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It wasn’t even eleven p.m. How could the streets of Bellingham be so deserted? There wasn’t a person, or even a cat, in sight. Most of the house windows were black. Was any door safe to pound on? I felt like screaming, but I barely had enough breath to run. Even if I’d had the extra air or seconds to spare, I couldn’t afford to call attention to myself.

I was supposed to be in my bedroom studying that night. Instead, I’d answered my friends’ texts and joined them on an expedition through the vast Bayview graveyard. It was the night before Halloween and it was appropriately uber-creepy dark. Cold thick clouds smothered the moon and stars. We headed for our favorite side-by-side headstones, so old their edges were rounded and so furry with moss that nobody could make out the names underneath, if names were ever there at all. We each had our stories for them. Mine was about star-crossed lovers. The man had been drafted during World War II, and although his girlfriend was terrified that he’d be shredded by bullets in Europe or come home with only one leg, she—of course—vowed to wait forever for him. 

Here’s the twist: despite several close calls, he made it home in one piece, carrying an excellent antique engagement ring given to him by a grateful Jewish widow he saved in France. But once he was back in Bellingham, he found out that his girlfriend died two months before in an explosion in the munitions factory where she worked. He couldn’t live without her, so he drank poison while kneeling on her grave so they would get to spend eternity together. I liked to think they even had little ghost children that came up from the ground to play tag among the graves on foggy nights.

Of course, that night being so close to Halloween, we went beyond our usual romantic ghost tales and told stories of vampires and axe murderers and zombies. When the breeze whipped a whirlwind of black leaves up in front of us, we all streaked away in different directions, shrieking. After we found each other again in the dark, we laughed it off. But when sleet started to ping off our windbreakers, we headed home to our books and beds. That’s when my real nightmare started.

It was a lot more difficult to fish-flop in through my bedroom window than it was to slither out, so I peeked through our living room window to see if it was safe to sneak through the front door. The lamps had been turned off inside, which usually meant that my parents had gone to bed. From the living room I could see through into the kitchen, and the light was on over the stove. My dad was a late-night snacker, so I stood there for a minute to make sure he didn’t appear at the refrigerator door. After a few seconds of studying the shadows, my eyes sorted out some unusual shapes on the living room floor. At first I thought one might be Joker, our black Lab, but the shapes weren’t really the same dense black that he was. It took a few minutes more before my brain identified what I was staring at.

My parents lay on the ivory carpet, their arms and legs kinked at odd angles, as if they were trying to swim through the dark pools of blood surrounding them.

For a while, I couldn’t tear my gaze away, because that couldn’t be real, could it? Was it some sort of pre-Halloween joke? Yeah, they’d done plenty of embarrassing things in the past, like putting a Lawn Care by Amelia sign out for all the neighbors to see when I didn’t mow the lawn. But would they go to this extreme to punish me for sneaking out?

Then I heard my little brother scream, and two men dragged Aaron out of the hallway in his pajamas. The men were dressed like ninjas, all in black, and they wore ski masks that erased their features. One ninja stepped into the pool of light in the kitchen. His ski mask reduced his face to two eyeholes and a pair of oval lips. Between the bottom edge of his mask and the collar of his black shirt were two curved V shapes like flying birds.

He turned in my direction, and between Aaron’s shrieks, I heard him hiss out a word as he pointed to me. “There!”

I knew I had to run for my life. I was a few yards from the street corner when a car engine started up behind me, but I didn’t look back. I raced down the next street. It was still sleeting, and the ice pellets and wind were slapping down wet cold leaves from the trees overhead. I took shortcuts between houses and zigged and zagged until I didn’t even know where I was.

I careened down the street between parked cars and hurtled over a kid’s skateboard, trying to stick to the shadows of limbs overhanging the sidewalk. Headlights swung around the corner behind me. I slipped on a drift of wet leaves and almost crashed down on one knee, jamming my wrist as I saved myself from a full face-plant with one hand to the concrete. As I pushed myself back to my feet, the high beams hit me full force in the back. The engine revved louder behind me. The tires squealed on the wet pavement as the car closed in. Its headlights flared around my shadow to illuminate a solid wall at the end of a cul-de-sac—a privacy fence at least six feet tall.

What choice did I have? I leapt.

My ribs landed hard against the top edge. I jackknifed over into the blackness. As my running shoes hit the ground, I heard the growl of an animal that was big and heavy. And mad. 

Maybe that dog was chained or maybe it was only slow because I’d surprised it from a deep sleep. But I made it to the other side of the yard before it did.

That’s how I found out I was a runner.

I’ve been running ever since.
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Chapter 1
Three Years Later
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“Zany Grey,” the loudspeaker announces. For some reason, the voice or maybe the name encourages a big red parrot to squawk from the palm tree overhead, like he’s adding a verbal exclamation point.

I flinch inwardly at that name like I always do, but then I slap on my happy face and step forward, emerging from beneath the gigantic red-and-white banner that reads Verde Island Endurance Team Competition. It seems weird that the race colors are red and white, since verde means green, but maybe the organizers don’t know Spanish.

Zany. I hate how everyone thinks it’s cute to make up nicknames for athletes. When I picked my new name, I was aiming for Tana for short. That’s what my friends call me. I expected Tanya and Tanz and maybe even Tanza, but Zany? 

And then, to make it even worse, certain newsquackers keep referring to me as ‘The African American Princess of Endurance Racing,’ which is beyond annoying, like all human beings need to be labeled and categorized. Only the mentally-challenged care about that skin-color sort of race anymore.

And yeah, by now I’ve also heard about the geezer who wrote cowboy books—Zane Grey. Moldy old history. Nobody I hang with ever heard of that Grey, and besides, like I just mentioned, I didn’t choose that stupid name Zany.

I gave myself the name Tanzania to honor my mother. She was raised in Africa, although to set the record straight, she grew up in Zimbabwe, not Tanzania. My father came from Chicago. They met when he was on some sort of business trip in Africa. But none of my fans has discovered those details. As far as they know, my parents died tragically nearly a decade ago. I reversed Mom and Dad’s skin colors, too, not only to add confusion but to emphasize the point that this country just needs to get over the whole Black and White thing. That’s why I chose the last name Grey. I think the world would be a better place if everyone was a mutt like me.

The bronzed emcee is wearing a very untropical suit and a red and white tie that matches the race banner. His pancake makeup is starting to melt in the muggy heat, but his hair gel is gamely hanging in, gluing every strand into a perfect blond helmet.

