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            PROLOGUE

          

          THEA

        

      

    

    
      My fingers tapped ceaselessly on the armrest of the F-250 as I sat alone in the truck, peering out the passenger window at Wren’s village. All I could think was, whoa. Beau was right. Wren’s people lived in a time capsule, a leftover place from the world before. I understood more than ever why my brother had wanted Wren, unprotected and so far removed out here, to come back to Whitehorse with him. Their village might’ve been hidden away, off the beaten path of the main road, but it still wasn’t safe.

      Our nine-hour drive from home, down the slushy highway, had been a quiet one. Beau and Wren were nervous to return to the village after three months away, especially since my brother had nearly killed Wren and took her away from her family directly after—or so they likely saw it. But a momentary break in the weather made our trip a somewhat urgent one, and with our sudden appearance in the village, I didn’t blame Wren and Beau for being anxious. We would be unwanted. We were Tainteds.

      I imagined meeting the parents was difficult for anyone in a relationship, and under these extreme circumstances, I knew my brother wouldn’t be greeted with open arms. It didn’t matter if Wren thought Whitehorse was the right call, especially for people like her. They’d never had the Virus, so they had no Abilities, which meant they had no protection against the superpowered crazy people still roaming these lands from time to time.

      But I guess Wren wasn’t exactly like her people anymore, not since my brother came along. She didn’t have an Ability, but she was a Tainted like the rest of us now. Because of him, she was a carrier of the genetically engineered Virus that mutated and changed people—the same one that had changed all of us during the outbreak years ago. But Wren was still alive because of my brother, too. And that made me proud of him.

      I watched through the window as the willow boughs trembled in the wind.

      Beau was an ass sometimes, for sure, but he wasn’t cruel or mean-spirited, and he definitely hadn’t known sleeping with Wren could kill her. Knowing how much her family disliked him for what he’d done worried me, but if Hunter was as great as Wren made him sound, I knew her best friend would help her people see that we weren’t as bad as some of them seemed to think. In fact, we were normal, all things considered. And if we could relate to anything, it was living in fear, and that was the last thing any of us wanted for Wren and her village.

      Heaving the door open, I climbed out of the plow truck, my boots landing on the ground with a soggy crunch. It was still cold as hell, and as a gust of wind blew past, I tugged my purple beanie further down over my ears. Pulling out the small tin of lip balm from my back pocket, I unscrewed the top, dabbed my finger in the raspberry-tinted beeswax, and rubbed it on my lips.

      There were two things I would never get used to, living in the North—skin so dry it hurt to move, and lips so chapped they cracked at the slightest twitch. Or maybe it was all just too reminiscent, reminding me of the way the wind whipped around Beau and me in the old forsaken Heston Building the night we thought we might freeze to death in that dank, moldy room. My mother’s body, half covered in snow outside the window.

      I shoved the lip balm into my back pocket, staring dolefully at the village. It was so . . . sad. I didn’t know exactly what had happened here years ago, only that survivors with mind-controlling Abilities manipulated the village to do horrible things, but I knew Wren’s mother and brother were dead, and that her family was scarred in ways I could never fully comprehend.

      Staring down the muddy road, I eyed the ramshackle homes with frayed tarps on the roofs that flapped in the wind, their eaves dripping with melting snow. I would’ve assumed the village was abandoned, had I not known any better. There were no cars or people walking about. There were no dogs barking, and what little livestock I could see was in a small stable toward the end of the road, across from Wren’s house. She and Beau had been in there for nearly twenty minutes.

      A familiar engine rumbled as the old tour bus we used for trips to Prince Rupert came to a stop behind the truck and horse trailer. At least reinforcements had arrived. Aside from the truck that Beau, Wren, and I had driven to plow the snow from the roads, and the trailer we’d pulled to haul the horses home in, the bus could transport the extra eleven bodies back to Whitehorse with us, along with some of their things.

      The mechanical doors squeaked open and Jackson stepped out of the bus, the paint-chipped behemoth creaking under his weight. He turned and held out his hand for Jade to step down. The two of them were Beau’s buffers, in case things went south and Wren needed people who looked less like us and more like them, with First Nations blood, to help convince her family they were doing the right thing.

      Jackson zipped up his jacket and scratched his beard absently as he walked toward me, his hazel gaze set in dark, contemplative features as he assessed the surrounding village. “So,” he said. “This is it.”

      “Yep,” I drawled. I imagined Jackson was comparing what would be their new village back home to this one.

      At Beau’s bidding, we’d worked throughout the winter to ensure Wren’s people had a safe, comfortable section of Whitehorse to move to. Beau had wrangled all of our friends and family together to help and made certain everything was in place—that their new village was stocked with enough food and firewood for the remaining weeks of cold, and that his house with Wren was ready so she could be with her family during their transition. It was safe to say that, because of Beau, Wren’s people would want for nothing ever again, once they got to Whitehorse.

      If what Beau had done for Wren and her family wasn’t love, I didn’t know what was, and I hoped her people would recognize that. I’d never seen my brother do anything so selfless or persistent as what he’d orchestrated for her. He was officially a lovesick sucker now, like the rest of them, and I never thought I’d see the day.

      Jade wrapped her arm around my shoulders, and a waft of lavender filled my nose. It was so Jade and reassuring. She had a way of making everyone feel better, which was exactly why she’d been asked to come on the trip. She rubbed my arm and gave me a brief squeeze. “Which one is Wren’s?”

      Leaning my head against her shoulder, I pointed to the house at the end of the row with brown peeling paint, a crooked awning over the porch, and a glass wind chime hanging from it, clanking in the breeze. Knowing Wren’s father was in a wheelchair, I wondered why there was no ramp in and out of the house. Did he never leave?

      It was no surprise Wren had gotten so depressed living in a place like this. Everything already felt dismal, heavy, and suffocating, and I hadn’t even met a single person yet.

      “Well,” Jade said with an exhale. “How do we think it’s going in there? Do we think her grandmother and Hunter have been able to get everyone on board?”

      I snorted. “They better,” I muttered. I liked Wren well enough, I even loved her for making Beau seem more human these past three months, but she’d changed him, or rather, what they’d been through had. He’d be gutted if all their hard work had been for nothing, and Wren ended up staying here with her people. My chest ached for Beau simply considering it. “I don’t know if Hunter’s even in there. No one’s gone in or out—other than Beau and Wren.”

