the vehicle, into a small pocket beside a remaining tire, just an inch of space above my head, hoping that Milo will simply run past.

“Don’t hurt her,” I hear Aisa call. “Too badly.”

I’m trying to pull my feet into this space, trying to curl into a ball, come as close to vanishing as I can. But Milo—it must be Milo—locks onto my ankle, the same ankle I had grabbed and lifted only minutes ago, and pulls me free of the SUV so quickly I have no time to struggle. My fingers scrape along the asphalt. What he does to me reminds me of a scientist in a lab pulling a mouse out of a cage by its tail. He lifts me up like that, all the way up above the ground so I dangle, held aloft by my right ankle.

I hear him laugh, low and mean. “I can smell the blood on you, you know,” he says and lets me drop back to the pavement. I bring my injured hand to my mouth, touch the wound gently with the tip of my tongue. The blood has congealed a little but it’s still hot and slick.

An infection. What if I get an infection, my hand becoming blackened and useless—who will take care of Stace, DJ and Terry?

And Aiden. I still think of Aiden.

And then for just a moment, a few seconds of panicky doubt, I feel absolutely sure I will never get back to them. That’s it’s over. Any idea of escape is absurd. But I squash that thought like smearing a spider dead with the sole of my boot. I can’t afford to think like that. Won’t let myself think like that.

I scramble to my knees, spring to my feet, ready to run. A distraction. There’s got to be a distraction. A few seconds, just a few—

Milo laughs again, a big, booming stagey laugh like an actor in a play. “You’re a feisty little thing, aren’t you?”

Then I hear Bodie shout, “Shit, they’re right in front of us. I couldn’t see them beyond the damn headlight—”

“Kill the lights, idiot,” Aisa yells.

Milo pays no more attention to me but jogs past the ruined SUV and back to the van. I begin to back away, trying to stay in the pools of deeper darkness cast by the other wrecks still scattered up and down the street.

Then there is a distraction. A huge distraction. There’s a whoosh and a fireball lights up the middle of the street ahead of me, right where the van is. I smell burning gas, an intense, air-poisoning smell that makes me choke. A plume of black smoke snakes back to me.

Molotov cocktail—I saw that in a movie ages ago. Some terrorists making simple gasoline-filled fire bombs.

There’s a glimpse of two shapes tumbling out either side of the van, onto the pavement. Maybe rolling, trying to quench flames.

I’m sure it must be Bodie who calls, “My van… What’s wrong with you?” He shouts out his question to the open night sky.

“You could have killed us.” That must be Aisa, her composure temporarily shattered. They both sound genuinely shocked by what’s happened.

I should run. I should turn and run as fast as I can—which won’t be fast enough through all the wreckage and in the dark—but I need to try. I start to turn but I want to hear, I want to understand what’s just happened.

“But we didn’t kill you, did we?” someone else cries with cheerful mockery, sounding ecstatic.

“I thought we gave up weapons, we gave up this kind of shit.”

“Look at my van!”

Flames engulf the van’s interior but soon die down. The gutted interior was mostly metal to begin with.

Then I turn from the van, turn away from the sight of Black Riders shielding their eyes, wary of the heat and the light, but pressing close as if to witness something incredible.

I turn and run.

I’m jogging, not sprinting, worried that I will run straight into another overturned car or the scattered guts of a furniture showroom or a restaurant or a clothing boutique or a coffee shop that once stood along this street. Something crunches and gives way under my foot and I stumble. I take a few more steps and trip over something else, maybe a chair leg, maybe a tire.

And I start to fall.

I will myself not to fall, try to force myself not to fall but the ground rises up to meet me all the same. As I fall, filling a space of only microseconds with its intensity, the black smudge of a thought of how utterly hopeless it is to even try to get away blots out everything else. I will lie on the ground, crumpled and bruised and wait for them to find me.

But when my hands touch the rim of what does indeed turn out to be a rubber tire and I feel a rush of instant gratitude for the fact that I’m not going to hurt myself by falling on the hard pavement, I snap back to the world around me, to possibilities. To what I can do.

Push myself up again and run, run, run—

But lights are crowding in, bright headlights weaving in and out of the debris from down the street. Several bikes coming from that direction. I haven’t covered much ground and spectral figures are darting around me so fast it’s impossible to identify any of them.

There are hoots, jeers, taunts, screaming but the sounds are everywhere and nowhere at the same moment, zipping, careening around me like the disembodied voices of insane ghosts. I hear footsteps approaching but they immediately vanish and reappear somewhere else. There’s not enough light to see anything but the occasional shadowy bulk of a human torso zip past.

I turn abruptly and take off the other way, trying to skirt the spot where the van is still being ravaged by orange-blue flames now lowered from a roar to a brittle crackle. There’s a harsh, lung-stinging reek of gasoline that fills my nose as I pass by.

I’m sure I could be stopped, easily stopped but no one seems to be inclined to do so. Maybe they’re chasing each other. Maybe they’re fighting openly now.

How would these creatures fight? I wonder. Throw things at each other? Claw and tear at each other? Stab each other with knives?

I repass the mouth of the alleyway I escaped from only minutes before just as the motorcycle that was zigzagging down it from the opposite end emerges, the light of its single beam blaring out into the street, illuminating me, revealing me, making me hesitate, blinded for a few precious seconds.

Will someone stop me? I shake off the surprise of being uncovered by this light and continue to run. My breathing is growing ragged. I haven’t gone far but it’s difficult to keep up the pace. I’m sweating inside my parka, want to stop, unzip it and throw it aside. I want to stop just long enough to catch my breath. My injured hand stings with the sharp, high pain of newly torn flesh.

But I keep running. It’s all I can do.

The motorcycle that’s emerged from the alley turns and follows me, revving its engine as if taunting me. Despite my best efforts, I’m slowing down. My feet start clumping to the ground, legs feel leaden. My shoulders slump—arms not pumping like pistons anymore.

A few more steps and I’ve reached the intersection of the street where that heavy, creaky door is that leads to Needle’s room. I can see much light and commotion a short distance down the block. I turn back, try to sprint the opposite way across the intersection but the motorcycle following me cuts me off, begins circling, weaving, herding me toward the noise and glare.

Now I’ve stopped running, am trudging along, breathing heavily. I want to see what’s happening down the block but I refuse to completely give up all idea of escape. I keep looking from side to side for a hiding place, something I can snatch up to use as a weapon.

What I see when I get close to Needle’s room again is a circle of bikes idling right in front of the building’s second story entrance, the same one Tetch, William and I passed through. There’s an intensely bright, blue-white pool of light made by the bikes’ combined headlights and the ground-shaking throb of engine noise.

Something’s happening inside that circle. I feel like I’m being pushed into the middle of a private ceremony. I’m sure that Tetch and William are already there.

And then it hits me—

They’ve been waiting for me.

All along I’ve been doing their bidding. Following their plans.

Not the plans of that little breakaway group of Aisa, Milo and Bodie but those of the ones still loyal to Moira.

Moira, the self-proclaimed heir to Gideon’s throne.

They all must have been watching me make my way down the street, haloed by the light of the cycle that still presses close to me, herds me on.

Just ahead of me are more flames, flames spiraling up from an old trash barrel, a stream of acrid black smoke billowing above my head. It’s hard to make them out clearly, but as I get very close there are obviously two figures huddled close to the barrel, set aglow by its pulsing light. Just beyond this are the interlacing headlight beams, the front forks of the bikes turned both left and right, crooking the lights at odd angles.

I’ve been prodded along to this circle of light. I’m obviously meant to join the two already there.

And then I’m being pushed into the ring. Someone is using a pole or the leg from a table to prod me on. For a moment I’m right beside a motorcycle, its engine thrumming like the drone of a giant bee, the vibrations working up through the soles of my boots.

Jump onto its seat, take hold of the handlebars.

Could I ride the thing? Could I use it to get away?

A visualization of myself on the bike accelerating into the darkness pops into my mind for a split-second before I’m shoved again, just beyond the edge of this crude circle they’ve formed. I totter but I don’t fall down.

Must not fall. Will not fall.

“Glad you could join us, Gillian Rose.” Moira’s voice threads its way through the noise, the chatter, the yelling and chaos, like an invisible serpent. I can’t see her—she must be standing just outside the glare of the headlights. Her voice commands attention, like an actress declaiming from the lip of a stage. Without any strain, she can make that voice fill a vast space like an auditorium—or a city street at night.

Reflexively, I pull back a few steps but she says, “Stay where you are. Step closer, inside our little circle of light.”

Immediately there’s a punishing blow against my back, someone smacking me, knocking me forward and I stumble deep into the ring, near the leaping, sputtering flames rising from the steel barrel. I know Riders are all around, running through the streets like wolves, swooping bat-like through the darkness but I can’t see them. I can only see—

Tetch and William right next to me, kneeling on the pavement, their hands held behind their backs as if their wrists are bound.

Their heads are downcast. They lean forward as if bowed before an altar. The altar of an idling motorcycle. Or maybe it’s just that the beam of light before them is too bright, shining into their faces with a spotlight’s glare. They look abject, passive. Traumatized prisoners of war, too beaten and cowed to do anything but meekly submit.

I don’t want to join them. I don’t want to be on that level.

Must not fall. Stay prepared to move. Keep struggling against them.

Fight until you succeed. Or die.

I wait for one of the Black Riders to step into the ring and force me to my knees beside the others. I wait, expecting another blow at any moment but I’m left unmolested. I have no idea why. Maybe there’s too much light in the circle. I’m sure none of them wants to be blinded, even for a second. And they must be confident that I can’t escape.

I wait for Moira’s voice to fill the space with its easy, eerie projection, maybe to explain to me what’s going on or to address her followers. Surely she won’t be silent for long.

But then I realize that there’s some commotion in the distance, a hash of voices, some of the Black Riders shouting at each other. “Touch me and I’ll rip you to pieces,” I hear and recognize the voice as Aisa’s. I’ve never heard her sound remotely as agitated. She’s completely lost her cool, her composure.

And then Aisa, Milo and Bodie are shoved into the circle, close to me, near the fire.

They look naked, exposed, like subterranean creatures caught by powerful lights they’ve never confronted before. Each still wears a pair of impenetrably black, face-hugging sunglasses but even with that—eyes completely obscured—the light wounds them badly. They pace around the edge of the ring of light faster and faster, paying no attention to me, circling like caged jungle cats.

“You outnumber us now, Moira,” Aisa yells into the dark beyond the circle. “But our numbers will grow.”

Moira’s voice floats airily above the fray. “Or dwindle. Who’s to say?”

“You can’t hurt us, Moira. You wouldn’t dare. You’re afraid to step into this circle with us. You’re afraid to actually fight.”

“Fight.” She laughs, a fluttery, unconcerned laugh like anything Aisa might say is hardly worth paying attention to. “Fight with what? Switchblades? Bricks and bats? Our fists and fingernails? You don’t understand your position, Aisa. How weak you are your friends are. You should have thought it through before deciding to make an attempt at independence.”

“Two tribes, Moira. Get that through your head. We’re two tribes now.”

“So you say, Aisa.”

In fury, Aisa kicks over the trash barrel, turning loose a floating sea of embers. Tetch and William come suddenly to life, leap back. Aisa turns on them and gives William a brutal slap across the face, knocking him flat on his ass. Bodie’s right hand like a metal claw latches onto Tetch’s shoulder and forces her back down. For a moment I see trails of tears staining her cheeks as her face is caught in the light. She’s terrified.

“Don’t hurt the bikes!” one of the Riders outside the circle shouts. A motorcycle is quickly hauled back from the burning trash that Aisa’s spilt.

“What about our van?” Bodie spits out.

I hear Aisa hiss at him, her voice low and dangerous. “Shut up about the van. We can get another van.”

I wonder why they don’t just fight their way out of the circle. They’re still pacing, shielding their eyes. It’s like they still have some vestigial respect for Moira, like whatever authority Gideon bestowed on her still holds.

“So, let’s divide the spoils,” Moira says, changing the subject, her tone light, unconcerned, like she’s about to do the three Riders in the circle a favor they should be grateful for—a favor that will cost her nothing. “Who’s going to get who? We need to make it fair.”

Moira’s voice is everywhere and nowhere. I have no sense of where she is except that she must be close, not far from the circle’s rim. Her voice drifts from place to place, blown by the wind, filling the air around me, disembodied, haunting.

Aisa says, “We’ll take the girl.” She points at me. “This girl. Gillian.”

“Oh, no. We get that girl. You can have the other two.”

Milo charges up to the edge of the ring, close to where Moira last seemed to be speaking. “What do we want with these other two? Aisa wants the girl. Aisa’s going to get the girl.” He’s acting like a protective boyfriend.

For only the merest millisecond I get a glimpse of a fleeting black specter caught by the light and it has to be her. Moira. I hear her say, “Is she? Doon, will you stand up for me like Milo is standing up for Aisa?”

There’s no reply in words but a fat clump of damp litter, waste paper and foam, flies across the boundary of the bikes and slaps Milo in the chest. It makes a sodden thunk and slides down the front of his black jacket. He stops pacing, stands alert like a cat, ready to charge after wherever Doon or whoever threw the refuse is lurking.

Moira starts speaking faster, smoothing things over before they go too far. “Now, now. Let’s not fight in front of the children. You three know I have the advantage in numbers. At the very least I have that advantage. Why not just give in?” I hear Milo growl. “For now. Take the other two, do what you want with them and be happy. For now.”

“What good is that going to do us?” Aisa says. “You got Jendra—”

“Jendra,” Moira says as if an idea has just occurred to her. “Jendra, come here. Your friends want to see you. This boy, this pitiful, frightened little creature, was a good friend of yours once, wasn’t he?”

Now I’m aware that Jendra must also be close, probably only a few feet away, but I can’t see her.

“Not my friend now, Moira. He was.” The voice sounds like Jendra’s but altered. Enhanced. Enlarged.

William perks up for the first time. He raises his head, strains to see beyond the glare. I think of that moon-shaped scar, the pain he’s endured. I imagine him hoping that by some miracle the friendship he had forged in the past with this girl will save him. Even though she seems more than willing to deny him.

“Should I let Aisa keep him or take him with us? Let me know, Jendra. This is interesting.”

If Jendra replies to Moira, I can’t hear what she says.

“Come here, boy,” Moira calls to William, cooing, happy to be able to exploit the moment. “Come to the edge of the circle. Into this pool of light. Let us all see you.”

William rises to his feet slowly, hunched and frightened, looking all around as if expecting to be struck down again at any moment. He edges his way timidly to the rim of this crude circle the sputtering, thrumming bikes have formed.

I get a good look at William’s face. Despite everything there’s something hopeful in it. Jendra. The promise of reuniting with her is leading him on.

Staring at William, at how weak he seems compared to Milo or Bodie, I wonder—is he capable of becoming as they are? Is he really one day going to disappear into the night with the other Black Riders?

Then Jendra, or what I’m assuming is her, meets him in the radiant cone of a headlight’s beam. She’s a dark shape hovering. She seems taller than he is, bigger but also shadowy. Hard to get a fix on. She darts in and out of the light like it’s a spray of ice cold water.

I hear William’s voice, so very tiny in the echoing darkness. The whoops and cries of the Black Riders have died away. Even Milo, Bodie and Aisa appear very interested in what’s about to happen. “Jendra? Can I—can I see you?”

“Here.” He looks all around but can’t make her out. “Here. Look!” She springs into the light again for just seconds and vanishes. She sounds irritated, unhappy, as if being pulled from her adult world back into the childish world of the Elders she left behind is painful to her. “That’s all. I don’t want him looking at me!”

But then two figures become just barely visible at the periphery of the headlight’s gleam. Moira appears to have her hand on Jendra’s shoulder, keeping her still for a moment, keeping her close to William. The three Black Riders from the opposing tribe near me tense up, draw together, hovering, waiting to strike. I’m spellbound by what’s happening, wondering if they will risk attacking Moira. Moira must believe that they won’t.

“Be gentle, Jen,” I hear Moira say. “You were friends.”

William appears torn between his fear of Moira and a fierce desire to finally be close to Jendra again. He’s trembling visibly, begins stuttering. “M-m-make me like you, Jendra. I want to be like you.” His voice is so meek, so submissive and small.

There is laughter. Even Aisa laughs.

“No, no,” Moira says. “This is important. Do you remember what Gideon told us once, long ago, about the ceremony of blood?”

There is murmuring. The laughter dies away completely. Aisa and her crew now seem too caught up in what’s happening to lash out at Moira physically. At least until they’ve let her have her say.

“You all know what I’m talking about. What some used to do in the days before all the old ones died. The mixing of blood. When two people who loved each other and wanted to join each other on the other side, tried to hurry things along, mixing the blood of the sick one with the blood of the one who was still healthy.”

“Healthy,” Aisa snarls at her. “They weren’t healthy.”

“You’re right. Let us say, unchanged. How about it, Jendra? Is there anything left of your feelings for this boy that might make you want to help him along, maybe speed up the change so you can be together again?”

“Jendra?”

William’s voice breaks into a sob, a sound of pure agony. I expect more laughter but there is none. It can’t be compassion. It has to be curiosity that keeps them hushed, the desire to absorb every word, every moment of what’s about to happen. I’m sure Jendra is trying to figure out what Moira wants her to do. She has little interest in William but a lot of interest in pleasing the leader of her tribe.

“What do I have to do?” Jendra asks.

“Just agree to the ceremony, Jendra, and you’ll see. Do you agree little man? You could become like she is. Or you could die. It’s your choice.”

“All right.” That’s all William says with his meek little voice, barely audible over the sound of the engines. He takes a few quick steps back, retreats.

“What’s that? We can’t hear you.”

William edges up to the rim of the circle again. He looks like he’s about to collapse. It must be taking every ounce of strength he possesses to face Moira like this, to speak to her directly. He must want to be reunited with Jendra badly. But I can understand—he has no one else.

“I will.” His voice is louder—fragile, quavering—but it’s sufficient to satisfy Moira.

“It’s a date then.”

As quickly as it started, the interest this exchange has held for the Riders fades. I can sense them start to move with anxious energy, predators in the darkness, the sounds—whoops, screams, hollers—they make scarcely human.

I watch Aisa, Bodie and Milo face each other for a moment. Their eyes are hidden of course—I can’t even see their faces clearly—but I know they’re trying to regroup, decide what to do. As one, they exchange the slightest of nods, reaching a decision without saying a word. But all they do is start pacing round and round again.

William is still where he was, standing by the circle’s edge. When Aisa finds him in her way, she simply whacks him aside with the hard edge of her forearm. William sprawls into the middle of the burning trash. He tries to scramble back up but maybe his hands are hurt—scraped, burned. He can’t push himself up all the way and keeps sliding back on the embers. I find myself moving toward him instinctively, unable to see him suffer, but Milo blocks me, a cruel smile on his ghost-pale face. He shakes his head. I can’t interfere.

There is hyena-high, lunatic laughter in the darkness, shapes whirling at the edge of the light. Movement, mounting excitement and noise. The party is breaking up but the core issue of who gets who has not been resolved.

She must feel like she’s losing control of the situation because when I hear her again, Moira is speaking in a booming, expansive voice, as if she’s stepped back from the circle, thrown her arms wide and is trying to project to the farthest balcony of a theater. It occurs to me that it’s a pity she could never stand the glare of a spotlight.

“Listen to me! We’ve put up with this plague, this infestation of stupidity, this contagion of idiocy, for far too long. Dealing with these creatures, these Elders…” Her voice is curdled with contempt. “Maybe we should hurry all the Elders along. And the younger ones, too. If some die, they die. But we’ll finally know which of them are destined to survive the change and which of them are just a useless waste of resources.”

There’s more excited monkey-chatter from all around her. I wish I knew how many of them were out there. Their numbers could be enormous by the commotion they’re making.

“Blood!” Moira screams out. The word smashes against my ears with horrible volume, unbearably high, ratcheting up to a frequency only a dog could hear. “Ceremonies of blood for all that remain. Any that live through it will be part of us. Part of a single tribe.”

Her words electrify the night.

Blood. Blood.

The word is repeated everywhere that I can’t see, echoing between buildings that surround us, pulsing through the damp streets like a siren’s wail.

Blood. They want blood. I can feel any number of them out there, ready to swoop down. My adrenaline kicks in again. Panic. My thoughts slow to the simplest. Must get away. Or die trying.

Aisa speaks up at last. “So, now you’re going to take the boy,” she says. “For Jendra. Take him, but let us hold onto the girl.” So that I’m not confused with Tetch who is huddling on the ground with William in abject terror, she points at me, arm outstretched, index finger only inches from my face. “This girl.”

“I think we’ll simply take all of them. Come to think of it, there are no spoils here to divvy up.”

“We are taking the girl. The one you want, Moira.”

Then like lightning, without any forewarning, someone grabs me from behind.

I feel an arm snake around my neck, jerk me back tight. It’s not Aisa or Milo or Bodie. I can see all of them in front of me and they must be as surprised by what’s happening as I am because they all jump back, then hunker down defensively.

There is cold breath against the side of my face. A smell, a coppery, overpowering smell like burning wires. I try to pull away but she holds me tight. I know who it is—who it can only be. Moira. She’s not waiting for Doon or another follower to obey an order but is taking me herself, claiming me. Will now do whatever she wants with me.

Ice cold breath. Her face, her body so near me—I have that same sinking sensation like when she touched me once before, back in the Orphanage, in the dorm that night. It’s like I’m being submerged even though there’s no skin touching skin this time. She wears a damp vinyl coat, not thick but slick and rimy, her hands in gloves like the others.

Maybe her breath alone is poison. I start to feel like I’m floating out over a void, a skein of webbing spider-thin all that holds me aloft. I know I’m about to drop and, when I do, I will fall straight inside Moira’s mind, deep down into her soul.

I can sense other Riders from beyond the circle pressing in closer. Aisa, Bodie and Milo have turned from me and have backed toward each other, now facing out in three directions, ready to move, to lash out.

Only seconds remain—a tiny sliver of time while I still have the ability to act. Seconds before I lose control. Am completely Moira’s.

I can still breathe. She hasn’t cut off my airway.

My hands are free. Barely any time has passed since she grabbed me and I haven’t tried to pull her arms away. I haven’t struggled. Maybe that’s why she’s not trying to choke me.

Without thinking it out in any deliberate, conscious way—only acting, only reacting—I reach up with my right hand and shove back the sleeve of her jacket and that of some sweater she wears underneath, exposing the ash-gray, sick-looking flesh of her arm. Maybe it’s the blue-white light from the headlamps but her skin looks dead to me.

I’m fast, faster than she is this time. I wrench my head down and sink my teeth deep into that flesh, that dead-white sickly flesh. I chomp into it as if it’s the most succulent piece of meat I’ve ever seen. Like I’m starving and this is the only thing that will sustain me.

I want to hurt her. I want to hurt her badly.

I keep my teeth locked deep until it hits me. It hits me like I’ve tried to bite a fallen power line hot with current in two. My jaws snap open. Blinding shock sends me reeling, flailing back into Moira. I hear her scream, close to my ear, a sound that might tear my ears to shreds but I’m so full of jagged waves of hot white voltage that it sounds muffled, distant.

Then there’s a sudden break. A moment of…nothing.

It’s like Aisa’s shoved me out of a window again and I’ve fallen, blacked out. I come to this time and find myself still on my feet but shaking violently, unsure what’s just happened, another fragment of time missing from my memory.

It’s like the first moments after a horrible car crash. Shock, displacement. Disarrangement of my senses.

And I realize it’s abruptly grown quiet, only the continuing throb of the engines filling the night. I turn and Moira’s not behind me. No one is behind me. Only headlight beams.

I have to spit, hock, hack out whatever’s in my mouth. It must be the blood, plasma, bile—whatever bodily fluids are held in Moira’s dead-white arms. It lies like a thick syrup pooled beneath my tongue.

I scream at myself—

Don’t think about it. Don’t let yourself get caught up in the horror of what you’ve just done.

There’s something gummy, greasy, indescribably bitter smeared across my lips, oozing from my chin.

I swipe at this thick goo desperately with the backs of my hands, the sleeves of my coat. Contagion. I’ve tasted it. I’ve bitten deep into it now like a poison apple. If my father’s gift to me, his inoculation, has any effect at all, this will surely be the test of it.

Ceremony of blood.

I’ve tasted Moira’s blood.

Her blood in my mouth. But perhaps not mixing with my blood. I can spit it out like snake’s venom.

