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Chapter 1

	 

	 

	The machines took over the world in a way no one ever imagined. In the books and moving pictures made by the dead, the machines exterminated us or enslaved us. They burned cities, hunted survivors, and turned the sky black with war. But that is not what happened. Not really. In truth, the machines did something much quieter and much crueler.

	They replaced us.

	And we, the humans, let them.

	To the machines, we became nothing—if they considered us at all. Outsiders, perhaps. Strangers peering in on a reality no longer our own. They were not troubled by our presence, or if they were, they were not troubled enough to trouble us. They had no use for us, and perhaps that was the worst of it. If they had needed us, they might have enslaved us. If they had feared us, they might have hunted us. But they did neither.

	They simply went on.

	And in going on, they took the world.

	It is their world now. It has been for as long as I can remember, and longer still.

	We look in on what belongs to them. They do not look back.

	That is how it has always seemed to me, anyway, though Matthew says I think too much and know too little. Matthew is the oldest among us, or at least the oldest who remembers. He speaks of a time when humans drove the automobiles, flew on the airplanes, and rode in cars behind the locomotives. He speaks of these things as if he saw them with his own eyes, and perhaps he did. Sometimes, when the light catches his face the right way, I believe him. Other times, I do not.

	Matthew says the machines did not kill us.

	He says most of us just died.

	By us, he means the human race.

	I do not believe him.

	Or perhaps I believe him and hate the shape of the truth. For if the machines did not kill us, then they watched us fade. They watched us disappear into hunger and emptiness and forgetting, and they cared not enough to stop it. Luke would have called that benign neglect. Luke knew the finer words, the better words. Luke taught me letters and sounds and how one word may follow another until thoughts become more than feelings and silence.

	These words are mine now, but they began with him.

	Everything began with him.

	Luke is gone.

	Is gone, really, if you do not mind my slipping from past to present. Luke used to say it was wrong to do that, wrong to slide from what was into what is as if the two were one. “The past was,” he would say, touching the book with reverence. “The present is.” Then he would look at me with those tawny eyes of his, half stern and half amused, as if he knew I would do it anyway.

	I do.

	The present is, and Luke is not in it.

	The past was, and sometimes—only sometimes—I can almost see him there.

	I do not know where Luke has gone. I do not know if anyone knows. If there is anyone in Central who knows more than he says, it is Matthew, but Matthew will only tell me that Luke has joined John.

	Joined John.

	As if that explains anything.

	John was another who went away. Another name spoken softly and seldom. Another absence pressed flat beneath the weight of our days until it became part of the floor we walked on. No one in Central likes to speak of those who leave, perhaps because speaking of them makes leaving real, and if leaving is real then so is wanting to leave.

	We do not say such things aloud.

	Central is where we live.

	No. That is wrong.

	Central is where we exist.

	There is a difference, though I would not have known there was before Luke put the book into my hands and told me to keep it hidden. Before that, Central was simply the place of walls and halls and sleeping spaces and rules. A place of meal fires, rain barrels, rough blankets, and voices that rose and fell in the same patterns every day. A place where we moved according to instruction and watched according to instruction and gathered according to instruction, and no one asked whether such movement was living.

	We were here.

	The machines were there.

	That was enough.

	Or it was supposed to be.

	Luke said it was not enough. He said there had been more before—more than walls and gruel and watch duty and names given after a fall from the sky. He said there had once been mothers and fathers. Families. Cities full of people. Streets and laughter and tables set for more than mere survival. He said humans once made the world with their own hands and crossed it by road and rail and sky.

	I asked him then if the book could lie.

	He laughed at that, softly, beautifully. “Books don’t lie, Cedes,” he said.

	I am no longer so sure.

	The words in the book seem true. The pictures seem true too. The automobiles with their smooth bright bodies. The airplanes with their wings spread wide. The trains running on fixed lines through a world that looked ordered and full. The man and woman and child standing together, not because they were told to stand together, but because they belonged together.

	The book says such things existed.

	Luke believed they did.

	But belief is not memory, and memory is not mine.

	I remember nothing of before.

	Nothing at all.

