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Dedication

For all those who feel like they’ve already given up more lives than they even knew they had
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Prologue

IN THE SUMMER OF 1808, IN A WORLD PARALLEL TO OUR own, the sun flared, the sky turned orange, and the clouds gathered. It rained torrentially for months straight. After this “summer of storms,” society emerged forever changed.

People discovered they had not one life, but nine. In order to avoid overpopulation and famine, governments devised a system of elimination in which people are rewarded for shedding their extra lives, bit by bit . . .

. . . until they are left with one.





Part One





Chapter 1

JULIAN HAD NO IDEA WHAT IT MEANT TO DIE.

Of course he didn’t. How could he?

And yet, here he was.

Molly had to practically drag him to this party. To this beautiful house up on the hill, which was, tonight only, filled with teenagers. Apparently it was Gloria Merriweather’s second house. Her parents never left their primary home in Magnolia Crescent, so it was all theirs tonight.

It really was the perfect place to die. It was isolated. There was a pool. There was a good breeze. You could see stars.

The party was a few hours old, and everyone, apart from Julian, was a few drinks deep; loose enough to get on with the main event. The Burners—dressed in white, as always—organized everyone into stations. One of them, a pudgy-faced boy in a white blazer with a red streak in his otherwise jet-black hair, directed Molly to the fireplace, where they were playing Kiss or Cap.

“Your last chance,” Molly said to Julian. “Are you sure you’re not going to join me?”

Molly was a good friend—Julian’s only friend, really. He looked at the Two tattooed on her neck, and unconsciously touched the One on his. He dreaded the thought of having to navigate the party on his own, but he was definitely not going to join her at Kiss or Cap. He was even more certain of that now that he could see the unrestrained, perverse glee in every Burner eye.

“I’m sure,” Julian said. “I don’t even know why I came. And now I’m just making it weird for you.”

“It’s all right,” Molly said.

Julian knew Molly wouldn’t push. She got it. She got him, or at least Julian always assumed she did. Even so, he felt a sliver of shame at leaving her like this.

“Just promise to pick me up, okay?” Molly said.

“I’ll be there,” Julian said as the red-streak boy led Molly away to the fireplace. Julian waited a moment, then followed a few steps behind them. He found a quiet spot in the back of the room. He watched as Molly joined a group of six or seven kids in front of the fireplace. They were sitting on a thin plastic sheet spread out on the white carpet.

A beautiful Burner girl in a sharp white blazer—Constance—looked Molly up and down. “You’re just in time for the next spin.” She lit a stick of incense and put oddly serene electronic music on the stereo. She brushed her long, black hair over her shoulder in an unnecessary theatrical flourish, and then led Molly to a spot among her disciples.

“This is my circle, which means my rules,” Constance explained. “Fortunately, I only have one: leave your inhibitions behind. Because no matter how dark your secret desires are, I want you to face them and embrace them. That’s the way I host Kiss or Cap.” Her red lips curled into a smile.

Constance’s audience was arranged as if for spin the bottle, but instead of a bottle sitting between them, it was a 9mm handgun. Constance picked up the gun. She produced a full clip of bullets from her handbag, then slid it into the magazine well. In sure, confident movements, she cocked the gun to chamber a bullet, turned off the safety, and handed it to Molly. “Your turn.”

Julian watched as Molly gingerly sat the gun on the floor in front of her, took a nervous breath, and spun it. It landed on Constance. A sly grin snaked across her face.

“Well, well,” Constance said. The kids in the circle suppressed nervous chuckles. “Your first spin, and you’ve landed on the mistress. So . . . ,” she said, staring Molly down.

“Will you kiss me? Or are you going to cap me?”

Molly picked up the gun and put it to the center of Constance’s forehead. Molly closed her eyes. She swallowed, and the corners of her mouth twitched, betraying her nervousness in that Molly way that Julian instantly recognized.

Molly, he thought. You know you want to kiss her. So what are you doing?

Julian was suddenly struck with the feeling that, somehow in the last five minutes, Molly had become capable of social grandstanding.

He watched as Molly bit her lip, blushing. Her hand on the pistol was trembling.

Julian found himself holding his breath. He did not want to see what happened next. He left for the bathroom down the hall.

Inside, sitting in a full bathtub, he found Clayton Maxwell, from the back row of the calculus classroom. He was wearing goggles, a swim cap, and was drinking his own bathwater from a long straw.

“Don’t worry,” Clayton said. “It’s just vodka. I’m drinking until I drown! Want a shot?” He laughed and sucked down a gulp of bathwater.

“No thanks,” Julian said, and he backed out of the room.

What a complete and utter waste of time this was. What a waste of life. Of course, Julian understood that stupidity was the entire point of the evening; this was, after all, a Burners party, which by definition meant lives were to be wasted. But no matter how he looked at it, he could not see the humor. How is it even a joke when there is no one left at the end of the night to laugh at it?