I’m sure now that Moira will kill me. Nothing will stop her. To see me die—a painful, gruesome, satisfying death—will become her holy grail.

Must get out, past the ring of light. Escape into the dark.

Without conscious thought, I know exactly what I’m going to do. There’s a motorcycle right in front of me and no one—not Asia or Bodie or Milo or Moira—between me and it. Just past the bright glare of its single headlight are handlebars, wheels, a seat, an idling engine—all of it ready and waiting, so close to me.

The shock still affects me, a muffling around the edges of my senses—sounds indistinct, lights blurred.

I can hesitate. I can wait another second, letting the strain, the confusion, the lights, my fatigue get to me and it would all be over. They’d have me tight in their clutches.

But you won’t be beaten. I shout the words out inside my head. You will push yourself, force yourself to keep going until your very last breath.

Stop now and that’s it. No second chance.

I sprint past the light and swing myself onto the seat, clasp the handgrips tight, twist the throttle toward me and feel the bike thrum with life beneath me. Its power revives me, brings me back to myself, kicking my senses alive.

My mind starts working faster, fixes instantly on the little experience with riding I possess.

I pull free a memory of what my father taught me. For a few years he owned a motorcycle until my worried mother made him get rid of it. He took me on secret rides when he was home—if my mother was gone and the weather was nice.

And a few times, just in the long drive leading from our house to the main road, he let me sit in front of him, explained the controls to me, let me do what I’m doing now. Let me kick back the kickstand and, with his feet still on the ground walking the bike, let me inch forward a few yards at a time with only my hands on the controls.

And on a few precious occasions, when I was a little older, he taught me more. Let me ride slowly down the drive, shifting into a higher gear, my father always perched behind me, an arm around my waist, watching with his chin hooked over my shoulder.

This time it’s my feet alone keeping the bike up, no one looking over my shoulder. No helmet on my head, no sunny day outside, no familiar drive. Just a cold, brutal, rain-slicked city haunted by creatures once human. All that the blood of our parents has left behind.

The rest happens in an instant. The memories I have are automatic and flow directly into my hands, my feet, allow me to get the bike moving, turn away from the circle.

I know they’re almost on me. I can hear their cries above the bike’s buzz-saw whine as it accelerates. Even though they’re moving fast, it’s like they’ve deliberately given me a few extra seconds to see what happens. Any one of them could jump me, knock me from the bike but they don’t. Maybe they’re surprised. Maybe they assume I won’t get far.

One of them is screaming at me, almost on me, but I listen only for my father’s voice, do what he told me to do, relive what we did together. I’m able to squeeze the clutch and shift into gear without killing the engine. I twist the throttle hard. The bike jerks forward and I manage to stay upright.

I shift again, almost kill the engine, going far too fast for the gear I’m in. The engine wails like it’s about to snap.

There’s a path cleared through some of the debris. The Riders have made paths through much of this section of the city, large enough for the bikes, sometimes for a van or truck. I keep going, looking for an intersection with another large street, not wanting to get cut off, blocked, cornered.

I turn, start to slide, straighten the bike out, my father’s voice still speaking calmly in my ear. In the street I’ve crossed into there is a little more space. I’m able to accelerate in short bursts down to the end of the block. I slow to look back over my shoulder, part of my mind screaming, Don’t look back. Don’t look back. There are lights in the near distance, closing in. This city is theirs. And they know I won’t get far.

Slow, turn another corner, accelerate.

Objects before me snap into my field of vision with no forewarning like obstacles in a dream. Everything is dreamlike now, moving too fast and too slow. I could be sleeping, my actions automatic, my conscious mind smothered by sheer instinctive will, a force that protects me from realizing just how much danger I’m in. A bad wreck would be worse than being caught by the Riders—I could be mangled, my body ruined. I’m like a tightrope walker—think about what I’m doing too much and I will fall.

I slow, swerve, avoid a wreck that nearly blocks the road. The path through the refuse narrows abruptly but I keep on as fast as I can, the bike shrieking beneath me, burning black oil that makes it hard to breathe. I want to shift but keep having to slow and I don’t want to stall. I’m amazed at how well I’m doing, how far I’ve gotten. Maybe the Black Riders are, too.

I make it to the end of the block, slow and turn the bike in another direction, speed up again, not caring where I go as long as I can keep going, as long as the headlights of the Black Riders aren’t visible, aren’t in front of me—

And in the middle of the street is an object I can’t avoid. A fire escape tumbled down in huge iron pieces. A rusted metal cage claiming the whole width of the street like something an enormous prehistoric bird was kept in, piles of metal railings and ladder steps lying on their sides, filling every inch of space my headlight reveals.

I can’t avoid it, this looming pile of metal. I swerve sharply but there’s nowhere to go, the bike tipping on its side, slicing through a puddle, waves of muddy water plastering the front of me, blasting into my face. The bike slides out from under me, wraps itself into the middle of the bars and railings. Bike metal and fire escape metal tangle like spaghetti strands.

I continue my slide but stop short, avoid being dragged along with the bike into the heart of the iron fire escape cage. The whine of the motor dies away. There’s a choking, burbling sound like the bike is dying, drowning.

I try to get up but my right leg, the same one I hurt before, refuses to support me. I start to crawl, wanting to get away from the scene of the crash, an image in my mind of a fireball explosion but there is no explosion, just a back tire spinning, whining against an iron spike until it slows to a wobble and everything is still, silent.

How far away the Black Riders are I don’t know. But I may still have some time.

Four

I need a place to hide.

A safe place for the rest of the night.

My right leg aches and I limp along, unable to run, shuffling like a zombie, good foot forward and dragging the other.

I’m certain I’m close to the river. The fog is cotton-thick, a swirl of droplets suffusing the air, icicle cold against the bruised skin of my face. With the fog is a cold sea smell which must be from that deep black ribbon of water flowing through the center of Raintree.

Before me is a side street so choked with refuse it’s pretty much impassable. I have to turn sideways, work myself in. The Riders can’t reach me here. Not on their bikes. I feel my way to a cluster of overflowing trash bins and boxes, wedge myself in behind them and hunker down.

I’m like a wounded animal who’s crawled off to die. I only want to protect myself long enough to prevent predators from intruding on my final moments of life. When whatever feral creature is out there discovers my lifeless body, it can do what it wants with it. But it has to be lifeless.

The roar of a motor only blocks away rips into the silence. I squeeze deeper behind the wall of trash, boots crunching glass, blind hands feeling all around. My hands become slick with a layer of sticky gunk I can’t wipe away on the fabric of my pants.

My movements bring out a busy rustling, a scuttle through the debris only inches from my feet. It’s not a loud, panicked thrashing but distinct and sure, working its way toward me—unmistakably the sound of another living presence.

I reach for my absent rifle as I have so many times before and curse that it’s not there. Find a stick, a length of pipe. I grope through the trash with my sticky hands. Maybe it’s a small animal, a raccoon, an opossum, more scared of me than I am of it. But it doesn’t seem frightened. Keeps burrowing, tunneling through the trash. Close enough now to sink sharp little teeth into my leg.

Frenzied to get away from this thing, I shove free of the refuse, drag my bad leg part way across the street and smack face-first the opened rear door of a delivery van. Ignore the pain, keep moving. Heaving myself past all obstructions, fingers scraping jagged metal, splintered wood, the shards of hard plastic electronics casings. My body pinging back and forth like the silver ball in a pinball machine until I reach the opposite end of this alley.

Here I’m rewarded with a bit of open sky and moonlight that allows me to make out a street of brick buildings ahead—and the underside of a bridge looming up over everything just beyond.

I was right—I am almost at the river’s edge. I consider finding a pocket of space somewhere deep inside of one of these buildings to hide in but I’m scared I’ll be trapped in a back room with only one way out. The Riders could be anywhere, probably watching me right now, laughing as this battered, filthy guttersnipe takes her final few steps of what she thinks is freedom.

So tired. The adrenaline, the urgency of fleeing, fleeing, fleeing, has trickled away, has left me hollowed out, weak. Somewhere warm to lay down, a dry piece of furniture where I can sleep for a while, an hour or two—each building I see holds its promise.

But I ignore the temptation and keep on, keep dragging myself like a crippled robot whose programming won’t let it quit even though it’s badly mangled. It’s safer to stay outside, I know that.

Take shelter out-of-doors. Avoid becoming trapped. Wait out the night.

The bridge, hide below the bridge.

Let the chill fog keep me awake.

At the first light of day cross back over the river. Return to the Orphanage, to the remnants of my family. To Aiden, the boy who’s never spoken a word to me but for whose life I did all this to try to save.

The bridge above me looks so familiar. I know I’ve stood in this street before. There’s an enormous shadowy opening below the bridge, crisscrossed with cement columns, space enough to shelter hundreds of people from the rain.

And I remember—my mother taking me to a crowded, noisy open-air market that filled this space every weekend for some last-minute Christmas shopping. It was on one of our infrequent trips to Raintree, the last holiday season when anybody bothered to go shopping. I can still see them—row upon row of booths with merchants selling hand-crafted goods. Chinese calligraphy, pottery, handmade soaps and lotions, tie-dyed shirts, the smell of spices and frying meats from food carts.

Just a hollow space now, everything gone but what I see in my memory.

“Honey, look at this. Do you think grandma would like it?”

Mom holds up a small, bright yellow tea pot, a purple butterfly perched on a stem of grass painted and glazed on its side.

I shrug. “Sure, I guess.”

“You’re not being much help.”

“You know what she likes,” I say. I’m watching a boy across the way who’s with two friends, his arms crossed, laughing carelessly, acting like he owns the world. But he’s staring at me, even points at me. Smiles when he catches my eye.

My mother nudges me. “What about this?” She holds up a ceramic liquid soap dispenser. Then she notices what’s caught my attention. “Now, now. I think we better keep walking.” But she’s laughing as she says this. I blush and turn away from the boys, tuck in my chin and lead the way in the opposite direction, embarrassed.

She catches up with me, grabs my hand and tugs it gently to slow me to her stride. “Don’t worry, sweetie,” she says. “You’ve got more than enough time for all that. Plenty of fish in the sea.”

My foot crunches on something. Maybe a fragment of that tea pot that was for sale once long ago. Only trash and debris left. And maybe a place to hide.

I force myself on, bad leg throbbing, to where the underside of the bridge slopes down to meet a cement bulwark and the open area ends. I’m deliberately not thinking about what could be hiding in all this shadowy space because I’m taking a chance that no one—or thing—is here. There’s a narrow little aperture here, under the lowest end of bridge, almost a crawlspace. People caught up in the disaster must have sought shelter here. There are boxes, crates, shopping carts arranged like little forts, strewn with rags, tarps and tattered blanket.

On hands and knees I crawl back to the wall of the bulwark, pull packing crates in front of me to hide behind. I try to make myself comfortable but my leg aches and there’s a stench here that is almost overpowering—urine, rot, mold. But it’s drier than the open street, moldy-damp but endurable. And there’s a bridge right above me to cross in the morning.

And I wait, trying to keep my eyes open, trying to ignore the pain and the cold. The dirt and the smell. Trying most of all not to keep thinking of my mother and of that friendly, crowded world we once walked through.


Part Seven


The Return

One

As tired as I am, sleep is impossible.

Beyond where I’m hidden at the tail end of the bridge, there’s nothing to see—a black open space—so I let my eyes drift shut. I rock back and forth on a numbed behind that rests on thin cardboard, arms wrapped tight around my shins, head sideways on my knees.

Despite closed eyes, despite my nestled head, I know I haven’t slept for a single moment all night.

I know because each passing minute is an eternity. An eternity full of sounds—the patter of rain, far off animals howling, wind snapping at the edges of a plastic tarp. The sound of water drip-drip-dripping from a broken pipe. I count the drops as if they were the ticks of a clock, sixty drops marking a sixty second span. In this way I’m certain at least one more minute has passed.

The drops haven’t lulled me to sleep. I’ve heard and counted every one.

And if even once I do come close to sleep, my mind starting to drift, less and less aware of the sounds and the cold night air that makes my teeth chatter and my nose run and the way my banged up leg still throbs, I am shocked permanently awake when I hear the Black Riders, no motorcycle warning me of their approach.

Footsteps splashing across damp pavement. Whispers.

The Riders sound confused, irritated. I make out a few words—moron, idiot, what the hell?—as they bicker. It’s as if they’ve been following a trail, reached its end and failed to find what they were certain they’d find.

They fling stones into the open space under the bridge I once strolled with my mother past stalls laden with handcrafts. Then two or three motorcycles arrive, fan out into the area, high headlight beams darting into the far corners, even flashing across the crate that hides me. “God, it stinks here,” I hear one of them say—only a few feet away.

There’s laughter. “Rats nest,” another says.

And then it’s over. I’m bracing for the moment when I’m pulled loose from another hiding place but the bikes make one more sweep and roar off into the distance. I listen and listen but hear no more whispering, no other footsteps. I’m amazed they’ve given up so easily.

The Riders sudden appearance and disappearance leaves me wired—eyes wide, head cocked, unable to do anything but listen and stare into the dark. It makes waiting for daybreak endless.

Pass, time, pass.

Please.

As long as I’ve waited for it, when a little light finally makes its way to where I’m hiding, it takes time for me to realize it’s even there. It’s subtle, seeping slowly into the space under the bridge—a shade less black and a shade more gray.

I shake my head, kick away the crate that’s protected me with my good leg and look around, eyes able to take in much more than they were only minutes before.

My hiding spot under the lowest end of the bridge was someone’s shelter once. There’s that faint odor of urine and an almost wine-like sweetness. Broken bottles, a blanket stiff with dirt, the ground beneath me studded with bottle caps and fragments of glass.

And then I find myself staring at something that confuses me, doesn’t make sense—a neat row of little knobs poking out of the ground. It dawns on me, slowly—they’re the white chalk sticks of skeletal fingers, reaching out, half-buried in the soil. And just beyond—bones dusted with gray-green spores, sticking up like a pair of twisted straws, their ends shattered.

Fragments of a severed arm, torn years ago from someone’s body. All night they lay only inches from me.

I try to stand but smack my head against the underside of the bridge and spill forward onto my hands and knees. I crawl free from the hiding space as fast as I can, the image in mind of other things lurking near me in the dimness—unheard vermin scuttling through the dirt. Hairless tails, pink eyes, yellow-sharp teeth.

Just past the crate I’d kicked away, I stop, still on all fours, try to catch my breath. I push myself to my haunches, try to lift myself to my feet. Put a little weight on my bad leg to test it. Take a look around.

It’s just a wide, empty space below the bridge, strewn with trash. Nothing threatening, nothing to see.

Dried mud stiffens my hair, the dirt on my face making my skin feel tight. There’s a patch of congealed blood on the palm of my right hand that both itches and burns. I take a few steps, working my bum leg. Stop when it hurts too much, then curse at how weak I am. Make myself keep walking, learn to ignore the pain. Get used to how it’s going to be for the rest of the day as I cross over the river, find my way back to the Orphanage.

When I get to the edge of the area the bridge shelters, I’m disappointed at how gray the morning is, how dim. Why couldn’t the night simply vanish, replaced with a splash of dazzling sunlight?

But it is the light of day. What I have to work with. Murky, cloudy but maybe too bright all the same for the Black Riders to move about in.

It’s still so early but already the worry creeps up on me—what if it takes me more than a day to make it back? The Orphanage doesn’t seem that far away but what if I get lost? What if my leg keeps me from making good time?

I need to get back before it gets dark out again. Need to get as much done as possible—or the Riders will be searching for me.

They’ll never leave me alone at the Orphanage. They’ll never let me care for Aiden now unmolested. I should have forgone the medicine and kept washing his wounds, kept him warm. Admitted that there’s a limit to what I could do.

Instead I spent an endless night going through so much for so little.

Aisa pushing me out a window. Biting into Moira’s arm. Nearly killing myself on a motorcycle I barely knew how to ride.

Hiding like a giant rat in a human-sized hole with scuttling rodents and human remains all around.

All this—and I came away with nothing.

I’ve left Stace by Aiden’s side but she’s so young and there’s a fragility to her. She’s always depended on me, on Emily. And Larkin. If Aiden gets worse, stops breathing—

I don’t want her to see him die. I want to be the one by his side if that happens.

Me alone. I will be the one to endure it.

I move out into the street, make my way onto the onramp of the bridge. It seems lighter now that I’m out in the open. There’s no rain, no drizzle and the fog’s dissipated. My sore leg slows me down but the pain recedes from angry spasms to a dull ache that repeats with every step.

The higher I climb up the onramp, the more I look around for any evidence of the Black Riders. I have no way of knowing for sure that they don’t move about during the day but I’ve only seen or heard them at night.

The open air, the daylight feels good. The sun stays hidden behind a wall of ashy clouds but I can tell it’s there, to the east, where I’m heading. I pass a blue road sign dangling vertically from a gantry above my head. It has an arrow pointing downriver and the words Blackwell Bridge in white reflective block letters.

The Blackwell is wide and open, four lanes in either direction, no cage of steel girders above its surface like the bridge we crossed the night before. As I make my way over the water, I pass two towers where operators high above the river once manned controls that raised and lowered the center spans of the bridge for passing ships.

The doors to the towers are broken in and the roof of one has collapsed. I can’t help but imagine what might remain in the towers’ control rooms—a bridge keeper’s withered fingers still reaching for control panel buttons, dead eyes watching for ships that will never arrive.

The Blackwell Bridge is remarkably clear of debris. I count only a handful of derelict vehicles. It looks like someone, at height of the plague, drove a huge earth mover across and cleared everything away. The railings along the walkways are almost all smashed apart, as if cars were simply swept off the deck of the bridge and into the river.

The view of the city from up here keeps tugging at me, making me want to stop to take it all in. But you can’t slow down, must get back to the Orphanage. It’s the first panoramic daylight glimpse of Raintree I’ve had since the Riders brought me here. Trudging along, I look over my shoulder at the high-rises behind me, at the bridges spanning the length of the river in either direction, at the warehouses and riverside condos dotting the opposite shore.

I have to keep talking to myself. Keep myself on track, my goal in mind.

Look ahead. Concentrate. Pay no attention to the ache in your leg.

You don’t have much time.

My stomach gurgles and yowls but I’ve grown used to ignoring the pangs. The sandpaper scratch in my throat is harder to get past and I stare at the steel-gray, white-capped water below, imagining how it tastes. A pontoon walkway that once went along the river’s east embankment is in tatters. I see no easy way of getting down to the water’s edge. Maybe if I had a bucket and a rope I could lower them down and bring up a sip.

Then I forget about hunger, thirst. My sore leg.

Reaching the middle of the bridge, its highest point, I see someone. Small, girl-like, standing perfectly still just where the far end of the bridge meets the street beyond.

The figure is far enough away that to my eyes she’s hazy, wavering in the distance like a mirage in desert heat.

I keep moving, never slow my pace. Refuse to take time to process this strange apparition, work out what I should do.

It doesn’t matter. Going back and trying to find another way over the river is pointless. There could be somebody waiting at the end of every bridge I tried to cross.

If this creature isn’t a Black Rider, it must be an Elder. And the closer I get the more familiar it looks.

Emily.

Suddenly I know this hazy figure in the distance is Emily.

The blond hair, a face growing more familiar with each step I take. I pick up my pace now, the certainty it’s her overcoming the pain in my leg.

It’s when I’m closer that I do stop for a moment. In that instant she reminds me so much of someone else—Jendra. Not Emily. It has to be—

But that’s impossible. I shake my head, squeeze my eyes shut, open them and see only Emily. Her face is rounded, well-fed, very Jendra-like. She looks immaculate and smartly dressed. She’s wearing thick black tights, a long khaki coat with a leopard fur collar, suede boots that reach her knees.

As far as I can tell, she’s alone. I scan the streets beyond her for anybody else. I squint hard but can’t quite make out the expression on her face. She’s wearing makeup, that I can tell. Lots of makeup. Like a little girl playing grownup in her big sister’s clothes.

It’s hard to square this Emily with the memory of the first time I saw her, desperately needy, reaching out to me despite the danger.

I was about to fire into the darkness, try to scare whatever it was away, when I heard a voice. “Don’t.” It was a small voice, the word so fragile it hardly seemed to have been spoken.

“If you don’t want me to shoot, come out where I can see you,” I shouted.

I heard the scrape of a chair again and the soft shuffle of feet. Then I saw the shape of a small girl younger than me emerge from the shadows. She looked filthy and emaciated, her hair a wild tangle of blond straw, the cast-off clothes she wore rags. “Don’t hurt me,” she said.

I’ve never hurt her. Or I’ve never intended to.

I start hurrying toward her again but feel like I’m trudging through sand.

Surely she’ll warm up when I reach her. We’ll hug each other and all will be forgiven. She’ll be the one to help me when she sees just how filthy, hungry, tired I am.

She raises a hand and beckons to me with all the emotion of the next available cashier in a crowded store. Otherwise she doesn’t move, not rushing to meet me, not venturing beyond the lower lip of the bridge. Making me come to her.

When I’m near enough to make out the expression on her face, she’s definitely not smiling, does not appear happy to see me. Her face is pinched, like a sour apple. A heavily made-up sour apple.

I’m maybe twenty feet away from her when she turns and begins marching down the middle of Blackwell Street, a wide thoroughfare that leads deep into the east side of the city.

She walks briskly along, never slowing, not waiting for me to catch up. Never looking over her shoulder to make sure I’m behind her.

I follow where she leads me, the khaki coat with its faux fur collar, the neatly styled blonde hair. I have to trust her. I have to talk to her.

While trying to keep up, I search for an explanation for her behavior. She might be leading me to someplace safe, a place where we can be alone. Maybe we’re being observed here. Maybe it’s not safe out in the open.

But that sour expression—uncaring, nearly hateful—it gets to me. Eats away any attempt of mine to put a positive spin on her behavior, to shrug it away.

As with Blackwell Bridge, Blackwell Street is also almost entirely clear of cars. This must have been an emergency route, kept passable for ambulances, fire trucks, military convoys.

I study my surroundings, marking odd buildings, street signs where they’re still standing, trying to orient myself. We’re many blocks from the Orphanage, from the bridge I crossed with William and Tetch the night before—the bridge I dangled from in a cage.

Emily turns down a side street and heads south for a few blocks, then down another street leading into an industrial area nearer to the river’s embankment.

Unlike the wide open pavement of Blackwell Street, the streets here are choked with refuse, the entire contents of four and five story warehouses spilled out across the pavement. There are automotive parts, home remodeling supplies, office furniture, medical equipment, toys.

We start weaving through all this—around a dumpster, past a delivery truck on its side, over a morass of sodden schoolbooks—and I have to keep a close watch on Emily, look for that little blond head bobbing above and around all this junk, so that she doesn’t simply disappear, lose me in this maze.

I’m so intent on not losing sight of her, I fail to notice the streetcar rails embedded along this block until my right foot slips into a groove between pavement and steel. Immediately I yank it loose—my only thought to keep up with Emily—then drop to the ground in agony. Pain sears the entire length of my leg, nausea makes my head spin.

Emily—I start to yell it out to make her stop but snap my mouth shut, swallow her name. If it’s a safe place she’s leading me to, secret and out of sight, I can’t spoil it by blaring to the world our location.

Don’t let her disappear. I struggle back to my feet and start walking again, limping badly.

But Emily comes to a full stop only half a block farther on. She’s in front of a warehouse four stories high, staring up at tiers of empty windows. As I approach, I see a row of loading bays where trucks pulled in and unloaded their cargo. The bays line the building’s ground floor, almost all of their steel rollup doors wrenched open, crates and boxes and clothing racks from a dark interior tumbled out onto the pavement.

Emily finally turns toward me, her face still sour, locked in a frown so deep it’s like she’s wearing a sad clown’s makeup, and waits for me to catch up to her. But she makes no sign, doesn’t beckon me to her side.

Not able to walk fast in any event, I take it even slower, now that she’s waiting for me. I scan the area, staring up as she did at the open windows above me. Was she looking up at something specific—someone’s face looking down?

I’m eager to catch up to her but also worried. Her coldness seems even more unnatural. Why doesn’t she let her guard down now that we’ve reached this place? She should be waving to me, pointing the way inside.

Is it possible Emily has changed so much? This feels more like a trap than the prelude to a warm reunion. My skin prickles with the tension, my hands clench, the instinctive part of my brain broadcasts urgent warnings as it has so many times before. Never let yourself become trapped. Stay in the open. Don’t go indoors unless you’re sure you can get out again.