      “We need to give them time,” Jackson said. “They had no warning we were coming. We can’t rush them . . . Beau and Wren will shout if they need us.” I could tell Jackson wanted to go in and make sure things were all right. Every tendon in his neck and jaw seemed to twitch with tension, but he had promised Beau he wouldn’t step in unless he needed to. This was Beau and Wren’s fight.

      Jackson lowered the tailgate. “Thea,” he said as he slid a few empty crates from the back. “Stack these over there, by the shed, would you?” He gestured toward the barn where a gray horse peeked out at me. “Wren wants to use them to pack their things.”

      I smiled. A visit with the horses seemed the perfect way to keep my restless mind busy. “Gladly.”

      Taking a stack of plastic crates, I trudged down the road, appraising every house I passed, observing outlines of people on the other side of some of the windows. Mostly adults, from what I could see in the overcast afternoon glare.

      Eyeing a small winter garden by the shed, I wondered if Hunter would appreciate the land they would have to sow once the snow melted in the spring. Though I’d never met him, it felt like Hunter was the key to everything that came next. He wasn’t only the village leader, but a farmer, one of the only villagers to know a lick about horses, and Wren’s best friend and ex-fiancé. As sticky as it all seemed, though, Wren reassured all of us that with Hunter’s help, we could convince everyone how important Whitehorse was; they would all understand what needed to come next.

      As I continued through the mud, door hinges creaked as villagers poked their heads out. Their skin was tanned, like Wren’s, and they had raven black hair. Many of them looked older, with wrinkles around their eyes and mouths, pinched and hardened with fear and uncertainty. It was palpable, and I took a steadying breath, inhaling the scent of melting snow.

      Jackson, Beau, and Wren had been preparing for this day, and it was up to us now to make these people feel at ease around us.

      I flashed my audience a smile. “Hello,” I chirped, only to be met with a mix of furrowed brows and narrowed, distrusting gazes. I understood why Wren’s people might distrust us. But more than anything, it was a blaring reminder of how vulnerable they were out here. They were defenseless in a way our community never would be, with our fortified walls, an Ability-wielding police force, the laws we had in place, and a reinforced prison.

      As I set the crates down outside the shed, the door to Wren’s house opened, and Beau stepped out. His face was shadowed, like he’d aged a decade in mere minutes. He looked down the road to Jackson and Jade by the truck.

      “Jade,” he said, his voice level, but pleading in a way too. “Jackson.” He waved for them to come. He already needed backup, which didn’t seem like a good sign.

      I swallowed thickly as Beau turned and went directly back into the house, the creak of the porch echoing in the crisp afternoon air. I could hear muffled voices inside, but I couldn’t tell if it was as bad—or worse—than they’d assumed it would be.

      Jackson helped Jade through the mud and up onto the porch before he slowly opened the door and followed her inside.

      With the clearing of horse nostrils behind me and the squish of hooves in the mud, I turned around to find three horses meandering out to greet me. They were shaggy, but stocky and beautiful in a way I’d never seen, almost wild.

      A beautiful gray with dappled black spots lifted his nose to the air in curiosity as he stepped closer. “You must be Cricket,” I realized, and pulled off my mittens. “I’ve heard all about you. Your buddy Dancer and I are good friends back home.” Hunter’s mare had become Cinder’s paddock companion over the months.

      Slowly, I lifted my hand to Cricket’s nose. It was silky soft and prickly with whiskers, and his nostrils flared with unease. “It’s okay,” I told him. “You can bite me if you want. Or . . . we could be friends too.” I didn’t have animal-chatting abilities like Beau, but I closed my eyes and left my fate to the broody gray in front of me. “I won’t hurt you,” I breathed.

      He lipped the back of my fingers in answer, but he didn’t bite me. Instead, he nudged my hand, and when I opened my eyes, he lowered his furry head, waiting for me to pet him.

      I ran my fingers through his dirty forelock happily, and as I glanced at the other two curious horses, my gaze latched onto a man coming out of the woods behind them. There was a tether of dead rabbits in his hands and a rifle strapped across his back. He froze when he saw me.

      He was tall with broad shoulders, but it was the longer, ebony hair that hung around his narrowed, distrusting eyes and chiseled features that took my breath away. I’d never seen anyone so severe in all my life, not even my brother.

      I straightened, my heart racing as I remembered I was in a foreign place with people who didn’t like me. “Hello,” I said, as he lifted his chin warily. “I’m Thea.”

      The man’s dark eyes widened slightly, and his jaw clenched. Though he couldn’t have been more than twenty, he looked as though the world had hardened him beyond his years.

      Without a word, he strode quickly past me.

      I bristled as he continued silent and purposeful toward a house, two homes down from Wren’s, then he disappeared inside.

      “Nice to meet you too,” I muttered, and huffing out a breath, I looked at Cricket. “You don’t seem to mind my being here, at least,” I mused.

      I introduced myself to the bay and the chestnut, both excited to have a new visitor as well. But as the minutes ticked on, and the wind blew colder, I debated what I should do. I could continue unloading the crates from the truck and then wait in the cab’s warmth for God only knew how long. Or . . . I stared at the front door of Wren’s house, cracked slightly open.

      My feet began moving before I could tell myself I should leave the others to deal with the convincing and the shouting, but I wanted to know what was going on inside.

      I crossed the road and stepped as quietly as I could onto the porch to listen.

      “—I won’t leave. I don’t care what you⁠—”

      “Papa, you have to,” Wren said, and when I peeked through the crack, she was kneeling at her father’s feet. She gripped the handle of his wheelchair as she peered at him, willing him to listen. I knew he’d lost his arm as a result of their unwanted visitors years ago, but I wasn’t sure how, exactly. And I hadn’t expected the fierceness etched in the lines of his face. “Papa, I promise you⁠—”

      “You trust them so easily,” he protested, throwing his one arm up, as if trusting us was so hard to do after my brother had saved Wren’s life. But as I realized his emotional wounds were probably as scarring as his physical ones, it was hard to fault him.

      “Easily?” Frustration sharpened Wren’s voice as she peered up at Jackson and Jade by the door, then at Beau, sitting on the couch with his hands gripping his hair. “They’ve taken me in and cared for me the last three months—they’ve organized all of this for us. I was able to come back so soon because of them. Why shouldn’t I trust them?”

      Her father’s eyebrows lifted slightly, like he finally heard and processed her words and felt her frustration.

