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      She’s the reason we’re here.
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            PROLOGUE

          

          Voice of the Sea

        

      

    

    
      Annie Kletter steered her battered ship through a harsh and unforgiving ocean. An ocean that seemed endless and angry, the devilish sun constantly glinting off its peaks and troughs and slopes, each and every one a piercing of her sight. Of all things, an octopus clung to the hull of the Maze Cutter as waves pummeled the starboard side. Kletter had sympathy for the creature. She, too, had tried to escape her home.

      This trip was her last chance.

      Find the Immunes.

      Find the missing pieces. Finally free every last person from the depths of the Flare, that century-old virus that had wreaked havoc across the decades. Madness and death. Death, death, death, so much death. And the virus was changing. Always changing.

      “You’ve got to steer into the waves!” Kletter’s first mate, Juan, shouted only inches away from her face. Sea spray mixed with his words.

      “Haz algo!” the rest of the crew cried.

      Kletter gripped the captain’s wheel harder. She didn’t need their constant opinions and shouts.

      A dark storm hovered to the west, approaching quickly, the force of its winds already a great disturbance upon the vast water. Storms in the open ocean were unforgiving, but not as unforgiving as the Villagers. They were watching her every move. Every failure. She only needed them along for the ride to help convince the Immunes of the importance of their mission. The Villagers’ desperation for a Cure might be the tipping point, to ensure the elders of the island to give consent, to send their most prized possessions back with her to the Villa. Tell them of the Village where no babies have been born for decades, and they’ll send you their own children happily.

      What an easy thing to say, to speculate, to sound philosophical.

      But the truth burned Kletter from the inside out.

      The truth of everything ate away at her, as unforgiving as this bastard of a sea.

      Another squall of waves crashed upon the Maze Cutter; the Village crew had trouble staying on their feet. Kletter’s legs were tired, so tired, beyond fatigued from the constantly rocking ship, her arms exhausted from steering into the calm spots of the ocean while increasing speed of the throttle. The storm was picking up its pace and ferocity. Soon, the sun would be swallowed by clouds.

      Yes, she steered the ship.

      The captain.

      But she wasn’t the one in control.

      She never had been and she knew it very well.

      No use running from the storm anymore. Kletter finally hit the waves head-on and went toward the darkness, into the beast. Things got worse—gales and roar and spray, constant braying from her companions—and then things got better. The storm wasn’t nearly as bad as she’d thought. The winds calmed and the Maze Cutter eased back into the natural, soothing, up-and-down rhythms of the ocean instead of being swept away. Kletter’s knees steadied under her with more strength as she put the boat in idle, gathering herself. But as soon as the rocking of the boat stilled, the crew grew even more irritated. They’d been low on food for days. Kletter walked over to calm them down: “Tranquilos.”

      “You keep saying that, but the days go by and we’re not seeing any island,” a woman named Edita said. Kletter had spent years traveling back and forth from the Villa studying Edita and her daughter Ximena. They were a complete anomaly.

      Another crew woman stepped forward holding her belly as if she were pregnant, but no one from their village would ever be pregnant again. “What about us? You’ve given us hardly any rice these past two days. Tenemos hambre.”

      “La comida,” Kletter said, and pointed to the octopus. “We’ll be there soon.”

      “She’s lying.” Edita challenged Kletter in a way that only someone who’s DNA challenged genetic codes could. Kletter preferred Edita behind a glass pod with her voice muted.

      Kletter’s joints were weak, her ankles in pain from standing at the captain’s wheel for so long, but she stepped forward with confidence. The worst of the darkest clouds were moving on, a sign perhaps. “You’ll survive.” It wasn’t a question or an option. They had to make it to the Immunes.

      “She’s lying,” Edita shouted back to the others. “This isn’t surviving!”

      “You’ll be fine!” Kletter raised her voice, walking over to Edita. “We’ll get to the Immunes!” With one swift motion Kletter lifted her knife, reached over the railing of the boat, and stabbed the poor little octopus clinging to the hull. It wiggled and writhed. Kletter stabbed it again and again until its tentacles loosened and went limp. “There . . . dinner.” Kletter flung the sea creature at Edita’s feet.

