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        “In three words I can sum up everything I’ve learned about life: it goes on.”

        ~Robert Frost

      

      

      

      
        
        “That it will never come again is what makes life so sweet.”

        ~Emily Dickinson
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      The dream jolted Akule from sleep.

      Redbird.

      Torrential rain.

      Blood.

      Above, beyond, and through the images ran the overwhelming sense of grief and loss. She sat up, swiveled, placed her feet against the floor, and dropped her head into her hands. She no longer experienced the painful jolt back to reality—cell phones useless, communication nonexistent, food scarce, modern civilization a distant memory. She didn’t even suffer through the sudden recollection that her mother had died. Those things her subconscious seemed to have accepted.

      But her brother...how was she supposed to carry on never knowing what had happened to Paco? How could she possibly ignore the nagging feeling that he might be in trouble? That he might want to come home, but couldn’t.

      Was that what the dream meant?

      She’d had it half a dozen times now. Redbird. Rain. Blood. Grief. Loss. She ticked the items off on her fingers, stared at her hand, and made her decision.

      She rose and dressed quickly. There wasn’t much more she could put on. She’d slept in her clothes. They always slept in their clothes now. The cold was relentless. Pulling a cap over her raven black hair, gloves onto her hands, and a rain-resistant coat on, she stepped from her apartment into the predawn morning.

      A north wind tore across the Chihuahuan desert.

      The 27th of December would dawn like every other day had for the last week—weak sunlight or none at all, cold temperatures, more hardship.

      Snow covered the surrounding mesas and continued to fall, though more lightly, more softly than the day before. Most of the citizens of Alpine—what was left of them—remained burrowed in their beds. At least they had beds.

      It was early, too early, to be out. But what Akule had to do was best done before the sun came up. Also, she didn’t care to spend another sleepless night second-guessing her decision. Then there was the dream. The possibility of experiencing that again was enough to drive her from her bed.

      Akule had no doubt that her Aunt Tanda would be in her office. Tanda was the one person whose opinion she trusted. She trudged down the street, pushed open the door to the police station, and gave a small wave to Conor, who always seemed to be on the night shift.

      “She in her office?”

      “Sure is.”

      “I’ll just—” Akule motioned toward the back, toward the office with Police Chief stenciled on the door.

      Conor nodded and returned his attention to transcribing the previous day’s call-outs in the journal Tanda insisted they keep. Of course, they weren’t actual call-outs since no one’s phone worked. A neighbor or family member would rush in asking for help and the officer on duty responded. Everything went into the journal.

      The world might have changed.

      The apocalypse might have come.

      But Tanda Lopez was determined to be the defender of law and order.

      Akule tapped lightly on the door, then turned the knob.

      Tanda’s expression broke into a smile at the sight of her niece. “Wow. You’re up early.”

      “So are you.”

      Tanda shrugged that away and rose to pull her into a hug. Akule’s aunt was on the short side—a good four inches shorter than Akule’s five feet, eight inches. Tanda had been trim and toned even before food became scarce. Akule had always been thin too, but it had been a softer thinness before June 6th. Now she felt sinewy, as if everything that was extra had been chipped away by the harshness of winter in a post-modern world.

      They both had straight black hair, though Tanda’s was long and pulled back like their abuela, Akule’s great-grandmother, had worn hers. Akule’s had grown out to shoulder length. It was a different look for her. She preferred to chop it in a jagged style. Maybe that had been a small way to push back against the expectations of the world.

      She no longer had the luxury of worrying about such things. It took all of her energy to merely survive each day.

      Akule took the chair across from Tanda.

      “Want some coffee?”

      “No.” Now that she was here, she didn’t know how to begin. Perhaps she should have simply left in the middle of the night. It would have been easier. Though she loved her aunt and had no doubt that her aunt loved her, Tanda’s piercing gaze caused her to squirm. Akule often wondered if Tanda had received their abuela’s second sight. She certainly seemed to know what a person was thinking before they spoke.

      As if to prove that very point, Tanda sat back in her chair and cradled her mug of coffee. Her first words were a statement, not a question. “You’re leaving.”

      “I have to go look for him.”

      Tanda continued to study her, as if assessing whether she was up to this task. Finally, she nodded toward the window. “You could wait for the weather to clear.”

      “With no weather forecast, we have no idea when that will be.”

      “Why now?”