      With a slow exhale, Wren rubbed her brow. “Papa,” she said more calmly. “You know me. I would not ask you to do this if it wasn’t important—if it wasn’t the right thing.”

      He huffed and shook his head. “Your judgement has been clouded since you met this boy⁠—”

      Wren rose to her feet. “Well, think what you want, but I’m going back,” she quipped, and her father’s eyes widened with a fearful sort of surprise. I wordlessly cheered Wren on. “And I would like you to come back with me too,” she added. “To do what’s best for everyone. They’ll follow our family, and we need to stick together. This village isn’t the safest place for us anymore.”

      An old woman stepped out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron as she scanned the room. Her brow furrowed slightly when she spotted me outside the door, but I didn’t move, and she gave nothing away as she glanced back at Wren’s father.

      “I told her to go back with the boy, Otto,” she said as if she were reminding him, and the old woman rested her hand on his shoulder. “The least we can do is listen to what she has to say.” It was Henni, I realized. Wren’s grandmother’s voice was rough, and I got the impression she rarely smiled. She was intriguing, though. I could see where Wren got her gumption.

      When Otto finally dragged his stare away from his daughter, and registered everyone’s expectant faces, his expression hardened again. “Everyone out,” he said. “This is still my house. Out!”

      With reluctance, Beau nodded for Jackson and Jade to go, but Beau stayed where he was.

      Otto glared at him.

      “I’m not leaving Wren, unless she asks me to,” my brother told him, obstinate.

      Wren flashed Beau a grateful smile, and as Jade and Jackson made their way toward the door, I backed away.

      When they stepped outside again, Jackson ran his hand over his closely cropped beard. “Otto will come around,” he said, his voice a quiet rumble as he clicked the door shut. But it sounded like Jackson was trying to reassure himself more than us. “He’s just afraid.”

      “Yes,” Jade agreed. “It’s obvious they’ve suffered greatly.” Her eyes shifted down the road, over the houses and the winter-ravaged trees in the yards.

      A reluctant inner voice cut into my thoughts. Where is the other key player in all of this? “What about Hunter?” I asked. “He should be in there with them, helping Wren convince her father this is the right thing to do. If Otto sees Wren, her grandmother, and Hunter standing together in this, he would have to agree, right?”

      Jade offered me an uncertain smile and looked to Jackson. “Perhaps we should go to the safe house at Watson Lake for the night and give Wren time with her family. It’s a lot for them to have us here, so suddenly. We could come back tomorrow to see if they’ve gotten everything sorted.”

      “Maybe,” Jackson said, but he seemed reluctant. He stared at the bus and truck. I knew we didn’t bring enough biodiesel for numerous trips back and forth, and the safe house was nearly two hours away. “Let’s give it more time before we make any decisions,” he said, thoughtful. I could imagine how helpless Jackson felt because I was beginning to feel that way too. And we were wasting time—and daylight.

      “I’m going to wait in the truck,” I told them. I was one more new face the villagers didn’t want to see at the moment. “Wave if you need me.”

      Jade’s gray eyes crinkled in the corners, and she swept my long brown hair over my shoulder. She leaned in to kiss my forehead. “Take a nap for me while you’re in there, would you? That bus is about as comfortable as a bed of rocks.”

      “Sure,” I said with a breathy laugh, but I was too restless to nap.

      Jackson winked at me, and I plodded down the steps and up the sludgy road toward the truck.

      I still didn’t understand why Hunter wasn’t inside helping Wren. The way she always talked about him—a man of worth and practicality, who had been groomed to lead this place with her one day—I figured he’d be in there fighting for this. For Wren. For his family and his people’s safety. He had to have known we’d arrived, the rest of the village surely did.

      A chilling thought filled me. The man with the rabbits was Hunter’s age. He hadn’t looked happy to see me, but that didn’t make sense. Not if he and Henni had been the ones encouraging Wren to go to Whitehorse.

      I could feel the attention of onlookers as I continued walking back to the truck, but I didn’t look at them this time. Instead, I kept my focus on the slush at my feet, wondering if I shouldn’t have come. It wasn’t as if they really needed me, even if Wren thought I could help with the horses since she and Hunter would have other things to worry about.

      “—don’t like it,” a woman bit out. I stopped in my tracks and stared at the door to the house where the severe-faced man had disappeared. The window was cracked open, and I strained to listen as the tattered drapes rustled in a gust of wind. “They can’t be trusted.”

      “No, they can’t,” a man, whom I assumed was Hunter, replied. “But we have no choice.”

      My eyes rounded and my heart raced with a strange mixture of sadness and indignation. Hunter was supposed to be Wren’s ally in this. Even Beau had said they’d parted on semi-civil terms. I knew they didn’t like us or trust us, but to hear them say it, and feel the bitterness in their voices like a rake over my skin, was more upsetting than I’d anticipated.

      “I still don’t like it,” the woman said. The grudge she held against us was an anvil weighing each of her words. “We need to think about our family, not Wren’s fascination with this man—he nearly killed her, Hunter. I can’t believe you even let her leave with him.”

      “I didn’t let her do anything, Mother. Wren’s going to do what she wants. You know that. She was always going to leave with him; it was only a matter of time. I just encouraged her to go before winter set in so she didn’t freeze to death.” He paused, and my blood began to boil. Hunter wasn’t supportive of Wren’s decision to go to Whitehorse at all. In fact, he sounded as angry as Otto had looked.

      “Bullheaded, foolish girl,” his mother bit out. “She’s going to get us all killed. You should’ve killed that Tainted when you had the chance! None of this would be happening right now⁠—”

      “That’s enough, Mother. You’re getting yourself worked up.”

      My heart thudded harder and faster in my chest. Should’ve killed Beau? Heat flooded through me.

      “Of course, I’m getting worked up! This is our lives. You’re just blind when it comes to that girl,” she snapped.

      “I’m not blind,” Hunter bit out, and I could hear the anger in his voice. “This is what needs to be done, even if we don’t like it. Beau knows where we live—they all do now—regardless of their intentions. We’re even more exposed than before. Opposing this will only make things worse.”

      I glared at both of them through the wall as all hope and intrigue to meet the amazing Hunter withered. He looked as cuddly as a snake, and he sounded like one too. “You’re as bad as the rest of them,” I muttered.

      Clenching my hands into fists, I was about to continue to the truck, to stew someplace where my tongue wouldn’t get me into trouble, when his front door opened. The instant Hunter stepped outside, I felt a wash of relief. I wanted him to know I’d heard him, and that I knew what he really thought of us, and Wren.