So why not leave? he asked himself. Then he decided—

Yes, I should leave. I gave it a fair shot, and it was even worse than I expected.

Julian pulled his collar up to hide his One and weaved through the house full of giddy kids. They were all drunk, high, and ready to do something incredibly, ridiculously dumb. A junior in a white T-shirt, his hair dyed black in the Burners style, limped into the living room with a machete proudly sticking out of his stomach. Everyone cheered. He fist-bumped his bros, and two girls in short shorts reached for the blade, but he playfully slapped their hands away. His eyes were large and delirious, his pupils dilated.

“Careful now,” Julian heard him say. “If this falls, I’m gonna bleed out. It slid in real smooth and easy too, just like . . . butter.” He winked. The girls giggled. The kid’s face was turning pale, and he was covered in a shiny film of sweat. A ring of blood had oozed out around the puncture wound, darkening the hole in his white shirt. He must have been heavily anesthetized.

Julian winced and slipped through the crowd for the exit.

At the door to the porch, he got cornered by a kid in glasses—Logan—who was hopped up on some kind of amphetamine. He intensely ranted to Julian about his plan to hire a hot-air balloon to perform the ultimate high dive into the Lake. “From. One. Mile. High!” he said, practically shouting the last word into Julian’s face. The kid’s eyes bulged from behind his glasses to emphasize his cleverness.

“Uh, cool,” Julian said flatly. “Good luck with that.” He slipped away when Logan found another person to inflict his genius upon.

Julian crossed the yard, heading for his car parked in the driveway. But he lingered for a moment in the garden by the pool. Strung up above the water, dangling threateningly from extension cords, were dozens of toaster ovens, blenders, and other electronics.

Boys in trunks and girls in bikinis were standing on the roof, ready to jump. They were shivering in the night air, all of them holding a part of a long cable that kept the electronics aloft above the water.

In the middle of them stood their signal-master, their conductor, Nicholas Hawksley. His jet-black hair was slick in a perfect swoop, the number tattoo on his neck—a Five—bold against his pale flesh.

Julian felt a shiver go up his spine. The painful lengths that some people will go to for a DeadLinks post. . . .

On the roof, shots were passed down the line. The kids were becoming heavily drunk—as they would need to be. Even as they tilted their heads back, finishing their drinks, their eyes never drifted from Nicholas. He paced before them with a twisted smirk on his face—angelic but shifting and dangerous—his white jacket flapping stiffly in the wind. His audience awaited his word, rapt.

Julian just wanted to disappear behind the hedges, head down the driveway to his car, and get out of there. But something about Nicholas commanded even his attention.

Nicholas shouted so everyone could hear, inside and out.

“And so, we come to the centerpiece of the Night of the Terrible Twos! Being Twos, you’ve already popped your death cherry. So that’s a start. Good for you!”

Cheers rippled through the crowd.

“But Three is a much bigger milestone,” he said. “When you hit Three, you will have proven yourself worthy of the Burners. And the first thing you need to learn . . . is how to burn with style.”

Bang!

A gunshot rang out from the house. Everyone flinched at the noise, and Julian grimaced, thinking of Molly. Nicholas let the ring of the gunshot settle into silence, and then continued.

“We embrace death, and we make a mockery of it,” he said. “Death. She is our bitch!” The crowd roared in approval.

Nicholas then held a hand in the air until the cheers died down.

“On my mark,” he said, surveying his audience. He balled his hand into a fist and looked into each and every nervous face. Then he brought his arm down with a swift, strong motion. “Banzai!”

Everyone shouted “Banzai!” in return and leaped into the pool, the electronics plunging in with them, electricity dancing over the water in skeletal blue fingers.

Screams of horror, gasps of pain, the hiss of extermination. Julian watched from the shadows, his pulse quickening, his mouth becoming dry.

Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang!

Staccato gunshots erupted from the house like firecrackers. Julian covered his ears. There was a pause, and then another, final bang from the pistol.

After that, a silence descended upon the house and the yard. Only moments before, it was alive with activity, with stupidity. Now it was still and motionless.

Then a moaning gurgled up from behind the pool.

Julian crept from his spot in the shadows. Dead kids bobbed to the surface of the pool as Julian approached the source of the sound.

A kid in board shorts missed the target—Jeffrey from World History. He had cracked his head on the concrete ledge beside the pool and lay like a crumpled doll. Julian caught a slimy glint of something he should never see, and quickly turned away. Jeffrey was moaning, choking on himself, struggling to get out some final words. Words of regret? Some kind of dark, unspeakable ecstasy? Julian couldn’t tell, and he didn’t want to know.

He caught a whiff of the metallic smell of blood and felt nauseous, but he resisted the urge to vomit.

Molly.