      “Why not?”

      “Where will you look?”

      “I’ll start in Cedar Hill. That’s where he was living.”

      Tanda finally shifted her gaze, searched the opposite wall as if she could find the answer there. “I can’t imagine what the Dallas area looks like now. I feel like I should go with you.”

      “You can’t. We both know that. This town, what’s left of it, depends on you.”

      “Paco is family. Family comes first.” And then she surprised Akule with a confession. “We should have gone already. But it’s been, you know…one hit after another.”

      First the battle with Marfa, then the battle with the Watchmen, then the winter and the flu season and even tighter food rations.

      “Dad won’t want me to go. That’s why I’m telling you.”

      “We’ll talk to him together.”

      “Do we have to?”

      “Yeah. We do. He’s on patrol at seven.” Tanda glanced at the battery-operated wall clock.

      Soon they’d be out of batteries, or they wouldn’t recharge from the solar panels. Then even the hours of the day would cease to hold any meaning.

      “Only five-thirty,” she said. “We can still catch him before his shift. Let’s go.”

      They walked to the apartment that Keme had taken in Tanda’s building, which was only a few blocks from the police station. He hadn’t wanted to move into town. He’d wanted to stay in the trailer that Akule and Paco had been raised in, the trailer where the memories of her mother still saturated every corner of every room.

      In the end, he’d accepted the practicality of moving into town. That admission and the fact that a crazed and armed drifter had tried to break into Tanda’s apartment changed his mind. Tanda was fully capable of defending herself, but there’d been no stopping Keme then. He took the apartment two doors down. He’d wanted Akule to move in with him, but she’d assured him she was fine with her roommates.

      She was fine with her roommates.

      But she needed to bring her brother home.

      She hoped her father would understand that. But whether he did or not, she was going.

      Keme answered seconds after their knock, almost as if he’d been waiting for them. There had always been a strange kind of ESP between her dad and her aunt. She saw it now in the knowing glances they exchanged. She felt it in his sigh and Tanda’s small shrug of her shoulders.

      Her father stood nearly six feet tall. When Akule looked at him, she remembered her Kiowa heritage, which came from her grandmother. Her grandfather was Hispanic. They both still lived outside of Alpine, insisting they had what they needed on the small acreage that had been their home since before Keme was born.

      “Better come in,” Keme said.

      They kept their coats on. The room was cold. Whoever had designed the building hadn’t envisioned a time when there would be no heat or air conditioning. Open windows provided some relief in the summer, but during the winter...

      Winter was simply a trial one fought to endure.

      They sat around the dining room table. Someone else’s home. Someone else’s furniture. Some days it felt to her as if they’d taken up someone else’s life. The original occupants of the apartment had been out of town on June 6th.

      The day the satellites stopped working.

      The day their entire world changed.

      It wasn’t only a matter of cell phones not working. Nearly every aspect of their daily lives had been dependent on 4G to one degree or another—shipping and receiving, manufacturing, GPS and signal lights, air traffic control towers, even train schedules. The train crash that occurred that first day still lay across the tracks that wound through Alpine.

      The twisted pieces of metal acted as a sort of watershed in Akule’s mind. There was before...when the tracks were clear for passage and the possibility of another life—a different life—lay just around the bend. And there was after...when every ounce of energy was focused on simply surviving.

      “I’m going to find Paco.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “I am.”

      “We’ve talked about this. We agreed to wait until spring.”

      “I’m not waiting.”

      Akule’s great-grandmother had been Kiowa. What percentage, Akule didn’t know. Things like Ancestry.com no longer existed. Abuela had looked Indian. She had acted Indian. She had the stoicism of the Native Americans and the stubbornness of the Hispanic people. Abuela was old and diabetic and had been one of the first casualties.

      But Akule saw her great-grandmother’s traits in her father, and she felt those same traits in herself. Often they were like two trains colliding, neither willing nor able to change course. She was reminded again of the freight train and the Amtrak train. One had sideswiped the other. Their timing had been off by only a few seconds. The resulting crash killed eight and injured more.

      Tanda seemed to sense the stalemate, so she cleared her throat and weighed in. “I’m sure you two could stare at one another all day, but I need to get back to work, Keme has patrol, and Akule…well, I’m not sure what you were supposed to do today.”

      “Helping Doc Cade, but I already told him I wouldn’t be there.”