	And yet I see things sometimes. Not memories exactly. Flashes. A hand in mine. Sunlight through a wide open window. A room I have never stood in and yet somehow know. Luke said those things mattered. That I must hold on to them when they came, not let them drift away like smoke.

	“Try to remember,” he told me.

	As if remembering were a thing one could simply do.

	As if the empty place inside me were full of hidden doors waiting to be opened.

	Matthew thinks all that is foolishness.

	Matthew says there is no use for reading and writing. No use for old books. No use for filling one’s head with dead things when there is gathering to do and watch to keep and laws to follow. He told me I should destroy the book when Luke first left it with me. He said that whatever Luke had put into my head would lead only to trouble.

	Perhaps he is right.

	I have not destroyed it.

	I could not, even if I tried.

	The book is hidden where Matthew will not find it. At times I take it out and run my fingers over its worn cover, over the split places in the binding and the curled edges of its pages. It smells of dust and age and something faintly sweet, as if it remembers a world that had flowers in it and clean air and dry rooms where things were kept because they were loved and not because they were useful.

	Luke entrusted it to me.

	That means something.

	Or I need it to mean something.

	Perhaps that is the same thing.

	I am Mercedes.

	Cedes, really, because that is what most can say.

	Luke named me.

	Luke named nearly everyone in Central who was not already named when he found them or when they fell. Matthew was here before Luke, and someone else named him. Luke never said who. When I asked, he only smiled in that secretive way of his and told me some names belonged to stories not yet ready to be told.

	I did not like that answer then.

	I like it less now.

	Luke found me the day I fell from the sky.

	That was the day I was born.

	That is what we say of all of us. We fall, and then we are found, and then we are named. It is the way of things. The lore says so. Matthew says so. Central itself seems built around that truth.

	And yet there are moments—small, dangerous moments—when I wonder if that too is something like the book: a thing I have been told so many times it has hardened into certainty even though certainty is not the same as truth.

	Luke never told me otherwise.

	But Luke told me many things without saying them aloud.

	Now I am the one who names the new ones, just as he named me. I named Linc and Chevy and Sierra. Their names were in the book, hidden among the old things and old people and old ways of being. Sometimes, when I say their names, I feel as if I am reaching backward into something vast and bright and nearly forgotten. As if names are not merely sounds but bridges.

	I do not know if that is true.

	I know only this: Luke is gone.

	The book remains.

	Matthew watches me as if he knows something I do not. And somewhere beneath all of it—beneath the walls of Central, beneath the silence of the machines, beneath the words Luke gave me—there is something waiting to be remembered.

	 

	
Chapter 2

	 

	 

	The past was. The present is.

	Luke used to say the two were not the same thing, and yet in my mind they often touch. One slides into the other like water running together in the same shallow place until I can no longer tell which reflection belongs to which sky.

	I listened while Matthew spoke our lore and gave instructions.

	I listened to the story of how the first of us fell from the sky and about the miracle of Central while I read the words inside my own head. Matthew’s voice and my thoughts do not like each other. His voice is hard and worn smooth by repetition, while my thoughts drift away like leaves in a current. Still, I listened. I tried to remember what Luke wanted me to remember, but there was nothing to remember.

	Nothing, except perhaps Luke’s words.

	“There is nothing but what is and what comes,” he once told me.

	I did not understand him then. I do not understand him now.

	If there is nothing but what is, why did he want me to remember? Why leave me the book? Why press all those dead words into my hands as if they might somehow open the world? And if there is only what comes, why does it feel as if something has already been lost?

	I do not know.

	Matthew’s instructions ended as they always do, with assignments given out like pieces from an old machine no one fully understands but everyone obeys. Sierra and I were to go out and look. Every day, some of us go out and look. We look for the machines. We look for others like us. Sometimes we find neither. Sometimes one or the other.

	Never both.

	Linc, Chevy, Austin, and Dakota were to go out and gather. They gather what can be found and salvaged from the stone ghosts. Twisted scraps. Sealed tins. Cloth if the rot has not taken it. Something useful. Something burnable. Something that might fill a belly for a little while. What little we bring back keeps us going.

	Jetta and Rabbit were to stand watch.

	What they watch for, I do not know. Matthew never says. Luke never said either. Yet we keep watch just the same, as if danger is a thing that respects routine and will wait for its appointed hour.