      “Can’t be trusted?” I seethed.

      Hunter stopped short on the porch, though his severe expression gave nothing away.

      “You’re an asshole,” I blurted, a little shocked when the words left my lips, but it felt good all the same.

      His dark eyes narrowed on me. “What did you call me?”

      “Did you already forget that my brother was the one who saved Wren?” I said, practically foaming at the mouth. “That it was Beau’s idea to use the devil’s club in the first place? Or did that slip your mind these past few months?”

      He took a step closer. “She wouldn’t have needed saving if it wasn’t for him,” Hunter reminded me. His gaze flicked over me, coldly appraising.

      “You have no idea what Wren and my brother have been doing all winter—what we’ve all been doing—for you,” I fumed, my hands fisting at my sides. “She thought you, of all people, would appreciate the lengths we’ve gone to, to make you all feel welcome in Whitehorse. But you don’t even want to go.”

      “You’re making it so appealing,” Hunter said sharply.

      His mother stepped outside with a stern expression pinching her features, and a younger boy was at her side. “Hunter?” she said with more chill than the north wind as she assessed me. She took the boy’s hand in hers protectively.

      “Go inside,” Hunter told his mother, his glare fixed on me. It was practically a command, and though she scowled in my direction, she did as Hunter said and shut the door behind her.

      Hunter stepped to the edge of the porch. “Get out of my way.”

      It was all I could do not to let my tongue run away from me again, but I knew I had to let this go, before I made things worse. Shaking my head in disbelief, I stepped out of his way. “You’re such a disappointment,” I muttered, but if Hunter heard me, he had no reply. In two heavy footsteps, he was striding through the mud toward Wren’s house.

      “Oh,” I started, and I spun around, unable to help myself. “And your horse looked half-starved when she got to Whitehorse, so I fattened her up for you.”

      Hunter stilled, his back to me.

      “You know, in case you want to add that to the list of reasons we’re so untrustworthy.”

      Hunter didn’t bother looking back as he marched down the road. He stalked past Jackson, who was making his way toward me, without a word, and disappeared inside Wren’s house. I noticed Jade wasn’t on the porch anymore.

      “Making friends already?” Jackson asked wryly, and his furrowed brow raised a little.

      I glared at the closed front door, my heart racing with fury. “Something like that,” I bit out.

      Jackson glanced from me toward the house again. “Are you going to tell me what that was about?”

      I met his gaze. What was I supposed to tell him, that all of our hard work was probably for nothing? I’d known none of it was going to be easy, so I wasn’t sure why I was letting Hunter’s words affect me so much. But I couldn’t help but feel unfairly judged and bitter that my expectations had fallen so short.

      I cleared my throat. “We just have a difference of opinion,” I told him.

      Jackson’s eyebrows lifted, skeptical, but he didn’t press me on it. “Jade’s in there now,” he explained. “Henni is pulling rank. She and Wren are going to speak with the other villagers. Hopefully, we’ll be home by tomorrow evening.”

      Hearing the hope in Jackson’s voice made me feel like I should be more excited, and part of me was, for Wren, but I realized this was only the beginning of a messy, complicated situation.

      Regardless, I forced a smile. “Good.” Because I couldn’t get away from this place fast enough.
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      My father raised me to be a “man of worth”. To provide for and defend my family, even if it was my father I had to protect my mother from sometimes. Even if some nights a meal on the table was forgotten when my mother couldn’t get out of bed and he’d had too much to drink.

      But my father never taught me how to fight against something I couldn’t see. He’d never told me how to protect a town from madmen who were hell-bent on terrorizing us. Hurting us. Killing us.

      A woman’s shriek echoed outside the house, her sobbing making my heart thrum like a dribbling basketball inside my chest. It was Nessa, I’d seen the men take her into the house after they bashed Otto’s arm to pieces. I’d watched them take her before they’d taken me.

      Bile rose in my throat, and tears filled my vision. I could still feel the cool glass against my skin and the tear of my flesh before I’d lost consciousness. Then, I’d woken up in my house, uncertain what happened during the missing moments in between.

      Feeling a skin-chilling dread, I squeezed Wren more tightly against me, pain shooting through the raw, raging wounds on my back. I’d been a plaything, and when they finished with Nessa, I knew they would come back. For all of us. Without the mind haze the adults all felt from the madmen’s puppet master, everyone could see more clearly; there was no reason for the men to pretend, not anymore.

      “Shh . . .” Henni tried to soothe my mother, clinging to little Milo on the couch, completely petrified. My father had been dead for over a year, and still, my mother called his name in fear, as if he could hear her. As if he might come.

      I’d been relieved when he’d died. Now though, with strangers in the village, and Wren, my mother, and Milo in danger, I thought I might miss him too. His rage made him as formidable as any of the madmen out there.

      “I want my Papa,” Wren pleaded as we shuddered against the wall, between the couch and the furnace.

      I shook my head and squeezed her tighter. “You can’t go out there⁠—”

      “What if he’s dead! What if they get him like they got Colt?”

      Colt’s face flashed to mind, fury and fear in his eyes as he aimed the revolver at the man leading Nessa away. I recalled the sudden lurch of his body and the trembling of his arm as he’d fought against the need to turn the gun away from himself. The mind control was stronger, though, and Colt aimed the revolver at his own chest. He pulled the trigger and fell. But even in his last moments, his determination and bravery had won, and with his final breaths, he pulled the trigger again. The moment Colt disabled the mind controller, the veil of oblivion lifted and chaos ensued. Colt was dead, but our community of twenty was no longer under their control, and the screams and torment only worsened.

      Wren sobbed.

      “Your father’s not dead,” I promised, though I had no way of knowing. I tried to make my nine-year-old voice sound reassuring, but it was pathetically weak. “I got you—it will be okay.”

      “—doesn’t he shoot them? Why?” my mother shrieked in complete hysterics. I could barely make out her words over my brother’s mewling cries. “Why don’t they do something!”

      Sweat beaded on my skin and fear ripped through me as I thought about Otto’s crushed arm and Colt’s bloodied body. My vision blurred with tears until I couldn’t see Wren anymore. Who was left to save us? Who would stop them from coming back in here? I looked at my mother’s swollen face and choked out a sob. I knew the answer was no one. No one was coming. We were going to die. All of us were, it was only a matter of time.