      “You told him you were leaving?” Keme sat back, raised and then lowered his hands as if to say can you believe this girl?

      “I would like to side with you on this, Keme.” Tanda cupped her hands, breathed into them, then stuck them into the pockets of her coat. “I don’t like the idea of her going⁠—”

      “She’s not.”

      “Or of her going alone.”

      “Definitely not.”

      “But I feel it too.” Tanda sat forward. For a moment she stared down at the table, and Akule wondered if she was looking for the answers there. She shook her head once, then glanced from Akule to Keme. “I feel it too. Someone needs to go, and I don’t…I just don’t see how I can.”

      “Why now? Why not wait until spring?”

      Akule was ready with her list of reasons, though she wouldn’t tell him about the dream. Even to her ears, reciting a dream sounded like a child afraid of the boogeyman. She didn’t have the words to explain that it wasn’t merely a dream. Instead, she said, “There will be more people on the roads in the spring. There will be more danger in the spring. You said yourself that the roads are basically empty right now. We haven’t had a drifter in what…a month?”

      “Doesn’t mean they aren’t out there.”

      “I can take care of myself, Dad.”

      Keme exploded out of his chair, paced the short distance to the living area and back. “How would you even get there?”

      “I’ll take my mare.”

      “You’ll need a pack animal too. You’ll need grain for the mare and supplies for yourself.” Tanda sat up straighter, crossed her arms, stuck her hands under her armpits as if to warm them.

      “It’s a long trip, Akule. I know you’re strong. You’ve matured a lot in the last six months, and if anyone can find Paco and his family…” She emphasized the last three words as if Akule had forgotten about her two nephews and sister-in-law. “If anyone can find them, I believe you can. But traveling five hundred miles on horseback in the dead of winter won’t be easy.”

      “I don’t expect it to be.”

      “Say you can make thirty miles a day. That’s a little more than two weeks to get there, plus time to find them, and then a two-week return trip. Returning will be harder. You can’t load the entire family on the back of your mare.”

      “And you’re not even sure he’ll be there.” Keme sat at the table again, concern and heartache coloring his expression.

      Akule understood what that was about.

      She understood that her father had lost his grandmother, his wife, and countless friends. Maybe he thought it was better to hold on to the one child he had with him rather than risk her being killed in the search for the rest of his family. He might have felt that way, but that wasn’t what he said.

      “You think I don’t want to go? You think I wouldn’t have left the day we understood nothing was going back to normal? Or the day your mother died?” He dropped his head, and that sign of grief tore at Akule’s heart more than his words. Finally he raised his gaze to hers. “The safest thing, the smartest thing, is to wait here. Paco knows where we are. He’ll get here when he can.”

      “I can’t wait for that, Dad. I can’t do the safe thing. What’s the point in trying so hard to stay alive if we’re not going to at least attempt to save the people we love?”

      Keme didn’t have an answer to that.

      Tanda rubbed her temples with her fingertips.

      “Headache?” Akule asked.

      Tanda waved away the question and addressed her next comment to Keme. “We can’t stop her. She’ll go with or without your permission. She’s only telling us because she respects you.”

      Akule didn’t like being talked about as if she weren’t there, but she also appreciated Tanda stating the obvious. She would go with or without her father’s permission.

      Then Tanda played the card that hit home. “Lucy would agree with her. In fact, she would have insisted that you go months ago. I know it, and you know it.”

      All of the argument went out of her dad at the mention of her mother’s name.

      “Fine.”

      Akule breathed out a sigh of relief.

      “But I’m going with you.”

      “Dad, I don’t need you with me. I don’t want you with me.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you want, Akule. I’m going.”

      Tanda nodded as if she’d expected as much. Why hadn’t Akule seen this coming? She should have simply left town. She could be five miles north by now. Five miles closer to her brother.

      But another voice, a smaller voice, pushed to the front of her thoughts. That voice was soft, convincing. It was, she supposed, the voice of her mother.

      Why not go with your dad?

      Why do you feel a need to do this alone?

      She didn’t have an answer to either of those questions.

      “Forty-eight hours,” Tanda said. “Let me see what supplies I can get from Stan and arrange for some kind of pack animal. You can both ride your mares. Take something to trade for two more horses once you get there. That should be enough. The kids are still small—they can double up with Paco and Claire.”

      Tanda stood as if it was settled.