Maybe she didn’t go through with it. Maybe she said, Julian is right, this Burning thing is stupid. Maybe she was waiting for him to come back and get her.

Julian hurried across the yard back toward the parlor. A cloud of smoke, a mixture of incense and gunpowder, escaped as he opened the door. Everyone around the Kiss or Cap ring was on the floor now, eyes closed, lights out. The backs of some heads were missing. Julian quickly looked away, but his eyes landed on the dark blood pooling on the plastic sheet. The blood was everywhere he looked. Inescapable. The oddly chill electronic music was still playing.

He crept over the bodies. He saw Constance in the middle of the circle, lying faceup, her eyes wide open, a gunshot through her temple, a fan of blood spread out on the opposite side. The pistol was still clutched in her hand.

He turned away from her and caught sight of Molly but quickly looked away. She was lying on a beanbag.

Julian couldn’t make himself look at her again. He closed his eyes and stood for a moment, just feeling his heart thudding in his chest. “Molly?” he said, his eyes still closed. There was no answer.

You have to see, he thought.

Why else have you not left yet?

Just look.

Julian opened his eyes.

There was a red dot in the center of Molly’s forehead leaking a thin stream of blood. Julian breathed a sigh of relief. It could have been much worse. Thank god he didn’t have to see it from the back.

Julian turned off the music and sat down on the floor beside Molly’s body. After a moment, the death rattle of the kids outside subsided, and utter silence fell over the room.

There was no one left to laugh at anything.

Just like that, the party was dead.





Chapter 2

MOLLY TERRA FELT THE MOST AMAZING MOMENT OF PERFECT, incandescent bliss. She was floating in a soft, cleansing jelly, suspended and separated from who she used to be. Ecstasy radiated through her in waves. Then her eyes snapped open and filled with water. The pleasure vanished instantly, replaced with animal instinct. With terror.

She thrashed around. By reflex, her mouth opened to scream, but water rushed into her, filling her lungs. She choked, panicked. Then she realized: she was in the Lake.

Calm down—you know what to do. You’ve been through this before.

Molly started kicking, clawing her way up. She broke the surface and spat out water, replacing it with huge gulps of air. She centered herself, treading. The pleasure that had been coursing through her had already faded into a strange emptiness. Molly wiped her eyes and looked around.

An eerie mist cloaked the Lake. Up ahead, a bright light in the fog strobed twice, followed by a heavily amplified signal tone, like a foghorn. Molly remembered—Follow the light, follow the signal. As her faculties returned, she tried to reach back into her memory for what had happened—to find the grim turn of events that had delivered her here. But there was nothing specific. Her last memory was Julian picking her up for a party. What was it? How did she go from there to here?

This gap in her memory frightened her, but she had her wits enough to recall the rebirth sickness phenomenon. Few very rarely remember the moments leading up to their demise. A fog shrouded any recollection of the actual moment.

That moment didn’t matter now, anyway.

What mattered was that she was reborn in the Lake. The same as it was the first time, and the same as it would be for each time afterward: trudging, wet and disoriented, through lukewarm water toward the shore, toward higher life numbers, and, inexorably, toward the future.

Molly was growing up.

Eventually, her toes reached the silky mud of the lake bottom. She was able to stand, her neck and shoulders rising out of the water. She pushed the rest of the way to shore, more and more of her naked body emerging. She tried to hide herself, but it was difficult. Soon she gave up on the idea totally. Naked was fine, she decided. She was being reborn, after all.

Other people emerged from the mist around her. There was Constance. Molly caught her eye, but Constance looked away from her. Molly felt ashamed. Did she do something wrong? Molly could feel her face flush, but she kept steady. Kept trudging toward the shore.

When she reached the beach, Molly was met by the nurses in their distinctive powder blue robes. Their movements were clinical and professional. Saying nothing, a nurse handed Molly a towel and a paper gown.

“Is it crowded?” Molly asked as she wiped her face. The nurse didn’t respond. She just directed Molly toward an imposing white brick facility. Inside was a throng of people organized into lines. Some were young, some were old, but they were all clad in paper gowns—all newly reborn. Processing.

Molly could feel herself slowly returning, like an image on a TV resolving from static. Officers read instructions: “Stay in your line. Please be patient. Be considerate of your fellow citizens.”

Molly looked at the wet faces around her. Many of them, she was starting to realize, were fellow students. They were chatting, laughing—

The party. Terrible Twos. They all had to be coming from there. Watching the others laugh, Molly was suddenly struck with the feeling she’d missed out on something.

She rolled her eyes at herself. FOMO because you’re dead. That’s a new one, Moll.

The line snaked back and forth across the floor like the security line at a busy airport. A podium was raised above the crowd at the front of the room, where a man stood in a purple robe, his head covered in the ceremonial wrap that bunched around his face in thick folds of fabric. Over his eyes, a set of intimidating black goggles protruded.

