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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            WITHOUT A MAP

          

        

      

    

    
      Walking through the Rift Zone with a full backpack was probably a stupid thing to do. But I didn’t care anymore. I had to survive in this hellhole, and that meant taking risks.

      It also meant making hard decisions.

      C-Roy had promised me that Click and I could stay with him, no strings attached. But I couldn’t. Every time I walked into that kitchen, the memory came rushing back. I couldn’t set foot in there without hearing that runner’s words echoing about the space. My heart would ache so bad that I felt like I was going to throw up, and I’d have to rush from the room. Buddy would inevitably find me cowering in the living room, curled up on the couch in a haze of anguish, and then Click would spend half an hour mangling my name and trying to coax me back into reality.

      So, as much as I might’ve wanted to stay where the food was (even though I hadn’t been able to force myself to eat much in days), I simply couldn’t. And since Click wouldn’t stay without me, that was how we ended up walking along the soaked streets a week after . . .

      No. My mind wouldn’t go there.

      Or maybe I just couldn’t let it go there.

      It had rained every day since. The days hung grey above our heads like harbingers. Except the horrible thing had already happened, so those harbingers were empty threats.

      Buddy was going to need a bath. The grit clung to his sodden, white undercarriage as he trotted along the street ahead of us, glancing back occasionally to make sure Click was still there. I was nothing but chopped liver, though I was pretty sure the dog wouldn’t have turned up his nose at any sort of liver, chopped or otherwise. It didn’t really bother me; I was used to dogs not caring much about my existence. Floyd, Grandpa’s one-eyed mongrel, had been a one-man sort of dog, even though I’d fed him about half the time. I’d just been a walking food dispenser as far as he was concerned. Grandpa had been the bearer of chin scratches and cuddles. He was the one who’d held Floyd on his last day. He was the one who’d buried him in the backyard in the shade of the massive rhododendron that Grandma had nicknamed Lord Hulkington.

      When we crossed into Ryver’s territory, I led us away from Main Street so we could follow a side street that ran parallel. Click glanced at me a few times, as if he wanted to ask why we weren’t going straight back to the vet clinic. But he didn’t stop me, and he didn’t try to say anything. I wasn’t entirely sure of my reasons myself, but I suspected that most of it had to do with those first few minutes . . . when I would have to tell Dr. Bryan what had happened. I couldn’t bear the thought of it, so I kept us well away from the clinic and any necessity for telling the story.

      Joshua’s territory was a long, thin shaft of land that ran from the west side of Kenyonville, penetrating right through the midline of the town until it ran up against Niesha’s old turf. A giant dick ruled by a giant dick, I thought, but even that didn’t make me smile. I was too focused on what was beyond his territory. My armpits started to sweat just thinking about it.

      We don’t have a choice. Well . . . we did. It was just that the other choices weren’t great. I didn’t want to go grovelling to Xavi. Ryver was out. I’d burned my bridges with Joshua; besides, I didn’t want to work for a guy who would eat a pet dog. Rasputin . . . I didn’t even consider it. C-Roy was probably the least offensive option, but I couldn't do it. So I just led Click and Buddy north, feeling my stomach sink with every footstep.

      It started to spritz a little, the rain falling like mist. The trees in the distance—up in Niesha’s old territory—were obscured by the low-hanging clouds. The air felt like a spa treatment (or, what I imagined one might have felt like), and it felt delicious on my newly healed skin. I tilted my chin up, letting the mist fall along my jawline. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Click step closer. I quickly turned my head away.

      “It’s fine,” I said.

      “Lee-ah.”

      I shook my head and kept walking. He didn’t try to stop me. I knew he wanted to do another healing session. The burn on my face had been deep. Really deep. But Click’s healing touch seemed to have worked wonders. A glance in the mirror before our departure had shown me that the burn was almost completely healed. Regret had swamped me, thinking of another burn that had gone untreated. And then I just thought about him, and that hurt my heart all over again.

      There was a lot I didn’t know about Click and his time in Kenyonville. And now that I was really curious, there was no one else around to ask. Slowly, I turned my head to look at him, only to find that he seemed to have been waiting for me to do just that. He gave me a little smile, and I turned away again.

      “We’ll have to figure something out,” I mumbled. “We need a way to communicate.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him lift his hand to give me a thumbs up. I smiled a little before I could stop myself.

      “You understand pretty much everything I say, don’t you?”