      They all stood.

      It was settled. Akule would leave in forty-eight hours, and she wouldn’t be going alone.

      Akule’s father surprised her then. He pulled her into his arms, then reached out and pulled Tanda into the circle. They stood there, the three of them, and Akule understood that she would hold onto this image until she was back in Alpine again.

      And she was coming back. But she’d come back with her brother, his wife, and both their children. She wasn’t going to settle for anything less.
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      Keme made it to his patrol assignment fifteen minutes early. He was to ride the northwest circuit around town. Highway 118 to past the airport, over to County Road 1703, south to 67, then east into town. Once there, he’d take a fifteen-minute break, then ride the route in reverse.

      There were four people on patrol at all times. Their routes and times were staggered. To someone watching, it would look haphazard. It was anything but. The Council had spent several days hammering out the details of the protection of Alpine. The last thing they wanted to be was predictable.

      Being predictable could get you and those you loved killed.

      Highway 118 was, as usual, deserted—absolutely no movement as far as he could see. The airport continued to mock them. Since the day the satellites fell, since June 6th, no planes had landed on the small airfield. As for the planes usually stored there, their owners had fled within the first week. No one had returned. No movement on CR 1703.

      Alpine remained an isolated island in the middle of the Chihuahuan Desert.

      Keme used the time he rode to create a supply list in his mind. At least it kept his thoughts off the cold. The temperatures wouldn’t be so bad, but the wind from the north caused his bones to ache—another sign that he was getting old.

      When he’d completed his fourth circuit, he checked in at the Sul Ross campus where Stan Makowski was coordinating patrols. Tanda insisted on rotating personnel in and out of each position just in case. Their entire life had turned into one huge just in case.

      Surprisingly, you got used to it.

      “Got a minute before you go?” Stan nodded toward what had been the rodeo office. Sul Ross was a small-sized, public university that had served the Big Bend region of far West Texas. A founding member of the National Intercollegiate Rodeo Association, the school’s arena, stalls, and offices had proven a perfect fit for Tanda’s Strategic Command Center.

      Keme followed Stan into an office that was only marginally warmer than the outdoors.

      “Tanda caught me up on what’s happening.”

      Instead of responding, Keme sank into a chair.

      “Let’s go over what you and Akule might need.”

      “We’ll both take our mares—if you can spare them.”

      “Yes, we can. Be sure you bring them back.” Stan attempted a smile, then frowned down at a sheet of paper he’d been scribbling on. “Logan wants to give both mares a thorough going over. As for a pack animal, the Scotts have half a dozen mules. Mike’s planning on using them in the spring to put some crops in the ground. He’s willing to send one with you.”

      “All right.”

      “I’ve set aside a minimal amount of feed for the animals. You’re going to have to find more along the way.”

      Keme nodded. Animal feed was already on his mental list.

      “I can also send K-rations—enough for two weeks. Again, that won’t be enough for the entire trip, but it’ll at least get you there.”

      “Medical kit?”

      “Yup. Already cleared it with Cade.” Stan sat back in his chair and studied Keme.

      It was strange for Keme to realize he’d barely known the man before June 6th. They’d both grown up in Alpine and gone to the same school though Keme was a few years older. Stan had worked for Tanda for at least half a dozen years, but it had taken the apocalypse for Keme and him to form a friendship. Maybe that’s the way things went. Maybe you didn’t grow close to another person until you really needed them...until you held each other’s life in your hands.

      They’d fought beside each other.

      They’d defended Alpine.

      Essentially, they were brothers.

      “How are you doing for ammunition?”

      “Half a box of shells for my rifle. About the same for the handgun.”

      Stan stretched his neck to the right, then the left. “Let’s hope you don’t end up in a situation where you need more than that. You leave Friday morning?”

      “Before daybreak, if I know my daughter.”

      They stood, walked out of the office and toward the arena.

      “How are the kids?” Keme asked.

      “Good. School is closed until this weather passes through. Zoey’s a champ though. She’s somehow managing to stay sane with four children cooped up in the living room.”

      “It’s fortunate you have a fireplace.”

      “It is indeed.” Stan pulled him into a hug, which conveyed the things they didn’t say, then stepped back. “Don’t worry about your shift tomorrow. I’ve got someone to cover it. Take the day to get packed.”

      Keme didn’t think it would take a day to pack, but he nodded his appreciation.