      “I couldn’t see it until today . . .” Edita lacked any emotion as she spoke to the others, “I have no visions past this boat.” The woman lowered her voice but kept speaking. Kletter’s shoulders tensed. She absolutely hated it when the Villagers claimed these visions. In the decade or so Annie Kletter had been visiting the Villagers, studying them, testing them, none ever knew the real reasons behind it all. Or why she wanted to help them in the first place. If Edita had any sort of ability, she would have envisioned that, surely.

      Visions. Nonsense.

      “You’re all going to be fine. You’ll see.” Visions were a part of the Villager’s faith but only until that faith turned to fear. Kletter motioned to Juan. “Let’s divvy some more rice to go with the octopus, eh?”

      Juan nodded and let go of the captain’s wheel. “How much?” he asked. “There isn’t . . .”

      He didn’t have to finish the thought—Kletter knew the state of rations—but when Juan stepped away from the captain’s wheel, she saw it. The truth of why they were lost at sea.

      The unmanned wheel pulled to the left.

      Kletter stared at the salt-crusted circle of metal, moving ever so slightly on its own.

      Juan gave the captain a questioning look. Maybe food wasn’t their biggest problem anymore. Panic filled every weakness in Annie Kletter’s body to fuel her. She ran down the stairs to the lower deck and pulled the captain’s log out of her pocket. She flipped to the page with the island’s coordinates. Double-checked her calculations.

      She knew it.

      They should have reached the Immunes days, maybe weeks ago . . .

      The wheel had a pull, probably from a damaged rudder. There was no way to calculate how many nautical miles they’d drifted. No way to course correct.

      “Hell’s bells.” Kletter slammed the captain’s log shut. The crew couldn’t survive much longer without food on the boat, and this news just might topple them over the edge. They were already turning against her . . . and she had no idea how to get back on course. Someone had once told her that desperate times make for desperate measures. She did the only thing she could think of, her instincts telling her that the desperate time had come. Now.

      She peeled back a board in the crawl space under the steps. A gun. Her secret gun. She grabbed the weapon and slid it into her back pocket, filled her front pockets with additional ammunition, then threw the now-useless captain’s log into the hidey-spot. She snapped the board back into place.

      The cabin above shook from the pounding of feet on the deck.

      Her instincts had been spot-on.

      They were coming for her.

      Time for desperate measures.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART ONE

          

          WICKED is Good

        

      

    

    
      There are things I remember. Good things. Even inside the bad, embedded this whole time . . . good, brilliant, spots of brightness. But I can only see them looking back.

      Maybe there is some good in this, too. All this writing of hard, brutal times.

      Somewhere in the bad, there is always the good.

      
        
        —The Book of Newt

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Fire and Fuel
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      Brutal, trying to keep up with Ximena. Hot and muggy, too.

      As they hiked the tree-lined path leading away from the Villa, Isaac imagined it must be even harder for Old Man Frypan and Jackie—who still looked pale from her run-in with Lil Newt. Isaac tripped over tiny rocks, ridiculous and embarrassing, but his feet couldn’t keep up with his brain. Nothing made sense. They walked farther and farther from the Villa, leaving poor Ms. Cowan behind . . . and Isaac didn’t have a clue where they were going. He looked at Frypan and Jackie before asking Ximena again, “Hey . . . slow down. What did you mean about the Godhead being its own disease?”

      Despite his exhaustion as they headed north, he’d walk a thousand more days if it meant finding Sadina and the others safe. He needed her and everyone else to be safe with the Godhead. He needed that and there was nothing else to think or say.

      “You want me to spell it out for you?” Ximena turned around, her hand on her knife. “They’re not good people, Isaac.” She came to a full stop and Isaac, Jackie, and Frypan finally had a chance to catch up, catch their breath. “The Godhead will do anything in their power to stay in power.”

      Her eyes cut through to Isaac’s core. Fire filled his belly and he imagined the inside of his body as a forge. Heat and flame.