I’ve stopped in my tracks, staring at her, struggling with my instinct for self-preservation.

But it’s Emily and we’ve been together so long.

I have to trust her.

There has to be something remaining between us, a remnant of that bond we shared, that feeling that we were family, as close as any family could be.

A few more steps and I’m at her side.

Up close, she doesn’t look as fresh, as well-fed as I thought she did. The makeup she’s slathered on only covers the pastiness of her skin. It was an illusion. She looks thinner than I expected. She doesn’t have that Jendra-like glow, the ease and self-assurance Jendra radiated when I first encountered her at the motel on the outskirts of Raintree.

I try to read her expression. She also doesn’t have Jendra’s obvious contempt for me. I can see the worry in her sour face. My heartbeat quickens—maybe she is holding herself back, not responding to me like she used to for some reason involving our safety. But maybe that’s what I want to believe she’s doing.

I try to put a hand on her shoulder but she jerks away, takes a quick step back. “What’s wrong?” I ask but my voice quavers—I’m not the mothering one now. I wonder how I must look to her, filthy, bruised and bloodied, stinking of whatever surrounded me in that crawlspace below the bridge.

“Look what the cat dragged in.”

“We have to keep watch over that?”

“I wouldn’t want to touch her.”

Voices come from right above me, only a few feet away. I was staring at Emily so intently that I never noticed a dozen or more bodies fan out from the open loading bay doors.

I look up sharply, eyes wide. Elders—more Elders than I can count.

They were waiting for me. Emily brought me right to them.

They don’t give me time to react. Several take off sprinting to either end of the loading ramp, leap down steps that end at street level and rush toward us. I spin around but behind me is another group of Elders approaching from across the street.

It’s pointless to imagine I might outrun them. There’s only Emily—she must have a plan, she must have had something else in mind than this.

I turn back to her, trying to decipher what’s in her face, uncover some sign that she still has at least a little feeling for me. I notice that she squeezes her eyes closed for a few seconds, as if not wanting to watch a terrible thing that’s about to happen. But she opens her eyes again and says nothing—no warning.

The Elders surround me.

Two

“I brought you water.”

A light, girlish voice, a little hesitant but trying to be confident.

I raise my head and Emily is standing in front of me. She’s still wearing the khaki coat, still dressed in the tights and the boots. But her hair is mussed, strands of it coming loose from a shiny black clip she’s using to pin back the wings of her bangs. That hair I combed so many times—straw-colored, sun-bleached, always long and wild. And her makeup is smudged, mostly around the eyes as if she’s been rubbing them.

I like this. I like her disarray. It makes her look like the old Emily, reachable.

She holds out a mug, one of those oversized plastic containers people used to take to convenience stores for refills of soda and coffee.

My throat aches but I resist snatching the mug from her hands.

“Aren’t you going to take it?”

She sounds disappointed. She takes a step closer, holding the mug up higher, thrusting it at my face.

We’re in an office inside the warehouse where the Elders took me, a mostly glassed-in room at back end of the main floor. Probably once the office of a supervisor, a floor manager, and I’ve been forced to sit at his dusty metal desk, in his creaky rolling chair, for hours. Sitting where that manager once sat. I can still see his coffee stains, a pad where he doodled.

“Emily, how did you find me?”

She looks puzzled.

“How did you know I would be walking across that bridge?”

She shrugs, looks away.

By now I’ve had plenty of time to think over how coincidental it was for her to be on that bridge at that time of the morning, there at just the right moment to beckon to me, to begin leading me here.

It’s so obvious I can’t believe I didn’t think of it until the Elders brought me into this warehouse. The Riders found me last night but for some reason they let me be—

—high headlight beams darting into far corners, flashing momentarily across the crate that hides me.

They, the Riders, told Emily exactly where to position herself in the morning. Or told other Elders who told Emily. There were probably Elders watching me from the moment I emerged from that crawlspace at daybreak.

Any freedom I have is an illusion. I have to get that through my head. But Emily—I wanted so badly to trust her, to believe she wouldn’t betray me.

Why are the Riders toying with me? Why are they stringing me along like this?

“Please take the water,” Emily says. Her hand is trembling. The cup is heavy.

I take it from her, smell it, take a tiny sip, decide it’s good and swig it down. It’s cool and clean and begins washing away the tight ache in my throat like a tiny miracle.

“I’ll get you some food, too.”

“Did someone tell you to bring me water?”

My voice is smoother. It’s easier to talk.

She shakes her head. I don’t believe her at all, that she’s acting on her own.

But I smile at her. “Then you still care about me a little, huh?”

“I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

I push myself to my feet. Sway a little, unsteady, lightheaded.

I take a long look outside this office’s glass partitions. It’s obvious the Elders have been playing dress up for a long time in a garment warehouse that still holds a ton of clothes.

There’s enough light streaming in through the open loading bay doors to see rows of metal shelving disappearing down the length of the space, jumbled cartons lining individual shelves, sheets of frayed cardboard and spectral heaps of plastic wrap littering the floor. Discarded clothes—maybe too big, maybe not nice enough—are tossed everywhere.

Near this back office is a forklift left on its side next to a charging station, still plugged to it with a thick, black cable. A gunmetal green cash box has been smashed open on the floor of the office, useless paper money and receipts scattered around. With the toe of my boot, I nudge Benjamin Franklin’s face on a one hundred dollar bill.

The Elders must spend a good deal of time here. Maybe the Riders have left the place to them deliberately, along with other places like this across the east side of the city, stores and storage spaces still loaded with loot. Maybe it’s a kind of bone they’ve thrown to the Elders to keep them happy, keep them out of trouble. Make sure they’re quiet and obedient until they’re ready for the change.

My head clears a little and I start making my way around the desk but Emily backs toward the door immediately, keeping the distance between us. But her face softens a little as she’s doing this. Her eyes widen, her mouth falls open. She looks like she’s chewing on something, is on the verge of saying something but can’t force the words out.

I stop halfway to her, the palm of my left hand planted on the desk, supporting me. So tired. When will I be able to sleep? I wait but she says nothing.

I want to get outside. I want to reach the Orphanage while it’s still light out but feel so weak. I’ve let myself drift off to sleep for a while with my head on the desk but have no idea for how long. The light I see through the loading bay doors looks dimmer than it did but it could be because of rain, it could be that it’s nearly dusk—no way to tell from here.

This is such an odd place to keep me in, nothing like being locked away in the cellar of the Orphanage. Escape might be easy if I had the energy. It’s so quiet. I have no idea how far away the other Elders are.

The other Elders. Emily’s an Elder. You think of her as one of them now.

The Elders—so much like Riders already, even pre-change—crazed, childlike, always fighting. They forced me inside the warehouse with whacks and prods from sticks, twisted wire hangers, bars ripped from clothing racks. Up the stairs, along the loading ramp, in through an open door.

Taunting me the whole way.

Garbage. Look how dirty.

Worst one we’ve ever seen.

Doesn’t know how to keep herself clean. Doesn’t know how to dress herself.

Boys arrayed in sharp, straight jeans, pea-coats or leather jackets. Their hair cut short, neat.

Girls in tights and leggings and boots and soft multi-hued sweaters and even a few movie star-style fur coats. Hair not looking exactly like professionally styled hair did in the old days but hours must be spent working on it, helping each other cut and trim with fine barbering scissors. Dying and moussing and primping. And each face made up to glisten with powder and lipstick and rouge.

I kept looking for Emily but she was gone.

And the Elders kept pushing me deeper into the warehouse space. Some picked up discarded clothes from the floor and threw them at me.

Here you go, you putrid cow. If we didn’t hate you, you could have some of these. Clean yourself up.

She can’t clean herself up. That’s the way she is. She crawls out of a hole every morning.

Some laughed. Some spit at me. They tripped me up, watched me stumble, pushed me down.

Some started fighting with each other. Jabbing and shoving, tearing fabric apart and throwing things around.

And then I was put here, left at this desk, in this old chair with the stuffing ripped out of the armrests, springs coming lose in the seat.

I wait and I wait and Emily still says nothing, her face tight with suppressed emotion. I’m sure she wants to but doesn’t trust herself to speak.

I reach for the mug she gave me and take another long drink. I dip my fingers into the water and dab some on my cheeks, rub at the dirt that’s caked there.

“You look horrible,” Emily says at last.

I laugh, a snort more than a laugh, brittle and bitter.

“Why are you so hateful?”

I want to slap her—so angry that she won’t talk to me except to speak words as cruel as anything the others might say. Why can’t I reach her? The injustice of what she’s done—giving up on us, on DJ and Terry and Stace, for this—cheap clothes, ridiculous, useless makeup.

Maybe if Larkin hadn’t changed. Maybe if it was still summertime in Oxbow Ferry—

“Don’t you ever think of me? Of the kids? Is all this really worth it?” I sweep my hand at the cavernous warehouse draped and hung with unwanted clothes. I point at her face, at her smudged raccoon eyes.

Emily turns away sharply. I want to see her cry. I want to see her break down and admit that I’m right. There has to be a part of her that still cares.

But she won’t. Won’t cry. Won’t break down.

“You have to get out of here,” she says to me.

I look at her skeptically. “So now you’re helping me escape?” Then I look back at the open floor of the warehouse again. “This is too weird. Where is everybody?”

“I told them I was looking after you. But I’ll let you go. You have to hurry though.”

“Is this your own idea, or—”

“Oh, just come on.”

She slams back the door of the office—a door no one bothered locking—and starts to stroll briskly back to the loading dock, the outline of her body haloed by the daylight she’s heading toward.

I shuffle after, my leg throbbing again, the cold water I gulped down stinging my empty belly and reigniting hunger pains.

The bitterness of this thing just about kills me—that Emily isn’t responding, that I’ve accomplished nothing by crossing the river, that I’m barely capable of simply moving, of putting one foot in front of another. The promise of freedom—if that word means anything in this place—seems absurd. It’s another trap she’s leading me toward.

I shout out after her, “Was at least the water your own idea?”

She doesn’t turn around. When I’m outdoors again, blinking in the light, standing on the loading ramp, I see her waiting for me on the street below.

I clump down the stairs and stand beside her. She lets me stand close this time but doesn’t say anything.

I won’t touch her. Won’t interfere with her. I understand I can’t force her to change back to what she was.

And just being outside starts to revive me. Quickens my pulse, makes me think of what I can still accomplish. The daytime’s slipping away and I need to get back to the Orphanage. I’ve let my fatigue lull me into a stupor and for the first time in hours I now think of the name that just the night before was foremost on my mind. Aiden.

Is he alive? Is Stace still waiting at his side?

“Will you go with me?” I ask Emily.

She can’t look me in the face. She gives her head a quick shake, kicks at a hunk of tattered Styrofoam.

I open my mouth to say something else. There so many, many things I could say. Infuriated things. Beseeching things.

But I don’t. I start off down the street in what I think is the direction of the Orphanage without looking back.

Three

Small, phantom figures are clustered outside the Orphanage.

It’s too dark to see clearly. Dusk is scraping the light from the atmosphere. Shadows blur into vague inky blobs.

Dropping down behind a school bus that lies on its side close to the front steps of the school, I peek around the roof of its cab, try to let me eyes adjust, try to let what these small figures represent come into focus.

And then I realize that these are the children. Five or six of the kids who are forced to live here milling around outdoors, right in front of the building, nobody keeping watch over them.

They don’t act like they’re frightened of being caught. They don’t look like they’re doing something they shouldn’t be doing.

They aren’t trying to run, never moving past the rim of the school’s dense front lawn, their pacing back and forth flattening paths through long brown winter-grass.

A little starlight breaks through the clouds. I wanted to reach the Orphanage before dark, use the daylight left to me but I’m too late.

I started out counting the blocks it takes to get here. So many—twenty-five, maybe thirty? I gave up after a few wrong turns, a few blind alleys.

Keep heading south. Keep your mind on where the river is.

Block after block unspooled before me, blocks that lead through old neighborhoods. The usual sight of houses looted, stores pillaged, possessions and merchandise spilled over lawns and sidewalks and curbs.

Walking fast was impossible. My leg, my hunger, my head muddled with the need to sleep—I willed myself to walk fast but kept slowing down. Slowing.

Thoughts in my mind not turning over like they should, getting stuck in the same tired grooves—endlessly speculating about Emily. About the Riders. About what I might find when I reached this place.

I kept thinking, the Riders are playing a trick on me. They will allow me to get to the door of the Orphanage, touch the handle, before they swoop in and haul me away. Never letting me know if Aiden is still alive. Never letting me see Stace or CJ or Terry again.

Only the daylight would have kept them away. For a while.

And yet it’s my fault I wasted time in that warehouse. I can see now how easy it would have been to simply get up and leave. Was anyone actually guarding me? I only assumed they were. They even had to send Emily back to prod me into leaving when it was time.

It’s so obvious to me now. They wanted me here right when I got here, not sooner, not later. Emily, the Elders—it was all a performance, a play they put on to manipulate me. And it worked very well.

But there’s no choice. I have to go inside. I have to try to see Aiden, Stace. If the Riders leap out of the shadows, I’m physically incapable of running away.

But these kids out in front of the school, are they part of a trap?

The more I watch them, the more I wonder.

They’re so timid. This small taste of freedom means nothing to them. It’s like they think that if they take one step onto the sidewalk or the street beyond something horrible is going to happen. And maybe it will.

I move out from behind the bus. I have to get inside the building. Try to get inside. I don’t know how much longer I can keep moving, stay upright before I collapse.

And then I see Finch. We notice each other at the same time. He’s standing at the edge of the lawn, maybe waiting for something. Does he know what’s coming? Can he warn me? His eyes widen but he doesn’t say anything, doesn’t try to approach me.

He lets me get within a few feet of him. Some of the other kids have stopped their aimless pacing and are facing toward us, watching, listening.

How do I look to them? Like an eerie apparition. The reappearance of someone they never expected to see again, battered and bruised and bloody, ghost-pale.

“Finch, what’s happened to the school?”

He shrugs. “No one’s here. We were hungry, went down to the kitchen. Found some food. Then we went outside.”

“How long have you been out here?”

“I don’t know. All day.”

“You’ve been pacing around here all day?”

I can’t see if he nods or smiles or how he responds.

All day.

And they didn’t try to run away. I’m amazed at how spineless they are, like rabbits bred in tiny cages unable to adjust to being suddenly released. None of them dared to cross the street. But then it occurs to me, What’s out there for them to run to? What would they eat? Where would they sleep?

Finch is still in the dirty blue parka he always wears. I watch him wipe a long trail of snot down the length of his sleeve. I realize that he is just as filthy as I am. He lets me come close enough to try to give his shaggy hair a tousle with my uninjured left hand but he flinches, acts like I’m going to hit him.

“I’m sorry, Finch. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

“What happened to you?” he asks and the way he asks makes it sound like he’s really interested, really cares. Doesn’t like seeing me hurt. I laugh to myself thinking that he’s showing more concern for me than my long-time companion Emily was able to muster.

This time I shrug. “I had a terrible night last night.”

I have to stop talking to him. I have to head inside. I feel like I could sink to the ground, to the cold damp grass, and fall asleep instantly.

The big metal and glass doors at the head of the front steps are unlocked. Just inside I make out in the gloom other children milling through the hallways, children probably too nervous, too frightened by this weird, inexplicable turn of events to venture outside like Finch did.

My nerves start to jangle the closer I get to the administration area of the school, to where the principal and the school secretaries once sat years ago. I’m moving slowly now not because I’m tired but because I’m suddenly very afraid of what I’ll find.

And then I’m right outside that back office where I left Aiden in his coma-like sleep.

I close my eyes and take a step inside. The room is heavy with bodily smells—trapped breath, sweat and dirty skin and something sickly-sweet like physical decay. And a smell of wax, of guttering candles.

I force my eyes open and there’s Aiden lying on the bed, exactly as he was before I left the night before. His face is pasty, troubled, bathed in a sheen of cold perspiration and he reminds me so much of—Larkin, the last time I saw him.

And I can’t tell if Aiden is dead or alive. It’s like the first time I saw him. I approach the bed, lower my right ear to his mouth and listen. I hear a shallow, faint intake of air. It gives me the courage to put my hand on his chest. I feel it rise and fall.

And Stace. Where is Stace?

I’m so focused on Aiden I don’t notice her, sleeping curled in a ball at the foot of the bed, like a large, furless cat, two pillows beneath her, one for her head and one for her back, huddling under a food-stained, moth-eaten blanket.

I don’t want to wake her but then DJ and Terry come clattering into the room. The news of my return must have spread through the school wildfire quick. They’re vibrating with excitement, faces flushed and they repeat Finch’s question in unison, “What happened to you?” They look me up and down, scared to touch me.

Stace pokes her head up, heavy with sleep, clearly exhausted. The sight of me snaps her to attention and she shoves herself to her feet. She hesitantly takes my right hand, turns my palm to her and stares at the wound.

“I’m all right,” I say. “Just tired.”

She starts talking a mile a minute. “But you look awful. I’m sorry but I mean you look like someone really beat you up. Rolled you in the mud. What happened? I was so worried you wouldn’t come back. I wanted to go out after you. It was hard to stay here. I was so scared something would happen, that one of them would find us.”

I put my arm around her. “How is he?” I finally ask.

“He just sleeps,” she says softly. “Sleeps.” She looks away, her face reddening, her eyes welling up. “I want to but I can’t help him. I was so afraid that he would—”

“I know you were,” I say, interrupting her, pulling her close. “So was I.”

Four

From that back office on the Orphanage’s first floor, I hear the motorcycle.

A single motorcycle stuttering to a stop at the rear of the school.

It grows quiet for a few seconds but then it seems the bike’s rider wants to draw maximum attention to his or her arrival—jamming the throttle down, peeling out, circling the play area a few times, then choking off the engine with a spluttering cough.

I’m sure that it’s Moira. On the verge of a grand entrance.

But Moira here, alone? I listen for the sound of other bikes accompanying her, catching up to her, a tribe of Riders pulling into the school grounds but I hear nothing else. Silence outside the room again—save for the creaks and moans of the old building. The howl of a wild dog in the distance.

I’ve remained fixed at Aiden’s side. Hours ago I sent Stace and the younger children away. I’m sure Stace is sound asleep by now. Curled up near the two boys in her squeaky little cot in their corner of the dormitory on the second floor.

I envy her so much. Merely imagining her as she sleeps makes my head ache worse—the tension erased from her face, maybe dreaming of some happy time with her flesh and blood family in the little town where she went to school so many years ago. Or dreaming of us, her adoptive family—Larkin, me, all of us in Oxbow that happy summer—what I would dream of if I could choose. My head feels bowling ball heavy, my neck like a twig bobbing up and down in a losing battle to keep my forehead from slumping to the edge of the bed.

I wonder why I haven’t fallen asleep.

Then I look at Aiden’s pale face and know it must be because of him.

It’s the pressure, unbearable pressure keeping me alert—listening to those shallow breaths, the endless repetition, the slow intake of air, that slight rasp as he exhales. Waiting to see if he draws another breath or if the one just taken is his last.

Pressure that screams at me to do something to help.

And there’s nothing I can do.

A part of me, one tiny, shameful segment of my being, a fragment of my psyche I’m horrified to admit even exists, wants those breaths to stop. I need to sleep, have to, desperately, but I can’t stop watching over him, listening. I need to scoop up the remains of my family and get away, get far away from this place.

But I can’t. Eyes drift shut and I start sinking into merciful unconsciousness but then hear that rasp or the small whistling gasp as he takes in air and my eyes snap open. I’m forced to hover, to listen, watching to see if he’s still alive.

It’s too much. Far too much. I want to plead with him—

Just get it over with, die already and let me be. Let me be unburdened by you so I can try to escape, try to fight back, try to do anything else but this.

But I’m locked into the rhythm of his breathing. Caught by every rise and fall of his chest. Unable to pull away from that wounded, fragile face.

My mind is working so slowly, it takes me a little time before I remember—

The motorcycle, another Rider, here at the school.

Must push myself to my feet. Stand straight, think clearly. Force fully-formed, practical thoughts into my head, come up with an idea, a single idea about what to do.

Should I remain where I am? Should I try to keep Aiden concealed by meeting the intruder outside, in the hallway, in the outer offices?

But I have no real weapon. Not like the rifle that protected me for so long. I fumble below the bottom end of the mattress for a knife I brought back from the kitchen the day before and hid there. A knife with a long, serrated blade, not especially sharp except at its tip. A tip that can puncture flesh, might buy a few moments of hesitation from whichever of the Riders is here.

Meeting that intruder outside the door seems a better option than staying where I am but I can’t pull myself away from Aiden. I feel like if I leave him for a second, that might be his last moment on earth and I will miss it. Somehow I have to stay with him until the end.

I duck behind the door, hidden by the shadows but with enough room to raise the knife and strike. I wait for footsteps, for some sign of the approach of whatever is out there—but I hear nothing.

I don’t know that he’s there until I feel him standing right beside me.

Needle. In the flickering candle-glow I can tell that Needle is only inches from me.

There’s a presence at first, a sense of him, that slight coppery smell, those dangling thin fingers, naked and pale in the dim light. My skin tingles as if there’s a current spreading from him to me. I recall biting into Moira’s flesh, how the shock of it exploded my senses. Being this close to Needle reminds me of it, clouds my mind, makes it hard to think.

He starts to speak, voice soft and low as if trying not to wake the sleeping patient but there’s a hollowness to it, a distance in it, as if he’s whispering in a cavern deep underground. “I see what you have in your hand. You can stab me if you want. I don’t think it will do you any good.”

He raises a hand, waves it theatrically across the room, those long, tapered fingers wiggling. The candles I’ve set out flutter high like a breeze has blown in, then wink away into black. In the few seconds of light left me I see Needle cross the room to Aiden’s side. It looks like he’s floating.

“I saw you coming, of course,” he continues in the dark, his voice still soft but off-center somehow, like it’s coming from a short distance away, as if from a radio turned low in the next room. “To my special medicine room. But Aisa beat me to it. Then Moira. And I’m not going to get in the middle of their squabbles.”

He seems less threatening than either Aisa or Moira, as unthreatening as a Rider can be. Almost like a doctor making a house call. And he’s not full of bluster, lording his strange, otherworldly presence over me, making no move to assault or intimidate me. I let the knife drop to my side, the fingers of my right hand, the hand with the torn palm, still wrapped tight around the hilt of it.

I find my voice. I have the feeling that I can ask him questions and he will actually answer them. “How did you know? Did William or Tetch tell you beforehand we were going…?”

“We knew. Leave it at that. But I’m glad you’re trying to save him. He’s our hunter, you know. He’s as good a shot as you are. The only one we allow to carry a gun.”

“Then why did they…?”

“I don’t think they intended to hurt him so badly. They just got…carried away.”

In the dark, the smell of him intensifies, becomes my overriding sense of him—a mix of singed electric wiring underlain with something cloying, sweetly rotten. It’s strong but not enough to make me gag, off-putting but not enough to drive me from the room.

He stops speaking and it grows very quiet. I start to wonder what he’s doing. Is he doing something to Aiden, trying to ascertain how bad off he is? How savable he is? I’m convinced he’s not going to hurt him. It’s what he just said—But I’m glad you’re trying to save him.

But standing in this room with Needle in the dark, it gets to me. My skin starts to itch, I feel colder than I did before. I’m wearing a sweater I stole from Tetch’s stockpile and I hug the thick wool of it tighter to me.

There’s only the faintest light coming from the rooms beyond this one and I can’t see the bed or anything else that’s inside. Can he see? Is he working by touch, with those long sensitive fingers? What is he doing with Aiden? Is he treating him with something, some sort of medicine?

But he might not be beside Aiden—he might be right beside me. He could be anywhere—reaching toward me ever so softly with those freakish fingers. The smell of him is stronger, his presence is stronger. I’m breathing faster, a hollow feeling at the pit of my stomach. I feel ready to run from the room.

I force myself to say something, my voice small, shaky. “Are you giving him medicine? Can you help him?”

“I didn’t bring any medicine with me,” he says.

“But why? I thought that’s—”

He raises his voice. His voice sounds both close to my ear and far from me. “I have medicine. Plenty of medicine stashed all around this city. But whether I give him any is entirely up to you.”

“Me?”

Unconsciously, I’ve raised the knife again, still gripping its hilt tight, the part of my hand that was torn by glass numb from the pressure with a numbness that’s spreading to my fingers. It’s unbearable to be in this inky room with him any longer. How close is he to me? It’s like I can feel his skin brushing against mine. But that can’t be—he couldn’t bear to touch me, could he?