      He walked over to Akule’s apartment. Akule’s roommate, Emily, opened the door.

      “You’re bundled up.”

      “And I’m still cold.” She ushered him in, slammed the door shut, and pushed a pile of old towels up against the bottom of the door. “Helps keep the draft out.”

      “Maybe you should think about moving home—at least until the weather changes.”

      “No way. Akule, Briley, and I are independent women.”

      At the sound of her name, Akule peered out from her bedroom. “Are you packed?”

      “We’re not leaving until Friday morning.”

      “Uh-huh.” She ducked back into her room.

      Emily shrugged. “Good luck on your trip, Mr. Lopez. I hope you find your son.” Then she walked into her bedroom, quietly shutting the door behind her.

      “She’s worried I’m not coming back.” Akule sat on her bed and motioned Keme toward her desk chair.

      “It is a possibility.”

      “I know that, Dad.” She shook her head. “On the one hand, I’m relieved you’re going with me, but on the other...I’m not so sure this is a good idea.”

      “Might as well stick with relieved, since I’m going either way.”

      “Yeah. That’s kinda what I figured.” She pushed a pile of socks closer to her backpack. “Now that it’s certain we’re going, I can’t seem to make up my mind on what to take. I’ve thought this through so many times...but now I keep questioning myself.”

      “Give me an example.”

      “Three pairs of socks or four?”

      “Four.”

      “Two sets of gloves?”

      “Yes. Wear one. Pack an extra set.”

      They worked their way through the piles of stuff on her bed, separating them into take and leave piles. She only overruled him once, when he said she should leave Lucy’s letters. “No room for sentimental items, Akule. Paco can read those when he gets home.”

      “Yeah, I hear you.” She thumbed through the envelopes.

      Lucy had written to Paco once a week after the events of June 6th, even though there had been no way to send the letters. She had said that she wanted her son to know she’d been thinking about him. She had teased that when they were all together again, he would be free to laugh at how sentimental she’d become in her old age.

      Old age. She’d died a week before her forty-sixth birthday. Died in the battle with Marfa. When he allowed his thoughts to linger on that—on the gaping hole in his life, he felt himself teetering on the edge of a very dark, very deep chasm. He couldn’t allow himself the luxury of grief right now. He’d been grieving, for months. He suspected he would continue to do so for the rest of his life. But for this moment, for the next few weeks, he would put his grief aside and concentrate on his daughter and son.

      He ran his fingers across her handwriting, then nodded. Akule pushed the letters into the bottom of her pack.

      Keme cleared his throat. “We need to talk about our route.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we need to think this through.”

      “We’ve both driven to Dallas many times, Dad.”

      “Nothing is the same as it was before. We need to view our route with that in mind.” Keme pulled a state map from his pocket and spread it out on the floor.

      Akule joined him there, running her finger from Alpine, past Fort Stockton, to Interstate 20, then northeast toward the Dallas area.

      “I see three problems with that route. Three things we should avoid—Fort Stockton, I-20, and Ft. Worth.”

      “Okay. What’s your idea?”

      He traced a route southeast to Dryden, north to Sheffield, across Interstate 10 west of Ozona and finally north to San Angelo.

      “How do we know San Angelo is any better than Fort Stockton?”

      “We don’t.” Keme reached into his pocket again and pulled out a folded, letter-sized envelope with a crude map penned on the back. “Franklin gave me this before he left.”

      “Your neighbor Franklin?”

      “The same.”

      “Kinda big guy with an even bigger mutt? Used to sit out on his porch drinking beer?”

      Keme hadn’t had a drink in seven years. He still considered himself an alcoholic. In his way of thinking, it was the same as saying he was tall with black hair. The defect in his genetic makeup was a part of who he was. It was something he would always have to stand guard against. That was one thing that hadn’t changed since June 6th.

      “Franklin was a good guy, and he was prepared when he left. The route he was taking, the route he thought was safest because of things he’d heard over his short wave, was 90 east to Dryden and then Highway 349 north. Cross I-10 where Highway 290 intersects it west of Ozona. Those were all small towns before June 6th. Chances are they’re even smaller now.”

      “Or nonexistent.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I guess it’s farther?”

      “A little. Less chance of being killed for the food in our packs.”

      “Okay. Does this mean we’re stopping in San Angelo? Stopping at...” She spun the envelope around to face her, looked closer at Franklin’s map, and scowled. “At Franklin’s in-law’s?”