“Choose your teammate.” He gestures dramatically with his manicured hand toward a crystal bowl on a table in front of the cameras. I’m amazed that the intense sun blazing through the cut glass isn’t burning holes in the tablecloth.

The crowd claps quietly, which is pretty much all they can do, because there aren’t many of them. The people in attendance are mostly race officials, camera teams, and newsquackers. At most of my races in the States, Marisela scrapes together the money to come and cheer me on. Sometimes Emilio comes, too, if he’s in country and not on duty. I could always count on a sweet kiss on the cheek from my adopted mother and a more passionate embrace from Emilio to send me into the fray. But this race is so far away from the U.S., so far away from any civilized place, that only the families of the richest competitors can afford to come.

Madelyn Hatt’s parents are here, hovering as usual, smoothing down her wiry hair or straightening her race bib, constantly touching her to demonstrate that she belongs to them. Catie Cole’s father made it, too, dressed in the same colors as his daughter to show they’re a team. He’s her manager now. His clothes are designed to complement his still-sleek body and remind everyone he used to be a famous Olympic track star.

These girls not only have parents, but parents who are managers. I don’t have either.

The pathetic applause dies into an embarrassed silence. When the television station plays this later, they’ll fill in the sound track with more clapping, and maybe add a digital crowd, too, to make the start of the race look like a much bigger event for the folks back home.

The cameras swivel in my direction. As I approach the glittering bowl, I take a deep breath and pray for inner calm and fantastic luck. I’m not usually a team player, so this partner element makes me sweat even more than usual. But this is the biggest race of the year with a grand prize of a million dollars, and I will win this even if I have to drag my partner up every hill and through every river on this steamy tropical island.

I have to win.

A life depends on it.

I swim my hand around the giant fishbowl, trying desperately to feel magic. Maybe I should have sanded my fingertips to make them more sensitive. Please God-If-There-Is-One, give me a little zing when I touch the name of the right partner. Give me a sign.

The slips of paper, rolled into tight little cylinders and tied with red ribbons, all feel exactly the same. No zing. As the seconds tick past, the matching blond Barbie Doll attendants standing guard at each end of the table start to shoot sideways glances at me. Their camera smiles stiffen into grimaces.

Magic, magic, magic, I chant in my head. I finally pull one slip out and hand it to the emcee, whose features beneath his dripping makeup are so perfect and bland that he looks like he came here directly from an Intense Botox workshop.

With a practiced flourish, he unties the bow and unfurls the note. He scans it for a second. Then he faces the camera, flashes his uber-white teeth and shouts, “Sebastian Callendro!”

My heart does an immediate crash dive. It lands on the hard ground in front of my toes and shatters into a dozen pieces. I want to fall to my knees, shake my fists at the relentless sun overhead, and scream, “No fair!”

Instead, I smile and walk a few steps forward to meet my new teammate halfway. Every camera in the place focuses on us. Callendro and I shake hands as we size each other up.

Although he’s thousands of miles away right now, I can feel waves of jealousy radiating across the airwaves from Private Emilio Santos. I know he will watch this if he can. Emilio is tall, with hair like a river of ink, eyes like bittersweet chocolate, and a swagger that everyone notices even when he’s standing still. His blue-black sheen of whiskers makes him look older and more dangerous than his nineteen years, and he likes that. His almost-beard is one reason I nicknamed him Shadow, and he likes that, too.

But here, on Verde Island in the blazing sunlight of early morning, nothing is shadowy. Sebastian Callendro is maybe three inches taller than I am. I’m wearing my trademark gold tee shirt with the galloping stallion logo of my sponsor, Dark Horse Networks, on the back. Callendro’s blue tee has three emblems across his chest, like a row of military medals. There’s a jet zooming through a circle, then a sports car logo, then what looks like a couple of crossed test tubes, maybe an insignia for one of those monster pharma companies like the one my mom worked for. No doubt there are more designs all across his back. Holy guacamole, there’s even a row of logos marching down each side of his black running shorts. Does he have decals on his butt? It’s the only space left.

I guess it makes sense. Now that the word is out, Sebastian Callendro has so many sponsors that all their names won’t fit on his shirt. He probably flew to Verde Island on a private jet with a real bed and real food, too.

But right now, we both have identical drips of sweat streaming down our temples. Sebastian’s hair is scraped back in a ponytail, like mine, but his is a rich walnut brown, while mine is ebony with only the tiniest hints of red. The skin on the back of his extended hand tends more toward the copper spectrum than my own caramel shade. His green eyes, too light under such thick black lashes, stare into my hazel ones. His gaze is laser-intense, and just a little creepy, like he’s trying to see under my skin.

Of course I’ve seen Sebastian Callendro before, but never so close that I can count his eyebrow hairs. He’s more than a year older than I am, which makes him eighteen or maybe even nineteen. Together, we make up the youngest team in this contest—could that be an advantage?

Catie Cole is the other seventeen-year-old runner. She’s the favorite golden girl—literally, because she has long blond hair and that evenly sun-kissed skin that comes from a tanning bed. She has a zillion sponsors and a modeling contract. But unfortunately, she’s not just a pretty face; she’s six feet tall and she runs like the wind. She’s real competition.

So is Madelyn Hatt. Predictably, all the reporters call her “The Mad Hatter,” although “The Mean Hatter” would probably be more accurate. Madelyn has been accused, but never convicted, of dirty tricks like putting laxatives—or was it sedatives?—in her rivals’ food. She just turned nineteen. Her parents made a really big deal of it, holding a pre-birthday party before the last race we were both in. They scowled at me when I refused to wear the stupid pointy hat for the camera.

Except for Marco Senai, a perpetually emaciated runner from Kenya whom I was hoping to land as my partner, I don’t know much about the men in this race. Maybe my new partner can at least contribute some usable intelligence about that. And I sure as hell hope he can keep up. Sebastian Callendro often places near the top of the men’s division, but he’s not a champion like me.

“I hope I don’t have to drag you,” I whisper, too softly for the microphones to pick up.

“And I’m not carrying you,” he hisses. His smile does not extend to his eyes.

The Barbie Dolls drape numbered medallions strung on red, white, and blue ribbons around our necks. We are Team Seven. Holding up our joined hands for the camera, we step forward.

Behind us, at least two men are also stepping forward. They’ll be wearing identical suits and mirrored sunglasses, and they’ll have communication sets on their wrists and listening devices in their ears. Their hands will hover near the pistols holstered on their belts.

I didn’t feel the magic, but I definitely got zinged with my choice.