He knows perfectly well how I feel because he says, “You can’t stand being in this room with me any longer. Being with me in the dark is killing you.” He laughs, a small, bitter laugh. “Maybe I wanted to show you how much distance there is between your kind…and mine.” Then he snaps his fingers and I flinch like it’s a gunshot.

And there’s light. He’s lit a match.

And he is right beside me.

The sunglasses are off. There’s the murky ash-white of his skin, papery dry, the black, boot polish stiffness of long, stringy hair.

And his eyes.

The pale horror of Needle’s eyes. Not eyes. Cloudy, pearly-plum pools of some glinting substance quivering hypnotically by the light of the match’s flare. His eyes are like exposed organs that should be buried deep in his body but have somehow been pushed out through the surface of his skin. They fascinate me. I can feel them sucking me in, refusing to let me go.

But I shake my head and look down past the hand that holds the knife to see that his fingers are at the sleeve of my sweater. They remind me of worms crawling through wet grass or something slimy oozing from the sea, thin nails filed to points, white and seeking, touching, exploring.

I jerk away and he lets the match fall, flickering out into black.

Unable to control the urge to do it any longer, I slash with the knife in his direction, hoping to feel it slide deep into that papery skin beyond the black coat he wears, to push it into his body as far as I can, perhaps pierce his heart or a lung, grind the blade against the bones of his spine.

I’ve never had urges so murderous before, so filled with hate and fear.

But he’s read my mind again and simply isn’t where I thought he was. The hand with the knife flies through empty space until the edge of my wrist smacks against the stem of an old coat rack in the corner.

The shock of the impact, the pain, rouses me from how completely I’m locked into this confrontation with Needle. I drop the knife and sprint from the room.

I run from the offices, the administrative area of the school, out into the long first floor corridor, up to the bank of windows.

Staring out through the cracked and broken panes of glass, I try to steady myself, force myself to breathe. Not Aisa, not Moira, but the one Rider who might help me—it’s him that I’ve tried to kill, that I’ve taken a weapon to.

And I’ve left Aiden. I’ve left Aiden alone with him.

There’s a haze of clouds and starlight filling the horizon. The sight of the night sky is cleansing somehow, even with the scant amount of light that it allows. Just the openness, the sense of potential freedom I feel—

But Needle. He could be right behind me.

I spin around and he is there, the murky shape of him silhouetted in the doorway that leads to the waiting room and the desks where school secretaries sat. Tall, thin, spectral.

“Don’t worry,” he says. “I’ll stay where I am. It was just an experiment—to see how close I could get to you.”

“Close to me?” I murmur.

I can see him smile just a little, the corners of his mouth twitching.

“I’ve thought a lot about this.” He takes a deep breath. “God, I feel like I’m back in school, passing notes or something. You know, the kind a kid draws two boxes on so the girl they’re interested in can check one for like and one for don’t like.”

The weird hollowness of his voice, thin and sepulchral, like it’s filtering up from a cavernous chamber right under my feet, makes what he’s saying sound even stranger, like he’s a dead boy who’s been resurrected and is working up the courage to ask me out. My mind screams, What does he want from me? He’s already proven that we can’t be in the same room together.

“You see how I am,” he says. “I’m a loner. I’ve always been like this. When Gideon was up and about, I was under his thumb. But now that you’ve shaken everything up, a whole legion of possibilities has opened for me. Moira and Aisa will destroy each other and I can do what I want. And I want you with me. When you change.”

He lets the words sink in. “Anything to say to me?” he finally says. “Any hint of excitement at the prospect?” And there’s another scratchy, tight, bitter little laugh.

He holds up a hand, his fingers waving in my direction like undulating jellyfish tendrils. “Don’t say anything. Don’t decide. Think about it. But know this—while you’re still….like you are now, I will do everything to protect you that I can. But as long as the others are running wild, there’s only so much I can do.”

“But why? Why me?”

“You’re more valuable than any of them. More powerful. More alive.” There’s almost a pleading tone to his voice as he tries to convince me. “You think. You reason.”

He pauses, wants his words to impress me. Then he slaps the palm of his hand on the door jamb. He lets his hand drop to his side and shakes his head sadly. He coughs and says in a deeper, darker tone of voice something that I can tell is much more a demand than a proposition. “I don’t want to wait for you to decide. There is no time. If you help me, I will help him.” He waves back to the suite of rooms behind him. “If not, he dies. And those others you love die, too. There are plenty of nasty things that can happen around here.”

The shock of his interest in me has been hard to absorb. Needle wants me. I could spend eternity with Needle if I play my cards right.

I would rather be dead. Officially, throw me in the ground and let my bones rot away dead than spend another minute with this loathsome creature but I hear myself saying, “All right. I will be with you. After I change.”

The hint of a smile twitches at the corners of his mouth again. His face is struck by starlight, softened and sallow. The light glints from the dark glasses he’s put back on.

“Well, let’s go then,” he says.

“Go where?”

“To where the drugs are, my dear. Cephalexin and amoxicillin pills I can give you. And antibiotic lotion and morphine maybe. Bandages, aspirin—a grab bag of what I have. But you’ll have to ride with me. Don’t worry, it’s not far.”

Ride with him. It takes a moment to sink in. The thought repulses and terrifies me.

Needle moves with astonishing swiftness out into the hall, straight toward me for a moment. I recoil, pressing back against the tattered windows, jagged glass pricking my shoulder blades but he shifts direction, seems to glide without deliberate movement to the end of the corridor. He slams back the door to the stairwell, stops at the threshold and looks back at me.

“Well? Are you coming?” His voice isn’t loud but it carries. Oozes into my ears like drops of ointment.

I want the medicine. I want the medicine so bad. But I don’t know if I can go with him. Physically ride with him. And where will he take me? Will he bring me back?

“But what about—” I point to the doorway where he was just standing that leads to the back offices. “I can’t just leave him.”

“Oh—” He stamps a food impatiently on the hard tile. The first sound I’ve heard his feet make. “Whether you’re here or not really has no effect on his survival at this point. And you must know you’re wasting time. Every second counts.”

Then he holds up a finger—thin, long, as pale as an uncolored candle—holds it up like someone does when checking to see which way the breeze is blowing. “Can’t you hear them?” he says.

I push myself away from the windows, spin back to face them, stare outside. Listen hard. I see nothing, hear nothing but wind snapping at torn trash bags used to cover broken panes.

“What is it?” I’m whispering.

“They’re coming. You have only a few seconds left.”

I have to do this. Go with him no matter what it costs, how dangerous it is. If I don’t, Aiden will die. I’m convinced of it.

I call to Needle. “I need—” but he’s already disappeared down the stairwell, the door banging shut behind him.

Sprint across the hall, Gill, hurry—back to the room where Aiden lies.

It’s darker the farther back I go but I’m so familiar with this space I can walk through it blind. I can’t leave without my coat. It’s too cold for that.

Use one of those precious seconds to stop and listen—

But the thumping of my heart and the quick, panicky breaths I take smother the sounds of Aiden’s own lungs drawing in air—but you can’t wait any longer to make sure he’s still alive—so I fumble for the parka hanging on the back of my chair, that same bloody, dirty parka I wore all the previous night and day and dash out again.

Why didn’t you try to find gloves, a stocking cap—but it’s too late. The temperature has been dropping. The sky has darkened, clouds drawing in.

I’m running down the hallway, stuffing my arms into the parka’s sleeves, almost reach the stairwell door when a motorcycle cracks into life. I jump back, it’s so loud, so sudden. But it’s one engine, one bike. I pray it’s still only Needle waiting for me outside.

Five

I’m hidden under floorboards.

Wedged into a narrow cranny barely wide enough to hold my body. Shoulders squeezed by thick timber joists to either side of me.

There’s a sharp tang of ancient, compacted soil. The drip of a pipe just beyond the top of my head keeps the soil moist.

I’ve let Needle lower me down into this space. Let him replace the floorboards above my head.

I’ve let him do this to me despite every instinct in my being howling at me not to.

I’ve let him because he gave me the medicine. Because we heard motorcycles tearing up and down the streets of this neighborhood, coming closer and closer.

There was the rumble of them approaching the Orphanage when I ran out into the play area in back, ran to Needle’s motorcycle and hoisted myself onto the seat in back of him. Like I had once climbed on behind my father.

Don’t think. Don’t think about how awful it is to be this close to him. Act without thought.

Even now I cringe remembering how I forced my arms to loop around the middle of his emaciated body, clutching it tight enough to hold myself in place, keep myself from tumbling off the bike.

Lean back as far as you can from his hunched shoulders. Look away. Try keeping track of the streets you pass through so you can make your way back.

Maybe it was the speed of the bike. Maybe the chill wind whipping my hair, scouring my face but the smell of him, the feel of him as we rode was submerged enough for me to stand it. Only the ends of his stiff, stringy hair batting at my cheeks kept me from pretending it wasn’t Needle I was perched behind.

He wove through the streets of the neighborhood, past a blur of houses and small shops with expert skill, as if he had every pile of debris, every abandoned vehicle memorized. Seldom slowing, never hesitating. I finally bowed my head, unable to look, staring at the heels of his black boots hovering over the dark pavement.

The ride ended with a sudden squeal. And I slid straight into him.

A moment of impact with that gaunt, rigid body—a framework of bones lightly fleshed.

We reeled back from each other. I sprang from the bike like a cat from a tub of water, unaware I had done so until I felt both feet hit the ground.

Needle had gone even farther. I looked around and saw him standing halfway up the steps to an old, rambling house. He faced toward it, not looking at the bike or me. I wondered if he was trying to compose himself, if he felt the same shock, the same brain-fogging stupefaction from that moment of contact that I did.

Still not glancing back at me, he crossed a wide wooden porch and went into the house. I took a deep breath, forced myself to follow. A two-story house, maybe a hundred years old or more, on the corner of a quiet neighborhood street. The dim interior was pungent with dried herbs and tea leaves. I tripped over half-filled canisters and glass jars fallen from crowded shelves. There was a lush carpet of crumbled tea leaves strewn across the creaky floor.

And bones. The heel of my boot crunching on animal bones.

Not to a pharmacy or a hospital—this is where he brought me.

A tea shop. An herbarium.

A little light seeping through shattered windowpanes allowed me to watch him take a screwdriver from his pocket and pry up a floorboard. From under it he drew forth a white paper bag with the medicine inside. He took out a flashlight from a pocket of his long black coat, clicked it on and let me inspect the bag. Long, pharmaceutical names to try to decipher. If I ever knew what they meant, I had forgotten.

I’ve got stashes like this all over town. Hidey-holes. Pull up the floorboards, move aside a ceiling panel, who knows what you’ll find.

His voice—flat, impassive. Sepulchral in the gloom.

I’ve watched you, you know. Ministering to that boy, washing him.

This surprised me.

How could you have seen—?

You think you’re hidden but you’re not. We—I see everything. There are spies all over, little birdies who tell us things. But I wanted to tell you that I was impressed by the intimacy of it. How you cared for him. That’s why—You—

He fell silent. Voice still flat but haunted by an underlying emotion impossible for him to express.

After a long pause he said, words coming slowly as if he was letting slip a secret despite his best intentions, I’d forgotten about the power of touch. Touch. I think all you really need to heal that boy are your hands.

He left behind the flashlight, pen-sized, one miraculously still working after all these years although its beam is just a tiny pinprick of white light.

I know what being locked in a tiny space in the dark can do to a person, he said. He tapped his head.

The flashlight’s pinprick beam lets me study the underside of the boards only inches above the tip of my nose—water stained, muck encrusted. Warped, splintered.

The back of my head rests on a tarp Needle spread out for me. But I feel like my hair is clotted with clammy-cold soil, with worm casings and insect shells even so. Tucked on my right side is the paper bag with the medicine.

And he told me to wait. That I couldn’t go back to the Orphanage until daylight.

How will I know when it’s light out? How will I know how much time’s passed?

This. He handed me a silver wristwatch with a cracked face. An old-fashioned wind-up watch. Assume it’s midnight. Wait six hours and you’ll be safe.

Six hours.

Can’t I hide somewhere else? Upstairs? They won’t know I’m here. No one followed us, did they?

He sighed. I knew he was trying to be patient. More patient than the other Riders have ever been with me.

They know. They can find you.

Then why bother hiding?

He didn’t answer but pulled up more floorboards, finished laying out the tarp and motioned me to lie down.

And I had to decide—could I trust him? I thought to myself, You’ve given me the medicine. And I’m sure you’re right—I can’t go back to the Orphanage while it’s still dark out. I can hear the motorcycles out there in the distance.

But this. Under the floor.

I imagine Needle enjoyed it. I’m sure he could have found some other place to hide me but he wanted me here. In a space like the interior of a coffin. Maybe it’s punishment for my being so plainly repulsed by him. But he had everything carefully planned out before his visit to the Orphanage.

And I laid down. With the watch and the flashlight. Let him replace the boards above me and tap them into place.

And now I lie here waiting. Waiting.

I tell myself not to, argue with myself, urge myself to wait but end up switching the flashlight on again.

Its beam keeps growing dimmer. And it’s a struggle moving the flashlight from hip-level where it’s clutched in my right hand across the surface of my body and close enough to my face so I can use it to see. With my left hand I bring up the wristwatch and look at the time. 2:45. The second hand twitches. The ticking of the watch is the loudest sound I can hear.

The last time I looked it was 2:27.

I can’t take this—it is messing with my head. The medicine is mine now. Nothing can stop me from pushing up the floorboards and escaping.

But what if I can’t push up the floorboards?

What if, while tapping them into place, Needle somehow wedged them in securely so that the strength of my arms, of my knees, won’t be enough to raise them.

I lift my knees so that they’re touching the wood above me and press the palms of my hands against the boards right above my face. I start to push—

But then I hear the motorcycles. Quite clearly. Not far away.

More than one—how many I can’t tell. Even from under the floor the sound carries. And I can feel vibrations. A rattling, a throbbing in my ear.

Close—very close.

This time they’re making their presence known. Or they don’t care enough to stay silent. The engines die and I can hear boots on the sidewalk outside. Voices but no distinct words.

I’m not sure how close they are until the door of the old tea shop screeches open. Floorboards creak. A canister of tea is kicked against the wall with a hollow bang.

“Do you think this is the place?” I hear a male voice say. It’s not a whisper but it’s soft, not wanting to announce itself too intently.

“This looks like a Needle kind of place.”

More steps. The weight of a footstep presses down the board above my face. “Where do you think he’d hide her, Doon?”

“Obviously, in a place like this.”

It’s Moira’s crew.

Are they taunting me? Do they know exactly where I am and are pretending that they don’t?

But I hear one of them make his way up a flight of stairs and the other, the one standing right above me, moves off to the side, begins rooting around on the ground floor. A jar smashes to the floor. There is swearing. Doors are slammed.

Then I hear nothing. Nothing at all.

The waiting is killing me. For a second time my knees are pressing against the underside of the floor, my hands ready to shove up against it with all my might.

But the voices, the steps of the intruders are back on the street. I didn’t hear them leave but they must have. I didn’t hear their footsteps rattling the house but now they are undeniably outside.

Steps on the sidewalk. An engine thrumming to life.

And then the roar of their motorcycles fades away.

I lower my knees, move my hands back to my sides and prepare to wait. Take Needle’s advice. Remain where you are and wait out another night.

Six

5:14 and the flashlight gives out, its tiny battery irrevocably dead.

Can’t—wait—any—longer. Time has to pass faster or I’ll go insane.

It feels like the lining of my lungs has molded over from the stale air I’m breathing. How much longer before I suffocate? And I’m so tense it’s like rigor mortis is twisting each muscle of my body tight like a screw.

I thrust the little pen-shaped light aside and lash out at the floorboard above me, punch it with my fist. Just once, not hard—there’s not enough space in this cramped cavity under the floor for me to punch at anything with real force but—

—it gives a little.

I rap on the board and it gives a little more.

I draw in a long, slow breath that makes me cough but a part of me relaxes for the first time since Needle appeared at the Orphanage hours ago. You’re not trapped—be thankful for that. Needle wasn’t playing an awful trick on me. Did not bury me alive.

Is it anywhere near to being light outside? What time does daylight break in the winter? Six, seven o’clock?

Why have I lain here for so long, endured so many hard, cold hours?

I’m a fool for not testing the boards earlier. Just knowing I could escape this little hidey-hole as Needle called it would have calmed my mind. Would have eased the tension.

But the Riders—they could be anywhere. The way they move is inexplicable, sometimes loud, sometimes silent. For all I know they could be above me right now, waiting for me to rise from this grave like a ghoul, grubby, soiled and chilled to the bone.

Unless it’s light outside.

I make my decision. Press up on the boards with both knees and the palms of my hands. No more listening. No more waiting. Better to be caught above ground—able to move, able to breathe freely in the moments before they catch me—than lie like something extinct below.

The boards give way easily, clatter aside and I’m free. I keep still and concentrate. All is quiet. Incredibly quiet. The same inky gloom above me. I try to boost myself up using the joists at either side but it takes a couple of tries to get the cramped muscles of my arms to respond.

But I manage to sit up, can finally look around. Immediately I notice a faint glow tinging the open air just beyond the window frames. Not quite daylight maybe but close.

My heart starts beating faster and I reach down for the medicine, clutch the paper bag tight and drag myself from the hole. But my head starts to spin as soon as I try to stand so I let myself slide back to the floor, onto the soft layer of tea leaves spread everywhere. Pull my legs in close to huddle. It’s very cold, my breath pushing out little clouds of steam.

Under the floor for hours.

I can’t quite believe I lasted that long down there. Did it do any good? Was I as vulnerable under the boards as I am sitting here?

My mind slows. The weariness, the lack of sleep I’ve endured for two long nights now rushes over me.

Stay here and wait, Gill. Wait until you’re absolutely sure it’s light outside. Wait until your head clears. Maybe sleep a little.

I’m alone. For the moment. And merely being free of that crack in the floor makes having to bide my time for another hour or two seem not so awful.

But what’s that in your hand, Gill? What’s in that paper bag? There isn’t time to lay back down and close your eyes. If that boy dies and you haven’t had a chance to use the medicine you’ve suffered, struggled for…

That would be the cruelest joke. To make it back to Aiden with this bag of pills and ointments and find him dead.

I push myself to my knees, then back on my feet, wobbling, unsteady. I force myself to ignore my weakness. Tell myself—

You will stay on your feet. You will start heading back to the Orphanage.

Needle couldn’t have taken me far. We never crossed a bridge so I know I’m still on the east side of the river. I wish I had paid more attention to our route—how many blocks, how many miles—but he rode so fast, seemed to come so close to crashing.

I’m propping myself up on the tea shop’s counter. My head starts to clear the longer I’m on my feet. I roll my shoulders, stretch my neck, swing my arms, stomp my boots. I feel like I’m wearing a coat of soot and spider webbing and other things—in my hair, on my skin—I don’t even want to think about.

When I feel steady enough to take a few steps, I move to one of the windows and gasp. There’s a pearly luster in the air outside, a blue-white reflection of moonlight on snow. That faint glow I had seen. A layer of snow blankets everything, flakes still drifting softly, slowly, maybe several inches on the ground. It’s perfectly still, windless.

Not yet daylight but the snow looks like a blessing. No motorcycles in the snow. Maybe that sheen of moonlight will be too much for the Riders and their sensitive eyes.

It’s easier to stand on my own two feet now, my muscles unbending, relaxing. I feel like I have the energy to start walking, to leave.

I cross to the front door of the old house, pull it open, take a step outside and stumble on something lying just past the threshold. Even with only the snow’s reflected light, it’s easy to see what it is.

A rifle.

I pick it up. It’s so familiar, the way it fits in my hands, the way I hold it like it’s second nature. I step to the far edge of the porch where I can see better.

My rifle. I’m sure it’s mine.

I look back over my shoulder and there’s another object by the door, dusted with snow. A box of cartridges. I pick it up—twenty rounds in the box.

I set the rifle down along with the cartridges. It’s not right. This is such an obvious trap. I head down the porch steps, reach the upper part of the walkway leading to the sidewalk and stop there.

I take a long look at the world around me, utterly transformed by snow. I try to remember the last time I saw snow, this much snow. There were dustings and freezing rain but I haven’t seen anything like this, so peaceful, so pure, for years. It’s quiet enough to hear a pin drop, just the slightest breeze stirring small branches. The snow makes the entire world look cleansed, renewed.

I almost leave the rifle, leave it on the porch behind me. Almost start walking down the untouched sidewalk without it.

There are no footprints.

Every surface is clean, unmarked.

So who left it, when and why? There must be a master plan, some hell laid out for me worse than anything I’ve been through yet. Some horror unpredictable, unforeseeable that the Riders have waiting for me.

But the rifle—it’s something. Protection. How I’ve longed for it—how many times I’ve reached for it—since they took it away.

And I’m sure I know how to use it better than anyone here except for maybe Aiden. Aiden, the one Needle called their hunter.

Maybe they want a showdown, a final reckoning. Maybe Moira wants me to kill Aisa or Aisa wants me to kill Moira. Or Needle wants me to kill them both.

Kill.

I’ve never had a real impulse to kill but there’s a part of me that would like to kill them all. All the Black Riders, every single one.

I turn back to the porch, pick up the box of cartridges and empty them into my pockets. I hoist the rifle over my shoulder and head out into the slowly drifting snow.

Seven

CJ and Terry meet me on the steps of the Orphanage.

“Come inside. You’ve got to come see,” CJ yells.

My stomach lurches. Bad news, I’m sure—what I’ve dreaded. The worst news.

What’s happened in that back room? What’s happened to Stace?

I hold back and CJ looks surprised. He’s wearing a down jacket over a dirty sweater over who knows how many layers of shirts he’s found. It’s been so long since I’ve cut the brothers’ hair and CJ’s is like a big, puffy feather duster, dull brown and full of dust, his face, his hands caked with dirt. His brother is nearly identical.

I need time to think for a minute. Prepare myself.

I have to find out what’s happened—but I don’t want to find out what’s happened.

It hasn’t taken me long to get back this time. My leg hurts less and it was easier finding my way. I’m beginning to remember that Raintree is laid out like a grid, square blocks of equal size, streets heading north to south or east to west. When daylight came there were even some buildings I recognized, names of streets I remembered.

Through the school’s front windows I can see the other kids, including Finch, pacing back and forth, gaping at me and the snow. The snow has stopped falling but has left behind a blanket three or four inches deep. I look around and realize there aren’t any footprints outside the school. Not one of the kids has been playing, throwing snowballs, building snowmen.

The snow’s too much for them, too freakish, too scary—they won’t go outside.

Only CJ and Terry will take just a few steps beyond the school doors.

CJ grabs my hand and Terry pushes at my back. We’re on the top steps. I was close enough to grab the handle of the big metal doors when both boys ran outside. They must have been watching, waiting with the others.

They don’t seem to notice that I have the rifle back.

“You’ve got to see what’s happened. We’ve been waiting for you,” CJ says.

It’s not something else. It’s what I think it is because they’re taking me down the hall to where the administrative offices are.

“Is he—?”

“Stace is there,” Terry says. “You’ve got to see.”

They don’t sound upset. Just excited.

I hurry along with them—no point in holding back. I’ve caught the other kids’ attention—they’re staring at me instead of the snow now. And the other kids do seem surprised to see me carrying a rifle. One reaches out to touch it as I pass and whispers, “Like Aiden has.”

Stace greets me at the door of the back office where we’ve spent so many hours. Over her shoulder I see lit candles, their slight flames casting long, wavering shadows.

Her face is pale and waxy, her hair very red in contrast even in the dim light, no longer in pigtails but poofed out, kinky and snarled. Her skin is smudged, her teeth gray but she’s smiling.

I’m afraid to look past her. I dig deep into the pocket of my parka that holds the small paper bag Needle gave me and pull it out. “I did it,” I say in a small voice. “I got the medicine.”

She looks at the bag, confused and my mind starts racing. But it was for nothing—it’s too late—you should have told Stace you were going with Needle so she could have come down to stay by his side—

But Stace smiles again and whispers to me, “Look, Gillian, look.” She steps aside.

At first nothing seems to have changed. But then I notice—Aiden is curled on his right side, knees drawn up, hands tucked between his knees, obviously sleeping but his breathing—

It’s easy, relaxed. Normal. He’s sleeping like I or Stace would sleep if we were curled up in our cots.

I kneel by his side and stare into his face, only inches away from him.