The Prelate of the Lake.

The head nurse, who, by tradition, always remained anonymous. The nurses in blue kept everyone in line, and the Prelate kept them in line, tapping orders into his tablet that lit up signal lights around the room in an obscure pattern that only the nurses could understand.

After about half an hour, Molly reached the front and was led into a booth. The nurse there pulled a privacy curtain closed, then gestured for her arm. She held it out to him, and he took a small device that looked like a pen and placed it just below her elbow. The pen was hot, and it pricked her like a bee sting. She flinched.

“Ow. That hurt. How about a heads-up?”

“Just relax,” the official said, his voice laced with bureaucratic impatience.

He then plugged the pen into his tablet and checked the readout. Molly stole a glance: the Genetic Verification Scan displayed her name, her age, and her life number (“previous: 2; current: 3”). The officer then took a handheld device from his belt. It was shaped like a smartphone. The numbering gun. A tiny blue light blinked as the device turned on.

“New number and new chip,” he said. Molly remembered—a tiny electronic tag was implanted with every tattoo to ensure the authenticity of the life number. “Relax again.”

He pressed the device against Molly’s neck. She felt another burning sting, then caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror as the officer removed the gun.

There was now a black Three branded on her neck.

She was a Three.

She suppressed a tiny squeal of delight.

Decorum, please.

She was a Three now, after all.

Molly found her way out to the bus terminal. She checked the time on the clock tower: 5:30 a.m. Rebirth almost always occurred within thirty to forty minutes of death in the nearest Lake (though sometimes it could happen as quickly as ten minutes). Why? As with most things having to do with the scientific mechanism of rebirth, all anyone had was a good theory. Still, this was a useful feature of the process that she could rely on. Subtracting three hours for processing, this meant she died around 2:00 a.m.

The bus ride from here would be about two hours. She could remember asking Julian on the drive to the party to pick her up this morning around seven thirty.

Good. The timing should work.

Julian. He was another thing she could rely on.

The hills that surrounded the Lake channeled the valley wind into a swirl that moved across the terminal, picking up pieces of litter. At least it was still warm, even though it was already September. The wind rustled Molly’s gown, and she pressed it against her legs as she found the line for her bus back to Lakeshore with a group of newly reborn Threes, Fours, Fives. . . .

They were gorgeous. At least, to Molly’s eyes. The best physical versions of who they could be. Receiving a new body was the part of rebirth Molly had been most looking forward to; you returned at the same age as when you died, but you returned a perfect expression of yourself, in pristine physical condition—except, of course, for the “Wrinkle” you were likely to develop. But those were usually small: an allergy, a rebirthmark, or a subtle shift in interests or mood.

Molly stroked her chin and felt a thrill of excitement: that small layer of fat she had hated so much had melted away. Take that, gym. Where’s all your regular exercise and a balanced diet now?

Molly sipped from a Lake-issued juice box and looked out the window as the bus rattled along the route. Lake Road wound through the dense elm forests that separated the city of Lakeshore and the suburbs from the Lake itself. The trees were larger and thicker the closer the forest got to the Lake—their knotty branches entangling with each other, blocking out the sunlight and creating an inky, primal black space in the underbrush.

But Molly’s attention was elsewhere. She was looking at her own reflection: at her chin, at her Three, at her newly lustrous, shiny brown hair. At how her chest now amply filled out the paper gown. She was admiring herself, but the way she would admire a beautiful stranger who passed her on the street.

So you burned that Two, and this is who you are now, Molly. You’re the girl in the reflection. Nice to meet you. You have great hair, and you’re a Three. Make this one count. She repeated that last part quietly to herself, like a mantra. “Make this one count.”

Finally, the bus pulled into the Lake Road terminal and Molly climbed off, still in her paper gown. Standing there, leaning against his beat-up old car, was good old Julian. The One on his neck was more obvious to her than it had ever been before. She was surprised at how taken aback she was by the sight of it.

But still: there he was. Like he promised. She smiled, crossed the road, and walked to meet him.





Chapter 3

“WEIRD? YOU FEEL ‘WEIRD’? THAT’S ALL I GET?”

Sure, Julian had learned at school how rebirth worked, and what you’re supposed to do when you wake up in the Lake. But what he wanted to know is how it felt.

“Yeah, weird. At first, it feels like . . . like every part of your body is coming. Simultaneously,” Molly said.

“What?” Julian looked over at her while still trying to keep his eyes on the road. “Wait, you mean like . . . like an orgasm?” He whispered the word.

“Yes. A full-body orgasm,” Molly said. “It felt so good it actually kind of hurt. And when it stopped, I just sort of felt like . . . like I wasn’t myself anymore. And I still don’t feel right. It’s like I’ve been having an out-of-body experience that’s just now kind of settling down. It’s hard to describe.”