      “I don’t know. We can decide that when we get close.”

      “Why would we?”

      “They might be able to shed some light on the situation to the north. At least we wouldn’t be going in blind.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Keme stood and walked to the door, but Akule called him back. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “For what?”

      “For not treating me like a child. For asking my opinion about things.”

      He studied her, almost settled for a nod, but then he thought of Lucy. Thought of how he still grieved the things he hadn’t said. “Your opinion matters, and you’re not a child.”

      She pulled in her bottom lip and nodded.

      “They’re having a send-off for us tomorrow night.”

      “What? We don’t have time for that.”

      “Actually we do, and folks...there are some things you do because other people need you to do it. They need to say goodbye. They need to believe we’ll come back.”

      “We will.”

      “I know it.” Grinning he added, “Six o’clock tomorrow. Tanda’s. Be there or she’ll come looking for you.”
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      Dylan had half a mind to simply follow Keme and Akule out of town. Make himself known twenty miles out when it would be harder for them to send him back. Hell, he wasn’t a UPS package, and he wasn’t going back. But what was the best way to make them see it from his perspective?

      He was walking home from his patrol on Thursday morning when he saw Akule step out of the triage center, which was what they called the building that had housed the train station.

      No more trains.

      Didn’t need a station.

      Hence the triage center.

      Akule nodded a greeting and walked past him as if he were some stranger on the road. He pivoted and caught up with her. “You’re in a hurry.”

      “Lots to do.”

      “Because of your trip.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m going with you.”

      She stopped so abruptly, he shot past her. He turned around and walked back to where she was waiting with both hands on her hips.

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “What is wrong with you, Dylan? This is a family thing, and you’re not family.”

      If she thought she could hurt his feelings and he’d scuttle away, then Akule Lopez was sorely mistaken. He’d been in the same grade as her in school, though he was a year older. His mother referred to his sophomore year in high as his lost year, always spoken with emphasis as if it should be italicized. In truth, he’d simply been angry that his dad left. He’d rebelled in every way he could think of, including but not limited to failing all of his classes.

      That lost year taught him a lot. Mostly, it had taught him that he didn’t want to be a loser. He wanted to be a winner, and after that he was. When he repeated his sophomore year, everything was dramatically different.

      His life became grades and football. He earned the spot for starting quarterback his junior year, and in his senior year he helped take the Alpine Bucks to their first state championship. He didn’t do it alone, but he helped. That was enough in his mind. He’d graduated with academic honors and an invitation to play ball at Sam Houston State. He passed on the football scholarship because he’d done what he’d set out to do. He’d made up for his lost year.

      But he’d never left Alpine.

      He’d planned to. Didn’t every kid plan to leave their hometown? One thing had led to another, and then June 6th happened. That was nearly seven months ago and he was still stuck in Alpine. Going with Akule might be his only chance to break free, and he wasn’t about to waste it.

      “Maybe you’re not the only one who wants out of this town. Did you ever think of that?”

      “We’re not going on vacation.”

      She stepped closer, close enough that he could see how remarkable her eyes were—dark brown pools of mystery, fathomless. He also saw the dark skin beneath her eyes. She needed him, whether she knew it or not.

      “We’re going to find my brother.”

      “I heard your pop was going with you.”

      “Yes. And two is plenty.”

      “Not really. Liam says three is the best number, for night watches and such.” Liam Contreras was former military and had arrived in Alpine with Harper and Cade. Dylan had spent many hours quizzing Liam about life Out There. “He’s one of the few people in this town who’s actually been out there since June 6th.”

      “Are you forgetting about Harper and Cade?”

      “No, and they both agree that I should go...that three is better than two.”

      “You talked to Harper and Cade?” She looked like she was going to punch him. She didn’t, but he suspected she wanted to. Instead, she stuck her hands in her pockets and strode off toward her apartment.

      It was the wrong direction from his mom’s house, but he followed her anyway. “Why do you have to be so stubborn?”

      “I’m being stubborn?”

      “Yes. You should be glad I want to go.”

      “But I’m not.”

      “I’m going anyway.”

      “You do what you need to do, Dylan.” She walked away, muttering words like unwanted, unneeded, unnecessary.

      Dylan smiled and turned back in the opposite direction. Akule might think she
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