Sebastian Callendro is The President’s Son.
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Chapter 2
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It’s funny how when you’re a kid, you never imagine your parents had lives before you were born. Most of the time we don’t even register what’s going on with them when we all share the same carton of orange juice. I never really thought about who Alex and Amy Robinson were before I knew them as Mom and Dad. Yep—Alex, Amy, Amelia, Aaron. My parents used to call our family “the straight A’s,” and of course they had to add that our grades in school needed to live up to that.

Dad grew up in the foster care system in Chicago, so we never had grandparents or aunts or uncles on his side, or at least not any that he’d admit to. He went to college there on some sort of poor-brilliant-kid scholarship and then he got an MBA in New York before moving to the west coast. Mom was a Jansen in Africa before she became a Robinson and a biochemist in the U.S.

Or is any of that true?

Now that I’ve become an expert at hiding in plain sight, I know how easy it is to make up your own history and plant bits and pieces in public records that get splashed all over the Net. Mom and Dad must have had secrets, and those secrets had to be something awful. Ninjas don’t just show up one night and slaughter whole families for no reason.

I spent the night of my family’s murder in a dumpster, rolled into a quivering ball of tears and snot. We’d just done a study unit on the homeless in school and the dumpster diving bit really stuck with me. Getting inside wasn’t as bad as you might think, because it was garbage day, so the dumpster had been emptied that morning and had accumulated only a few bags of trash since then. I managed to mostly stay away from the damp spots that still had bits of rotting food clinging to them like some sort of gruesome confetti. The worst part was the ripe-vomit smell, which still haunts my imagination anytime I stumble into a place I don’t want to be.

Of course I didn’t sleep that night. Every moment kept replaying in my head—the bodies, the blood, Aaron’s screams, the hissed word, the car chase.

Were Mom and Dad really dead? How could I have abandoned my little brother like that? How could I not run for my life? None of it seemed possible, but it was all too real at the same time.

All night long I heard cars drive by and people moving around outside. Once the lid flew open and I thought it was the end; they’d found me. But a large trash bag sailed in, the lid clanged shut, and my wait for daylight went on.

Somewhere I’d dropped my cell phone—probably when I jack-knifed over the fence. I had thirty dollars in the back pocket of my designer jeans, and another twenty zipped into my inner jacket pocket—my emergency stash, in case I needed to take a cab or buy dinner for myself.

What a spoiled little rich girl I was then.

––––––––
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I DON’T WANT TO THINK about any of this as I stare across the table at Sebastian, but it naturally comes to mind because his past used to be a secret, too. Now everyone knows his history. His mother was the Cuban cook in a senator’s house, back before her boss became President T. L. Garrison and took up residence in the White House. According to the magazine articles, Sebastian grew up “in a stable household with two older sisters and a man he thought was his father.” For eighteen years, more than my lifetime, nobody except his mother knew Sebastian was American royalty.

I’m trying to remember how the secret came out when the prince looks up from his lunch plate, aims those laser green eyes at me, and snarls, “Stop staring.”

Somebody should have put the clues together a lot earlier than they did. The son’s eyes may be green, but they burn with the same intensity as President Garrison’s famous gold-colored eyes. Sebastian shoves a forkful of barbecued beef into his mouth and chews as he points his fork toward the table and mumbles, “Focus.”

He’s right. Stay in the here and now, Tana. My cheeks burning, I take a swallow from my banana protein smoothie and then shift my gaze to the contour map stretched out between us. The map is one of those old-fashioned 2D printouts instead of a regular 3D projection. Map-reading is one of the skills that differentiate endurance races from easier contests. Along with no cell phones or visual assist devices that might help with the route.

Verde Island is the ultimate endurance contest, five days of racing on our own hand-picked routes through dense jungle and rugged mountain terrain, dodging wildlife and enduring whatever weather blows in. No water stations, no first aid stops, although the organizers promise that any contestants injured along the way will be rescued and evacuated if required. Racers must carry everything they need to make it through each day. Added to the usual challenges is the twist of not knowing who your partner will be until the drawing on the first day. These elements make the Verde Island Endurance Race more dangerous and more exciting than most endurance races, which is why the prize money is bigger, too.

When the starting horn goes off two hours from now, my partner and I have to find the fastest route to our first checkpoint. As the crow flies, it’s only about twenty-five miles away, but that crow would be able to fly over some serious terrain, while we’ll be on foot all the way.

Sebastian picks up his erasable marker and draws a wavering line from our current location across the map until his hand reaches the spot where the contour lines form a dense black barrier. Then he zigs the line around the black slash and zags it to the checkpoint. He sets down his marker, lifts another forkful from his plate, and looks at me expectantly. I can tell he wants me to nod in admiration of his superior navigation skills.

“No way,” I say. “You just added at least four miles to the best route.”

I draw a line that slants only slightly from our current position and ends up at the black slash. Then I zag it a bit west and then straight up to the checkpoint.

“Are you crazy?” He frowns and points to the dense black contour lines in the middle of my route. “For your information, Wacko—”

“Zany!” I blurt.

It just comes out. I immediately feel the blood rush to my face. “I mean, my name is Tanzania, so call me that, or call me Tana. I am not running a race with someone who calls me Wacko. Unless I get to call you Bastard.”

I wanted payback, but I still can’t believe that word came out of my mouth. Since so many couples don’t even bother with marriage nowadays, I don’t think there are illegitimate babies anymore. I mean, how could any baby not be legal? That medieval concept only seems to crop up with politicians because they’re a subspecies that failed to evolve with the rest of humanity.

It’s just that Se-bastian is so close to...oh crap, never mind. Television and vids are clearly rotting my brain.

“Like I haven’t heard that one a billion times in the last thirteen months,” my partner grumbles. “My friends call me Sebastian. Or Bash.”

“Bash? Sounds violent.”

“You might want to keep that in mind.” Then he leans forward and taps a finger on the dark lines on the map. “My point, Tarzan, is that this”—he jabs the same spot a couple of times—“is a cliff, and a damn high one.”

“No shit.” Like the diplomatic professional I am, I decide to ignore the Tarzan dig for the moment while my blush dissipates. I take a bite of the quinoa-veggie casserole on my plate. Despite the fact that the mixture looks like something you’d dig out of a compost heap, it’s delicious.

The expression in Sebastian’s creepy light eyes tells me he thinks my proposed route is insane.

I smile sweetly at him. “We’re allowed to carry whatever gear we want. I brought everything we need. We’ll rappel down.”