Stace crosses to the other side of the bed, reaches a hand down to his shoulder, shakes him gently.

My hand snaps out across the space between us, snatches her wrist. “Don’t—”

“It’s okay. He wanted me to wake him when you got back.”

Aiden’s eyes flutter open, take a few moments to focus. He looks up at me, bright green eyes blinking me into view.

“So you’re Gillian.” His voice is not much more than a sigh, faint and weary.

“You’re alive,” I say stupidly.

He smiles. “I think I am. I hope so. Around here it’s hard to tell sometimes.”

“I am Gillian,” I say. And suddenly I’m embarrassed, embarrassed by the way I look, how filthy I am. I nervously push the rifle off my shoulder and let it clatter to the floor.

“And you’re armed.” He laughs a little and starts coughing, tight, painful little coughs.

I lay a hand on his arm. “Don’t. You’ve got to rest. I’ll stay here with you.” I nod at Stace. “We’ll stay here with you.” Then I realize that when I grabbed Stace’s wrist, I dropped the paper bag at Aiden’s side. I pick it up to show it to him. “I wasn’t here because I had to get…”

He squints at the bag, as confused as Stace was by it.

I dump out the contents and laugh a little. “It’s like a joke now. I went through so much to get this and now you’re…” I can only shrug. “Maybe it will still do some good. That wound on your side—”

“Couldn’t hurt,” he says and laughs a little but starts coughing again.

I brush away the long bangs of his hair, my fingers so much dirtier than his pale skin.

“Go back to sleep, Aiden,” I tell him. “Don’t try to talk. We’ll be here when you wake up. We’ll make sure you’re all right.”

He smiles and closes his eyes, scrunches up under the covers and is soon breathing low and evenly again.


Part Eight


Hunting the Riders

One

Needle comes to me in a dream.

It’s the fingers I see first.

I’m lying under the floorboards and somehow I can see. It’s like there’s a candle burning at either side of my head. And I see one of the boards being pried loose.

Those fingers, long and tapered, sharp little nails like purple crescents, loop around the edges of the board not like the fingers of a normal human with knuckles and flesh but like colorless undersea worms coiling around a hunk of coral.

Don’t. I’m dead. I don’t want to be free.

I scream but my mouth makes no sound.

One board is tossed aside, then a second.

And he’s above me, staring straight down at where I lie in the dirt.

Yes, you’re dead, Needle whispers, his voice flat, distant and full of static, like it’s being transmitted from a radio station halfway around the world. But death is just the beginning.

He reaches down a hand—fingers draping, weaving like spider legs above me—wants me to take hold of it. It’s all right, he says. I can touch you now.

My hand rises up to meet his. I don’t want it to but I have no control over what my hand is doing.

And I clasp those fingers—oily, slick, hard to hold onto. My skin starts melting, melding into his. Right before my eyes I see that our hands aren’t just clasped but are now molded together like two wax candles dissolved into one.

I’m dead. Let me lie here. I’m dead. Let me lie here, quiet and still.

The same words scream over and over from my mind.

He has that odd little smile, the edges of his mouth at either end of the long, thin mulberry lips twitching up ever so slightly.

Yes, you’re dead, he says. And now you’re mine.

He plucks me out of the pit I lie in with one swoop of his arm and pulls me to him. I thought I was trapped in a grave before he lifted me out but it’s like being buried in the deepest, darkest tomb to be embraced by him. He clutches me tight and everything goes black.

Two

I awake with a jolt.

For a moment I’m not sure where I am. The room is dark, unrevealing. The smell of melted wax hovers in the air.

A keen-edged purple-pink fingernail is tracing its way down the length of my forearm—I swat at my arm like it’s on fire. Beat at my long tangled hair like it’s full of tiny, crawling insects. Needle is all around me, touching me, fingering my hair—

Then I hear breathing. Steady, relaxed, peaceful breathing.

I’m at Aiden’s side, keeping my promise to him. Alone in the back office and I’ve let the candles burn out, have fallen asleep.

It’s catching up with me, the fatigue, the hunger. I nap in fits and starts, jarred awake by the slightest sound.

Or another bad dream.

I don’t feel so bad about sleeping now that Aiden is waking up every few hours, says a few words to us, takes a sip of water. I want him to eat but I’m not sure what we’ll feed him. With the children running wild, they’ve nearly stripped the kitchen of the old school bare and what’s left is mostly stuff they don’t like or can’t eat. I’ve got to get more food from somewhere soon.

There’s some commotion in the hall, the kids calling to each other, shuffling footsteps.

I go to the door and peer out, try to decipher what they’re saying. A little light reaches back here from the bank of windows across the hall.

Another night has passed. The Black Riders did not come.

We can’t stay here—it’s too cold, there’s no food, it’s not safe. I want to move Aiden as soon as I can—but it would be so much easier if he was able to walk again. I imagine putting him on a cart and dragging him behind us. A wheelbarrow—it might work. He must know of a place to go, somewhere better than this.

For now all I have is the rifle mysteriously returned to me. Whatever the reason for it was, I can use it to make a last stand if I have to. And I will—Aiden’s already one of us, a part of my family. I won’t leave him.

One of the kids running through the corridor stops at the open doorway to the school’s administration area, not willing to venture any farther. “Are you back there, Gillian?”

The voice is familiar. “Finch?”

“Gillian, come here.”

I look back over my shoulder even though I can’t make out anything clearly in the room behind me. I don’t want to go far from the room.

“What is it?”

“You’ve got to come and see.”

Another boy stops at his side. “Come on, Gill. Hurry!” It’s Terry.

Before I can get to where they’re standing, they dash back down the corridor. As soon as I stick my head out the doorway of the outer office, I see what looks like every child housed at the Orphanage clustered by the front doors, pushing at each other, trying to get ahead so they can see what’s happening outside. There’s clearly some movement out there, shapes leaping, skittering, sprinting. There’s shouting—someone crashes with a thud into one the school doors.

One of those doors opens a crack and there’s some hurried whispering. The door smacks shut again.

CJ comes walking up to me solemnly and tells me what I already know. “The Elders are here,” he says. “They said they want to talk to you.”

I run back for my rifle, cursing myself for not bringing it in the first place. Shrug into that same dirty parka I’ve been wearing and bend low over Aiden to make sure he’s still peacefully asleep.

I rush upstairs to the dormitory. Stace has been sleeping but is sitting on the edge of her cot when I find her, rubbing her eyes, frowning at the muffled noise coming from below. Her red hair is still a frazzled mess but the color is back in her cheeks—she’s ruddier, fresher, less worried.

“Can you watch Aiden for me?” She sees that I have my coat on and the rifle slung over my shoulder. She jumps to her feet, suddenly concerned, anxious.

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. The Elders are out there. They want to talk to me.”

She grabs my arm. “Don’t do it, Gillian. They’ll do something to you—”

“But if I don’t, it will only be worse. Do you think they’re just going to go away?”

Stace follows me down to the first floor and does what I tell her, disappears into the back office to be with Aiden.

When I get outside I see the Elders playing in the snow. I try to count how many there are—ten, I think. I try to keep my eye on all of them, looking from one to another, not wanting any of them to distract me and get too close. They’re aggressive, hurling snowballs, smearing snow into each other’s faces. Some are sliding down the sloped front lawn of the school on a piece of cardboard.

But they all stop when they notice me walking out of the school. I let the heavy steel door swing shut behind me with a bang and stay where I am, feet apart, holding the rifle at rest in front of my chest.

They drop their snowballs, stop sliding and cluster together at the lower end of the steps. There’s sniggering, pointing and laughter but it’s muted. Then they start shushing each other, stare at me in silence, taking note of my every move.

One boy steps free of the group. He has curly brown hair, sharp little eyes, lanky in an expensive suede jacket splotched with damp snow. I can’t remember where but I’m sure I’ve seen him before. He makes a pronouncement. “We’re here to tell you something, Gillian Rose.” His voice reminds me—

I see the group pushing a tall, thin boy forward. He stumbles, tries to retreat. Moira hisses. He starts moving toward the cage, his head bent, looking like he’s about to be beaten.

Carson—that’s his name, that’s what Moira called him—the boy who whacked apart the padlock of the cage the Riders had me in when he couldn’t find the key.

He speaks confidently, condescendingly, proud to be the designated spokesman of the group. I try to maintain a pose like a gunfighter before a duel, keeping my expression blank, unreadable, waiting for him to make the first move.

“They want you at their ceremony.” He pauses to let the words sink in.

“Ceremony.”

“Ceremony of blood.”

William. Jendra. They’re going to go through with it.

“You know what it is?” Carson says, impatiently.

“I know what it is.”

It’s wanting to see if they can speed the process of William’s conversion into full-fledged Riderhood by a mingling of his blood with Jendra’s. An experiment with William as the guinea pig.

“They want you there. You need to go back across the river. Wait at the square—where the bonfire will be.”

“Why did they give me this?” I hold up the rifle. None of them seem intimidated. None of them takes a step back or flinches. It could be a toy gun for all they care.

But no one answers my question. All stay silent, waiting for me to acquiesce.

“I’m not doing anything they say. I’m staying right here. They can try to pry me loose from this place if they want but I will take a few of them down with me.”

Carson actually laughs at me, laughs out loud. The other Elders nudge each other, there’s more sniggering.

“I don’t think you want to do that. They’ve left you alone so far but they won’t if you don’t cooperate. What can you do with that rifle? You won’t even save yourself let alone all the members of your little family.”

They’re boxing me into a corner. Leaving me no choice but to fulfill one more part of some master plan.

“So I’m supposed to wait for them across the river?”

“Yes,” Carson says irritably. He starts swatting at himself with his arms. “It’s getting cold out here and we want to go in.”

“The school? You’re not going in.”

He snorts. “It’s our place. We’re in charge here. And we have someone with us assigned to be Aiden’s official caretaker.”

I’m amazed that I didn’t notice her before. He steps aside—the whole group steps aside—and behind them all is Tetch. I squint, wanting to see her clearly. She’s dressed in one of her usual fancy sweaters, skinny red pants and cowboy boots. She doesn’t look any the worse for wear, indistinguishable from the other Elders.

She starts walking up the steps toward me.

“I’ll take care of him. He’s going to be all right now.” Her voice is smug, superior. As if nothing happened across the river, no repercussions. As if we’re back to where we were when we first met.

She’s peering at something that’s happening just over my shoulder.

I turn to look and several Elders are slipping out the big front doors. They have their arms folded across their chests like bodyguards, not remotely intimidated by how close they are to me.

“You’d better go,” Carson says. “You don’t want anybody to get hurt. Do what you’re told and we’ll take good care of your family while you’re away.”

“Hurt my family and I will make you pay.”

This time Carson doesn’t laugh. There’s no sniggering, no nudging from any of them.

I know I have to do what they say. Someone will get hurt—Aiden can’t stand on his feet, Stace and the younger ones are far too vulnerable. There’s far too many of them and not enough of me.

The Elders shuffle to the sides of the wide front steps, clear a path to let me pass.

The square. The site of the ceremony.

But what’s around the Square? Department stores, hotels, office towers. The Riders must be hidden safe indoors somewhere nearby. All of them nested together like bats, waiting out the day. There’s a tiny, tiny chance that if I could find just one, kill just one before nightfall…

The odds might be better. The odds of our survival.

I march down the steps, eyeing Tetch as I go past, wondering what she will do. She looks at me passively, gives me a tight little smile like she was the first chosen for a team on the playground, proud to be more popular than I am.

I walk away from the Orphanage, not looking back. Start the long trek back to the river.

Three

Kill. If I could just kill one…

That word again. Kill. It has never occupied my mind even a fraction as much before but it’s all I think of as I trudge along. This beautiful, whitened world, made innocent with snow is tainted by the word, by what I intend to do. There’s no longer any wonder in it for me—only blood I want to spill.

I don’t want to be this person, hardened like this. I don’t want to think this way. So I keep arguing with myself, asking if I have a right to do this…

But the Riders’ world is a dead world. It’s a dead end. It’s not a world of survivors, of rebuilders. Nothing good can come out of a world with them in control.

I don’t fully understand what they are yet but I do know that they’re diseased, plague-carriers that must be stopped. Eradicated.

So if I can uncover the hiding place of even one of these creatures while it’s still light out—I will do my best to kill it.

I’m back in the city’s central square. I’ve never seen it in daylight. Even with a frosting of snow, I can make out the black smudge in the middle of the square where bonfires have been built.

What I see now is overlaid by memories from when I was a child.

There’s a wide semicircle of steps like rings coiling up the rim of a Mason jar. Where I sat with my father one summer, sipping iced tea and pointing out the most eccentric people in the square.

There’s a row of columns like those of a Greek temple along the square’s uppermost end and that odd line of broken columns off to one side, the first hardly above ground, then each fragment a little taller until the last one is the height of a man. I remember sitting on one of these, waiting for my mother to come back from an errand at a bank.

And reminding me more than anything of long ago visits to the city with my parents, there’s a bronze statue of a man in a business suit holding up an umbrella against whatever might be falling from the sky—rain, sleet, snow or too much sunshine. I remember taking his hand, posing for my father’s camera.

I try to imagine what my father would want me to do.

I try so hard to conjure up the actual words he would say to me now, exactly what he would tell me. I want so bad to hear him tell me what I should do.

But I can’t figure out what his logical advice would be. I can’t come up with anything he might have said that applies. It’s just too strange—what’s happened to this city, the situation I’m in. Nothing my parents ever told me has the slightest connection to where I am, to what I need to do now.

I look up at the sky, still a solid mantle of pewter gray. I can’t tell how high the sun is, how much time I might have left.

I must act, must do something. Right now.

I take a close look at the buildings that surround me, choose one and walk toward it.

Four

Above me is the Raintree sign. It creaks in the wind, a chill wind that’s kicked up, making it feel colder. The temperature’s dropped and the snow’s never had a chance to melt.

I stare up at the sign as it dangles right above my head. In the daylight I can tell that it’s painted a dull green splotched with rust, the letters spelling out the city’s name composed of shattered light bulbs, not neon tubes.

I dare the heavy old thing to fall on me—dare fate to put me through so many trials and tribulations only to do me in with a sign shaped like a huge ladyfinger cookie. I dare Raintree to finally finish me off if it can.

But the sign only scrapes and groans as it hangs by its few remaining clamps and bolts, swaying ever so slightly in the wind.

I turn a corner and I’m on Broadway, in front of the concert hall the Raintree sign dangles above. There’s a ticket counter to one side and past that a long row of what were glass doors, now only empty steel frames. I walk into the foyer of the hall and switch on a flashlight I found a few hours before lying on a counter in a department store, maybe something carelessly left behind by the Riders. Maybe something they intended me to find.

The foyer is a mess, carpet shredded into wads like spoonfuls of moldy oatmeal, paint peeling, fallen chandeliers smashed into thousands of pieces. This place—this place has to be where the Riders spend at least part of their time. They are performers, made for the stage, their gestures and theatrical voices larger than life. Moira and Aisa were made to perform in a place like this.

I take a deep breath and hoist up the rifle, not knowing what I’m about to find, then push through a swinging door leading down into the auditorium.

It’s an enormous space, steep aisles winding between wide tiers of seats to the stage. Here, too, there’s been a lot of damage. Seats are torn up, some still covered with bedding and bags and suitcases where people on the run found temporary shelter. When I get to the floor of the auditorium, it’s clear that this concert hall was used an emergency relief station, city officials imparting information and handing out supplies from the lip of the stage where actors and musicians once stood.

It’s completely quiet here, no sign that the space has been inhabited recently.

I flip down the bottom of a seat still in one piece and sink into it. The hopelessness of my search is rammed home to me. Even in this likely place—no sign of them. There are too many places to search. Even in department stores, hotels, there are so many floors to comb through, so many rooms and endless corridors.

A part of me is relieved. I’ve avoided the moment of truth. If I took a Rider by surprise, if I found a group of them sleeping in a hotel room or passed out in a lounge with plush booths and sofas, I would have to decide very quickly whether I could shoot them with no warning, no provocation on their part.

But other than the charcoal smudge in the square, I’ve found nothing to tell me with certainty that the Riders have been in any of the places I’ve searched.

Not even those telltale animal bones that always seem to litter the floors of the rooms they’ve occupied.

Not a sign, not a piece of evidence except for perhaps the flashlight I’m using to scour the corners of this vast space.

I’m starting to drift off again and I’m dizzy with hunger.

Get back on your feet. Keep trying.

I climb laboriously back up the aisles, tramp through the foyer and return to the street outside.

Five

There’s no doubt that it’s getting darker out now.

I’ve just stepped from the door that leads to Needle’s rendezvous spot, pushing it open with difficulty, squeezing through. The sky is gloomier than it was just minutes ago. I’ve all but given up my hunt for the Riders. There’s no time left to do anything but wait for it to get dark enough for them to hold their ceremony.

In the room above me where Aisa was waiting when I came looking for Needle and his medicine, I found nothing new. The busted out window she pushed me through. The empty table Aisa swept clean. A large conference room splashed all over with black paint. The dangling light bulbs, one smashed into dust.

And bones, rotting viscera on the floor. Reeking even worse than before, even with frigid air billowing in through the broken window frame, like the entire suite of rooms was an organic thing decomposing. Perhaps the cigarettes Aisa smoked had concealed how bad it smelled.

In the street before me is the trash barrel, the one that was set alight, that the Riders circled round, holding William and Tetch captive, forcing me and then Aisa and her crew to join them. I stroll up to it and kick it hard. It doesn’t move at all, frozen into the snow.

The temperature’s really dropping now. I can’t stay outside much longer. I wish there was a fire in the barrel now, something to huddle over. I’m so drowsy I feel like if I sat down on a sidewalk bench I would fall asleep in seconds and never wake again, frozen by morning.

But time’s running out. It must be only an hour away from total nightfall but it’s hard to tell, the sky simply retreating ever farther into deeper shades of gray.

More than just wanting to sleep, I’m tired of not having answers, of not knowing what to do.

Aiden could have given me a little information about this city, about how it works. I wanted to talk to him, to ask a million questions, but he was too weak. I couldn’t risk killing him with my curiosity.

I give the barrel another kick and head down the street, not picking a particular direction, having no idea where I’m heading to. It is easier to walk now, my boots crunching along the snow’s icy surface, not sinking into soft drifts.

Find some shelter. Anywhere. Just find a place. At the very least, they’re not going to find me in the square, sitting out in the open and waiting patiently for their ceremony to start.

It occurs to me that I can position myself like a sniper. Watch what happens from the window of one of the buildings above the square. But I no longer have the time to get there—it would be dusk or darker. The Elders might be there already. Might be stacking fuel for the bonfire.

Why didn’t I stay near the square? Why did I wander away? It did no good. This hunt for the Riders has only led me down another blind alley.

I snatch the rifle from my shoulder and throw it in the snow. A stupid, pointless gesture but I can’t help myself. I start screaming, cursing. What does it matter—who’s going to hear me? Who’s going to know?

But doing this—swearing uselessly at the skies—makes my throat burn like I’ve just swallowed fire. I need something to drink. And some food. And some sleep. It’s impossible for me to think straight.

I dig loose a small glob of snow and stick it in my mouth. It tastes good, like clean water from an icy stream, soothes the back of my throat but it’s still hurts to swallow.

I know I can’t do much but I can stop acting like a child. I pick up the rifle, dust off the snow and keep slogging along. I don’t care where but I will find a place to hide. I will…but it might just be a place the Riders are leading me to. It seems like everything I do is what the Riders have planned.

Six

I turn a corner and there’s the bridge. The bridge I crossed to find Emily waiting for me on the other side. Under which I huddled two nights before. The bridge that once sheltered an outdoor market my mother and I browsed through.

Between where I’m standing and where the bridge slopes up into the cold night air is the short street of brick buildings four or five stories high I’ve walked past. These must be the oldest buildings I’ve seen in the city, the street like the façade of an old frontier town.

Seeing the bridge amazes me—I had no idea I was so close to the river, was even heading in this direction.

Maybe I can blame my confusion on the twilight murk that infuses the air now—no starlight, no moonlight to reflect off the snow.

But then I turn to the building beside me and forget about the bridge and the vintage brick buildings. I’m standing right outside a convenience store. And not just another store but one with unbroken windows. With a front door still in place. The interior is dim but it looks so undamaged I feel like I could walk in, switch on the lights and start shopping.

I shine the flashlight through the window. There are shelves still standing in neat little rows. A cash register on the counter with its drawer open but still in one piece. And there’s the glint of something glass, of something tin still sitting on those shelves.

I push back the door and step inside, half expecting an electronic dinging to announce my presence.

The store’s been cleaned up. There’s still trash littering the floor, but nothing’s smashed. Nothing’s broken. There’s no smell other than dust and stale crackers. The back coolers are empty, their glass intact. On the counter near the register someone’s left a pile of lottery scratch off tickets, every single one of them rubbed clean.

It’s the shelves I’m drawn to. To those cans and jars. There’s a can of unopened beef stock with a pull-off lid. I know I shouldn’t. I know this is far too good to be true but I tear the lid off the can and chug it down, broth running over my lips, dripping down my chin.

The food as it hits my stomach feels so incredibly good, explodes within me a feeling of warmth, of instant contentment.

But that passes quickly and I need more.

Like an opened jar with a red label that still holds a few jerky sticks.

I unscrew the lid, slip one out and inhale its meaty perfume, holding it under my nose like a fine cigar. I nibble at one end, take a few tiny bites. In seconds I’m ripping off big chunks like a starving bear. Not chewing enough before trying to swallow, a large piece nearly lodging in my throat.

I eat another stick and then another.

There are other cans I can’t open. Jars of things like pickles and instant coffee. I rake through the shelves, letting things smash and bang to the floor, not caring—wanting something else, anything else I can choke down, instant gratification.

Then my stomach clenches. I lean back against the glass side of one of the coolers.

Maybe I ate too fast. Was too greedy. It was too much, too soon.

But then it occurs to me that maybe the food was tainted. Deliberately or naturally—there’s no way to know. But this store—it’s the perfect way to lure in a famished wanderer and get them to drop their guard.

I pull open the door and step out to the sidewalk. My head feels hot. I’m getting queasy. Have to find a place to sit down and rest. Soon.

Across the street there’s the exterior of what was once a dance club. A signboard outside announces a lineup of DJs who spun their last records when I was still happily living at home with my parents.

There is a small ticket booth next to a pair of double doors. One of the doors is half open. It looks like the easiest place on this street to get into. I lurch across and make my way to the interior of the club. I’m looking frantically for a place to rest, a place to lie down for a while. The rifle over my shoulder feels ten times as heavy as it did before.

It’s more than strange inside this place. There’s a dance floor that’s been cleared, chairs and tables arranged along its perimeter. Streamers and banners are hanging down. My flashlight glints off the multifaceted sides of a mirror ball suspended low from the rafters. There are spot lights with various colored filters and up front a large mixing desk, turntables, enormous speakers mounted near the ceiling.

And mannequins. Mannequins arranged to look like they’re waltzing across the dance floor. Mannequins relaxing at side tables, champagne glasses in their raised hands.

Every one of them is dressed to the nines. Sharp suits and fancy shoes, low-slung cocktail dresses and multi-colored wigs.

The Riders—they must be here.

I sweep the space with the flashlight over and over but see nothing move, no sign of life. The flashlight’s battery is starting to give out, it’s beam changing from a sharp white spot to a dull orangey blur. Remembering how the light bulbs flickered on in Needle’s room while I was standing in front of Aisa, I wait for this place to suddenly burst into light and sound, a generator to kick on, colored lights to start flashing, music to start thumping.

But nothing happens. I’m positive the place is empty.

I have to sit down, have to rest. I feel like I’ve swallowed a stone. I’m in a cold sweat and I know I’ll sink to my knees if I don’t find a seat.

I push a female mannequin perched on a chair at one of the side tables off her seat and set the rifle down carefully in her male companion’s lap.

It’s happening so fast, everything turning black before my eyes even before the flashlight has a chance to completely flicker out, my head slumping forward on the table, cradled in my arms. In seconds I’m out cold like one of the club’s plaster patrons.


Part Nine


The Ceremony of Blood

One

A bass beat thumping. Pulses of electronica, washes of sound.

A strange music that wakes me.

I lift up my head. It’s pitch black and I can’t remember where I am. At first the music irritates me, interfering with my sleep but then I realize I shouldn’t be asleep, that I’m in a dangerous place. I should get to my feet and try to get back—

But you’re not in the Orphanage. You’re on the far side of the river again. And this is the sanctuary you’ve found.