“Wow, that does not sound fun to me,” Julian said. “Overwhelming pain. Paranoid confusion . . . the opposite of fun. What do you call it? Oh yeah. Torture.”

Molly looked at her reflection in Julian’s rearview mirror. She fluffed her thick hair. “No pain, no gain, I guess.”

“Call me crazy, but I prefer the continuous physical persistence of being,” Julian said.

Molly ignored this. She stroked her face and asked, “Hey . . . do I look fat?”

“Really? That’s what you’re thinking about?”

“I’m serious. Do I?”

“No. But you were never that fat to begin with.”

Molly cocked an eyebrow at Julian. “Never ‘that fat’?”

“Sorry, I don’t mean it like that. I guess you do look . . . fitter? Good muscle definition. That kind of thing. You know, gymnastics is still taking tryouts.”

Molly punched him on the arm. “You just want to see me in Lycra.”

“Getting a little carried away with your new body there, I think,” Julian said.

Although . . . the image of Molly and her fit, new body in a skintight outfit . . . It flashed into his mind—but he pushed it away.

Molly snorted a half laugh.

At some point last week, Molly became convinced that she needed to pop her Two.

Julian and Molly were among the tiny handful of students who were on scholarships at the academy, lower-class kids thrust into the finest educational institution that the upper crust of Lakeshore could provide. That was how they’d met, in the headmaster’s office, completing scholarship forms on the first day of freshman year. But what they really bonded over was that, until a little over a year ago, Julian and Molly were the only Ones in the entire academy.

Though he never told her, Julian took a secret, silent pride in their defiant solidarity. He imagined they were two against the world, watching, above it all, as their classmates fell obliviously into the traps that society had set out for them: Homework. Football. Pep Club. Burning.

Such self-importance. . . . To think of those times now filled Julian with a deep, shameful sense of foolishness.

When Molly popped her One, she did it in secret. When Julian saw her Two on that otherwise ordinary morning in homeroom last year, as she slipped through the crowd toward her desk, her eyes looking anywhere but at him, he realized in an instant that he was utterly alone in this world. He lost his temper after school that day. “How can you be so stupid?” he yelled at her.

Molly opened her mouth in response but said nothing. It was like she was trying to find an explanation, but there were no words in existence that could capture why she had turned her back on everything they had spent so much time railing against. Instead, she closed her mouth, turned, and walked away toward the parking lot. They didn’t speak for a week after that.

So, this time, Molly told Julian her plans as soon as she had decided to pop her Two. She leaned over to him in homeroom before Headmaster Denton started class. She watched him expectantly for his reaction as she explained how she was going to the Night of the Terrible Twos.

This time, Julian had vowed to be more mature. More adult. He closed his eyes and mustered a smile with only somewhat feigned serenity. There was no sense of betrayal this time. There was no anger. There was just that now familiar stirring of aloneness. He told Molly, “Don’t worry, it’s cool.”

Everything was cool.

But that night, after Molly had made her announcement, Julian stared at the ceiling of his bedroom in the dark, a terrible loneliness grasping at him with long, sorrowful tendrils. He would’ve cried, but he had already decided that was not something he was ever going to do again. He lay awake, staring, until the tendrils gave up and retreated.

And so he went to the Terrible Twos party with Molly for moral support . . . but also for a kernel of hope that, maybe, he would give in and join the ranks of functioning high school society like Molly. That he might slip into the smooth flow of the world with her, the two of them again; no longer against the world, but a functioning part of it.

That sure as shit didn’t happen.

Julian pulled up at Molly’s house.

“Sorry, I’m spacing. I feel like I’m chasing my own echo here,” she said. “I just need some time to sync up my mind and body. But thanks for the ride. You’re the real deal, Jules. I know you didn’t even want to come with me in the first place.”

“Don’t mention it,” Julian said. “It’s all part of the BFF Code. You know, be the plus one when they need it. Pick them up after they’re dead. Etcetera.”

Molly smiled at Julian and hopped out. She started to walk away but stopped and leaned back in through the passenger window.

“Hey, so did the Burners clean it all up afterward?”

“That’s what I heard,” Julian said. “But I left before that.”

“So there’s no funeral party or anything. . . .”

“Gross. You wanted to see yourself?” he asked.

“No. Um . . . I just . . . want to know what happened exactly?”

Julian’s face soured as the image of her dead body popped back into his mind. He shook it off.

“You played Kiss or Cap with Constance,” Julian said. “But I don’t know what happened. I came back in and everyone was dead.”

Molly was quiet for a moment as she thought. “Did you happen to pic anything?” she finally asked.

“You know,” Julian said, trying to suppress his disgust, “it just didn’t occur to me.”

Molly sighed. “That’s okay, you’re right. I don’t want to see that stuff, anyway.” She took off for her house, and Julian watched her walk away and disappear inside.