      She continued. “The Godhead isn’t a cure, and they have no cure—I told you what happened to my village—it’ll be completely wiped off the map in twenty-five years. Your island, too.”

      “B.S.,” Jackie said between a couple of heavy breaths. “How could you say that? Our island is safe, in the middle of nowhere, and plenty of people to defend it, anyway.” She turned to Frypan, who placed a well-worn comforting arm around her shoulders.

      “Safest Safe Haven there is . . .” the former Glader assured her.

      Isaac wanted to protest, but as the heat traveled up his throat he wasn’t sure what to say. He wanted to agree with Jackie, insist that it was impossible for anyone to get hurt back home, but he also used to think the same of anyone ever finding their island. The impossible kept changing . . . and it made Isaac unsure what to believe.

      “It’ll be okay, Jackie,” was all he could get out.

      Isaac didn’t have a family back on the island to miss him, but Jackie did. Who knew how many days it had been since the group of islanders left in the middle of the night with Kletter, and how much Jackie’s poor family and the others’ parents were freaking out.

      “Everyone back home is safe and they always will be.”

      The emptiness of the words almost sucked the oxygen from the air around them.

      He imagined how those back on the island were reacting to the missing kids and how the island as a whole was coping with some of their Senators being gone, too. He wanted to make them all proud by helping the Godhead find a Cure and put some good out into the world. He hated to think about Ximena being right—there not being a cure, the Godhead being bad people.

      Jackie shook her head..

      Trish’s parents were probably keeping the council and Senate busy with demands to find their daughter. Dominic’s parents were probably sending feathers into the ocean like toy boats, to ask the waves for good luck in bringing him home. And the others . . . probably just re-reading the good Book of Newt, hoping things would end much better for their lost children than it did for the famous Glader of the old days . . .

      Old Man Frypan nodded as if he knew what Isaac was thinking.

      Jackie rubbed sweat from her forehead. “Kletter told us that when we got to the Godhead we’d⁠—”

      Isaac touched her shoulder. “I know she did. Don’t stress. We’ll find the Godhead and the others.”

      Ximena laughed, firing up his inner forge even hotter.

      “What’s so funny?” He squinted at Ximena as she stood in front of the setting sun. An outline of soft light surrounded her.

      “She thinks we’re stupid, Isaac,” Jackie said. “Just ignore her.”

      Ximena huffed. “The Godhead isn’t going to help you . . .” She picked up a rock and pitched it to the side with a grunt, sending the thing all the way over the broken cliff. She mumbled something Isaac couldn’t understand.

      “Huh?” he asked.

      “The Villas, the Godhead, it all has to burn to the ground . . .” She could’ve been talking about a bonfire on the beach, she said it so nonchalantly.

      “Alright . . .” Old Man Frypan sat on a tree stump along the trail they’d been walking. “We’re far enough from the Villa, and this looks like a good place to camp for the night.” He drew a circle in the dirt just in front of him with his walking stick. “Jackie?”

      She didn’t waste time before gathering kindling for a fire, probably glad for a distraction. “I’ll find some beach greens and berries.” She completely ignored Ximena.

      Ximena definitely noticed. “I’m not saying this to hurt you. I’m just telling you the truth. The Godhead is a big lie they tell themselves and others.” But it was clear that everyone had chosen to ignore her negativity for now.

      Jackie dropped a pile of sticks, and Isaac started sparking them.

      “No, wait.” Ximena waved her hands over Isaac and Jackie. “A fire will only bring trouble.”

      “We’ve fires every night, no trouble.” Isaac blew softly on the kindling to spark a bigger flame. The sticks cracked as they shared the blossoming fire.

      “That’s the best sound I’ve heard all day,” Frypan said.

      Isaac certainly knew what he meant. There were nights back on the island—after Isaac’s mom and dad had died—that he clung to the last glowing remnants of a fire. He’d stay awake at night, unable to sleep, and watch the small flickers of light fade until the darkest of nights were over. The forge had been Isaac’s saving grace . . . a force to ignite the light back into things by burning them completely. Fire was Isaac’s friend. A way to burn up what wasn’t needed and make things feel new again.