      His thumb, still in the air, wiggled a little in answer.

      “You could try talking to me. Surely, if you can understand English, you could speak it.”

      He said nothing. When I glanced at him, I saw a strange expression on his face. It wasn’t quite a frown, but it didn’t look like a smile, either. It might’ve been confusion. Or frustration. I really couldn’t tell . . . which confused and frustrated me.

      “Okay. Repeat after me: Yes.”

      He dropped his hand to his side and stared at me like I was nuts.

      “You can’t just keep giving me thumbs ups forever.”

      His eyebrows rose slightly, as if to say, “Why the hell not?”

      I sighed. He was right, really. “Fine. Then we’ll have to come up with some other hand signs. I hate feeling like I’m talking to myself all the time.”

      He stepped closer and slipped his hand into mine. For a moment, I was taken aback, not sure what to do. My first thought was that he was trying to make a move on me, and I almost yanked my hand away. Following quickly after that was annoyance and shame, and a flash of understanding. I gave his hand a squeeze.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I know you’re just trying to be kind. It’s just . . . I have history with C-Roy, and being in his house again brought up all sorts of . . . stuff.”

      “See-rah.”

      “Yeah. Don’t worry about him. We’re not going back there.”

      He gave me a thumbs up with his free hand. I grunted in amusement.

      “Who taught you that, anyway?”

      “Vee-kah.”

      I swallowed hard. My feet scuffed to a stop as my vision became a blurry mess. I just stood there, breathing hard, trying to keep from bursting into tears. Click slipped his hand out of mine. The next thing I knew, his arms were around me. I threw my arms around him and closed my eyes, resting my chin on his shoulder as I tried to compose myself. A moment later, I heard dog toenails on the asphalt as Buddy approached. Quickly pulling away, I swiped the few tears that had managed to escape and looked down at the dog. He stared up at Click, his expression hopeful. His tail gave an uncertain little wag.

      “I bet he’s hungry.”

      “Bah-dee,” Click called softly, crouching down and holding out his hand. Buddy came close and sort of nuzzled his head against Click’s knee, almost like a cat. It was hard to tell if the scruffy dog was getting skinnier or not. He was probably hungry, though. And, given his history, I didn’t want him to get too hungry.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “The sooner we get there, the sooner we can eat.”

      Click gave Buddy’s ears a scratch and stood up. Then he reached for my hand again. I grasped it gratefully as we resumed our trek, heading into our uncertain future.
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      I spotted the pink line half a block before we reached it. It must’ve been touched up at some point, because it almost looked like it was doubled, plus it was quite bright. I wasn’t sure how well spray paint fared on asphalt, especially over a couple of years of rain, snow, and the baking summer sun.

      My heart started to beat a little faster. Of course, I’d seen the line before. I’d even crossed it. But something about seeing that neon slash get closer and closer made me feel like screaming. And running. So I kept a tight grip on Click’s hand.

      The line ran right down the middle of Bower Avenue. At the corner, I pulled Click onto the sidewalk that ran down one side of the street, the side that was still in Joshua’s territory. The houses looked the same as I remembered from years earlier. In fact, the neighbourhood seemed to have fared pretty well. Most of the houses on Joshua’s side of the line were adorned with fluttering pink tickets. The lawns were overgrown, though, leading to a less-than-lived-in look. It was hard to tell whether the buildings were actually occupied, or if they’d just been ticketed as some sort of buffer at the edge of the territory. I didn’t see any people . . . though that didn’t mean they weren’t there.

      Buddy seemed pretty relaxed as we started down Bower, trotting ahead of us with his tail held high, but after a block or two, he started to slow and look back at Click with uncertainty. He was obviously feeling my distress, because Click seemed fine. The only reason the dog would’ve had to be nervous would’ve been if he’d known whose turf we were walking through. I doubted he was that smart.

      We crossed Bay Street and continued down the sidewalk. My steps got slower and slower. Click adjusted his pace to match mine, not reacting to anything in particular, but just trusting my leadership. Buddy fell back, too, until he was walking right beside Click’s leg. By the time we stopped, I felt like I was going to pass out.

      Maybe this isn’t the best idea. I’m triggering all sorts of stuff. Will I really be able to live . . . ?