His lips press together into a tense line. I wonder if he has ever rappelled before.

Full disclosure: I personally have never rappelled off a cliff in the middle of a race before. But I knew this was a mountainous island, and my colleague Sabrina and I have been practicing off the roof of the giraffe barn at the zoo.

He taps the map again with his index finger. “That’s a river at the bottom.”

“No shit again. That’s why my line goes west there—to account for the float downstream. You can swim, can’t you?”

He ignores my question and asks, “How long do you plan to carry the extra gear?”

“It’s only about four pounds each. We’ll carry it as long as we need it.” We both know that every pound could slow us down, but once you leave anything behind, you can’t go back and get it. An endurance race is sort of like a video game that way.

“They said to avoid the water.”

He’s talking about the vid we all had to watch yesterday about the potential dangers on Verde Island. I was so busy fighting jet lag that I didn’t pay a lot of attention. I remember a mention of a lone female tiger, which—being me—I thought was terribly sad. Oh, and a remark about pythons. “They said it was best to avoid swamps. This is a river.”

He licks his lips and takes a sip of his own smoothie before saying, “We could die.”

I lock eyes with him. His are not solid green. Little burnt orange and gold flecks accent his irises. In my imagination, I see other eyes, the scorching black-coffee irises of Shadow’s jealous glare, and the bottomless amber wells of my friend Bailey.

I have to get that mil for him. I can’t bear to think of any other outcome.

“We could win,” I tell Sebastian.

“Sir.” This interruption comes from one of the two suits standing against the wall behind Sebastian. I’d almost forgotten they were in the room with us. It’s eerie how still they can be, like they’re robots instead of people.

Sebastian’s head swivels toward the speaker. “Shut up.”

“The threat,” the robot guy says.

“I said, shut up.” Sebastian practically spits at the guy.

“What threat?” I ask the robots, turning in my chair to look at each of them. 

Neither of them even glances at me. This threat better not be anything that’s going to slow us down.

“Nothing worth talking about,” Sebastian growls.

I frown. “How is this going to work?” I jerk my chin toward the robots. “They can’t possibly keep up with us. And no assistance, or we’ll be disqualified.”

Sebastian sighs heavily and uses his fork to move his food around his plate.

“We use a dedicated drone,” the speaking robot interjects from over by the wall.

Crapola. The whole race is going to be filmed from overhead by camera-carrying drones. Team Seven is also going to be tracked by another damn eye in the sky?

“Why?” I squeak. “We’ll already be on camera.”

“Our drone will replace your vid drone,” says the Secret Service guy. His eyes flick toward mine, but only for a second. “It’s for your protection.”

So Team Seven won’t be filmed? “Does this mean I don’t have to pee in the bushes?”

The corner of the guy’s mouth twitches. “Our security drone will have cameras like the rest of the drones.”

Sebastian rolls his eyes. “They”—he tilts his head in the direction of the guards standing along the wall—“will approve the film before handing it over. There will be weapons on board our drone, too.”

Crapola again. I cannot believe this. If our drone shoots something along the way, Team Seven will be disqualified. I study the tablecloth. I think about backing out of the race. Then I think about Bailey and the trouble he’s in. And how, even if he doesn’t understand it, his whole future depends on me.

Sebastian’s hand lands on top of mine. It feels hot and heavy. Is this a gesture of friendship, or an attempt to intimidate me? The President’s Son holds my gaze for about ten seconds—I count them off in my head—as we try to decide if we can trust each other. His eyes flick toward the map between us. Then he gives in, sort of, saying, “I choose the next segment.”

“Maybe.” I pull my hand back from beneath his. “Assuming we survive.”

He places his palm flat on the edge of the map and studies my proposed course for a minute. Finally, he nods. He erases his line from the map, and then I tap the button in the corner of the map, saving our route to the GPS units on our wrists. I double-check my unit and then erase my line from the map on the table. We can’t leave any clues behind about our plans.

One of the suits checks his wrist, dips his chin at the other suit, and then leaves the tent with only a rustle of his jacket against the canvas flap. I realize that the gizmo on his wrist is tied into our GPS units. He’s off to program that drone or make a call to the White House or perform some other secret squirrel maneuver I really don’t want to know about. As long as he keeps everyone out of our way and doesn’t tip off our competitors about our plan, I guess I can cope.

The remaining suit looks up from his own gizmo to stare at me. “You’re seventeen.”

“I know that,” I tell him. 

Some people say I’m a smartass. I prefer to think of myself as wittier than average.

“And you’re an emancipated minor?”

“I know that, too.”

Is he going to go through my whole online bio? That’s fine by me. As long as that’s as deep as he goes. It’s easy to seed words into the Net. Real history is a totally different organism, one that’s harder to plant in the digital past.

“How did your parents die?”

I glare at him for a minute before responding. “I was told it was a scuba diving accident off the Egyptian coast.” 

I have invented this story because I know it’s hard to get records from some foreign countries and nearly impossible to ship bodies home from others.

“Why weren’t you with them?”

“I was only seven. They went on a cruise, and left me with an aunt in Tanzania.” I sniff sadly for effect. “She’s gone now, too.” Please leave my past alone.

“How do you support yourself?”

I wave my fork at the canvas walls. “I win races. Plus, I work.”

He studies his wrist gizmo again, presses a button a couple of times. “You’re a zookeeper?”

“That’s right, I work at a zoo.” Some might say it’s a bit of a stretch to go from shoveling antelope dung and hosing cockatoo feces off the walls to “Zookeeper.” But who wants to read “Habitat Maintenance Technician” on a resume?

“When do you go to school?”

“I don’t.” I lift my chin. “I got my GED last year.”

He lifts a brow at that. I know it’s unusual for a sixteen-year-old to take the GED exam. It’s not that I’m so smart; I just needed to get high school out of the way so I could get on with life.

“A seventeen-year-old makes enough to pay rent in Seattle?”

This episode of twenty questions is getting tedious. I point my fork at his wrist computer. “Google my address, man. I live in a closet.”

This is pretty much true. On paper my place shows as a rented room. Once upon a time it was some sort of utility shed out back of the big house. There are three of these sheds, identical except for the framing around the windows and door. Mine is the one with the bright blue trim. To call my place an efficiency apartment would be an undeserved compliment.