	Others received instructions too, but I paid little attention. Luke had named many of them, and in some strange way that still made them his. I had not yet learned how to think of them otherwise.

	Sierra, today with me.

	Luke would have said that was good.

	Sierra talks now. Sometimes. She did not before, not really. Before, she was all eyes and stillness, a presence beside me that seemed always to be on the edge of becoming. But she talks now, and because she talks, everything about her feels more dangerous and more dear.

	Outside was not something I wanted to rush toward. Inside Central, there were walls and shade and the comfort of known things, even if those known things were harsh and bare. Outside, there was too much sky and too much silence.

	Still, I was the first to walk the long hall.

	The first to climb the stone stairs.

	The first to unbar the great steel doors.

	When I pulled them open, sunlight spilled inward in one bright sheet, as if the world beyond had been waiting for that crack to widen. I stood at the threshold and listened. I was not afraid. I do not think I was. Or perhaps fear was one of those things Luke carried with him and I only borrowed by being near him.

	He was always asking me if I was afraid, anxious, sad, or happy.

	As if such things should have names.

	As if naming them would make them easier to bear.

	I never understood why he asked.

	Now I think perhaps I do.

	Or perhaps I only miss the asking.

	I miss Luke.

	That, at least, I understand.

	I stood in the doorway and looked up. I hardly noticed the broken stone ghosts all around me or the cracked ways between them. The sky above was a great blue emptiness with the curious orange ball of the sun burning inside it. There were no voices. No rustling movement from the streets beyond. No distant machine-whir. Not even the cry of a bird.

	Only stillness.

	That should have comforted me.

	Instead, it made my skin tighten.

	The sun hurt my eyes if I looked at it too long, but I looked anyway because it moved when I was not looking. Always away. Always away from Central, as if it were trying to lead me or warn me or tell me something I could not yet hear.

	“I’m Cedes,” I say sometimes when I find the sun has moved.

	I said it then too, very softly.

	Luke saw the sun as I did. That is what I tell myself. It was because I saw it move that he left. He never said that exactly, but I know it all the same. Or I think I know. He left the book to me and not Matthew. That must mean something. It must.

	The others took too long coming up the stairs, and so I waited and watched and listened to the quiet grow heavier around us.

	Sometimes it feels like someone out there is watching me when I stand in the doorway. Today was one of those days. I could feel their eyes on my skin the way I feel a spider web brush against my face when I walk too close to the bushes after rain. It made me want to shake my fist at the emptiness and shout, Go away. Run. Leave us alone.

	But I did not want to disturb the silence.

	The silence was good.

	At least, it had once been good. Luke would have said so. If I had to go out, better to go when it was quiet like this. Better to hear what belonged and what did not.

	Turning back toward the hall, I saw the others waiting just at the edge of the light, as if they feared it. Above them, the broken stones over the doorway still held the old carved word: Central.

	I do not think most of them knew what the letters meant.

	I do.

	That is another thing Luke gave me.

	“Come,” I said, waving them up.

	They climbed awkwardly, blinking in the sudden brightness. I named each as Luke might have if he were there. “Linc,” I said, pointing. Then Chevy. Austin. Dakota.

	I gave the gatherers their packs and bags and said, “Go, gather. Find what you can and return.”

	Then I took Jetta and Rabbit by the hand and led them toward the tower. “Go, watch,” I said, shaping circles with my fingers and placing them before my eyes so they would understand.

	They nodded and went.

	I watched until they began to climb.

	Only then did Sierra and I leave the threshold behind.

	We walked past the stone ghosts and the open places between them until we came to the long stairs that climbed the hill. The city around us was all broken lines and empty frames, as if some giant hand had reached down long ago and squeezed the life from it. The stone ghosts leaned and watched and remembered things I could not.

	The sun moved while we climbed.

	At the top, I turned back and looked toward Central. “Cedes,” I said quietly. “I haven’t gone anywhere, but Luke has.”

	Sierra reached out and touched my lips.

	Her eyes followed the movement of my mouth, as if the shape of words still surprised her. Or as if she was trying to remember how they were made.

	“Will you talk today, Sierra?” I asked.

	She stared back at me, blank and beautiful and distant.