      I turned and looked across the street. I didn’t know what I was expecting. Maybe a gaping portal to hell. Windows that looked like eyes. But all that was there was the familiar house, its blue siding faded and grungy, its windows glinting with reflections. The curtains in the second-floor windows were closed, just the way I’d left them two years earlier. The front doorframe was free of tickets, but the door was closed. For some reason, that made me feel a little better, even though I had no idea what we were going to find on the other side.

      I looked at Click, and he turned to me with an expectant smile.

      “You know where we are, don’t you?” I asked.

      “Lee-ah,” he said, turning back to stare at the house across the street.

      “That’s right. Welcome to my home.” I swallowed hard and looked down at the dog, who had just sat down to vigorously scratch at the side of his neck. “Our home,” I corrected myself. “Don’t you dare infest it with fleas.”
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            DUNCAN AND TASHA'S HOUSE

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d long since lost the key, though I wouldn’t have needed it anyway. When I’d abandoned the house, I’d left the door unlocked, reasoning that I didn’t want anyone to break the narrow windows on either side to try to gain access. Those windows appeared to be intact. I was sure that someone had been in there in the two years since . . . but if there was no pink ticket now, they were probably gone. Still, that didn’t mean things were going to be all sunshine and rainbows on the other side of that door. Abandoned houses tended to get used as toilets.

      Honestly. What was wrong with people?

      As I stepped off the sidewalk and onto the street, I kept a tight hold on Click’s hand, more for reassurance than anything else, because he didn’t seem reluctant to cross the street. He was probably curious to see where I had once lived.

      I was pretty damn curious to see the place, too.

      Crossing the pink painted line felt sort of anticlimactic. I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting. A siren? A hail of bullets from a machine gun mounted across the street? Shaking my head at the thought, I kept my gaze on the door as we drew closer. Kenyonville didn’t have any machine guns. At least, it didn’t have any that I knew of. And, given some of the kids’ fascination with weapons of all kinds, we probably all would’ve known about any machine guns within the Rift Zone . . . even if they were just being used for target practice with empty bean cans.

      As we walked up the front sidewalk and porch steps, I started to relax a little. The house hadn’t been entered in a while. Not if the state of the porch was anything to go by. It was filthy with undisturbed grime. Grandma would’ve been appalled. I could almost hear her voice, telling me to grab the broom and get to work. Believe me, Grandma. I will. If the broom’s still here.

      Buddy sniffed at the bottom edge of the closed door, but didn’t react strongly one way or the other. I took that as a good sign. Still, I let go of Click’s hand so I could push some Rift energy through my fingertips. I was the only Rifter in the group now, and I felt a sort of responsibility to keep all of us safe. Glancing at Click, I held the index finger of my non-flaring hand to my lips. He gave me a thumbs up. So I grasped the door handle and pressed my thumb down on the lever.

      It felt the way I remembered, a little stiff at the beginning, then clunking as the motion completed. Taking a deep breath, I pushed on the door. It swung into the front hall. The house let out a breath of stale air. But it didn’t smell as bad as I’d feared. It mostly smelled like a building that hadn’t had much airflow for a couple of years.

      Buddy didn’t even wait for an invitation. He trotted inside, nose down and sniffing vigorously. He could probably smell Floyd’s presence, even years later. Especially since our dog had accidentally peed on the floor a few times in his old age.

      Click and I stood just inside the front door. I didn't know what he was doing, but I was listening, watching the pink energy flicker silently over my hand. I didn’t hear anything, but that didn’t mean I could get complacent. Someone might’ve been hiding.

      “I’m going to check things out,” I whispered. Click turned to me, eyebrows raised. “You want to come with me or stay here?”

      “Lee-ah,” he said, his voice a rusty whisper as if he wasn’t used to trying to keep it so quiet. Nodding, I pushed the front door closed, but not quite all the way. If we had to make a quick escape, I didn’t want to have to deal with the tricky latch. Then I stepped farther into the dim space. I’d turned off all the lights before leaving, except for the one at the top of the stairs, but I doubted that incandescent bulb would've still been giving off any light. Grandpa had gradually been switching over to LED bulbs as the incandescent ones had burned out, but that one on the landing had proven to be stubborn. Not quite stubborn enough, though; when I approached the stairs and peered upward, I could see that the second floor was dark.

      I passed the staircase and headed toward the kitchen at the back of the house, bypassing the door that hid the basement stairs. I was not looking forward to going down there, but I supposed I would have to at some point. The washer and dryer were there (unless someone had hauled them up the narrow stairs, which was unlikely), along with a cache of homemade canned goods. I didn’t hold out much hope that Grandma’s pickles and corn relish were still on their shelves, though.