      Wren sniveled and jumped as another scream pierced the air outside. My mind told me to get up and do something, but my body wouldn’t move. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want to watch them hurt my mother or Wren or Henni.

      Another scream, guttural and earsplitting.

      Still, I couldn’t move.

      They will come. They won’t stop until they’ve taken everything from all of us.

      Another shout and crash outside. Another scream.

      When I heard Nessa begging and a cry so despairing it was as if it was ripped from my own throat, I lurched to my feet.

      “No!” Wren grabbed hold of my arm. “Hunter!” Her big brown eyes were red-rimmed and pleading.

      My chest heaved and a cry ripped from my chest. “I have to do something,” I choked out. I was torn, too petrified to leave, but too guilt-ridden not to. There was a way out, an oversized hole behind the washing machine my father had never gotten around to fixing. I’d used it to get out of the house when I needed Otto’s help with my father. I tried not to think about the tight squeeze and the feel of jagged wood scraping against the raw flesh on my back.

      With another shrill cry outside, my feet were moving. I knew what they were doing to Nessa. The cries were too much like my mother’s had been when my father had his way with her. They were too haunting, and I needed them to stop.

      “Go to your grandmother,” I told Wren, lifting her to her feet. I pushed her into Henni’s arms, and heart hammering, I ran for my mother’s room, ignoring Wren’s pleas. I grabbed the shotgun discarded on the bed.

      “What—” Henni rushed into the room. “What are you doing, child?” She tugged at the shotgun, but I gripped it tighter. “Let go,” she ordered.

      I shook my head and tore the gun from her grasp. “No,” I told her. “I have to do something⁠—”

      “Hunter,” she said more calmly. “Your mother needs you.” I’d never seen the staunch woman so scared and sickly looking in all my life. She looked like a shell of the healer I knew. “There are no bullets,” she said. “There is nothing you can do. You’ll get yourself killed if they see you with that, you foolish boy.”

      But I knew something Henni didn’t. “There are bullets,” I breathed.

      Her eyes widened.

      “And only I know how to get out of here,” I told her. I could tell Henni was torn between the two scenarios: all of us staying in the house to be tortured and killed, or a nine-year-old boy risking his life to save everyone.

      I lugged the shotgun into my bedroom. It was heavy, but all I needed to do was injure the madmen, for now, to wound them if I couldn’t kill them.

      Dropping the shotgun on my bed, I crawled under and retrieved the cracker box that hid my most secret possessions: eighteen dollars I’d stolen from my father for emergencies; the stone necklace I’d weaved at Colt’s shop for Wren—my future wife—when I was seven; a rap CD I’d gotten from a boy at school, which I was forbidden to listen to; and three shotgun shells I kept for the day I might have to protect my family from my father, or in this case, someone worse.

      I couldn’t hear Henni’s commanding tone over my own whirring blood and rapid heartbeat, and in a blur, the shotgun was loaded, and I was running into the laundry room. I pulled the washing machine away from the wall, feeling the raw flesh on my back burn and stretch.

      I’m not sure how much time it took me to get through the hole after I broke a slab of wood to fit, but in what felt like seconds, I was out in the cold.

      Another scream. Then a gunshot.

      Rocks cut into my bare feet as I ran around the house and out into the open. I ran and ran, past Colt’s cold, dead body, gaping mouth, and blood-stained chest, toward his house where they had Nessa, his wife. Only there were no more screams. There was no more shouting.

      The screen door of Colt’s house opened, and one of the men stepped out, laughing with wild eyes and a bleeding scratch from his temple to his cheek.

      The other man came stumbling out behind him, and before they even noticed me, I strained and lifted the shotgun. I had three bullets and I was determined to make them count. Holding my breath, I pulled the trigger.

      

      When I opened my eyes, the overwhelmingly vivid memories of twelve years ago dissipated, leaving behind a restlessness I was all too familiar with, and I stared into a dark room filled with moon shadows. A bed. A dresser. A closet. A different room. A different place and time, but the nightmares still made it feel like it was yesterday.

      Each time I dreamed of that day, I could hear my mother’s sobs and Nessa’s screams like they were in the room beside me. I could hear my little brother and Wren’s cries commingling in toxic air that filled me with sweat-drenching fear. I could imagine what those men had done to Wren’s mother and Nessa—to the women in the village who were raped, beaten, and killed.

      Flinging the blanket off me, the early morning air sent chills trickling over my bare skin. I sat up and ran my hand over my head and down my face with a sigh. No matter the uncertainty I sometimes had living in Whitehorse, I knew my family was safe from madmen, at least. And while that gave me a semblance of comfort, I knew I would always hear the screams. Whether they were my penance or just a haunting reminder of our reality, the deafening sounds would never go away, no matter how far we retreated from that place.

      The carpeted floors were warm between my toes as I rose to my feet, and I grabbed the sweatshirt draped over the end of my bed and tugged it on.

      It was an unforgettable feeling—terror. It was both numbing and all-consuming. It was a cold sweat and burning fear. It was a haunting memory I could never forget, no matter how much I wished I could.

      Walking down the hall, I glanced at my mother’s room, glad the door was closed and she was still asleep. I didn’t want her asking why I was up so early again.

      I stopped outside Milo’s bedroom, still shrouded in darkness. I could hear his heavy breaths and see the rise and fall of his back as he slept.

      Continuing into the living room, I checked the lock on the front door, the floor creaking under my feet. I walked to the side door that led to the garage next, which we used for canning and food storage, and after I checked the locks on the windows in the kitchen, I made my way to the large dining room, ensuring those windows were secured too.

      This house was larger than what I was used to, but size had nothing to do with the uneasiness and doubt I always seemed to have, and as the days and weeks ticked on, I realized it wasn’t going away, either.

      I stopped at the French doors that faced the fields in the back of the house, stretching an acre deep toward the foothills. The wheat fields were shrouded in mist, and the tunnel-like greenhouse coverings disappeared into the fog. The cobweb on the screen door glistened in the moonlight and everything was calm. Everything was quiet. Everything is fine.

      Opening the back door, I stepped outside in my pants and sweatshirt. I needed the bite of early morning air to chase away the stalking shadows of my dream. I needed the stillness.

      Shoving my hands into my pockets, I peered around at the woods that surrounded the fields. When I was a boy, the old trapper from our village, Sven, taught Wren and me how to listen to the woods, and because of him I’d learned how to hunt; my father was too worthless to know how to do it, let alone teach me. Because of Sven, Wren and I survived and provided for our people, long enough to get here and live a life of unfathomable ease after so much struggle.