People don’t need nearly as much stuff as they think they do; they just need to team up with friends. If I need a pair of pliers or a piece of duct tape, I ask my neighbors Don or Melody. If Don or Melody needs an egg, they ask me. Poor people are a lot more generous than rich folks that way. I have my own toilet and sink; a room with enough space for a bed, a table and chair, my laptop, and a refrigerator and microwave. I have a door and two windows that lock. What more could a girl need?

Outside our tent I hear a cameraman say, “One more, please? Hold hands and smile.”

He’s talking to Team One. In the perverse universe we inhabit, Catie Cole drew Ricco Rossi to create the wealthiest and most-gorgeous pair of competitors for Team One. The perfect star couple. The media loves the way their alliterative names roll off the tongue, too. I’m okay with all that, and in fact, I’m grateful. It takes the media heat away from The President’s Son and Team Seven for a while.

There’s a brief murmur I don’t quite catch from the other side of the canvas, and then Catie ducks her perfect golden head inside and walks her perfect golden body my way. She’s carrying a bouquet of delicate pink Calla lilies and a box of chocolates. She bestows the flower bouquet on me.

“I have too many flowers to fit into our tent, so I’m sharing.” She smiles brightly at me with her perfect teeth.

I don’t smile back.

“Maddie Hatt gave me the chocolates, but I don’t do candy. I thought you might like them.” She places the box in the middle of the table and glances at Sebastian. “I just want to say, good luck, Team Seven.”

The corners of Sebastian’s mouth flick up. “Thanks, Catie.”

I guess The President’s Son is not immune to her charms.

“Enjoy!” Catie chirps. The robot by the door holds up the canvas flap for her as she glides out.

The box of chocolates looks as if it’s still sealed in the original plastic wrap, but I’m suspicious. “Don’t touch the candy,” I tell Sebastian.

“I know,” he says. “Madelyn Hatt.”

“Ninety minutes,” a loudspeaker blares outside of our hut.

Sebastian and I focus on eating and drinking everything before us so we’ll have a little time to digest before the starter horn goes off.
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Chapter 3
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The instant the starter horn sounds, all twenty of us surge forward like Black Friday shoppers ready to stomp each other into the sidewalk for a bargain on the latest flat-screen. The organizers like to keep us bunched up at the beginning; it makes for a better show. 

At the start of the Jungle Ultramarathon in the Amazon, they actually make all the competitors jump through a flaming hoop. At least I don’t have to worry about my hair catching fire at the beginning of this race.

I get an elbow to the ribs from The Mean Hatter and I give one right back before breaking free of the mob and dashing across the clearing. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Maddie’s partner, Jason Jones, try to trip Sebastian, but Sebastian easily evades his outstretched foot. It’s a miracle that none of the racers ends up with a broken ankle or a couple of teeth knocked out in the first fifty yards.

The teams spread out in different directions, but that’s mostly to add confusion at the start; eighty percent of them will dash through the jungle toward one of the few hiking trails on the island map.

Verde Island has remained uninhabited because the place was used for bombing practice in every war humankind has cooked up over the last couple of centuries. It’s still used for jungle training by various military squads. And once in a while, it is explored by a few outdoor adrenaline junkies with more money and free time than sense. There are trails—some of them made by the feral water buffaloes that live here, some made by Navy Seals learning how to survive in the tropical wilderness, and some by wildlife poachers and recreational hikers. Any of these trails will divert the racers around the steep canyon that Sebastian and I are headed for.

I have to give my partner credit. He doesn’t do the macho thing of trying to beat me out of the starting gate, but instead jogs close by or a little behind me. Of course it’s pretty much impossible to run side by side through the jungle. We orbit around vine-wrapped tree trunks and leap over fallen logs and snarls of broad-leaved plants I’ve previously seen only in pots back home. We check our GPS devices every few seconds, trying to keep our course close to my map line. Every now and then he zags when I zig, but it’s easy enough to find each other again because it’s not remotely possible to gallop through a jungle in anything close to silence.

Humongous flocks of birds rocket off their perches overhead, screeching in harsh tones that don’t match their rainbow beauty. I worry that they might collide with a drone overhead as they break free of the tree canopy, but maybe the birds and the machines are capable of easily avoiding each other. Blurry black and brown shapes are moving far up among the branches, too, so I guess monkeys or some kind of leaping marsupials live here, too. Did the vid briefing mention them? I was too busy trying to stay awake and stewing about my potential partner to glean anything but the most crucial details. After all, the vid was just a repeat of the risks spelled out in the contract we all had to sign when we registered. Natural dangers are what set endurance races apart from mere marathons.

With the climbing equipment, my pack is heavier than I usually carry on a cross-country race. I snug up the straps a bit more so the load doesn’t bounce with each step.

As I jog toward one tree, the leaves explode into a flurry of green and turquoise feathers as hundreds of small birds roosting here take flight. How odd that bee-eaters live on this island. My mother gave me a picture book about Zimbabwe when I was little, and that book had a page about bee-eaters. I always associate these little beauties with Africa, tens of thousands of miles away, but what do I know? Llamas and ostriches roam through pastures all over the U.S. now, so I guess water buffaloes and bee-eaters can be anywhere, too. After all, there’s that one tiger here—how did she end up in solitary confinement on this island?

The interlaced tree branches block out most of the sun, which is a small blessing. Sweat streams down my back and trickles between my breasts. My crotch is a minor wetland on its way to becoming a major swamp. Even my racing bib is soaked through, the big number 7 floating in a pool of damp orange cloth. Sebastian has to be experiencing his own personal downpour. I can only imagine what it would be like to navigate this steam bath in the merciless sun. I guess we’ll experience that soon enough.

There’s always too much time to think during these contests. Non-runners don’t imagine it’s like that, but really, what’s your mind going to do while your body is racing around? My brain tends to venture into places I don’t want it to. I often wonder if Aaron’s a runner. We both had the same long legs when we were kids. Then—and this is always my second thought when I think of my brother—I wonder if Aaron is still alive.

I was his big sister. I should have found a way to protect him, even if I was only fourteen at the time.

If my brother is still on this planet, he is twelve years old now. What does he look like? Is he still called Aaron, or has he been reinvented, like me? Does he ever think about me?

Always the same endless questions. Not a single answer.

Early in the morning on Halloween, I crawled out of my dumpster shelter and went to a pay phone. Yes, there was still an actual pay phone for the oldsters outside the pharmacy next to the assisted living place; I guess it was there for nostalgic reasons.

“My parents were murdered,” I told the 9-1-1 operator, “Last night.” I explained about Aaron and the car chase and gave her our address.

“This a Halloween prank?” she asked.

“No!”