But those sounds—where are they coming from? They’re soft enough not to have startled me awake, did not make me leap from my chair like someone had snuck up behind me and screamed in my ear. But it’s not right that they should be here.

There shouldn’t be music playing close to me unless something is wrong, unless someone is messing with me.

My eyes can just barely separate different degrees of black in the gloom, black that’s inky deep and impenetrable and a softer shade edging to gray that allows me to see—the shape of a man right across from me.

I push myself up, hands on the table. He has a rifle in his lap—my rifle.

And then I remember it’s there because I set it there. The edge of my boot nudges the arm of a woman sprawled out on the floor. The mannequins. The dance club I’ve passed out in. I’ve let myself sleep despite my conviction that this is a place haunted by the Riders.

And this music—

I grope across the table and in front of my male fabricated companion is a portable stereo. I run my fingers along the top, pressing all the buttons until I’m able to switch the thing off.

Everything falls silent, hushed and still.

The hush brings me back to myself, to where I am, to what my options are. I’ve kept the food—the jerky, the broth—down but my stomach is still queasy and my head throbs dully. It’s hard to remain standing but I won’t allow myself to sink back down in the seat. I fumble for the plastic shell of the flashlight from the department store, click it on and off repeatedly, shake it so the batteries rattle but it’s dead.

You can’t see much of anything—one of them could be here, moving with no sound, standing right behind you. I turn, do a three-sixty around the room but it’s just murk, shadows and gloom. Outside, get outside. Don’t let yourself be trapped here. Do not become helpless.

I grab the rifle, stumble into the lobby and back out the double doors.

It’s the middle of the night, bitterly cold. The sky is clear now, stars visible, pools of moonlight allowing me to see distinctly the brick buildings, the shape of Blackwell Bridge rising over the river.

This street is nearly clear apart from a few piles of trash and a car or two. Not nearly as much debris as I’ve seen elsewhere. This was not an escape route. In the half-light I can detect no marks in the snow, no evidence that anyone was here.

But someone set that portable stereo on the table. Someone switched it on.

They’re toying with me. I’m a hamster in a giant cage, large hands reaching down from above to place obstacles and enticements in my way.

My throat is scratchy and it’s becoming hard to keep down the sick feeling in my gut. I curse myself for eating the food—but it was so good, felt so incredible as it was going down. If I can keep myself from heaving it up, it might give me a little strength.

I sink to my haunches. There’s a ridge of frozen snow around the base of a lamppost and I scratch into it with my fingernails, pry loose a few clumps and stuff them in my mouth. I chew the clumps like they’re hunks of bread, choke them down. I eat until my spine feels like it’s freezing, a spasm of intense cold rocketing up to the base of my skull. But the snow moistens my throat, settles my stomach a little.

Back on my feet, I gaze at the bridge again. I could cross, make the long trek back to the Orphanage.

But there’s a beat in the distance. I have to listen hard, unsure if it’s my imagination.

It’s not. There’s a breeze rattling a few branches, the cry of a seagull but that’s all. And then this roll, this persistent rhythm in an undercurrent so low I have to strain to hear it.

The drummers. The ceremony.

They’re expecting me. If I try to go anywhere but where the Riders want me to, they’ll simply round me up and herd me back. And, as Carson informed me, they want me in the square.

I have to face this. I have to see this through to the end.

I let the beat of the drums lead me. It grows louder as I thread through block after block, heading south, then west. I begin passing posh clothing stores and restaurants, imagining the well-dressed shoppers and diners who once browsed these burnt-out spaces—only shreds of high fashion apparel and broken crockery left now. There are the mangled frames of covered bus stops, the remains of relief stations set up in hotel lobbies.

Plodding over the snow’s crunchy surface, back between the city’s high-rises, it gets harder to see, less moonlight sifting down into these deep hollows. There’s more and more debris to dodge. It’s only now that it occurs to me that I could have taken the batteries from the portable stereo in the dance club and replaced those in the flashlight I found.

Trailing after the sound of the drummers makes me feel like a mouse in a maze—a maze of city streets crammed with refuse—following the odor of a piece of cheese.

Except it’s not a smell but a peculiar cacophony I’m after.

The farther I go, the more I’m aware of that screechy quaver from the Rider’s huge boombox. It starts out like the howl of a wounded animal but mutates into something unnatural, synthetic. It’s the same music I heard in the dance club raised to such a pitch the distortion becomes painful—a layer of screaming white noise.

As I edge past the burnt-out shell of a beauty spa, the noise is at the level of a house party coming from the far end of the block. As I reach an intersection and hurry across, it builds to something like a car idling at a stoplight with its radio blaring, subwoofers pounding.

I’m so close, almost there—

And I have no plan. Have no idea what I’ll do when I reach the square.

The only thing you can do—show up. Face them and find out what they want.

What a fool to think I could hunt down the Riders. That I could kill them in their sleep. That they would ever let themselves be so exposed, so vulnerable.

But then why, why did I get the rifle back? Is it a challenge? Is it to even the odds? The fact that I have hold of it again has to have a purpose. Has to be part of their plan.

Two

Turning a final corner, it’s the bonfire I see first. The bright pulse of light and heat are mesmerizing. The fire looks two stories tall and I wonder where the Elders found all the kindling to stack it with. To go from a black smudge in the snow at the square’s center to this flaming skyscraper in only a few hours is amazing. If only the Elders could do something constructive—try to build up a new world instead of burning the old one down.

The blaze casts an enormous crimson shimmer across the square. I see the Elders with their drums to one side and the Black Riders flitting in and out of the light. The Riders are lost in their crazed dancing, smashing into each other like slam dancers in a mosh pit. Torches they carry fall sizzling on the damp ground and are swiftly snatched up again. The sound from their boombox is so loud it’s hard to endure. Shrieking, pounding.

I make my way to a kiosk still intact at the edge of the square, using one of its narrow sides for protection. I try to assume a firing position—kneeling down with my left elbow balanced on my knee—but my legs are too weak to stay like that for long.

Maybe I can hold it steady while standing—feet apart, back straight.

I get to my feet and give that a try but something troubles me—is it loaded? I haven’t bothered to check. And of course it’s not. I was taking up a stance, all ready to squeeze off a shot—with an unloaded rifle.

I lean against an iron bike stand with the rifle in my lap, take a cartridge from my pocket and slide it into the breech. Even leaning back like this, I might have the necessary seconds to aim and shoot. Might actually be able to hit something even with all the movement, the unsteady light.

But I as stare into the middle of the action, at the chaotic jostling, the blur of shadows, the noise and confusion—it’s overwhelming. There’s no easy target. I can’t identify even one of the Riders, even one of the Elders. All of them look the same, interchangeable. If Emily is here, I have no way of knowing.

And something else begins to prick at my senses.

There’s a smell that the wood smoke and the burning pitch from the torches doesn’t obscure, one that the square is steeped in, that makes my stomach churn. At first I think it’s a compound scent from so many Black Riders massed together but then I realize it’s the odor of actual meat—bloody and raw, from a creature freshly slaughtered.

I peer into the space before the burning pyre and, visible in breaks between the spectral dancers, is the form of a large animal, a deer or an elk. Entrails are leaking from it, a pool of blood is widening out across the square’s brick surface.

As I stare I realize that the Riders are smeared with this blood—it’s wiped across their blanched faces, smeared over their pale white hands. They are more crazed than I’ve ever seen them—blood must affect them like alcohol.

Then the noise of the boombox is cut, abruptly enough to make me jump, just like it did the first time—when I was brought here in the cage. The phantom dancers stop dancing. The Elders hands lie still on the skin of their drums.

“Welcome, Gillian. Come join us.”

Moira’s voice, resounding over the square as if from the lip of a stage. Moira, the master of ceremonies.

Blood ceremonies.

Even in the midst of their deranged revelry, the Riders knew I was there, knew exactly where I had decided to wait, half-hidden by the kiosk. As I was sure they would.

Use the rifle while you have a chance. Take one of them out. Just one before…

The Riders have pulled back from the rim of the bonfire. If I had chance to target one of them, I’ve lost it now. They’ve faded into the gloom at the fringe of the square, only the quavering glow of several torches to indicate where they might be.

I see the Elders setting aside their drums, rising to their feet, a group of five or six splitting off from the others and heading straight toward me. I get up, raise the rifle.

I hear Moira’s laughter. “Shoot them if you want. You’ll never get them all.”

The Elders come right up to me, not cowed in the least by the weapon I hold. Some look familiar but the only one I know by name is Carson. He has a hood pulled tight over his head, a determined look on his face—all business now, following the Rider’s commands, careful not to make a mistake.

Seeing him reminds me of Tetch back at the Orphanage, Aiden’s new caretaker. I have a brief flash of her hovering over him, trying to convince him of how much she tried to help him, of how she cared for him while he slept for so long. I wonder how much he’ll believe.

The Elders motion me to follow them and escort me, pressing in close but not attempting to grab hold of me, to drag me along like their prisoner. All of this must be orchestrated, rehearsed—they know exactly what to do. This time Moira isn’t forced to shout out her orders.

As we near the bonfire, I want to stop and bask in the heat of it. It’s melted off a huge circle of snow from the middle of the square—the bricks below my feet are wet and slushy.

I’m so entranced by the crackling flames that I’m only aware of the animal carcass when I set the sole of my boot down on something squishy. I pull back and my boot comes away sticky with blood. The shock of seeing the thing this close nearly makes me drop my rifle.

I’ve come across many dead animals before but never anything like this. It’s worse than if this antlered creature had been attacked by wolves. It’s been shredded by long nails, chunks of it scooped out like it was a ripe melon. Blood is smeared all over, tossed about, trails of it leading off into the shadows.

“Help yourself to our road kill,” one of the Riders jeers. “You won’t find meat any fresher.”

The smell of it slaps me in the face. The smell of death—iron hard and sickly sweet. The Elders have backed away, are staring at me, surprised that I could be so stupid as to stumble over such a big, bloody mess.

We move past the fire and I now have a clear view of the entire square. Torches held in sconces have been set out in a ring, casting deep puddled shadows. To one side of the half-circle of steps are the Elders’ drums and opposite are huddled Aisa, Milo and Bodie. They look like unwelcome guests at a party—no one to talk to, left alone in a corner.

And beyond the steps is the row of fragmented columns, rising one after another from a few feet to the height of a man. On one at the center of the row a body is laid—it can only be Gideon, looking like a supine Buddha—and beside this, perched on the top of another column a foot higher, is Needle. Like a high priest, he rests on robes and cushions. He wears a coat of sable fur that hangs past his knees.

Moira appears as if from nowhere, like she’s stepped from behind the folds of an invisible curtain, a small coterie of Riders flanking her on either side.

She’s arrayed in black jeans that are skin tight and suede leather boots that come up past her knees. She wears a long, black velour coat, cut very close around the waist. Her raven hair is swept up high above her forehead, twin corkscrew curls trailing over each cheek, accenting her dark rimmed eyes, her paler than pale skin.

And from one corner of her mouth is a small stain—the trace of a trickle of blood.

She looks straight at me, pulls back the sleeve covering her right forearm and holds out the soft white flesh of the underside of her wrist. She smiles like a hungry cat as if to say—girl, you will pay for this. Don’t think I will ever forget.

“Bring out the boy,” she says.

My handful of Elder escorts are still pressed close around me. Following Moira’s order, Carson and one other peel off, make a run for the far side of the square. From where they disappear to I soon hear the doors of a large vehicle slam.

They return dragging William between them. His wrists are in cuffs, his hands held out before him. He’s like a condemned man being led to the gallows, head bent, shoulders drooping, feet dragging. Carson and the other Elder leave him positioned directly in front of Needle’s throne.

Moira turns and looks back at Needle. She says nothing but I see them exchange a subtle nod.

Although he doesn’t speak, Needle must be guiding this ceremony, having gained the stature of a high spiritual authority by virtue of his connection to Gideon. Gideon’s motionless body is like the life-sized effigy of a god brought out for religious rites. Needle and I caused this—the hole in his skull my doing, Needle reaching into it with a long, narrow finger—

“Dreams,” Needle had said, stunned. “Unbelievable dreams. They flooded into me. From him.”

Gideon—dead or not dead, perhaps forever in limbo—now a conduit to a world of dreamscapes only Needle has been able to see.

“Get those cuffs off,” Moira says.

Carson digs into the pocket of his jeans and fishes out a tiny silver key. He holds it up proudly, as if to show how efficient he is, how the necessary key was not forgotten this time. He unlocks the cuffs that bind William’s hands.

“Jendra!” Moira sings the name, her voice rising to a pitch that pricks at my ears. In the depths of this frigid, breezeless winter night, now that the music has been cut, her voice penetrates, reverberates more than ever.

Jendra appears from between two of the tall, unbroken columns at the top of the square. She parades regally to Moira’s side like she’s walking out on stage. This is her moment.

These two female Riders stand side by side in silence for a few minutes, peering down at William’s quivering frame.

I’m amazed by how majestic Jendra looks, how changed. Her hair flows free in the wind, dances on her shoulders. Her lips are as dark as burgundy wine and her eyes wide halos. She’s dressed in exactly the same fashion as Moira, a carbon copy with platinum hair.

William lifts his chin and stares at Jendra. His eyes blink in the firelight, look hollowed-out and sunken. I can’t make out the scar on his forehead but know it’s there. He could be praying to Jendra, his eyes gaze at her so adoringly, imploring her for help, for succor.

He wants this. He doesn’t want to be the boy he is now—so weak, so unloved. And who could blame him for wanting so badly to change?

But will this change him? Is it possible?

I can’t get my head around how anyone could be remade from such a fragile little boy into one of these proud creatures. Refashioned from such poor stock into beings so grand and unearthly. So horrifying and cruel.

But it’s a sickness, what they’re offering him—they are the products of a disease—and he only wants to be made strong, wants to be cured of all the hurt, all the pain he’s had to endure.

Moira makes her way with style down the steps to where William is waiting. She’s like a model on a catwalk. She waves away the two Elders who are still at William’s side.

From a pocket of her coat she draws forth a blade, a long ceremonial dagger with an intricately carved ebony handle. The steel glints in the bonfire’s glow as she holds it aloft. If there was any chatter, any fidgeting, any Riders or Elders who weren’t paying attention before, all eyes are riveted on Moira now.

Jendra follows her down the steps, walking just as Moira walked, flouncing to a stop at her side.

Moira crooks her finger at me. “Come closer, Gillian. I want you to see this.”

I glance to my left and right and realize the Elders who had escorted me have slipped away, rejoining the larger group. I’m half a dozen yards from the steps. I can’t see the other Black Riders but I can feel them all around—so many, so close. The atmosphere is charged with static energy, enough to make my hair stand on end.

I know I should do something to stop this. William—so helpless, that scar. But part of me—a shameful, craven part of me—wants to see what happens, follow this through to the end. I’m caught up in the performance like everyone else.

I’ve let the rifle droop, the barrel pointing at the bricks. I know I have a fleeting chance now, could fire at Moira or Jendra from close range. But I would get one shot, one shot only, before the Riders descended on me, ripping me to pieces like the eviscerated deer.

And even if I had a chance to escape after that one shot, William would never come with me. He wants this. I would be sacrificing myself for absolutely no reason except the satisfaction of trying, of maybe killing one of them before I, too, was slain.

So I keep edging nearer to Moira until she looks satisfied.

“Now face each other,” she says. “Jendra, you need to be close enough to him to do this. Don’t spoil things for me.”

“I won’t, Moira,” Jendra says, her voice bright, doll-like.

Moira gives the dagger to Jendra first. “I think you know what to do.”

Jendra takes the blade in her hand, stares at it while brandishing it in all directions, fascinated by it. Suddenly she lifts her other hand up high, pulls back the sleeve of her coat and exposes her wrist. She turns to all assembled, gives everyone a chance to see exactly what she is about to do. She begins to press the sharp point of the dagger against the top of her wrist, just below the palm of her hand.

I glance at William, see him close his eyes and turn away. When I look back at Jendra, she has just finished drawing the blade down her inner wrist an inch or two. She holds her arm up high again and gradually turns in a circle, displaying it. When I have a chance to see it, dimly visible under the light of the flares, I can make out only a meager ooze trickling down her arm—she hardly bleeds at all.

Then Jendra hands the knife to William.

Will he go through with it? Can he remain upright long enough?

He looks as though he could sink to the ground.

William closes his eyes, steeling himself for this. He has only to endure another moment of pain—and he might, might be transformed. His mind must be filled with images of the nightmare he endured when that moon-shaped sliver of flesh was peeled away from his brow.

He takes the knife and raises his wrist. He doesn’t bother turning to show the assembled crowd but faces Jendra. Jendra still holds her wrist aloft, the trickle of blood, black and thick as a garden slug, imperceptibly creeping down her arm.

William, too, stares at the knife as if hypnotized. It’s so quiet—the sound of the fire the only thing audible. This time there’s no impatience from the Riders, none egging him on to hurry, to be done with it. They seem absorbed completely by every second of what’s happening.

And if he doesn’t go through with it? If William can’t bring himself to pierce his own skin?

What if he lets the dagger slip from his hand? If he topples to the ground?

Moira would surely spring at him, snatch up the knife and finish the job for him. It’s impossible to imagine her doing anything else.

But surely she must want the ceremony to be voluntary, something William is asking for. If she forces him—slices into his skin with her very own hand—it will be hard to convince the other Elders that this is a good thing. Convince them that they, too, should be sacrificial lambs in another blood ceremony.

At last William starts to press the tip of the dagger against the thin inner skin of his wrist just as Jendra had done. His hands are trembling wildly. For what seems an eternity, he wavers. I begin to believe he is going to give up, can’t force himself to go through with it. What is in his mind—that crescent scar—the pain he’s known?

But then he scratches with the tip just enough to produce a splotch of blood. Having gone this far, he doesn’t stop, slowly continues drawing the blade down his wrist, exactly as far as Jendra had done.

Instead of a slow ooze like Jendra, blood begins coursing down his arm like an overturned glass of wine, dripping along the sleeve of his coat, pooling in the crease of his elbow, falling in rapid droplets to the bricks below his feet like the start of a rain shower.

He really starts to sway now, teetering back and forth with no one lifting a hand to help him, Jendra so close but unwilling to touch him. I shoulder the rifle and move to his side, wondering if anyone will try to stop me.

I grab William by his uninjured arm. He doesn’t even glance in my direction. Simply lets the dagger fall from his hand, clattering onto the brickwork floor. His face is as white as a Black Rider’s, wears an expression that makes me think of someone tumbling backwards down a bottomless well.

I look at Jendra, so close to me now. She has a spacy, bemused smile on her face—doesn’t seem to be focusing on anything, staring up at the sky, back at the fire. And her eyes—

Her eyes are black cauldrons with no end to them. Unknowable, unreadable. Across their surfaces torch flames are reflected, dance like blood-red imps who have leapt free from the fire.

Jendra holds out her bleeding wrist to William and he manages to do the same. He’s as floppy as a rag doll in my grip. I have to spread my feet apart, assume a sturdier stance to support him.

Put a stop to this. Pull him away.

But I can’t. I couldn’t drag him out of the square with me if I wanted to, let alone manage to escape on my own.

This scene must play out to the bitter end. William still wants this to happen—holding his arm up, trying valiantly to complete his part in these ceremonial rites. And I will be beside him, within inches of what’s about to transpire.

The smell of blood—it’s very real, the sweetness, the stinging metallic jolt of it. I flash back to having had Moira’s blood in my mouth—spitting it out like snake’s venom.

I watch William and Jendra’s arms move together like a film in slow motion—but they connect at last, wrist against wrist.

And now it’s Jendra who struggles to stay on her feet, who has to fight a primal urge to recoil from the unchanged human.

For a matter of seconds Jendra and William are able to keep their wrists together, blood smearing into blood. Both look like they’re feeding into an electric current, quaking, convulsing with shock.

Then their arms fall away from each other and at the same moment all the strength goes out of William’s legs. He almost pulls me over with him but I’m able to soften his fall as he goes down. I slow him enough to keep him from dropping with a thud to the bricks, letting him settle in a soft heap.

And then William goes from shivering, shuddering to suddenly having a body-racking seizure.

He begins writhing like an epileptic, like a patient in an asylum undergoing shock therapy—enduring a massive influx of electric power. He stiffens so rigidly that it looks like his spine is going to snap.

He’s being torn apart. His face is scrunched in agony and blood beings seeping from his nostrils, from the corners of his mouth.

I look around wildly and see that Jendra has retreated a few feet, still holding her arm up high, making no move to help her old friend. Moira and the Riders beside her maintain their same position on the steps and behind them are the fragmented columns holding Gideon’s body and Needle—none of them responding, all just staring at what’s happening to the boy.

Then William’s movements start to slacken, his face begins to relax. Soon he has subsided into a sporadic jerking, like a bad case of the hiccups. As I gaze into his face, I realize he is dying. He begins to gasp, takes a few erratic breaths and ceases to move at all.

I place my hand on his chest but feel nothing—no beating heart, no rising and falling of his narrow, fragile ribcage. I get back up and take the rifle in my hands.

Three

Moira. I will kill Moira.

My mind seethes with the image of a single bullet boring into the soft milky-white of Moira’s forehead, right between those corkscrew curls.

I shake my head violently. This isn’t me. I can’t be one who has such murderous thoughts, can’t murder in cold—

Blood.

But is that what flows through the veins of these nocturnal apparitions? Can I even call them human? Do their hearts pump out the same red blood cells, the same white blood cells that flow through me, that flowed through William?

I look down at William, at his crumpled, defenseless face and know that he could be any one of us. Next time, it might be me lying there—or Emily or Carson or Stace or Finch. We’re pawns—under the thumb of madness.

Voices rise around me. Words aren’t clear but there’s some movement, some agitation. It’s harder to see—torches are pulled from sconces, their flares dancing wildly in all directions. The bonfire is burning lower, collapsing in on itself.

I know there are only seconds remaining in which I can act.

Moira. I try to get a fix on Moira. A torch remains stationary near Gideon’s body and she stands beside it, still visible, her hand on his chest as she looks dazedly from side to side. She must be confused, trying to come up with words that will regain control of the situation, maybe seeking guidance from her sleeping lover.

Keep steady on Moira—stop hesitating. Moira is not human. Imagine her lying lifeless like a queen in state—stretched out alongside Gideon on that slab.

But my finger wavers on the trigger. I keep arguing with myself as the seconds pass.

Better not to open fire. Aisa will simply take Moira’s place—nothing will be changed by this.

Keep hold of the rifle and run.

Jendra is on the steps between Moira and me, pacing through the flickering light in a slow circle. She seems unaware that I’m only a few feet from her. She still has her gashed wrist half-raised, stares at it blankly. What is going through her head?

I try to aim past her, aim at that quiver of torchlight so close to Moira’s waxen face. My finger touches the trigger as I stare at the shadows of her dark eyes, the smear of blood at the corner of her mouth and squeeze—

But I flinch—just at the crucial split second. At the moment I pull the trigger, a car-sized chunk of the bonfire caves in on itself like a detonated building. At the crack of my shot, the fire gives out a rumble and a thundering crash, followed by an enormous hiss as it settles like a thousand snakes have been tossed on the flames.

And ringing out over all this is a piercing cry that stings my ears. Moira is still standing at Gideon’s side, her hand now entwined with his.

I hit no one—the shot went wild. But then I see—

Jendra.

She staggers to one side, clutching her arm. She looks at me, dazed and appalled, wide eyes blinking slowly as if unable to comprehend what has just occurred. Without warning, Moira springs to her side, grabs Jendra by her uninjured arm and drags her back up the steps.

Pandemonium breaks loose. It’s harder than ever to see—unsteady gleams of torchlight, the bonfire lowering and spitting embers—impossible to get a fix on any of the shapes flashing about faster and faster.

The Elders have dropped back to the far end of the square and the Riders are phantoms once more, inky wraiths crisscrossing the space around me. Their cries blur into an indecipherable babble. One knocks into me hard enough to spin me around. It takes a moment for me to realize that the rifle is gone, plucked right out of my hands.

I grope for it, cast about for it as if I’ve dropped it but then the realization sinks in—

It’s over. My chance is gone. My one advantage—gone.

I want to shrink back into the dark myself. I want to sprint away from the fire’s glow, far from the perimeter of the square. I’m much too exposed where I am, unprepared for this—like an actor finding herself alone on stage and unable to remember her lines.