      Now, Sven was gone, my father was dead, and the old village hidden in the woods was a lifetime behind me. So much was different, and I was grateful for it. More grateful than I knew how to express or could ever repay.

      Whitehorse was a place my brother could have an actual childhood and play with kids his age, and one day he’d have a real future. My mother had a chance to start over, too, if she’d let go of the past. So, how was it we had all of this land and our safety, and yet, it didn’t feel like home, and it didn’t make me happy?

      Still, as I peered out at the fields dressed in morning fog, I felt something a little bit like hope.
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      I stood at the trough, filling it with fresh water for Captain and Benedict, our only remaining horses at the facility. Now that more and more people were riding instead of walking around Whitehorse, we couldn’t seem to keep community horses for very long. Those who had space wanted one of their own, and traded goods and services for them in exchange.

      Captain, though, was old and gray, and perfect for new riders to practice on. Benedict, on the other hand, was a runner, sorrel and slick as a dart, and I hadn’t met someone yet who I thought could handle the young blood. So they were the only two that remained.

      Inhaling the comforting scent of hay and horses, I glanced at the paddocks and arena that spread across the west side of the prison. It was still more of a reinforced, just-in-case location that changed based on Whitehorse’s needs.

      The prison had gone from our fortress against General Herodson, to the Rehabilitation Facility when the rogue gangs were popping up everywhere, and now the property was a catchall—a vehicle parking lot, a storage facility with loading bays, and most importantly, a proper stable area, large enough to accommodate a dozen horses and riders at once.

      It had become my second home in many ways. I worked with Kat, the townspeople, and the horses, more than I was at the lodge some weeks, especially between summer storms, when everyone was outside, enjoying what precious time we had without the arctic wind whipping through.

      Benedict and Captain clomped up behind me, and Benedict nipped at my shoulder, like a demanding child. “Quit,” I told him, nudging his muzzle away with my shoulder. When he nipped at me again, just being ornery, I sprayed him with the hose, laughing as he jolted and trotted off.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” I muttered. Reaching over, I rubbed Captain’s withers as he slurped from the trough. “Teach him some manners, would you?” The old boy blinked and slurped again in answer.

      When the trough was full, I turned off the hose, grateful as always for the hydro plant that kept this entire town up and running, as if modern civilization hadn’t come to a screeching halt twelve years ago.

      “I’m getting more next week,” Kat said, startling me, and the side door to the old prison shut behind her. She wore riding jeans, like always, a tank top like mine, and her long blonde hair was up in a bun, her sunglasses perched against it.

      Kat nodded to Captain. “Horses,” she clarified.

      “You’re getting more horses?” That was surprising. “Where, in Prince Rupert?” Usually, trips were few and far between, and it felt like she and Woody had just returned from their mid-year trip down there to check in with Huck and visit with Phil, who had moved to the trading post a few years ago.

      Kat shook her head. “New Bodega. Instead of sending supplies down with the next shipment, we’re going to take them ourselves, that way we can pick up some more horses while we’re at it.”

      “That’s smart,” I said, hosing the dirt and horse hair off my hands. “You take the supplies down in the horse trailer and bring the horses back.”

      “Two trailers,” Kat clarified, and she rested her arms on the fence rail. “And Bert needs to check on one of the radio towers between here and Prince Rupert, since the signal has been spotty the past couple months.”

      Prince Rupert was the only community we could communicate with because of distance, terrain, and the elements that worked against what few towers we could maintain and keep functioning. They ran off military-grade solar panels and cooling tech to keep things functioning as much as the weather allowed, but routine maintenance wasn’t always possible, so it wasn’t surprising we’d been having issues.

      “So,” I said, drying my hands off on my pants, “it will be a multi-purpose trip.”

      “Yes, which is why it can’t wait.”

      I nodded. “New Bodega this summer and then Prince Rupert in the fall? Ross isn’t going to like that,” I thought aloud. “And New Bodega is a way longer trip.”

      “Yes, it is. We’ll be gone for a few weeks, I think, but it needs to be done sooner rather than later.”

      I readjusted my sunglasses as Captain meandered closer for more affection.

      “We’re also taking some of Henni’s Seneca snakeroot compound with us, since it’s rare down there. And, Alex is going,” Kat added, reaching out to give Captain a quick pat. “He wants to see his friend, Zoe, since we’re picking up the vaccine they’ve been working on.”

      I thought about Wren’s fever after she’d slept with my brother for the first time. I couldn’t imagine the guilt he would’ve felt had she died without the devil’s club. They’d been the lucky ones; there were other couples like them—Tainted and Untainted couples—who had been intimate but hadn’t made it through. At least the vaccine might save people like Wren’s family in the future.

      I leaned against the rail beside Kat, facing her. “So,” I said, realizing it had been over a year and a half since Zoe’s letter to Alex had arrived, explaining her scientist and doctor friends were going to work on a vaccine to save what lives they could. “New Bodega figured it out then?”

      “I guess,” she said, pulling her sunglasses down over her eyes against the blinding afternoon sun. “I’m just the manure shoveler on the trip, maybe a little Ability brawn, if we need it, so I don’t know much more than that.” Kat sighed as I huffed a laugh, and she shook her head, considering something for a moment. “Sometimes it still hits me that this is our reality. It’s like I barely remember things from before most of the time, but then there are these moments when . . .” She bit her lip and reached for Captain absently.

      “When it all comes rushing back and feels unsettling and unbelievable?”

      Kat snorted a laugh. “Yeah, that sounds about right.”

      Kat could conduct a lightning show with the flick of her hand, and I could move things with my mind in the same way. That was a strange reality sometimes, even now. Especially for me and Kat. She’d struggled with her Ability for years—worried it would hurt someone again, that it was too dangerous and unpredictable after what happened to Ross all those nights ago when he’d tried to save her from Harlon and Cal. And before that, she’d been worried she was broken after she’d zapped Jenny back to life with those same powers, only for Jenny’s renewed life to drain away just as quickly when she saved me from Nora.

      The same way I felt broken after what I’d done to Luna. There was so much heaviness lingering from the past, and yet so much to focus on for the future. It was a constant push and pull I knew Kat could relate to.