For a long moment, Julian sat in the car in her driveway, in the lingering cloud of Molly’s new-life scent: it was the musty smell of the Lake—sort of like rain-fresh mud—mixed with the faint chlorine whiff of the sanitizer from her decontaminated gown. He studied his hands gripping the wheel. They were thin and pasty. His thumbs were awkward, too small in proportion to his fingers. He looked out the window. Sunlight gleamed off the concrete sidewalk, so bright it stung his eyes. Motes of dust floated in the air like sad, errant confetti.

He was definitely not crying.





Chapter 4

JULIAN’S HOME SAT ON A SMALL HILL OVERLOOKING A scrapyard of mangled cars. The yard was built about ten years ago and significantly dragged down the property prices for everyone on the hill.

Most of the neighbors moved out during the yard’s first year of operation. Julian’s family was also once in the process of moving out, after his mother received a promotion at the Lake. The promotion meant she was able to secure Julian’s enrollment at the academy. But this was a different time. The idea of moving was never discussed anymore.

The front door creaked on rusty hinges as Julian entered and tossed his bag on the chair. At the kitchen table, his little brother, Rocky, was working on his third-grade homework.

“Is Molly coming over?” Rocky asked.

“Not today, Rock. She’s not feeling well.”

“Did you kiss her or something?” Rocky said.

Julian playfully flipped his eight-year-old brother the finger. “Molly doesn’t like me like that. She doesn’t like any boy like that,” Julian said.

Rocky shrugged. “She could swing both ways.”

Julian rolled his eyes, wondering how his kid brother was staying on top of his friends’ sexual preferences. He took out the pots to cook supper.

Rocky went back to his homework. “I think Molly would be a cool mom,” he said.

Julian put the pots down with a clatter.

Mom.

Rocky always had a way of catching him off guard.

When Rocky was born, their mother was on Life Five. She was a senior official at the Lake, and was constantly brimming with energy, keeping Julian and Rocky and their father on the move to school, to parties, to sports. She was the engine of the family.

But just a few years later—it seemed to Julian to have happened overnight—she was on Life Seven. The change in her was so swift and so dramatic, it was as if she had been replaced with an entirely new person. Which, since she was in a new version of her body, was technically true.

Not long after she came home as a Seven, it became apparent that retrogression had bitten her. Bad. The doctors hadn’t seen anything like it. She missed work frequently. She forgot entire chunks of her life. She lost a core aspect of her personality—her laugh, her sunniness. She forgot where they lived. Forgot she had a toddler at home who needed her. . . .

“Was Mom cool like Molly?” Rocky asked.

“Yeah,” Julian said. “Mom was cool.”

When she was on Life Eight, his mother disappeared for over a week. When Julian asked his father where she went, he clammed up. “It’ll be all right. She’ll come back,” he said, not looking up from his workbench. Not looking Julian in the eye. “Let’s not talk about this.”

Right, Dad, let’s never talk about this. Let’s forget about this, forget about her like she forgot about us.

There was another incident that was permanently etched in Julian’s mind, down to every awful detail. It was the middle of the night and his mother had been missing for days. The sound of breaking glass woke him up. He slipped down the hall and peeked around the corner. Instead of an intruder, he found his mother, ghostly, clad only in a paper gown, a Nine tattooed on her neck. Julian remembered creeping into the room, hoping she would recognize him, hug him, become his mother again. Instead, she looked at him and screamed, “You! It’s because of you! You bastard!”

She charged toward him. His father, appearing out of nowhere, grabbed hold of her before she could reach him.

“Go to your room and lock the door!” he yelled at Julian.

Julian ran back to his room and slammed the door shut. From behind it, he heard the deep, muffled shouts of his father. He heard the front door slam. He heard the slap of flesh on flesh outside on the porch. He heard his mother’s anguished screams tear through the night until, finally, there was silence, deafening in its suddenness.

When Julian worked up the courage to look out the window, he saw his mother running away from the house toward the scrapyard. But about a dozen yards out, she suddenly stopped. She turned and looked over at his window. Over at him. He could feel her eyes burrow into him. There was a connection to her bright green eyes that night that felt real and heavy, almost like it was gripping him by his soul. He could never forget that feeling. But then the connection was severed. The moment ended. His mother slipped away into a shadow.

That was his last memory of her alive.

After that night, a new word entered Julian’s adolescent vocabulary. A word he had only read before in textbooks and Lake-issued warning signs. A word he rarely heard spoken aloud, and when it was, always in a whisper, always spoken by grave and worried adults.

Permadeath.

“Jules, can you help me finish this?” Rocky said. “Mrs. Landon is all on my case about math. She says she doesn’t like ‘my attitude.’” Rocky made air quotes with his fingers.

“Well, being a sarcastic jerk isn’t going to help you. Neither will cutting corners,” Julian said. “You don’t need me to help you with multiplication tables. You know those. Besides, I have to put dinner on.”