I heard what I thought was a sigh, so I wasn’t sure she believed me. 

Then she prompted, “And your name is?”

I dithered for a minute about whether to tell her. She said, “Honey, I can see you’re at the pay phone outside the SaveRite pharmacy. Stay in the booth. I’ll send an officer to help you.”

The thought that she knew where I was and was sending the police propelled me into panic mode again. After slamming down the phone, I snuck back to my neighborhood and crept through the back yard across the street. I sat behind the neighbors’ wood fence and peeked through a knothole at my house.

On our front lawn was a real estate sign with a huge SOLD notice draped across it. A moving van filled the driveway. I watched two hairy guys lug out a huge roll of carpet and stash it inside the van, then add a couple of overflowing boxes.

Our neighbor, Mrs. Talston, watched from her yard next door. Joker pawed at one of the round rocks that bordered the driveway until she called him and made him sit down beside her. She gave him a pat on the head. He licked her hand.

I was glad to see Joker alive and with her. She’d always liked our dog and taken care of him when we were out of town. 

Where had Joker been last night? I didn’t remember a single bark from our house. Maybe the ninjas darted him or locked him up somewhere.

A patrol car rolled into our driveway, blocking the moving truck. An officer got out. He talked to the workers and then disappeared into the house. After a minute, he came back out with one of the movers. They were both actually laughing.

The policeman had a quick conversation with Mrs. Talston. I couldn’t hear a word from my hiding place, but she shook her head. He nodded his, and then jotted down something on a little pad he was carrying. As he pulled open the door to his cruiser, one of the moving guys came out carrying a box. He yelled, “Happy Halloween!” to the cop, who waved and drove away. I couldn’t believe my eyes.

A few more boxes and a rolled rug, and the loading was finished. As the moving truck disappeared down the street, Mrs. Talston spotted a book at the edge of our driveway. When she picked it up, I noticed it had a black tire mark on it from the moving van. Mrs. Talston took a quick look inside. Joker whined and pawed at her pants leg. She shook her head again, pulled up the lid of our garbage can, and dropped the book inside. She wiped her hands on her jeans before she and Joker went back into her house. I thought about crossing the street to look into our windows, but then I spotted the black SUV parked down the street, half-hidden in the dappled shade of a big fir tree.

I waited until after midnight to risk slinking into my own back yard. A glance through the dark windows confirmed what I suspected—our house had been completely cleaned out. Even the carpets had been removed; I could see the tack strips along the edges of the living room. What in the hell had happened?

Only the book lay at the bottom of our garbage can. I practically had to stand on my head to reach it. It was heavy for its small size, and in the dim light, I recognized my mother’s scrapbook. I hadn’t seen it for years. After she got a digital camera, Mom started keeping all her photos in the cloud.

Joker had pawed at a rock alongside the driveway. This particular rock was larger than most in the border, and in daylight, you could see that it was mostly white quartz with a gold-colored zigzag stripe through it. My mother always hid a house key there. 

I knelt and picked up the rock, then dug my fingernails into the ground beneath it. Sure enough, about half an inch down, there was the spare key on its flashlight ring in a little plastic bag. A lot of good a house key would do me now, but I couldn’t bring myself to throw it away. The ninjas and movers had taken every other reminder of my family. I shoved it into my pocket.

A small sound from the Talstons’ house sent me scampering back to the shadows of the alley. I walked a couple of blocks and edged as close as I dared to the pool of light under a streetlamp before I opened the cover of the scrapbook.

On the first page was Mom and Dad’s wedding picture. Next page—photo of Mom pregnant with me. I pulled out the keychain to use the flashlight for a better look. That’s when I discovered the cylinder on the keychain was not a flashlight, but one of those thumb-size USB memory sticks that plug into computers. I heard a car coming, so I slammed the book closed and zipped the keychain into my pocket and jogged back to this night’s hiding hole, under an overturned rowboat beached near the Community Boat Center in Fairhaven. My bed there was not any more comfortable than the dumpster, but it smelled a lot better. And the sound of the waves lapping on shore provided at least a little comfort. I put the scrapbook under my head for protection from the gravel beneath me.

How could all this have happened? What could the neighbors have thought? I never found any announcement of my parents’ deaths, or of any murders that night in Bellingham. When I called my mom’s office, the receptionist said Amy Robinson didn’t work there anymore. My father worked out of his home office, and that number had been disconnected.

That’s when it occurred to me how strange my family life was. How unusual that my dad had zero relatives left, and my mom’s were all in Zimbabwe. What are the odds?

Zimbabwe. Do I have relatives there? Grandparents? Aunts, uncles, maybe a cousin or two? I wouldn’t know; I’ve never been to Africa. But I’ve studied up on it.

Zimbabwe has a terrifying history. If you think politics in our country are nasty, you should check out how many people get killed in Africa around election time. Maybe that’s why Mom left her homeland; maybe her family was on the losing side. She never talked about that. She just showed me photos of the rainbow-colored birds and butterflies and flowers she grew up with.

This memory makes me change course and slow down a little to peer at a Verde Island bush with huge amethyst flowers shaped like trumpets. Then I focus on the center of the closest blossom, and my heart skips a beat. The black-and-yellow bundle in the middle of the bloom is not an exotic flower pistil, but a furry spider with a body the size of a quarter.

Welcome to the tropics.

I veer off and pick up my pace, circumnavigating an odd depression in the ground that must have been left by a bomb. I glance with care at other flowers as I pass, and I double-check the vines to be sure they are vines. I spy a couple of butterflies and I spot two red-striped tree frogs, but no more spiders. (Thank you, Whoever-Is-in-Control-Up-There.)

A few minutes into my wildlife survey, I realize that I’ve lost track of Sebastian.

I stop. Check my watch. Two hours have passed and I’ve covered a little more than fourteen miles. I hold my breath for a few seconds and listen. I hear nothing except the screeching of birds or possibly monkeys, and the thumping of my own heart. I let myself breathe again, and bend forward and wipe the sweat off my forehead. Where the hell is he?

“Sebastian?” I holler, cupping my hands around my mouth. I turn in place, still panting, catching my breath. “Callendro?”

Nothing. A white butterfly flits past my face and lands on the slender trunk of a nearby tree. Then there’s a flash of movement, and the white wings are gone. Perched on the butterfly’s landing spot is a little green lizard that squeezes its eyes shut as it swallows. I didn’t even see that lizard before it struck. Clearly, neither did the butterfly.