      “So . . . I guess I’ll be running the center while you’re gone,” I thought aloud. I felt a mixture of pride to be running things in Kat’s absence, and an unexpected longing to see the world south of Whitehorse.

      Kat was still and silent for a heartbeat, contemplating. “Actually,” she started. “I thought Susan could do that.”

      That . . . wasn’t what I’d expected to hear, and I felt a tinge of disappointment. Whatever burst of importance I felt in being in charge while Kat was away smoldered instantly. “Susan?” I repeated, incredulous. Besides Wren, she was the most friendly member of the village, so it wasn’t that I didn’t like Susan, but in the scheme of things, she was new; she’d only been working with us for a handful of months.

      “Yeah,” Kat drawled, as if she was waiting for me to catch on, “because you’ll be with me this time.”

      It took me a moment to register Kat’s words, and my gaze cut to her.

      She grinned.

      “Go with you—to New Bodega? Really?” I couldn’t suppress my smile. I would finally get to meet the people I’d heard so much about, like mind-meddling Zoe with the hypnotic eyes, and maybe even meet Alex’s friend Iris, who made the best lavender honey I’d ever tasted in my life. My mouth watered just thinking about it.

      “We obviously have to make sure Susan’s up for running this place while we’re gone, especially since she has Sutton to worry about. He gets into more trouble than any little boy I’ve ever met,” Kat continued. “But I’m sure Wren won’t mind lending a hand.”

      “I’m so excited!” I chirped. I hurried out of the gate and wrapped my arms around Kat, earning a little gasp and a tight squeeze before she pulled away.

      “I figured you could use your own adventure for a change,” she said with a smirk. “And Lord knows it will be nice to have another female on the trip for once.”

      I couldn’t stop my grin from widening and my thoughts from drifting. Would the accounts I’d heard from Ross and Kat, Beau and Alex—all of them coming back from places I’d never been to over the years—do the landscape and the people justice?

      Kat pointed toward our horses in the paddock, ready to saddle for our ride home. “There’s something you should know, though,” she admitted, chewing the inside of her cheek as we walked over to them.

      Lowering my chin, I stared at her over my sunglasses and groaned. I knew that look, half amused and half nervous at the same time. “What is it?”

      Her eyebrows rose. “Well, since you asked,” she started, and I rolled my eyes. “Hunter is coming.”

      My excitement drained away a little, but I wouldn’t let it vanish completely. “Oh.” Hunter and I were not friends, we barely spoke to one another, so I could imagine how awkward a three-week trip together would be.

      “Will that be a problem?”

      I shook my head. “No,” I admitted, and it wasn’t, but it did make a road trip with Bert, Kat, and Alex a little less appealing, knowing Hunter’s grumpy face would be there at every turn.

      We stopped at the covered paddock where Cinder and Puck neighed excitedly, ready to go home. “What’s he going for anyway, to trade some of his wheat or corn or something?”

      Kat’s eyebrows rose. “The vaccine is for his people,” she reminded me. “There’s a lot to learn about it. Not to mention, he’s got specific orders from Henni about the snakeroot.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense.” I forced a bigger smile. “Either way, I’m excited to get away from here for a little while, and see what the rest of the world looks like, you know?”

      “Hell yes. This place can get suffocating.” Kat nudged me. “Why do you think I go on these trips? We could all use a little change of scenery once in a while.”

      We saddled our horses without much more discussion, and as Kat and I climbed into our saddles, she asked, “Are you ever going to tell me why you dislike him so much?”

      “Hunter?” I said, glancing over my shoulder at her. I could feel the pink on my shoulders and realized I’d forgotten sun lotion. The weather was so changeable in June, I had a hard time keeping up with it.

      “Yes,” Kat drawled. “Hunter. What’s with you two? You get along with everyone else, so it’s weird to see you so icy around him.”

      “He’s . . . aggravating,” I admitted with a sigh. It was the only thing I could think of to describe him. “First impressions really do stick, I guess.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” Kat said, nudging Puck into a walk beside me and Cinder. Her chestnut gelding was almond-colored beside Cinder’s brunette mane and tail. We clomped down the road toward the entrance gate. “You two had words when you first met.”

      “He just rubs me the wrong way, so severe and cold-shouldered all the time.”

      Kat reached for the gate latch. “I guess he’s standoffish,” she said. “But I don’t think it’s personal. He’s like that with everyone.” She opened the gate for our horses to walk through.

      “Yeah, but you’d think after all we’ve done for them, he’d drop the judgey, disapproving act, you know?” I turned in my saddle to face her. “I mean, it wouldn’t kill him to smile once in a while to make everyone else more comfortable.”

      “Not everyone is as bubbly as you, Thea,” Kat chuckled. “Unfortunately,” she added.

      “And his mother?” I asked. “She’s almost worse than him. I’m telling you, they’re just . . .” I couldn’t think of the word.

      “Even Milo?” Kat looked at me over her sunglasses as she and Puck stopped to latch the gate behind us.

      I grinned. “No, not Milo. He’s adorable, and a happy kid, despite his unpleasant family.”

      Kat chuckled. “He’s definitely a cutie. I always have to stop myself from pinching his cheeks.”

      Laughing, I shook my head. “And he wants a horse, badly,” I told her. He was like me when I was eleven years old. “Every time I see Milo in town, or when I go to see my brother at Village Row, Milo rushes over to say hello and lavishes Cinder with attention.”

      “That kid could definitely use a little fun in his life.” Kat practically snorted again. “It’s sad, I feel like most of the village is still living like they’re in hiding.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I said quietly. “But Elle and Henni are planning a group dinner,” I added. “And Susan and Leo have warmed up to us, which is a start. In fact, I hear Jade and Del have visited with them a couple times in the past few months.”

      “Wow, tea time with the Ranskins? That is a big step, but not unexpected. They get along with everyone.”

      “Except for Took,” I said with a laugh.

      “Yeah, except for him.” Old and grouchy as he was, Took mostly kept to himself these days.

      I inhaled a deep breath and thought about Hunter’s chiseled, narrowed expression. All jokes aside, I did wonder if he ever smiled. “I hope Susan and Leo’s gracious spirit catches on,” I thought aloud. “Because I’m running out of chipper-Thea juju.”

      Kat barked a laugh and shook her head, as if I was the incorrigible one.

      The clomp of horse hooves on the rutted pavement echoed off the tree line as we continued down the road, using the old abandoned neighborhoods to avoid the people-filled streets in the center of town.