“Really? It’s already so late. Let’s just have a sandwich.”

“Sorry, but I promised Dad. Even though he works doubles, he insists on having a family dinner.”

“It will be way past my bedtime,” Rocky said. “Dad would want me to get some sleep. He’s all about early rising.”

“What, and just leave me alone with him after he’s worked a twelve-hour shift? How about some brotherly solidarity here?”

Rocky groaned. “All right, but you owe me one.”

“I’m indebted to an eight-year-old. . . .” Julian shook his head.

“So get over here and help me with these multiplication tables.”

“Okay, okay,” Julian said. He poured a can of soup into the pot and went over to his brother.

“See? Brotherly solidarity,” Rocky said. Julian rolled his eyes.

Julian’s father made it home even later than expected. It was almost nine thirty. “Damn traffic coming in through Retro Row was backed up all the way to Lake Road,” he said as he dropped his work bag by the door.

They sat down dutifully for a now cold family dinner of bland tofu stew. The television was on quietly in the background—a report on how martial law was declared near the lake region in the Ukraine to restore order after a series of food riots. But then the anchor switched to a local report that made Julian sit up in his seat. The segment was about a video on DeadLinks that “apparently showed dozens of dead minors at a house party in Lakeshore.”

The Night of the Terrible Twos, Julian realized as he saw shots of the scene. Julian was stunned for a moment that the party could’ve made so much noise it ended up on TV, but then he worried that he might somehow appear in the broadcast. Did someone catch him in their lens, wandering around the house? Julian turned the TV off before his father could notice. The last thing he wanted was another conversation about his One.

Dinner progressed as usual: Dad had little to say unless it was about work, school, or discipline—the holy trinity of unpleasant conversation. “Julian,” he said, “I was talking to Marcus today at the shop.” His voice was full of the familiar stern, logical tone that he adopted before delivering truths, particularly harsh ones. “Friend of his runs the Tasty’s that’s just south of the Row.”

Julian swallowed his food and closed his eyes. He knew where this was going.

“Says they’re hiring, and he can make accommodations for your . . . situation. He can interview you tomorrow after school.”

“What?” Julian asked, flustered. “Fast food?”

“Well, it beats temp work at the dust house, doesn’t it?” Julian’s father said.

“B-but I . . . ,” Julian stammered. He had a vision of himself wearing a fast-food uniform, manning a register, doling out prepackaged orders . . . a vision of himself slipping into the mindless churn of the world. If he let it happen soon enough, he’d probably be burning, too.

“You what?” his father asked.

“It’s just . . . shouldn’t I concentrate on college applications this year?”

His father looked at him with narrow eyes as he chewed. He held Julian’s attention until he swallowed.

“Applications?” he asked, as if considering alien life on a distant planet. “Son, I know it’s been hard without . . .” He glanced toward Rocky. “Without your mother. But it’s time you start seriously thinking about where your life is heading.”

Julian looked down at his bowl. A rubbery skin had formed on his stew.

“I know there are some progressive colleges out there these days,” Julian’s father continued. “But if you are serious about getting into a good school, you’ll need to—”

“I get it, Dad,” Julian said. “You need money.” He punctured the soup skin with his spoon.

His father’s brow furrowed angrily and his face doubled its usual assortment of creases. He set his spoon down with a loud clink and took a deep breath. He leaned in toward Julian, his face a grave mask of lines. “We. We need money.” He said each word slowly and carefully. “If you have a better idea, I’m all ears.”

Julian looked away from his father’s gaze. He knew where this was heading: the life score, the number assigned to your family based on the total number of lives extinguished among everyone in your household. The better the score, the more credits you got.

Their family score was terrible—even with the bonuses awarded for his mother’s early extinguishments—and Julian, the One well past the schedule, was to blame.

“Okay,” he said, looking at his bowl. “Job interview tomorrow. Thanks, Dad.”

Julian’s father’s face softened. He leaned back in his chair and let out a long breath. “Can we go back to enjoying a family meal now, please?”

But Julian stood abruptly and took his plate to the sink.

“I’m finished,” he said.

“Julian, you act like this is my doing,” his dad said.

“It’s okay,” Julian replied. “Really. I’m just tired.”

Julian locked the door to his tiny bedroom. Even calling it a bedroom was optimistic: it used to be the closet in the family room, but after his mother left, Julian had insisted on having a place in the house to call his own, and this was the only option. He had cleaned out the tools, removed the shelves, and set up his mattress on cinder blocks. He covered the walls in posters, mostly landscapes that were, importantly, devoid of people. Savannahs. Jungles. Long, wide views of oceans from cliffs. The goal was to create a haven of empty, intersecting geographics. A place to be alone.

He kept a shoebox under the bed with all of his most important possessions. Tonight, he pulled it out and sat with it on his lap, wondering if he should open it.