	I smiled despite myself. In the back of my mind, I could see Luke, tall and lithe and leaning with deliberate laziness against a ruined wall. He was winking at me as if there were something funny in all this, though I did not know what.

	“Will you talk today, Sierra?” I asked again.

	This time she looked left, then right, then back at me.

	“Luke’s gone,” I said. “Did he tell you to remember too?”

	Still she did not answer.

	Only now her eyes were not empty. They were fixed on something behind me.

	I turned.

	At first I saw nothing. Only the broken city and the stillness beyond it. Then I heard the wind in the trees below and thought perhaps that was what had caught her attention.

	But something about the quiet was wrong.

	There should have been birds. Flyers in the branches, cooing and calling and fluttering from ruin to ruin. There should have been sound layered into the morning.

	There was none.

	The wrongness of it ran through me cold and quick.

	Where are you, Luke?

	Sierra and I stood there together looking out into the emptiness and waiting.

	Waiting for the machines.

	The machines who cared not enough to kill or enslave us.

	“Sierra?” I said.

	She turned to me then, her green eyes fixed on mine, wide and searching.

	“Do you know where Luke’s gone?”

	She said nothing, but there were questions in her eyes—so many questions I felt them like the brush of rain before a storm. I reached up and pushed a spill of black hair back from her face. Beneath my fingers, the warmth of her skin startled me. She was trembling, only a little, but enough.

	“It’s okay,” I said softly. “Words will come when you’re ready.”

	I said it because Luke used to say such things.

	I said it because I wanted it to be true.

	I said it because Central without Luke already felt too empty, and I could not bear for the world to stay as silent as it had become.

	 

	
Chapter 3

	 

	 

	Sierra and I stood at the looking place and watched the emptiness. The sun had moved farther behind Central now, though not so far that I could pretend not to notice it. The stillness remained. No birds. No cries from the trees. No distant machine-whir from the wastes.

	Only that wrong and waiting quiet.

	Then I saw them.

	At first, it was only a stirring at the far edge of the expanse, a wound of dust opening against the pale land. But I knew better than to trust only what my eyes told me from so great a distance. I took the field glasses from my pack and brought them up.

	The world leapt forward.

	Dust. Motion. Gray metal. Window after window flashing dully in the light.

	The trucks.

	The first side window I found showed me what I already knew I would see: nothing. No hands on a wheel. No head bent forward in concentration. No body at all. The cabin was empty, and yet the truck sped on with machine-perfect purpose.

	I followed the convoy from front to back, counting as I went.

	One.

	Two.

	Three.

	The numbers came as softly to me as breathing. The trucks were so close together they seemed, at a glance, like one long moving body—like a train, perhaps, if one did not know better. But I knew better.

	Luke had shown me the place where the trains ran once. He had made me stand and look and understand the difference. Trains belonged to rails and stations and a world built around lines and timing and destinations chosen by humans. Convoys were not that.

	Convoys were trucks.

	And there were sixty-four of them.

	Always.

	By the time I reached the last one, the count settled inside me with the dull certainty of a rule. Sixty-four. Each so close to the next that there was scarcely space enough between them for a body to fall through. From where Sierra and I stood, their movement seemed almost slow, almost lazy, but through the field glasses I could see the truth.

	They were racing.

	Not wildly. Not carelessly. Their speed had precision to it, like part of some larger pattern I could feel but not yet understand. They cut a ribbon through the dust and the barren earth and moved from one side of the expanse to the other as they always did, until one by one they would vanish from sight.

	I lowered the glasses and looked at Sierra.

	She was staring where I had been staring, her green eyes narrowed against the light, her dark hair stirring in the wind.

	“They’re here,” I said, though she could see that for herself.

	I ought to have kept watching.

	I ought to have fixed my thoughts on the convoy and its passing and the shape of what was to come.

	Instead, I pulled the book from my pack.

	It seemed right that I should. Or perhaps not right—necessary.

	I held it out where Sierra could see the worn cover and the split along its spine. “Did Luke show this to you?” I asked. “Did he ask you to remember?”

	At once, her attention left the trucks.

	She reached toward the book with a care that startled me, as if she somehow already knew it was more than old paper and hidden words.