      While Whitehorse had been 25,000 people strong before the Virus, there were only a thousand of us now, and we concentrated in the areas of the city we used the most in order to keep us all safe. The unused areas of the city were left to fall to ruin. Without the use of power and heat, and with such extreme weather, the old houses were becoming more decrepit every year they remained empty. The roads were in equal disrepair because of the constant hot and cold. Elle and Bernie’s Abilities to melt the snow on the streets during the winter, when the snowfall was too much for the plow trucks to handle, didn’t help the pitted streets either. And while Bert and others ran city projects like hole filling, power plant upkeep, and vehicle maintenance, Jackson didn’t want to spend the time and resources needed to upkeep the unused areas. So abandoned, leaky, and lonely the outer neighborhoods remained.

      When the reinforced walls of Riverdale, the largest concentration of neighborhoods in Whitehorse, came into view, Kat glanced over her shoulder at me, a few paces back. “Want to take the Riverdale way home?” she asked. “I’m going to stop by Village Row and talk to Henni and Wren about New Bodega.” She lifted her eyebrow wryly. “I figured you might want to see your brother.”

      I smiled, squinting in the glinting sunlight off the steel walls that stood a few stories high. “Yeah, sure. I’ll go with you,” I conceded, realizing it had been nearly two weeks since I’d seen Beau. Between his work at the Survival Center and living full time in Village Row with Wren, I felt like I barely saw him anymore.

      When I felt Kat staring at me, I begrudgingly looked at her. “What?”

      “Assuming Hunter’s there,” she started, “try to be nice, would you? Now that we’re going to New Bodega together and all.”

      Heaving out an exaggerated sigh, as if Kat were asking for a miracle, I urged Cinder forward. “I’ll do my best.”
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      The large metal doors of Riverdale were open, allowing us to traipse into the most populated sector of the city without a second thought. But the lack of bars and guards standing sentry at the community entrance was misleading.

      A handful of townspeople were always patrolling the perimeter. If not physically, they were doing so with their minds. Guard duty looked a little different when you could feel unnerving Abilities nearby or sense danger. Or, if you were like Woody—the captain of all security teams—who could block people’s Abilities with a single thought, just as he’d done during Ross’s intervention program some years back. The gangs of renegade youth in the area had been rehabilitated and placed with new families, or they’d moved away from Whitehorse and the surrounding settlements. There was no need for the reform program anymore, and crazy people tended to band together out in the woods, which had given Woody a nice break. Everyone else who’d survived the outbreak had long-settled somewhere else or made a safe haven of their own, so our steel walls and Ross’s Ability-strengthened police force sufficed well enough.

      Instead of going to the end of the road, where Kat and Ross lived, the horses plodded down a street that veered toward Gray Mountain. It had been an unused part of Riverdale until Beau and Wren returned from British Columbia looking for a settlement large enough for a dozen people.

      The road was pitted like the rest of town, but somehow the area felt like a world of its own—a commune of sorts, where the villagers could remain removed from the rest of us, if they wanted.

      We called it Village Row because it felt like a different world than the rest of Riverdale. Glass wind chimes hung from the spruce trees in some yards, a tinkling welcome that met your ears before the houses came into view—or a warning, depending on who you asked. More wind chimes hung from the eaves of the homes, and many of the villagers sat in their yards, tending to their flower and vegetable gardens or weaving willow baskets to trade. It was quiet and peaceful.

      Four houses lined each side of the road before butting up to the foothills, though only five of the homes were occupied. With eleven villagers, not counting Beau and Wren, there wasn’t a need for all the houses, not yet anyway. The home at the beginning of the row belonged to three older, unmarried women who lived together. Wren joked that they were her crazy aunts, the spinster sisters. They’d helped raise Hunter and Wren and did the same with Milo and Sutton when they were needed, but otherwise, they kept to themselves, speaking in their natural tongue, laughing at inside jokes, and watching the rest of the world with appraising gazes. They seemed happy enough, if a little strange, and liked to weave their baskets on the porch from morning to dusk.

      Susan and Leo, a young couple, lived with their seven-year-old son, Sutton, across from the sisters. Otto and Henni lived in the house next to them with a large, glassed-in greenhouse between their lots. And Hunter, Milo, and his mother, Letty, had the largest lot at the end of the street, across from Beau and Wren. Beau’s ranch style house was gray with white trim and rusted gutters, small compared to Hunter’s settlement with fields that stretched at least an acre. Over the past year, he and Beau had constructed covered garden tunnels to protect the tomatoes, strawberries, and sunflowers from the summer rains and brisk mornings. Aside from Hunter’s expectedly cool demeanor, he was predictable too. He worked the land every day, planting something new, like the sapling apricot and plum trees I’d noticed on my last visit.

      Despite him mistrusting us in the beginning, it was because of Hunter’s steadiness that everyone seemed to acclimate as well as they had; Wren had been right about that part, at least. The villagers looked to him for guidance, especially in the beginning when so many things were new and uncertain.

      When the cornfields came into sight, I noticed Letty first, her tanned skin and her long dark hair braided down her back. She had jeans on and a brimmed hat to shade her shoulders. Her gaze, as always, was unwelcoming.

      Milo’s head popped out from the towering cornstalks beside her, and the moment he saw me, he gave Kat and me an excited wave. Letty didn’t chide him for acknowledging me anymore, she hadn’t for a while, so I waved back at him with an irrepressible grin.

      “You’re right,” Kat said. “He’s adorable, and going to be trouble one day soon. Mrs. Sour Face over there isn’t going to know what to do with him.”

      I flashed Kat a smile, and we clomped closer to the paddock I’d helped Jackson build behind one of the empty houses. Only Hunter, Wren, Letty, and Susan had a horse. Everyone else walked when they had to leave the comfort of the village, not that they left very often.

      When we reached the paddock, Kat climbed out of Puck’s saddle and handed me his reins. “I’m going to find Wren and Henni.”

      “Sounds good,” I said with a head bob. “I’ll hunt down my brother.”

      “I’ll find you when I’m finished,” Kat called over her shoulder, and she disappeared around the side of the house.

      As I tied the horses up by the trough, Dancer, my old riding friend, plodded out of her stall to greet me.

      She reached her head over the railing. “Well hello, beautiful stranger,” I cooed, running my hand over Dancer’s white forelock. She and Cinder scented each other in greeting, their nostrils flaring.

      Though I saw Dancer sometimes, when I came to visit my brother, it
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