“Callendro!” I yell again. When there’s still no answer, the muscles in my stomach tense up. Damn it, if Sebastian’s already ruined this race... I don’t want to finish that thought. I have to shove his sorry carcass across the finish line to win.

I run forward, keeping my course close to the line on my wrist unit, calling as I go. Before long, I switch from yelling his name to shouting things like “Answer me, you sorry excuse for a runner!” and “Goddamn it, Callendro!” and looking up toward the sky and screaming, “Tell me where he is, robot suits!”

I don’t care if this is going to appear on a vid tonight or not. I’m upset.

Then finally I see the flash of his blue shirt up ahead, made more visible because he’s mopping his face with it as he leans against a tree.

“Yo,” he says as I near him. “I almost tripped over a snake back there.” He jerks his chin in the direction of the forest behind us.

“What the hell are you doing?” And how the hell did he get in front of me?

“Resting.” He turns to do a few calf stretches like he’s cooling down for the day.

Now I feel stupid that I only checked for names of winners among the men in this race. I should have compared the male competitors’ times with mine. It’s an annoying but undeniable fact that the men are almost always faster than women racers.

I grab a big gulp from my water tube. “Why didn’t you answer me?”

“I could hear you coming straight this way.”

I take another sip while I think about this. I hope he didn’t hear the “sorry excuse” yell and all my goddammits, because we’re not even to the first checkpoint yet and we need to work like a team.

“I especially liked the bit about the robot suits.” He grins at me before he pulls his shirt back on over his head.

“I think we’re making good time,” I say, changing the subject. “We’re almost to the river.”

He picks up his pack and slings it over his shoulder. “No ‘almost’ about it.”

We step through the trees onto the bright lip of a cliff. After the dim forest, the sun is blinding, and I squint as I approach the steep drop-off. A few pebbles plink down from the lip into the river, which is far enough below and roaring so loud that we don’t hear the sound of the rocks hitting the water.

The sheer vertical drop makes me feel a little light-headed. I back up a couple of steps from the edge before I unbuckle the straps and let the pack slide down from my back.

Whose suicidal idea was it to leap over that edge?

I’m painfully aware that The President’s Son is scrutinizing my every move. I pull out a tube of glycerin gel and squeeze some into my mouth, swipe it over my dry teeth with my swollen tongue, swallow it down. It tastes like cherry-flavored petroleum jelly, but it’s moist and it’s sweet and full of calories and vitamins and enzymes a racer’s muscles need. I wash it down with a gulp of water as I observe the river screaming past below. The muddy water hurtles over low rocks and surges around jagged tall ones. It doesn’t look safe even for fish.

Oh, Bailey. The things I do for you.

I look up like maybe I could absorb inspiration from above, but catch instead a glint off something metallic high in the sky. I narrow my eyes. “Drone?”

Sebastian squints at it, too. “Probably.” He pulls out his own tube of gel. “I never wanted this, you know.”

“Tastes like crap, I know.”

“No, I meant...” He rolls his eyes skyward so I understand he’s talking about the drone.

I never thought about that before. Who wouldn’t want to be the president’s kid? Okay, the president’s secret-until-now kid, but I’ve seen pictures of Sebastian with his father’s arm wrapped around his shoulders. Last year, the opposition tried to use Garrison’s old affair to embarrass the President. It’s amazing how our Puritanical history still erupts like that, like a pimple that’s always lurking under our national skin.

Garrison was more clever than the holier-than-thou types gave him credit for. By acting like he was proud to finally have his son recognized, he turned the tables so effectively that his opposition looked like narrow-minded twits. Garrison won in a landslide. They made a handsome pair, the Prez and Sebastian. The title of First Son had to come with a set of magic keys that could open all sorts of doors I could never dream of knocking on.

It must be weird to suddenly find out you are related to the First Family. I wonder if Sebastian has ever met the two First Daughters. Or would they be the First and Second Daughters? They’re just a few years younger than I am.

Sebastian squeezes a long worm of green gel into his mouth and then swallows.

“Time to gear up?” He wipes his lips with the back of his hand.

I take another glance at the roiling torrent beneath us. I turn toward my pack and start pulling out the rope and harness, hoping that the quivering of my hands will get lost in the motion. “Gearing up.”

As I step into my harness and cinch it tight, there’s another flash from overhead. I wonder if the Secret Service is about to watch us die. Then I think that, no, they wouldn’t let that happen.

At least not to Sebastian.
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Chapter 4
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We have a brief debate about whether one should try to belay the other or whether we should both descend together. The rappelling was my idea, so I should probably know which is the right choice, but I don’t have a clue. I can’t see any immediate benefit to one of us staying up here while the other one slides down. It seems like we could get separated, and I’m not about to let that happen a second time.

So we each wrap a rope around a separate sturdy tree, don our harnesses and thread the ropes through our D rings, and then walk to the edge. The plan is to drop down on top of the boulders beneath us at the edge of the river bed, and then pack and stow our ropes and harnesses before beginning the swim phase. At the lip of the canyon, I turn my back on the river and focus straight ahead, staring at the trees as I say over my shoulder, “Know what to do?”

“Yep.” His voice sounds as tense as I feel, but I know that neither one of us is going to admit we are scared senseless. “Let’s go.”

That was supposed to be my line. But I’m relieved when he says it, and so we drop over the edge and start down. The cliff is an overhang, so we can’t walk down it, but end up dangling from the lip and sliding—or more accurately, skidding and stopping, skidding and stopping—down our ropes like spastic spiders. As we get closer to the water, it’s obvious we are at least three yards away from the boulders we planned to land on. All that lies beneath our dangling feet is turbulent brown water.

Sebastian stops about six feet above the churning river. 

“Uh,” he says.

My thought exactly.

It’s pretty clear we can’t stand up and repack the ropes and harnesses into our bags and then run around the river canyon. I take a deep breath and then say, “Plan B. Inflate vests.”

We’re both wearing those flimsy-looking life vests that airlines use. They’re lightweight and pack in a small space. Mine puffs up when I yank on the shoulder ring, and so does Sebastian’s. So far, so good. Now I pray they’ll keep us afloat with our packs and climbing harnesses on.

I point at him. “Release your rope. Hold your breath and swim for all you’ve got to the other side. I’ll wait for you.”

He makes a scoffing sound, probably at the notion that I will reach the far river bank before he does.

“Ready?” I ask. “Together, on three.” I let my rope slip through the D ring but hang on tight to the loose end, dangling now with one arm outstretched above my head. I wait as Sebastian fumbles with his own rope.