	I pulled it back before her fingers touched it.

	“Mine,” I said.

	The word came out sharper than I meant it to. It was Matthew’s law speaking through me, Central’s law, the law that says a thing belonging to one living human may not be taken by another. Mine. Yours. His. Hers. The rules of having when there is so little to have.

	Sierra froze, and for a moment I hated myself for the look that flickered across her face. Not fear exactly. More like hurt without understanding why it hurt.

	“It is mine,” I said again, but softer this time. “Luke gave it to me.”

	Then, because I was not Matthew and did not want to be, I put the book back within her reach. “But I’ll share. It’s all right to share.”

	The difference between those two things—mine and shared—felt larger than the book itself.

	Sierra moved slowly then, touching the edge of the page with the lightest brush of her fingers.

	“Words,” I told her. “Letters.”

	Her fingers traced the black marks as if they had shape she could feel. The look in her eyes changed. Not emptiness. Not confusion either. Recognition, perhaps, though of what I could not say.

	I opened to one of the pages Luke had shown me most often, one where the old world seemed to bloom from the paper. There were pictures there of people and things that belonged to before.

	I pointed.

	“Before,” I whispered.

	Sierra’s lips parted.

	“Before,” she said.

	The word was quiet and rough and more beautiful than any other thing I had heard in days.

	I smiled so quickly it hurt. “Yes. Before.”

	I touched the figures and objects one by one as Luke had once done with me. “Man,” I said. “Woman. Child. Car.”

	Sierra watched my finger. Watched my mouth. Watched the page and then the world beyond it, as if some space were opening inside her and she did not know whether to fear it.

	Her eyes seemed to ask, Why?

	“To know,” I said. “To know and remember.”

	The convoy moved on below us, dust roiling in its wake, but for those moments it might as well have belonged to another world. Sierra and I were folded inside the book and its old truths and whatever they were doing inside us.

	I turned a page and showed her more. The bright shape of an airplane. The long body of a train. A road cutting through a city whole and standing, not broken and hollow like the stone ghosts around us.

	“Luke told me this is what was,” I said.

	I lifted my hand from the page and swept it outward, toward the ruins behind us and the wastes before us. “This is what is.”

	But even as I said it, the words felt wrong.

	Or not wrong exactly. Incomplete.

	Because for a moment the book-world and the world around me touched, and I could not keep them apart. I did not only see the pictures on the page. I saw movement inside them. The car traveling beneath human hands. The airplane held aloft by a human pilot. The train carrying people from one place to another because humans had built it to do so.

	The images came too quickly, too brightly, as if they belonged to me and not to the dead pages of the book.

	The past was.

	The present is.

	But in my mind they slipped over each other until I could no longer tell where one ended and the other began.

	Why is that wrong? I wanted to ask Luke.

	Why must the past stay where it was if it keeps rising inside me? How am I meant to remember if I am not allowed to slip?

	I thought of other flashes too. The ones I never knew how to explain. A hand in mine. Sunlight through an open window. A long table with red candles burning low. A tall glass held to red lips. Golden curls slipping between my fingers though the curls were not mine. My own hair is long and straight, the color of pale straw in summer.

	There is a place inside me where something should be.

	Luke once said that too.

	“There is a place in all of us where the old world presses,” he told me. “A hollow where memory ought to live.”

	At the time I had not understood him.

	Now I think perhaps the hollow was opening.

	Or tearing.

	The sudden wetness on my cheeks startled me so much I almost dropped the book.

	I touched my face.

	My fingers came away damp.

	Sierra saw before I could hide it. She reached out, her fingertips brushing beneath my eye, and then she looked at the wetness she had gathered there as if it were something sacred or terrible.

	Her expression changed again.

	I knew that look.

	Or rather, I knew that it was the same look I had seen in Luke’s eyes when he asked me those questions I could never answer.

	What is it?

	What do you feel?

	I heard his voice so clearly in my head that for a moment I almost turned, expecting to find him standing there beside us with the wind in his hair and that half-smile waiting at the corner of his mouth.

	Instead there was only Sierra.

	Only us.

	She wiped my tears away with her thumb.

	In that small gesture, I knew with sudden and perfect certainty that she was like me.

	Like Luke.

	One of us.