      The kitchen was dim, being on the north side of the house. But it was bright enough that I could see it looked pretty decent. Many of the cupboard doors were open, so someone had probably done a search, but they were intact. The fridge was still there, buzzing. I would have to brace myself before I opened that.

      Click went to the back door and pushed aside the curtain so he could peer out into the yard. Buddy, seeming to understand what the door led to, trotted over and scratched at the frame. I shook my head.

      “Don’t let him out.”

      Click turned to me, eyebrows raised.

      “There’s . . . stuff buried in the backyard.”

      His eyes went a little wider, as if in surprise, even though there was no way he could’ve possibly known what I meant. I went and joined him at the window to survey the overgrown yard. Lord Hulkington was massive, seemingly trying to take over the entire space. The lower branches, which Grandma had always trimmed back, hung against the ground, so I couldn’t see what (if anything) might have been dug up. My gaze drifted over to the other side of the yard, to what had once been the vegetable garden. For a moment, my heart stuttered as I saw the flat ground, and horrible thoughts swirled through my mind.

      “Lee-ah,” Click said, resting his hand on my arm. I shook him off, just barely missing touching him with my flaring pink hand. I pulled back the energy, my heart pounding.

      “It’s fine,” I said, turning away from the window. “Just let me check the yard before you let him out there, okay? In the meantime, he can pee out front.” My throat was tight as I hurried away, heading for the basement stairs. Be logical, I reminded myself. It’s been more than two years. The ground will have settled. Besides, if someone had gone digging around in the garden, there would be an obvious hole. Right? “Right,” I whispered. “Right.”

      “Lee-ah.”

      “I’m going to check the basement. You coming?”

      He followed me, staying a few steps back as I opened the door and reached inside for the light switch. Something tickled my hand, and I pulled back with a yelp, just as a rather large spider fell to the floor and scurried down the hallway. Buddy immediately went after it, sniffing.

      “Leave it,” I said, but the dog ignored me. I turned to Click. “He’s your dog.”

      He just gave me a thumbs up. I sighed and turned back to the stairwell. Checking carefully to make sure I wasn’t about to sweep my head through a spiderweb, I stepped onto the small landing and started down the stairs.

      The LED lights were cold, but they lit up the space adequately, showing me that it looked pretty much as it should have. The washer and dryer sat against a roughed-in wall, looking like they hadn’t been touched. I lifted the lid on the washer, bracing myself for an unpleasant surprise. But the machine was empty. So was the dryer. When I turned the dial and gave the start button an experimental push, the machine rumbled to life. So I checked the washer, too.

      “Thank god,” I muttered. “At least we can do some laundry.” I turned to find Click sort of hugging himself. “Not you, too. What is it with teenage guys and their aversion to soap?”

      He didn’t answer, but just kept his arms protectively over his fancy shirt. At least, that was what I assumed he was protecting. The denim jacket didn’t look worth saving.

      Buddy, having finished his adventure with the spider, carefully made his way down the basement steps, nails clicking. I headed for the cabinet in the corner, the one Grandpa had built for Grandma when she’d taken up canning. Finding anything had been a long shot, so I wasn’t surprised when I pulled open the door and found the cabinet mostly empty. There were still some supplies—empty glass jars, lids, and blank labels—but all the food was gone. Disappointment sank like a stone into my stomach. I didn’t realize how much I’d really wanted a pickle.

      “Well,” I said, trying to keep my voice brighter than was warranted, given the circumstances, “at least we have the washer and dryer. And there’s still the rest of the house to check.”

      Click let go of himself with one hand to give me a thumbs up, so I headed back to the stairs and started up them. My legs felt like lead (probably because I was half starved), and by the time I got back to the main floor, they were shaking. I made my way to the bottom of the main staircase, keeping a wary lookout for that spider. But I didn’t see it. It had probably scurried into a hole. Or Buddy had eaten it. I couldn’t really blame him at that point.

      The stairs creaked as I pulled myself up them, leaning heavily on the railing. The narrow hallway at the top was dark, being windowless, but I knew the layout well enough that I didn’t need to engage my hands for illumination. Pushing open the door to my grandparents’ room, I took a step inside.