Finally, he decided he should.

Inside, on top of dog-eared comic books, a small collection of cash, and stacks of his old sketches of cartoon characters, sat his mother’s Lake-issued ID card. She was smiling in the picture. Her eyes were big pools of green. This was his mom. The real Mom. Not the woman who struck out at him. Not the woman who burned her lives until she was nothing. This woman in the photo, she was his reminder.

His eyes itched. His throat felt like it was tightening.

Okay. Enough for now.

He closed the box and put it back under the bed. He lay down and stared at the flaking, chalky-white paint of the ceiling. He pushed all thoughts of his mother, of fast-food restaurants, and of life numbers out of his mind and checked his phone.

But it was filled with alerts from DeadLinks—mostly videos from the Terrible Twos. A carefully posed shot of Constance holding the pistol like a femme fatale, her piercing blue-gray eyes framed by two strands of impossibly black hair. It had 477 comments. He collapsed them—he didn’t want to see what fawning drivel had been posted about her—and scrolled down further, past a series of shots of the kids from the roof with sharpened spikes of rebar torn through their stomachs.

And then, a shot of Molly.

His best friend, lying dead on a beanbag.

One of them now.

His eyes became hot, and he felt some hard thing forming in his throat.

He x-ed out of DeadLinks, revealing a tab beneath it that was always open on his phone. It was a satellite shot of a green island. It sat alone in a vast expanse of pristine blue water. The African island of Mauritius.

Julian zoomed in closer to the island. As more of the landscape resolved into focus, he scrolled away from the built-up city areas toward a remote mountaintop. He zoomed in further still until he found what he was looking for—a small one-room structure on the top of the mountain. Alone and isolated on an island that was itself alone and isolated in the ocean. It calmed him.

He zoomed out and out until the island once again was but a tiny speck on the vast blue expanse. Julian tried to put himself to scale against the pool of blue: he imagined he was a tiny, insignificant dot smaller than a pinprick. Less than a grain of sand.

Through the thin walls, he could hear his father putting Rocky to bed and locking up the house, but Julian remained focused on his map—zooming in and out on the island, trying to imagine what a conscious experience of emptiness, of nothingness, might feel like—until his phone eventually died, the screen abruptly cutting to black.

He plugged his phone in and turned off the lights. He closed his eyes. The lump that had been forming in his throat had dissipated. Soon he fell into the emptiness of a dreamless sleep.





Chapter 5

FRANKLIN ABSOLUTELY HATED MORNINGS. A MORE NATURAL way of being was to rise when your body wanted to rise, and sleep when your body wanted to sleep. But school, the Burners, death—all that crap kept getting in the way of what was natural.

And the one thing Franklin hated more than just any ordinary morning was a morning like today’s: spent listening to the pompous spin of the Burners’ Gold Star, Nicholas Hawksley.

Boy, was Nicholas in his element this morning. From his Silver Star seat, Franklin watched Nicholas pace back and forth across the school’s orchestra room—his hair already perfect at 7:30 a.m., his coffee-hyped energy percolating.

“Embrace your absurdity,” Nicholas said. His voice was firm and poised as he gazed out at his crowd of white-clad disciples—a mix of boys and girls, the children of the ultrarich and well-connected, everyone in the academy who wanted to be cool and was willing to do whatever it took to achieve it.

All Burners were required to don the white blazer. The Lakeshore Academy dress code provided for a choice between blazers in either one of the school colors—navy or white. Although theoretically a student was free to choose white if they wished, in practice, only the Burners wore the white jackets. To complete the outfit, Burners were also required to don one visible but subtle accent of red (“a stain of blood on the veneer,” as it was described in the Burners’ Bible)—most opted for a red badge on the backpack or a red pin on the lapel. Franklin preferred a red ribbon bracelet. It ticked the box but was understated enough. He despised ostentation.

The meeting was larger than usual this morning. It was the influx of pledges in the back, newly minted Threes inspired by their recent deaths during the Night of the Terrible Twos. They were coming to observe, perhaps hoping one day to don the white jackets themselves, or maybe even stand up on the conductor’s platform with Nicholas.

“Now, I know many of you out there are interested in joining our storied little society,” Nicholas said as he gestured to the back of the room. “You had a taste of what life as a Burner is like at the Night of the Terrible Twos, so graciously hosted by Gloria Merriweather.” He nodded to a short, dark-haired girl in the front row.

“There were eighteen burns that night. It looked great on DeadLinks. We even made the local news. ‘A Little House of Horrors,’ they called it.” Nicholas walked a tight path back and forth behind the podium as he spoke. “By the time the authorities arrived in the morning, I had already pulled a few strings. All the bodies had been removed and destroyed.”

Franklin shuddered as he recalled how he had spent the night pulling bodies from spikes and fishing them out of pools, and then setting them all ablaze at the landfill. He frowned, but
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