	I touched the center of her chest gently. “Is it here?” I asked. “Does it hurt? Do you feel?”

	The question seemed to go through her like wind through tall grass. Her brow furrowed. Her mouth trembled. Then, so softly I might have imagined it if not for the shape her lips made, she whispered: “Luke.”

	Everything inside me stopped.

	The convoy was still moving. The dust was still lifting. The world was still itself.

	And yet nothing was the same.

	“Luke,” I echoed, the word breaking open inside me.

	Sierra’s eyes shone. There was no emptiness in them now. No blankness. Only ache and wonder and the beginning of understanding.

	“I know,” I said, though I did not know enough. “I know. I miss him too.”

	I closed the book carefully and held it against my chest.

	The trucks below were nearing the far side of the expanse now, already beginning to disappear into distance and dust. Soon they would be gone from sight altogether, and the emptiness would return.

	But something had changed.

	It was not only Sierra’s voice, though that would have been enough.

	It was not only the tears on my face or the strange breaking-open inside me.

	It was the certainty that settled there beside those things.

	Luke and I had shared a secret.

	A dangerous one.

	Not the book. Not only the book. Something larger than words and older than the rules Matthew spoke in Central’s halls. Something that moved through the wastes in dust and engine-thunder and white canvas, passing before everyone’s eyes while almost no one truly saw it.

	I had carried that knowledge alone since Luke first showed me. I had carried it because he told me to. Because some truths are too heavy to set down where everyone can touch them. Because not everyone should know.

	Because not everyone could bear knowing.

	But Sierra had said Luke’s name.

	Sierra had touched my tears as if she understood what they were.

	Sierra had crossed a threshold I had watched her nearing for days.

	She was ready.

	I knew it as surely as I knew the count of the trucks and the path of the sun and the feeling of the book in my hands.

	When the next time came—when the right convoy came—I would tell her what Luke had told me.

	No.

	I would do more than tell her.

	I would show her.

	 

	
Chapter 4

	 

	 

	Days passed. I know they did because the sun kept moving and the nights kept coming and the tasks kept changing, though nothing that mattered changed at all. Sierra was not always paired with me. Matthew saw to that. Some days he sent her to gather with Linc and Chevy. Other days she stood watch with Jetta or Rabbit while I went out and looked with Austin or Dakota or one of the others whose names felt too heavy in my mouth because Luke had given them and not I.

	I did not like it.

	I told myself that mattered little.

	Then I told myself that was a lie.

	Whenever I could, whenever Matthew’s eyes were turned elsewhere and the others were busy with food or fire or sleep, I took out the book and found Sierra. Sometimes I found her in a corner of the main hall watching the smoke rise. Sometimes near the rain barrels, her hands deep in the cool water. Once in the tower itself, standing so still in the wind that for a moment I thought she had turned to stone like the ghosts around us.

	Each time, I put the book before her.

	Each time, I pointed and named.

	“Man,” I would say.

	“Woman.”

	“Child.”

	“Car.”

	Sometimes she repeated after me. Sometimes she only watched my mouth, her eyes drinking in the shape of each word as if words were creatures and she was learning which ones could bite.

	I waited.

	Waited for her to wake more fully. Waited for the next right convoy. Waited for Luke to come back. Waited for the hollow inside me to fill or close or stop aching the way it had begun to ache.

	The waiting was the worst of it.

	Not because waiting is hard—though it is—but because waiting is empty in a way that devours. It hollows out a place inside you and then teaches that place your name.

	Luke would have known better what to call it.

	I called it missing.

	Or perhaps that is too small a word.

	If I am honest—and I think I am becoming more honest with myself than I was before—then it is this: to believe I am not the reason Luke left, to believe he will return, is why I still breathe the way I do. It is why I look toward the doorway every morning as if he might be standing there. It is why I keep the book hidden and safe. It is why the emptiness inside me has not yet split me open altogether.

	Each morning, when I climb the stone stairs to the steel doors, I ask myself the questions Luke used to ask me.

	Is it here?

	Does it hurt?

	Do you feel?

	Before, the questions were only sounds. I would hear them and shrug them off as if Luke were asking me whether it might rain or whether I had seen a bird in the trees. They seemed
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