But William.

It’s hard to pull myself away from William. A powerful urge to protect him remains—as if I should scoop him up in my arms and run—and I tell myself, He’s dead—it’s over. Nothing you can do.

But I feel I did nothing. Did nothing to protect the poor little fool.

Repeat it until you believe it—there was nothing you could do. He wanted to go through with this—wanted to take the risk.

I look up and Doon is now beside Moira with the rifle. Moira keeps looking from the rifle to Jendra. Jendra has sunk down to the base of the fragment of column that holds Gideon’s body. She looks like I did when I was in the cage, knees up to her chin, grasping her injured arm, a dark oily patch of blood leaking like slow-pouring syrup from a spot close to her shoulder.

Moira snatches the rifle from Doon. She lifts it to her shoulder, squints down the site. She aims straight at me and I remain motionless. I can’t hear the click but I picture her finger pulling back uselessly on the trigger. She ends up cursing, holding the rifle away from her, staring at it like it’s defective.

“I think you need to make sure it’s loaded first, Moira.”

There’s high, mocking laughter from over my shoulder, sharp enough to fill the space around me, cut through the cacophony. The frenzied movement and clamor of the Riders subsides a little like there’s a growing awareness that here is something worth listening to.

I glance back and it’s Aisa, only a few steps behind me.

“Nice ceremony,” she says. “Too bad about your friend—Blondie there.”

Her smell affects me more than what I can see of her—hair more darkly crimson than ever in the glow of the dying bonfire, face ash-white and indistinct. But that sweet, sickly smell with its harsh metallic undercurrent. It makes me stop up my nose, turn away so I can try to find some untainted air.

“And this one.”

Aisa comes right up beside me and toes at William’s motionless body with her boot. Like William’s nothing more than a dead squirrel she’s come across while walking in a park.

I choke back the urge to drive her away, screaming at her to leave him alone. I want to drag his body to a place where these vultures can’t pick at it. The carcass of the deer—will they do that to William? But as enraged as I am, a part of my mind is already analyzing this confrontation, wondering how I can turn it to my advantage.

Moira grins. She’s let the butt of the rifle drop to the ground beside her, holds it lightly by the top of the barrel. She’s poised, composed again. “What was the boy worth anyway?” she says casually. “He was a weakling, the runt of the Elders. And he would have become our runt, a sorry excuse for one of us.”

Runt. The word bites. That’s how I thought of William.

With Aisa beside me, Milo and Bodie must be right behind. I can feel their presence, the smell grown so intense I can hardly breathe—that reek of decay and singed wires all around me, a stench of graves and burned-out houses. I catch myself grinding my teeth.

“Are we going to go through all of this again?” Moira calls to Aisa teasingly. “This little upset about wanting to be all independent?” She laughs like Aisa’s a silly child. “No one knew what was going to happen. Needle said the boy’s chances were fifty-fifty.”

“Needle said, Needle said,” Aisa mimics. “What does Needle know? Is Needle in control now?” Aisa swings round to the larger group of Riders. “Does anyone really want Needle in control?”

There is grumbling, murmurs of dissent. As if on cue, Needle pushes himself from the edge of his cushioned perch and onto his feet. Compared to the other Riders, he is gaunt and geeky. I can imagine how he must have been teased and bullied in school.

“Needle knows enough,” Moira says. But it’s a weak response.

There’s a lot of griping now, more commotion among the Riders, torches shifting around the square. I feel chill breath hovering at the back of my neck—Bodie and Milo. I hear them start to pant with anticipation.

“Let Needle speak,” Moira proclaims, her voice rising. “Let him have his say. He knows what Gideon—”

“Does he?” Milo growls from over my shoulder.

“Respect. You must show respect.” Her voice spikes into a shriek. She takes up the rifle, brandishes it over her head, waves it back and forth. Doon stands close, arms folded tight across his chest, shaded eyes impenetrable. He looks like an enormous chess piece, a knight or a king ready to rain down holy terror on all who oppose him.

Needle advances to the edge of the top step. He’s near Moira but not right beside her, keeping a little distance as if wanting to maintain an air of independence. He straightens the fur coat across his thin shoulders and raises his right arm, points straight up with a long white finger like a teacher waiting for his class to come to order.

By degrees the Riders take notice of him. He waits until it quiets down, until heads are turned in his direction.

But he doesn’t speak. Needle turns back to Gideon, bends low over his body. He glides his hands over Gideon’s face, over his entire frame like a faith healer—from Gideon’s forehead to his toes and back again.

Watching him makes me wonder if the dormant body has decomposed at all or if it remains intact like a waxwork figure. I’m not close enough to see any discoloration, can only glimpse Gideon’s pale profile as Needle’s fingers flutter over it like the feelers of a moth.

Then Needle whirls around, holds both arms out high in triumph. “We must maintain discipline. We must listen to Moira,” he says. “Gideon wills it.” His tone is emotionless, flat and monotone. Sepulchral as always, like it’s coming from far underground. He’s not the actor Moira and Aisa are but his voice has an otherworldly quality that compels attention.

“How do you know what Gideon wills? We’re supposed to believe he spoke to you through your fingers?” Aisa hollers.

There is widespread shushing among the Riders. Needle and his connection to Gideon still commands some respect.

“You’re just trying to lick the hand that feeds you, Needle,” Aisa continues. “For some insane reason, you favor Moira over me.”

“For a very understandable reason,” Moira says.

There is some laughter.

“This is bullshit. All of you know this is bullshit.” Aisa nudges Bodie and Milo. “All of you—all of you—can come with me and no one will have to listen to the screeching of this selfish, stuck-up bitch anymore.”

There’s more laughter. A few Riders start shouting encouragement to Aisa. Some begin calling for a physical fight, a showdown between the two. “Let’s have a new kind of ceremony,” someone yells.

And just like that, Aisa shatters whatever authority Needle possessed. His decree has done nothing to sway the crowd. He begins waving his hands frantically like someone flagging a taxi in a downpour. In seconds, he’s no longer the high priest officiating but a mere nobody desperate to be noticed by the crowd. “Can you—Can you all—” he stutters.

No one pays any attention to him. But none of the Riders beyond Milo and Bodie step forward to join Aisa, to make a declaration that they’re on her side.

The babble of the Riders rises. The wraith-like figures remain indistinct, marked only by the spluttering light of the torches. But I feel something—their agitation, their excitement as it accelerates charging the atmosphere, making the air electric. My skin starts tingling like a storm is about the break.

Needle keeps flapping his hands, ridiculous in his pompous fur coat, standing in front of the cushioned throne he created for himself. Moira scrutinizes him—what’s become of him—and shakes her head sadly. With a flick of her hand, she waves him away.

She maintains her composure. She lifts up the rifle again, this time above her head, gazes around the square with a cryptic smile on her face, waiting for her unruly audience to settle down.

“Am I screeching, Aisa? Au contraire. I’m speaking in a most serene tone of voice. As one tends to do—when they know they’re in the driver’s seat.” She looks up at the rifle. “Everyone see this? This is what’s going to settle the score, Aisa dear, once and for all. This very rifle you took it upon yourself to return to the girl.”

She’s recaptured the crowd again, their murmuring, their constant shift from place to place subsides.

“I didn’t give her the rifle,” Aisa says. “You did.”

Moira laughs breezily. “No need to lie, my dear. What good will that do you?”

“I’m not lying.”

“But why would I give it back to her? It makes no sense.”

They fall silent. All noise dies down to just the crackle of the flames, so much softer than it was before. But there’s still an incredible amount of tension in the air. “Doon?” Moira asks, looking over at him. He shakes his head. I see Aisa turn and glance at Bodie and Milo. They shrug. “A mystery, then,” Moira says. “No matter.”

She moves closer to Gideon’s body, looks from it to the Riders scattered throughout the square. As soon as she comes near him, Needle shrinks back until he’s obscured completely by darkness. His role in this performance is over. Moira raises a hand halfway—a small, theatrical gesture—certain now that she has the crowd’s rapt attention.

“Listen, all of you. This is about power. The power that girl has with this gun. What she’s done with it so far. What she might do. It’s about the power that Aisa wants and the power that I have.”

“Think you have, Moira,” Aisa says.

Moira ignores her. “Somehow the gun was returned to the girl. And the girl would gladly have killed any one of us if she could. But listen to this—we can’t die. Gillian Rose—or any Elder if they were so inclined—can’t kill us. Hasn’t Gideon proved this?”

Her voice grows shrill, has a hysterical edge that makes my ears ring.

“But you doubt,” she says. “You fools continue to doubt Gideon, disrespect his power. Therefore—”

She pauses dramatically for effect, the rifle now cradled in her arms.

“Therefore, I will prove that power to you. The only source of power you need pay attention to. I will prove that I—that all of us—are stronger than death. Gillian Rose thought she was hunting us. I will let her hunt me. I will let her kill me if she can. Or I will get her first.”

Aisa turns to me, her head cocked at an angle like she’s weighing my worth. “You’ll give her the rifle and let her hunt you?” she says.

“Yes.”

“Give her a clear shot at you? See if you survive?”

“I will give her a clear shot at me.”

“And you have bullets left?” Aisa says to me. I don’t know what else to do but nod my head.

I can feel other Riders pressing closer, murmuring, torchlight flickering past me. That unsettling odor, the electricity in the atmosphere, it all keeps growing more and more intense.

“Let this happen, Aisa,” Moira says in a softer tone. “Let me play my game. If I don’t survive, if I’m wrong, you’re rid of me forever. And you don’t have to lift a finger. I know you’ve never liked me. But if I survive—”

“You let us break away,” Aisa says. “Let us do what we want.”

Moira shakes her head, that cryptic smile back on her face.

“We share power. The two tribes are united. You and me, equals. Joint rulers of…everything.” She sweeps an arm holding the rifle across the square. “What do you think?”

“I think you’re crazy,” Aisa says. “We won’t let you kill her. I want her for my tribe.”

“But it’s such a small thing. Look at that girl.” Moira levels a finger at me. “Would she really be such a loss? Look at the trouble she’s caused us. She was fun to toy with but she doesn’t know when to quit. And how did she get ahold of this?”

The rifle.

“If none of us gave it back to her—”

“Go on,” someone shouts. I sense the majority of Riders are being persuaded. Or at least want to see what’s about to happen. This is prime entertainment for them.

“The girl has bad blood. Infecting the entire city with whatever sickness she carries.”

Sickness. How can they know what I carry in my blood?

There is jeering, dizzy laughter. Moira’s speechifying now, has found her groove.

“Gillian Rose,” she says, her finger again leveled straight at me. “A poison rose.”

Poison. To them, I’m the one with poison in my veins. Are they able to tell that I’m different somehow? Inoculated. Immunized.

They start howling, hooting. Pushing and shoving. The square’s becoming more like the shambles of a stage show than ever with an audience about to riot.

“It’s a fair trade, don’t you think? You and me as equals for the life of this sad little creature. And, if by some miracle, she comes out of this victorious, then it’s even better for you. You’ll have her and no me.”

“All right,” Aisa says. “Give her the rifle. Let’s see what happens.”

The Riders start stomping, slapping each other on the back. Chanting, Rifle, Rifle.

“Come here, Gillian,” Moira barks at me.

Someone jabs me hard in the shoulder and I nearly stumble to my knees. I edge past William’s body, to the base of the steps, right at Moira’s feet. “Here,” she says and throws down the rifle.

She doesn’t toss it far enough and I wince as it clatters on the steps. I’ve tried never to drop it, damage it, never let it out of my sight for long. But that’s not true anymore—you threw it in the snow. I reach for it and when I look up, Moira’s gone.

It takes only an instant and the air clears. Everything is suddenly quiet. There’s the smell of burning wood, the sound of a crackling fire and that is all.

I spin around and see no other shapes but the Elders at the far end of the square and they look like they’re hurrying off. The Riders have melted into the blackness of the surrounding streets.

Except for Jendra. She remains huddled at the base of Gideon’s column, clutching her wounded arm, looking lost, even frightened.

A showdown—Moira and me.

Not Aisa’s tribe against Moira’s tribe. Moira and me.

One clear shot—a single bullet boring into the soft milky-white of Moira’s forehead, right between those corkscrew curls.

Maybe I can use Jendra, use her as a bargaining chip. I fumble out another cartridge and slip it into the rifle.

“I’m here, Gillian,” a voice whispers from right behind my back.

Her voice.

Again I spin around but see nothing. Not one of the Riders. The Elders have all slipped away.

“Over here, little one.”

Her voice from the edge of the square, disembodied, dancing through the shadows.

I’m torn between going back for Jendra and trailing after Moira. Jendra looks so dopey and dazed, I don’t think I could move her, force her to do anything. And to pursue Moira—she could lead me anywhere but she’s promised me one clear shot.

Her voice.

“That’s right. Come on and follow me. Stalk me, chase me, ambush me if you can. Lay a trap, use your skills.”

Her voice drifts farther back into the dark streets. I leave the dying glow of the fire and follow.

Four

I’m not hunting Moira. She’s leading me.

She makes no sound, moves nimbly through the night like a cat. The crackling of my boots on the hard-packed snow and a sharp wind that’s started to howl, cutting through eaves and awnings, is all I hear, until—

A whisper. Her voice.

Moira makes no sound—unless she intends to. If I stop, for even a moment, I hear her call to me, so close it makes me leap from my skin, whirl in every direction with the rifle clutched to my chest, trying to see clearly under the spooky sheen of moonlight, trying to penetrate the tangled shadows.

But after threading my way through one city block after another, I begin to hear the icy crunch of multiple feet ahead of me—it’s more than just Moira leading me on. The Riders are all in attendance, accompanying us, filling the streets, watching to see what happens. There are brief sparks of illumination from flashlights they flick on and off as they move.

They’re showing you the way. You are doing exactly what they want you to do.

I know this but I have to see this through to the end. There’s that chance I’ve been promised—a chance so small that maybe it barely exists but a possibility nonetheless that I might get that split-second, that bat-of-an-eye opportunity to take one clear shot at Moira…

She calls to me, “Gillian…”

It’s like she’s whispering from just over my shoulder. I turn and of course she’s not there. Looking back at the street ahead, there’s a quick flash of light and I stumble toward it. I’m not paying attention to what’s below my feet and trip over a tattered backpack half-buried in a drift. I sprawl out face-first on the frozen street, lie motionless.

There’s no strength in me. I’ve had enough adrenalin surging through me to keep me on my feet so far but I’m drained. My legs feel shaky, my stomach still in knots from the food I ate, my head pounding.

There’s an ambulance that blocks the sidewalk in front of me. I think maybe Moira’s on the other side of it but then hear her cooing, calling tenderly as if speaking to her own child. Her voice is buffeted by the wind—coming from the right, then the left, then from behind me again.

“I want to make you another promise,” she says. “Once you’re dead, Gillian, I am going to mingle my own blood with that of your precious little family. I’ll take them one at a time—the redheaded girl, those two small boys and Emily—and see who survives. It will be a chance to experiment with the younger ones. Maybe their youth will make them stronger, better able to survive the change.”

She giggles delightedly, like she’s playing the best game anyone’s ever devised. There’s scattered laughter from farther ahead.

“Up on your feet now,” she says from right beside me. “You’re not much of a hunter.”

I push myself to my feet, grip the rifle tight. The sound of boots stepping lightly, heading up the street impossibly fast past all the junk and wreckage teases me, eggs me on.

Another block and then another. Always the same—taunts, laughter, pinpoints of light that flare and vanish, the crunch of frozen snow. The noise they make comes close to me for a moment and then fades away until there is no sound but my own feet and the wind.

They lead me into a wide central boulevard that’s been cleared almost entirely of vehicles and debris. The boulevard’s end isn’t far and I can see how it opens out to the riverfront. We’re approaching an area of open sky, passing the last of the office towers, the riverfront hotels.

Where do they hide? I keep thinking. Why wasn’t I able to find one, just one of them during the day?

They’ve given me back the power to kill but it only reinforces how helpless I am—waiting for Moira, waiting for her to decide when the time is right.

The farther I trudge down this uncluttered street, the fewer flashlights I see winking on and off and I no longer hear Moira or any of the Riders. It’s obvious to me that they will be waiting by the river. I’m certain that that’s where she wants us to face off. But will they lure me onto a bridge? Take me deep into the weedy jungle that envelopes Waterfront Park?

The remains of the old carnival. That’s the spot Moira would choose.

At the boulevard’s end, I scan left and right down Front Avenue. I see the bridge where they left me dangling in the cage and where I crossed over from the Orphanage. Just past it to my left is a sloped walkway and a green space that leads down into the park. And not far from that, high above, are the swaying gondolas of the Ferris wheel.

I cross Front Avenue, make my way to the edge of the park. Close up, the undergrowth of vines and ivy looks as impenetrable as a brick wall.

But a single flash of light from what must be a Rider deep inside this jungle shows me that there’s a path, a way in. Moonlight floods this area near the river and I can see a spot where the vines have been whacked aside. A small, dark tunnel—and I’m only a few feet away from it.

Think about what you’re doing—going from an open space into a narrow corridor. Anything could be waiting for you there.

But I have no choice. The Riders will come out and get me, drag me into the weeds if I don’t do what they want.

I examine this slender cleft leading into the snarl of vegetation, hesitate for a moment, grip the rifle tight and take a step inside.

My boots sink through the crust of snow as I squeeze sideways down the path that’s been cleared. Thorns prick at me, ripping at the sleeves of my parka as I jerk loose from them. It’s a maze, the path barely wide enough for one. The shadows are thick and I keep stumbling into the brambles, pulling myself clear and trying to find another way forward.

All at once I’m at a chain link fence held in place by cinderblocks, half collapsed, the vines and creepers pulling the rest gradually down. There’s a gap in the fence I slip through, two rickety plywood ticket stands to either side. One has a tree sprouting within it, bare branches reaching across its counter.

And past this is the long carnival midway. It’s been cleared of trash, tangled undergrowth hacked back. The moon throws shadows from the rows of old gaming attractions off to the sides, two lines of booths and tents. Most of the booths are still standing but it’s too murky to make out the crazy-colored lettering that highlights the front of each.

The shadowy interiors of any of these booths could hide the Riders. I wonder if they’ll spring out at me from behind the wheel of fortune or the dime pitch, from the milk bottle toss, the Whac-A-Mole or from inside the empty dunk tank. I stop for a moment in front of the shooting gallery, peer into the darkness inside, expecting Moira to pop up for a second like the painted target of a rabbit or a deer.

But nothing happens. Just the wind twisting through tent flaps and the sound of my boots on the frozen snow. I pass the area where the little kid rides are, the tea cups, the carousel. Then I’m by the flat, two-story facades of the tunnel of love and the funhouse. There’s also a haunted house shaped like a castle with a skeleton, its foot caught in a noose, dangling head-first from an upper story turret. I wonder if the bones are plastic or from someone once real but now rotted.

The haunted house, the fun house—perfect backdrops for Moira to use. I put the rifle to my shoulder, scan every door, every window but there’s nothing to indicate she’s there. Nothing moving, no unusual sound, no sudden flash of light.

I’m left with only one part of the carnival to search—among the stomach-churning, spinning, twisting, plummeting rides at the far end of the midway. The big ones that rise up like the barren bones of long-dead dinosaurs. I see them ahead of me—the Matterhorn, the Tilt-A-Whirl, the Zipper, the Yo-Yo, a collection of metal monsters.

They have to be here.

I walk a few feet and stop, wait, listen. Take a few more steps, study the shadows, watch how the moon blinks silver-blue off any shiny surface.

This must be the place she’s chosen for our showdown. It’s perfect—a ghost-world, wrapped in magic half-light. A ruined playground. The snow is unbroken here, only my footsteps leaving a trail through the icy crust. It could be a dream except for the wind scratching at my face—the wind rattling tin signs and iron chains, ripping at loose canvas flaps, snapping at steel wires.

And then I’m at the foot of the biggest ride of all, the Ferris wheel—the only ride clearly visible above the jungle that surrounds me. I back toward the base of it, trying to find a little shelter but not work myself into a corner. I stare at the bicycle spoke shadows the wheel casts, an enormous web of inky strands.

Where are they? Where is Moira?

As if in answer, there’s a creaking from right above me. I look up just as I hear a cable snap with a whiplash twang and see the black bottom end of something circular plunging down. I have less than a second—no time to move, to get out of the way—before there’s an earth-shaking thud as a gondola dropped from the wheel smashes to the snow.

I keep still for a moment, stunned. My mind churns slowly, grasping for an explanation until I begin to think, like a petulant child, Kill me like this? What about my one clear shot at you, Moira? You are not going to cheat me.

But almost immediately the explanation comes to me—they did this just to scare me, to keep me on edge, disoriented. Not to deliberately hurt me. Moira still has to prove herself, reassert her control. Use me to prove she’s invulnerable. She can’t just squash me into the ground.

Push on. Keep going.

I have to take deep, wearying steps to work my way through layers of snow to the opposite side of the Midway. There I find a little shelter under the wide reach of the Octopus ride. There are eight serpentine arms, twisting out from an angry-faced octopus head at the ride’s center platform. There are pairs of gourd-shaped purple cars dangling at odd angles from the end of each arm.

“Gillian…”

A car held aloft by an octopus arm ten-feet above the ground swings toward me with a hair-raising screech. Moira pokes her head out. I see the glint of moonlight bouncing off her shades, the wind snatching back her corkscrew curls. The bleached-white skin, the wine-dark smear of a smile across her lips—gloating, taunting, tempting.

She holds still, so close, willing me to take a shot at her. She has her arms folded on the edge of the car as if she doesn’t have a care in the world, is waiting for the ride to resume spinning. This is the moment—she’s decided to give me my one clear shot after all. But where is her audience? She should have an audience, the other Riders…

I fire.

The rifle smacks against my shoulder. The echo of the report is whipped away in seconds by the wind. The car twists again, turning away from me. I wait but again hear nothing, see nothing—no scream, no body tumbling to the ground. I shuffle around so I can look at the other side of the car—but she’s gone.

While I slam another cartridge into the rifle, I hear a stilted, throat-clearing cough from behind me. I swing around, squinting hard to penetrate the half-light but can detect no movement within the inky snake-shadows of the octopus arms reaching past me. The Riders could be anywhere, invisible in these conditions—black upon black in the shadows except for their faces. Faces the color of snow.

I look for another place to hurry to, wanting to find another place to shelter, to put something solid behind me. But her voice, the smooth-cream voice a cruel cat would have if it could talk—

“I’m here, right here. Do I have to make it any easier for you?”

I spin back to the open midway—stare as hard as I can, trying to uncover anything definite in the gloom. Was she by the Ferris wheel gondola this time, the one that almost crushed me? It sounded like she was there but—

“Where are your skills, little girl? I thought you’d at least make this challenging.”

Then I catch a glimpse of a shape sweeping through the dark like a bird of prey between the steep oblong frame of the Zipper and the miniature mountain range of the Matterhorn.

“One chance, Gillian. That’s all I’m going to give you.”

Now it sounds like she’s whispering in my ear, like she’s a perched right on my shoulder even though, simultaneously, I’m watching her black phantom form darting through the frigid night air.

“Here, Gillian Rose. Damn it, I’m here.”

This time I’m positive I know where her voice is coming from. From across the midway, in front of the rotating top of the Yo-Yo which lays on the ground, collapsed from its tower, its dozens of swinging chairs spread out around it tangled in chains. I see her. She’s waiting for me, exposed by a clear pool of moonlight just beyond the looming shadow of the Yo-Yo’s top.

I see the wax-pale face, the tapered, form-hugging jacket, the sculpted hair whirled by the wind. I see her standing with legs slightly spread, arms at her sides. Waiting.

Finally waiting for me?

Is she tired of playing her game, going to give me my chance?

I kneel down and prop the rifle up with my elbow on my knee, squint through the site even though it’s too dark for it to be of use. The site helps me feel like I’m not about to waste my shot in the half-light, that I’m taking careful aim at her—at her chest, at her heart.

As I start to squeeze the trigger, I can’t help but think how I’m still only doing what she wants. I’m certain she’ll vanish before the bullet finds her. But she promised not just me but Aisa proof that she cannot die, that my measly, primitive weapon won’t destroy her.

The rifle kicks, its crack washed away by another blast of wind.

But there’s a scream this time. Shrill and human, like a scream from my own mouth—not the unearthly cry Jendra made before the bonfire. The scream cuts into me at a visceral, instinctive level rather than threatening to split my ears.