“One.” I take a deep breath. This is insane.

“Two.” This is the freakiest thing I’ve ever done.

“Three!”

I release my handhold and hang suspended for a fraction of a second as I watch the rope zing upward toward the cliff’s edge. Then the loop around the tree above releases its tension and I drop like a wrecking ball straight down into the water.

For what seems like eons, all I see is the blur of tea-colored water. All I hear is a roar. My ankle gets snarled in my climbing rope, and I reach to unclip it from my harness, but then my foot somehow comes free on its own and I claw my way to the surface. I’m moving way too fast. Sweeping is too gentle a term for what the river does to me. I’m shooting through space on an uncharted trajectory.

I bang up against a rock and ricochet off, traveling backward now. I struggle to turn onto my stomach. This isn’t swimming; it’s more like trying to crawl across a giant trampoline with six football players jumping up and down on it. Arms wheeling over my head, I stroke like crazy for the far shore, blinded half the time, fighting the vest while being grateful it’s keeping me afloat, wondering if I’m making any progress, trying to keep one eye out for Sebastian and one for the rocks ahead and one for the shore beyond. (I know that doesn’t add up and it’s probably why things are not going so well.) The climbing rope that’s still attached to my harness gives me a yank now and then to remind me that this is a deadly situation.

I hear shouting in the midst of the roaring and then I catch glimpses of Sebastian’s blue shirt between waves of muddy water. My partner is plastered to a boulder in the middle of the stream. His life vest is limp and flat. What the heck happened?

Then I shoot past and all I can think is No! We can’t get separated! He can’t stop there; he’s only halfway across. But there’s no way to backpaddle and these thoughts are a complete waste of what little brainpower I have left. Up ahead, there’s a bend in the river like a crooked elbow. If I can just make it to the inside of that elbow, I will land on shore.

Then, just before the bend, I slam up against the end of my rope. It yanks me underwater. I flail wildly. The life vest buoys me up, holding me about a foot beneath the surface, which is, of course, as good as being six feet down. Or in other words, drowning. I hold my breath as I reach for the clip to my harness, but then I realize that I’m moving slowly toward the shoreline. The rope, snagged somewhere behind me, is changing my course. I can see the shore, or at least I think I can—it’s an unmoving brown shadow, darker than the swirling brown water. But the pain in my head and the dancing black spots in my vision tell me I’m going to run out of air before I get there. I try a few froggie type swim movements, but with the pack and my running shoes and the inflated vest, I don’t travel in the least like an amphibian.

Just when I think I have to unclip before I pass out, the water shoves me to the right and my toes strike the ground. I crawl up the underwater slope on all fours until my head is above water. Then I allow myself a little break to gasp and gag and cling to a friendly rock for a second. After my head stops pounding and my heart rate returns to only double its normal speed, I stagger up the beach, putting some slack in the rope. Collapsing butt-first onto the sand, I tug off my streaming pack and my inflatable vest.

Then I look back for the other half of Team Seven.

And there Sebastian is, only halfway across this homicidal river, still perched on that damn rock. He waves at me like we’re on vacation. I curse and squint to bring him into focus. He’s still wearing his sagging life vest and his pack and climbing harness, but there’s no rope clipped to his D ring. The end of the rope he holds up is attached to the ring at my waist; he grabbed my rope as I floated past. My first thought is: he nearly drowned me. My second: he may have saved my life.

Now, if only I can repeat the favor.

I know it’s crass, but I can’t help it: I check the time on my wrist unit. We’re losing the advantage I hoped we’d gain on the other teams by doing this suicidal river float. We’re burning daylight. I sigh and look back at Sebastian, holding up my hand, signing Wait. He signs it back.

With water squishing out of my running shoes, I stagger up the rocky shore a few yards and then I walk the rope around the base of the tallest rock I can find there, leaving the end clipped to my harness. Then I face the river and Sebastian again and motion tying the end of the rope to his harness. He gives me a hands-on-head sign then a two-arm motion that says Are you out of your mind?

I skip the crazy head sign and send the two-arm signal back—What else can you do? Then I check my watch again. Dramatically.

Finally, he shrugs, ties the rope to his D-ring and gives me a little salute reminiscent of movies about Roman gladiators. We who are about to die salute you. Then Sebastian launches himself in an impressive cannonball into the current. The instant the rope goes slack, I run down the beach to snug it up and—I hope—pull my teammate toward the shore. When the rope tugs on my harness, I lean against it and peer out into the churning river. I see Sebastian’s head, his long brown hair sleeked back like a river otter. He’s still riding the waves, moving way too fast as he approaches the bend in the river. He’s already past the point where I got out. Abruptly, his head disappears, and the rope yanks my harness to the side. I lean harder against the rope’s pull.

Sebastian is now underwater at the end of the rope, just like I was. I pray the rope is swinging him in toward this shore like it did me. But he’s already further downstream than I was, and the rope configuration is different, and his life vest is well, dead.

I hold my breath as I wait for him to emerge, scanning the water between the point where he disappeared and further downstream. If he unclips, surely I will feel the rope slacken, won’t I? But it could take a few seconds. Could the rope be caught around the base of the boulder where I wound it? I glance back at it. The rope, stretched around the rock a few inches above the ground, looks as if it could slide easily enough.

Then I remember that Sebastian can’t unclip; he has to untie a knot to get free. I frantically search the water. Silvery splashes of water in the sunlight, waves rolling up and down, thousands of gallons surging past at an alarming rate. I feel lightheaded. I can’t get my breath. Oh God, oh God, If There’s Anyone Up There, is Sebastian drowning? Is he unconscious at the end of this rope?

A shape emerges from the water. I think I see his face for just a second, but it vanishes so quickly that I wonder if I only imagined him surfacing. Did he get a breath?

My heart pounds so hard that I think the suspense might literally kill me. But then I realize the whop-whop-whop noise is not only my heartbeats. Thunder is reverberating from overhead. A helicopter drops out of the sky, hovering over the river, its rotors kicking up sand in my face. A guy dressed in a wetsuit and an orange vest stands spread-eagled in the open doorway.

No! While I don’t want Sebastian to die, the minute that frogman rescues my teammate will be the minute Team Seven is disqualified. The frogman tightens his facemask. He pushes a snorkel mouthpiece between his lips. I make a frantic crossed-hands motion to tell him to stop.

Then a brown head bobs up only a couple of yards from the river bank, and Sebastian crawls out of the water. I wait until he’s firmly on shore. I unclip and, doing my best to
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