      I could still smell Grandma’s soap, even though she’d been gone for years. The scent lingered in the air like a ghost. I almost expected her to step into view, fiddling with the cuffs of her fine-gauge cardigan that she wore even when the weather was stinking hot. But the room was silent and free of actual ghosts. The bed itself was still there, but it had been stripped. The floral duvet cover and matching crocheted afghan were gone. So were the pillows, decorative and otherwise. The dresser—which had held a jewellery box, a lamp, and a noisy old clock—was empty, and all the drawers hung open. The attached mirror was cracked, flinging our broken appearances back at us. My gaze drifted to the pinkish swath of skin on my jaw and lingered there for a moment. A few more days, and I probably wouldn’t be able to tell that anything had happened.

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

      The closet was open, and it looked like there had been some sort of explosion within. Clothes had burst outward, leaving sad garments strewn all over the floor. Grandpa’s button-down shirts, polos, and khakis lay like victims of a bombing. Annoyed, I reached down and grabbed his favourite striped polo.

      “Assholes,” I muttered as I grabbed a hanger and slipped the shirt back onto it. “If they didn’t want old-people clothes, they could’ve just left them alone.”

      Click frowned at the shirt. I held it up against him, gauging the size.

      “You want it? It might fit you.”

      He tilted his head, still staring at me. Finally, he looked down at the shirt, then pointed to it.

      “It was my grandfather’s. He won’t be needing it.”

      He frowned.

      “His name was Duncan.”

      Click just blinked at me. I sighed and hung the shirt up in the closet.

      “Don’t worry. You don’t have to pronounce it. Come on.” I edged past him and stepped back into the hall. I would deal with the rest of the clothing explosion later. After I had checked the rest of the house.

      The bathroom looked like someone had used it at some point, judging by the mildewy towels crumpled on the floor. It didn’t smell too great in there, either. The toilet lid was open, revealing the stained interior . . . but, thankfully, nothing else.

      There were two more doors in the cramped hallway. One led to the smaller bedroom that Grandpa had used as his office. The large metal desk was still there. The chair was gone, though. The two short file cabinets that flanked the desk were closed. Grandpa had always kept them locked, so that wasn’t surprising. What was surprising was that nobody had tried to pry them open. There were no scratches on the drawers at all. Then again, who would’ve wanted some old man’s tax receipts?

      I turned to the final door, which was closed. Click reached out and laid his hand on it, almost as if he was feeling for heat. Buddy immediately scratched at the door.

      “Lee-ah.”

      “Yeah. This is my room. Was my room.” I sighed and grasped the doorknob. “I don’t even know if I want to look.”

      Click gently grasped my wrist, as if to pull my hand away from the knob. I shook my head.

      “It’s okay. It’s just . . . it’s probably going to be hard to see.”

      He didn’t try to stop me again, so I took a deep breath and twisted the doorknob. The door swung into the room with a squeak of hinges. I let out a huff of air.

      It was almost disappointing. Maybe I was hoping that the room would be totally trashed, and I’d have an excuse to feel some sort of righteous anger. But the place didn’t look much different than when I’d left it. Aside from the stripped bed (seriously, what was with the linen bandits in this part of town?), all the furniture was still there. My ergonomic stool sat under the desk. Probably because the kids who broke in here couldn’t figure out what it was, I thought, a wry smile twisting my lips. The corkboard above the desk still had all its pushpins, though they weren’t holding anything up. (I’d taken everything down before leaving.) The curtains hung limp and dusty on either side of the window. On the far side of the room, the closet doors stood open, revealing all the empty hangers still lined up on the rod. Whoever had ransacked the house must’ve liked my style more than Grandpa’s, because there was nothing left.

      Buddy jumped up on the bed and put his paws on the windowsill, trying to see out into the backyard. He wasn’t quite tall enough. Click and I could see out, though. I leaned closer to him and pointed so he could follow my finger.

      “See that gap between the house and the evergreen? You can see the east wing of the high school.”

      Click said nothing for a moment. Then he turned to me. “Ree-fah.”

      “No. That’s to the west.” I jerked my thumb over to the left. “My bedroom window faces north.” I looked down at Buddy, who had given up trying to see out and looked like he was about to settle himself on the bare mattress for a nap. My first instinct was to tell him to get down. Realistically, though, there had probably been worse things on that mattress in the last two years than a dog.

      I went to the desk and pulled open the top drawer. To my surprise, the drawer organizer was still there, along with a few pens and pencils. Beneath that was a yellow legal pad, seemingly
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