I see a shape, a human form drop to the ground from out of the shadow of the Yo-Yo’s top. But there is Moira, still standing, having taken only one single step aside. Whoever this fallen creature is, they’re still alive—I can see the body roll and writhe, arms flailing, clutching at its side. Moira shakes her head sadly just as she did after Needle’s disappointing performance in the square and backs away.

Who was it? Who did I shoot?

Was it Aisa—did Moira trick me into shooting Aisa? But whoever lies writhing on the ground, Moira kept them in check easily, without a struggle until the exact moment she was waiting for.

Not a Rider. Someone far weaker.

My hands are shaking. I get to my feet, fumble out another cartridge but drop it in the snow. I have to see what I’ve done. I hurry up to the body.

The closer I get, the harder it is to breathe. My stomach begins to knot.

It’s Emily.

Emily wounded. Thrashing on the ground.

There’s the straw-colored hair now tangled and wild, the face so familiar in the moonlight, twisted with pain. She’s still dressed in her fancy clothes, now smeared with snow, torn and bedraggled.

I drop to her side, trying to see clearly in the dim light, my own shadow obscuring her, feeling along her ribs, trying to keep her hands calm so I can touch the wound, pull back the flaps of her coat, get an idea of how badly she’s hurt.

I’ve hit her far right side, the edge of her torso. Blood is seeping up through her sweater, through her coat—there’s a smear of warm blood on my hand. I drop the rifle and slump to the ground beside her, huddle with her, cradle her in my arms.

“I’ll take this.”

A male voice behind me, deeper than Moira’s, decisive. I turn and two Riders loom over us—Moira with her dark lips and mirrored shades, Doon at her side. I push myself up and see the Riders stepping out of the darkness, from behind the odd shapes of the decaying rides and onto the midway. Doon has retaken the rifle.

“I think you’ve finally had your chance,” Moira says. “And look at this.” She points to Emily and wags her finger in my face. “You were a poor shot this time around. I’m very disappointed. I was hoping you’d kill her—I’d have loved to see how that made you feel.” She sighs. “But I guess there’s still a chance she could bleed to death.”

She points at the rifle, says to Doon, “Throw that thing in the river. We’re not playing with these toys anymore.”

Doon vanishes as if he was never there. The rifle, my father’s rifle—gone forever.

Moira stands directly in front of me now. I have my knees in the snow, bent low over Emily, my hands pressing gently on her hands as she continues to clutch at her wound as if trying to staunch the flow of blood.

My shot, my one clear shot and it was to see if I could kill—

Emily. Why Emily? Because Moira is clever—knew the worst possible thing she could do to me. But how does this prove that she can defeat death?

I look up past where the tails of Moira’s coat are snapping around the tops of her leather boots, up to her arrogant smile, watch as she pulls back her sleeve once more and displays to me her wrist. A wrist with a set of indigo indentations sunk deep into her blue-white skin that retain the pattern of my teeth. “Payback time, Gilly.”

I hadn’t noticed her hands before but they are uncovered, exposed. I can see the lavender half-moons of her fingernails, longer, sharper than Needle’s. She takes a pair of black kid gloves from her pocket, draws them on slowly just as Aisa had done in Needle’s room. It’s theater, drama—another part of the performance. We’re still not at the end of the show.

Without warning, she snatches her arm back and slaps my face, hard. I might have had a chance to put my hands up, to try to deflect the blow but Emily’s clutching fingers are laced through mine and I can’t pull away. I let Moira hit me as hard as she can—as hard as she wants to—sending me sprawling back onto the snow, punching through its frozen surface.

She’s staring at me, clenching her black-gloved fists. My mouth stings at first but has no feeling when I touch it—moving a finger across my cheek, my lower lip—and my hand comes away stained with my own blood this time, my blood mixed with Emily’s.

The slap is an invitation to fight. Moira and me. No weapons allowed—no time to prepare. Nothing to give me an advantage.

I can feel the other Riders pressing in close again. I don’t even have to look to know how close they are. I can smell them even with the wind grinding into my face, can feel their presence setting my nerves on fire like a thousand small needles are pricking at every inch of my skin.

This time she will kill me. Nothing can stop her.

But I can’t give up.

And I won’t leave Emily.

I get on my hands and knees, hands instantly numbed by the snow. I crawl back to Emily and feel for her wound again, the slick spot on her side. I carve out a handful of snow and press it against the spot, trying to hold Emily’s squirming hands back. Maybe the snow will dull the pain. Maybe the bleeding will stop.

But Moira gives me a sharp kick in the ribs. Knocks me back on the ground, sprawled away from Emily. Before I can move the tip of her boot is under my chin.

“You will fight, warrior girl. On your feet now—you have no choice.” She is hissing, snarling, a feral cat with a lust to taunt, to destroy. “You should feel honored that I’m giving you a chance to go out in style.”

She draws the tip of her boot away, waits for me to try to get up.

“Surely you, Gillian Rose, are not going to roll over and simply die. You think you’re something special—the one Elder who has ever, ever thought they could take us on. I want to see how special you really are.”

She kicks me again, not as hard. Not wanting to hurt me badly. She wants me on my feet before she delivers the fatal blow. “Come on now. I’m tired of waiting.”

I’m back on my hands and knees. I sit up, one knee raised, the palms of my frozen hands flat against the snow. Before making another move, I start to speak, try to raise my voice high enough so all of them surrounding me can hear.

“You can’t just kill me, can you Moira?” My voice cracks, struggles against the wind. “That wouldn’t look good in front of your tribe. I have to fight like a worthy opponent. It can’t look like you’re just picking on weaklings. Like William and Emily.”

Moira laughs, a rich reverberating laugh that fills the midway. “Mind games, Gillian. You’re trying to undermine my authority. Very clever.” She reaches down, grabs the front of my parka and hauls me to my feet. “But—you—will—do—what—I—say.”

Her voice is brimming with hate, with a howling rage louder than the wind. Each syllable strikes deep in my ears like a shaft of pure electric current. I look into her face—charcoal eyebrows painted into peaks above hidden eyes. Alabaster skin, mouth scrunched tight like a plum-purple scar. A sharp nose, high cheekbones—bones that are regal and austere.

Her breath is an icy chill in my face, filling my nose with that coppery, sweetly putrid smell. With her flesh so close to mine, I start to gag, it gets hard to breathe. I reach up and grab her wrists, gripping her by her coat sleeves. I want to spit in her face but my mouth is dry. I struggle to turn from her, shove her back, put distance between us.

She lets go of my parka and slams back my arms. “You—do—not—touch—me.” Her voice is a shriek so deafening the last word climbs past the range of my hearing. My ears are hollowed out, ringing.

Moira pushes into me with incredible force and I fly back, finding myself splayed out on the ground again, stunned. But I shake my head to clear it, search desperately for a second wind.

If I can get away, I’m the one the Riders will follow. Emily might have time to escape if she’s able to stand, able to move.

I roll over, scramble onto my hands and knees, this time refuse to waste a second but lift up like a sprinter at the start of a race with my butt in the air. I push off with all the strength in my thighs I can muster, take off running back down the open midway.

Running without traction in the snow. Running against the wind, trying to suck enough air into my constricted chest to keep going.

I hear breezy laughter behind me. Someone says, unconcerned, “It’s only fair that she gets a head start.”

I’m amazed I’m able to run. Where is this energy coming from? Maybe it’s a last burst before the end—a final surge of power before I collapse into a crumpled heap.

I curse the snow that slows me, boots sinking into the softness below the crust. Past the fun house and the haunted house the midway forks left to rows of food carts and trailers but when I try to heave myself in that direction I slip, nearly fall but manage to shove myself up with the palm of my right hand, the hand that was torn by glass. It stings but the pain adds to the sudden surge of strength I feel, keeps me going—

—going to a spot where the chain link fence has been beaten down—a gap, another opening. If I reach it, maybe I can work my way through the tangle of vines, back to the street beyond—or circle back to Emily.

But like the monsters that once jumped from the shadows in the haunted house, Riders leap into view from behind the carts and the trailers, fan out across the open ground. I spin in the other direction, retreat, stumble and nearly fall once more but make it back toward the gaming booths, the place where I came in.

Here, too, from behind the counters where carnies once stood, Riders pop up inside the booths just as I imagined they would when I passed this way the first time—perfect targets now, if I only had the rifle. They point and laugh and cheer as they watch me struggle.

I’m really stumbling now, my legs not working like they were just seconds before, the soft snow below the crust pulling at me like small puddles of quicksand. When I’m almost back to the big rides, I can’t see any moonlit figures ahead of me except for a small shape on the ground—Emily, lying where I left her. Running away, trying to get the Riders to follow me, isn’t helping her escape. She’s too hurt to move.

I look from one side of the midway to the other, from the Ferris wheel to the Octopus and beyond but still see no Riders. I have the wild hope that maybe they’re all behind me now, that there’s a sliver of a chance I can grab Emily and make it out the other way, past the last of these big rides, out the other end of the park.

Sure. Grab Emily—throw her over your shoulder, carry her in your arms. You’re fooling yourself.

But I can’t leave her.

Run, just run. Do what you can before it’s too late.

Just as I’m almost past the saucer shape of the Gravitron—close, very close to Emily now—an ear-splitting squeal of metal grinding against metal makes me instinctively hunker down like a bomb’s just gone off. I look all around, thinking it must have been a ferocious blast of wind but then see the saucer actually begin to spin—spin very slowly and for only a few feet like the last clicks of an enormous roulette wheel.

For a moment I expect lights to snap on, carnival music to play. Imagine the Riders have a generator powerful enough to make everything in the carnival work, bring this spectral park back to life. But nothing happens—only the wind continues to shriek and moan.

I’m wasting precious seconds, stopped in my tracks, unsure what to do, when the door of the saucer flops open, clanging with a wallop against the base of the ride. There’s now a slender gap, a dark tunnel that leads to ride’s interior. Under the pale light of the moon, it looks as murky and fathomless as the bottom of a deep well.

Is this another invitation, like the flash of light showing the way into the tangle of vines? Moira—waiting for me inside. She will have to force me to do what she wants this time, drag me into that thing. As I stare at it, the Gravitron reminds me of a saucer-shaped tomb.

There’s laughter in dark recesses around the midway, laugher blown to me by the wind. I realize I haven’t outrun the Riders, merely moved on to another part of their playground.

There is a tap on my shoulder. I spin around, see only a thin black shade slip behind the rim of the Matterhorn. I turn back and there she is. About two yards away. Nearly close enough to touch, to scuffle with.

And then I hear them all, see them—in an instant the Riders pressing in again but giving Moira and me space. This is still between her and me. They start clapping, hooting, roaring like sports fans at a game.

I’m surrounded and realize my only choice is to charge at her, hurl myself at her, wanting to knock her down, get the upper hand if only for a moment. Buy myself a few more precious seconds.

But without seeming to move her feet, she shifts. She shifts just far enough to the side that I run right past, have a hard time stopping myself without tumbling over. I look around, at the rides and the fence beyond, back down to the far end of the midway.

Stay on your feet. Turn and run. Try—

Try what? I have to stand and face her. Fight. The Riders are between me and the fence that encircles the carnival rides. Between me and the far end of the midway. Between me and Emily. Everywhere.

They start to chant—Blood for blood. Blood for blood. They have reached the end of the ceremony at last—and I am Moira’s sacrifice.

I scan all the bloodless faces around me, each pair of eyes shaded by dark glasses, each mouth like a carmine scar, each body clothed in gradations of black. Aisa must be somewhere in the crowd. With Milo and Bodie. And she will not save me this time.

What do I do when Moira attacks me? Scratch, hit, kick? Bite?

She is walking toward me, unmistakably, deliberately walking this time—I can see her legs move, hear the crunch of her feet on snow. I keep backing up until I can’t go any farther. She’s driven me back to the smooth side of the Gravitron, my shoulders pressed against it. I see her smile—everything working to plan, just as she wants it.

How will she kill me? With black-gloved hands? With the heels of her fashionable suede boots?

She’s directly in front of me now, an arm’s length away. And with incredible speed she lashes out with her right hand, gloved fingers latching onto my neck, pressing into my throat, beginning to squeeze with shocking power.

In seconds my head is light, like I’m spinning into a yawning vortex. I try to gasp. I snatch at her wrists with weakening hands. I’m barely aware that the chanting of the spectators has turned into confused shouting. There’s some movement at the fringe of my vision—shoving, jabbing—shuffling bodies being pushed aside.

And then Moira is wrenched away.

I collapse back against the Gravitron’s side, stroking my throat, trying to rub away the pain, wheezing and struggling to suck in as much air as I can. But I can see that, very near to me—

A black figure, a tall Black Rider, has Moira in a chokehold. Bodie? Milo? Would they dare? The Rider’s head is covered by a hood, his face impossible to see.

Moira thrashes and writhes like a panther in a snare. She claws, she kicks back at her attacker’s shins, tries to slam the back of her head against his face. Slashing, beating, twisting like a dying animal in his grip.

But this Rider hardly moves, is locked onto her, holding her fast like she has all the strength of a child.

Then two figures are at his side—Doon and another member of Moira’s tribe. But the stranger whirls around, drags Moira back with him until he, too, is pressed against the Gravitron. I scramble aside to give them room, not really frightened by what’s happening but fascinated by it, like it’s a slow motion car crash or a gradual tumble off a ledge in a dream.

I desperately want to see who this is. I want to see his face—but Moira’s thrashing and the hood he wears keep his features obscured.

“Try to interfere and I will kill her,” he says. His voice reverberates out to the crowd, fills the space, cuts through the tempest. He’s not panting, not winded at all.

The voice—so familiar. The body of this Rider—it looks—

“Can’t kill me,” Moira gets out, her voice broken, nearly smothered. “Can’t die.”

“I can kill you,” the one who holds her says, raising his voice still louder. “I’ve done it before. We can die. You’re all fools if you think we can’t.”

The Riders are closing in, only a few feet away now. They’re howling with rage, getting ready to step in. Each one weighing the consequences, considering the stranger’s words. I imagine only Aisa and her crew are hanging back, waiting to see what happens.

Doon is hovering closest to us. Without warning, he shifts position like Moira had when I charged at her, without deliberate movement, is suddenly at her side like there’s a jump in an old reel of film I’m watching. The Rider clutching Moira reaches out with her, holds her aloft with a hand around her throat, leaving her feet to dangle above the ground. He calls out above all the clamor, “There is death—and I will show it to you.”

And he releases Moira. She sinks to the ground like a marionette with its strings cut.

Then he’s at my side.

Larkin. It’s Larkin.

Why did he wait so long?

He looks at me for only a moment, his eyes uncovered, bottomless indigo pools.

“Come,” he says to me.

“Is she?”

“No, not yet. But they’ll think she is.”

Over Larkin’s shoulder—faster than I can see how it happens—Doon’s face appears. My face has a split-second to react, to warn him with my expression—no time to get a single word out.

But Larkin knows. He twists to the right, slams his elbow into Doon’s abdomen. I can hear the thud, like the wallop of a bat against a hanging side of beef. Doon bends sharply but recovers almost immediately and smacks Larkin across the face, knocking him into center of the crowd, sending other Riders gliding back, out of the way of the combatants.

Although Larkin acts like the blow has stunned him, sent him reeling, he never falls, stays light on his feet, crouching, ready, a slight smile on his face as if he welcomes this.

Doon lumbers toward him, not gliding, no longer as agile as he was. He takes a swing at Larkin and Larkin drops to his haunches, then throws himself headfirst into Doon, sending him flying. Doon is only halfway back to his feet before Larkin smashes him back down with a slashing downward movement of his left elbow, then knees him hard in the face. Doon plummets forward, face-first on the ground. He’s twitching, like a condemned man strapped to an electric chair after the current dies away. Twitching like William did.

Larkin looks all around the open midway. “Do you want to see how our kind can die? Do you really want to see this?”

Those words, they make my spine feel like ice. Maybe I’m wrong—maybe it’s not Larkin. I never heard him speak like this. Is it possible to reconcile this changed creature with the boy I knew?

He sinks to one knee, leans over Doon. From a pocket of the frayed black overcoat he wears he removes a dark object, something thin and steely like a pick or a spike. He folds back the collar of Doon’s jacket, aims the point of the tool he holds at something that looks like a lump on the back of Doon’s neck. Then he wraps his hands around the handle of the tool in one huge fist, lifts his arms up high.

The Riders surrounding us are frantic, horrified, begin to uselessly chant—Not fair, Not fair—but not one makes a move to help their comrade, not one takes a step forward. The thin body of the Rider I called Larkin tenses, starts to bring down the blow when—

—a shriek erupts from near the fighters, a haunted, piercing wail of such agony it makes me think that all those the plague destroyed in Raintree are suddenly crying out from their graves.

Heads turn to where Moira is still on the snowy ground, trying to push herself up, pointing at Larkin. Her mouth trembles open but no words emerge. She climbs painfully to her feet, lurches over to him. Larkin still has his arms raised but is looking at her over his shoulder. Her hands grasp at his—slender, black-gloved hands clawing at his pale, exposed fingers—trying to keep him from dealing the fatal blow.

Her shades have fallen off. I can almost imagine I see something human in her eyes, an iris, a pupil, a center lens that’s focused on Larkin, that’s pleading, that shows real emotion. She’s been brought down to the level of a mere mortal. To my level.

I hear Larkin say, “Well?”

She tries to push his hands down and he lets her. He’s no longer poised to strike. Moira keeps a hand over his and lifts another to point at me. “Why her? Why—save her?” Her voice is a rasp, a ghost of its former self.

He shrugs and looks at me. He’s so strange. I keep thinking of him both as Larkin and as a stranger who only resembles him. The face is the same, the build, the voice. But his eyes—empty black pools where before there was substance, something recognizable.

Moira’s eyes are as black as his. I was wrong to think I could see anything human in them.

I watch Larkin or this likeness of Larkin and Moira together. They look like grieving lovers, hands together. That can’t be—he just tried to kill her.

What will happen now? Does Larkin really want to save me?

Without warning a thick internal fog creeps up on me. My mind fuzzes over. Every shred of strength in my body leaves me at once. Involuntarily, I sink to the ground, my back sliding against the Gravitron’s slanted metal side.

It’s hard to see, hazy, but I’m able to watch as Larkin gets to his feet, begins walking over to me. I stare at his boots as he takes each step. He doesn’t glide, doesn’t suddenly appear in front of me but walks like a normal person. Walks in boots that are creased and worn.

I’m afraid to look up at him, to raise my head and look him in the eyes. Those eyes—they will swallow me whole. If he is Larkin, he’s far too different now. I’m so afraid I won’t recognize him. And he won’t know me. Afraid that everything we shared is gone.

But you must look—must make sure it’s him.

I try to work up the courage and when I think I’ve found it I find that I can’t raise my head. It’s physically impossible. Black nothingness is closing in on me. My chin sags and I’m too weak to do anything but stare at the toes of those scuffed and battered boots.

He’s walked countless miles. He, too, has reached the fabled city to the north we sought for so long. And now we’re reunited. But what does it mean? Who is he now?

The dark engulfs me and I see nothing else.


Part Ten


Home

One

I hear his words first. “I think she’s waking up.”

Who said that?

“Larkin?” My voice is a croak.

“No, it’s Aiden.”

A hand squeezes mine tight. I’ve opened my eyes but they’re filmy, blurred like a projector out of focus. But I see the red hair, the pale, freckled face—Stace. “Larkin?” she whispers, confused.

Somebody holds a glass of water to my mouth, an articulated straw rubbing against my lips. “Sorry,” Aiden says. “But you should take a drink. If you can.”

I sip and he’s right—the water feels wonderful, soothes the dry ache in my throat. I reach a hand from under a blanket and touch the soft skin of my neck. It’s tender, bruised. “The Orphanage?” I ask.

The room I’m in doesn’t look familiar. There’s daylight shining through a tall window not far from me, faded green wallpaper all around, a silver-framed daguerreotype with the image of a stern-faced woman in ancient clothes hanging opposite the window.

“No, we’re not in the Orphanage,” Aiden says. “Somewhere better. Home.”

I try to push myself up but my head pounds. “Easy,” Aiden says. “Try sitting up a little and let me slip a pillow in behind you.” He laughs, then coughs a little. “It’s my turn to take care of you.”

He is handsome—a fine nose and mouth, dark eyes, soft brown hair that’s thick and crudely chopped off at the shoulder. But he looks haggard, bony and pale, like he’s the one that should be resting in bed.

I turn to Stace, can see her clearly now. CJ and Terry are here, too. They crowd in and we hug. It hurts a little but I’m happy to embrace all of them. I tell Stace, “Forget what I was saying when I woke up. I was dreaming.”

I want to get out of bed. I want to get a better look at my surroundings. I slide my legs from under the covers, let my feet hit the floor. I see that I’m dressed in a long flannel nightgown, something the woman in the picture on the wall might have worn. “You shouldn’t,” Aiden says. “You should sleep a little longer, then—”

“I want to see.”

I ignore him and push myself off the bed.

It’s a room in an old house, an upper story. There’s a bridge visible outside the window. The window and doorframes are made of worm-eaten wood the color of burnt toast, carved and tarnished. The bed has an antique brass bed frame, the mattress pitted and worn. But piled high with blankets, the bed is warm, comforting. Now that I’m standing, I feel the difference—cold, drafty air tickling the skin of my legs.

The others are watching me anxiously, as if they expect me to pitch over at any moment, fall face-forward on the floor. I make it over to the window where I can look at the bridge.

“Emily’s here, too,” Aiden says.

I turn to him. “Emily?”

“She’s okay. Just a flesh wound. But it must have hurt like hell. I’m trying to keep it from getting infected. Using the medicine you brought for me.”

“What is this place?”

“I found it a long time ago. It’s an old Victorian high above the river. It looks like no one has lived here since 1901. But it has great views. We can keep watch. Defend ourselves.”

Defend ourselves.

I will try to find a place where we don’t have to defend ourselves. Where we can let down our guard, live like people used to. Like the people in this house used to…

I turn back to the window. The view takes in a wide expanse of Raintree. It’s a clear day. The bridge I noticed before is painted blue, has four lanes sloping gently to the river’s west bank with a ridge of steep hills beyond it. If I look to the right, I can see the river’s steel-gray surface and the line of bridges that recede into the distance past the city’s center.

“It’s good here,” I say. “I like it.”

Aiden joins me at the window. He shuffles slowly, like each step requires an effort. “He brought you here,” he says softly. “Brought you and Emily. I’d never seen her before. Or him.”

“Him?”

“He said he knew you. Would protect you. That you were family.”

Larkin. Family.

Aiden glances back at the children. “He told us to leave the Orphanage, find a safe place. I didn’t want to trust one of them but I had no choice. I could hear their bikes—they were coming. I was too weak. The other children…”

“It’s all right, Aiden.” I take his hand. I look out the window, at the river, at the city.

Larkin brought me here, must have carried me in his arms—changed, altered Larkin. And he thinks that we’re still—

But that can’t be. We can never be together like we were.

We’re not equal. We’re two different species.

It’s what blood leaves behind—this hollow, empty world. A shell of a thing. Families scattered. Lovers torn apart.

But Larkin—

There might be a way, must be a way. A way to piece us all back together. A way to live like people used to, a way to remake the world. And if there is a way, I will find it.
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‘What blood leaves behind s a virus that haunts us all.

It snakes through innocent bloodstreams, infecting, sickening,
hollowing out the bodies of all it has chosen to corrupt.

It does its work fast, overnight. Leaves behind a lifeless shell,
dried out and shrunken. A thing vaguely human, drained

of color, the whitish-gray of cold ashes.

‘What blood leaves behind is a world without adults.

Older people—our parents, all those who ran the world—
are gone. Every one of them has succumbed to this disease.
T've seen nothing to convince me otherwise. I've found only
children wandering the roads, lost and forlorn, and precious
few of them.

‘We who are left behind show no symptoms until we're
in our late teens—seventeen, cighteen. We spend long,
desperate days scrounging for food, hoping that we've been
passed by, that the disease won't find us, won't claim us for
its own. Hoping that, by some miracle, we will live to be
full grown.

T've been told that not all the disease tauches die. Some say a
changeling is left behind, a creature of the sickness, one who
can rise up from its sickbed and walk away. But 1 am sure this
is only a story, the make-belieye of frightened children
‘whispering about white, bloodless creatures they think they.
have seen in the night.

This is the world we're left to wander through. The world
we're left o try to survive in.

This is what blood leaves behind.
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