      Jackie fed the small flames with dry brush.

      Then Ximena kicked dirt on top of it all, putting it out.

      “Hey!” Jackie stood up.

      “No. I’m not risking anyone from the Villa finding us.” Ximena rested her hand on the knife against her hip, looking crazier than a half-Crank. “I’ll never go back with Carlos or the others. Worst of all Professor Morgan.” She paced a few steps from the trail, toward the edge of the cliff.

      “It’s fine. Everything’s going to be fine . . .” Isaac whispered to anyone who cared to hear, trying to make his voice sound as calm as possible. Whatever Ximena had been through at the Villa before, it was bad. Very bad. They wouldn’t let anyone take her back. “We’re far enough from the Villa that no one will find us. We’re safe here. They’re too busy worrying about all those machines you destroyed, anyway.” He tried to especially lighten that last part.

      Old Man Frypan, unfazed, extended his walking stick to draw another circle, outline for a new fire spot. “No sense in being paranoid . . . we’re here together and they’d have to take all of us if they take you.”

      Jackie didn’t waste any time moving the best pieces of wood to the new circle.

      “You don’t understand . . .” Ximena looked so frustrated she could bust open. “You may not think they’ll come after you, and they probably won’t. But they’ll be looking for me.” Her frustration turned into defeat, shoulders slumping.

      “Because of how they studied you?” Isaac asked, trying hard to understand the extent of her fear.

      “No . . .” She slowly took off her pack and unzipped the front pocket. “Because of what I took before I left . . .”

      “What . . . ?” Jackie looked up from the sticks in her hands.

      There remained just enough sunlight for Isaac to see the small object Ximena pulled from her bag. A glass vial, filled with a dark liquid, something handwritten on its label. But she didn’t let them stare too long before she shoved it back in her pack.

      “What’s that?” Jackie asked.

      Isaac felt a pang in his gut. “You stole something?”

      Frypan just shook his head at the nonsense and tapped his walking stick against his shoe.

      “You think I’d be able to get into the master Villa without leverage or something to offer them?” Ximena zipped up her bag with a ferocious swipe. “It’s the Cure.”

      Silence. A very, very long silence.

      “I thought you said there was no Cure?” Isaac asked.

      Another moment of quiet, except for the buzzing insects.

      Jackie reached for some question to make it all make sense. “If that’s the Cure then why is Cowan still in a coma?”

      Ximena repositioned the bag on her back. “You really don’t get it, do you?” She looked directly at Frypan, but apparently he didn’t get it either. “I shouldn’t have shown you.” She walked back toward the edge of the cliff.

      “Just tell us more. So . . . so we can understand.” Isaac walked on Ximena’s heels.

      “Because Cowan doesn’t have the Flare. What about that don’t you all understand? She’s having some kind of genetic reaction to something they haven’t seen before. Probably from all the inbreeding on your island.”

      Jackie fumed at that nonsense. “We’re not inbred!” She dropped her sticks and charged at Ximena before Isaac could get between them. Ximena slipped the bag off her shoulder and shoved it into Isaac’s chest.

      “Jackie, stop!” Isaac shouted. She pushed Ximena and Ximena pushed back, even harder. Isaac looked down at the pocket that supposedly held the Cure as the women continued to tussle.

      Ximena spat her next words. “How are you so stupid to not realize that a fire makes smoke—signals for any doctor, Crank, or degenerate to find where we are? Huh?” This didn’t make Jackie feel better. They went at it, another round of pushing and shoving.

      “Hey, stop! Stop it!” Isaac cradled the bag with one arm while he put the other in between the two. He’d only seen Jackie fight one person before this, a half-Crank that ended up dead. He didn’t want to wait and see what she might do to Ximena.

      Frypan sat and spoke calmly as he watched on. “Eh, let them get it all out, Isaac. It’s like runners fighting in the Glade . . . they just need to be heard. They need to vent. Who Ximena is truly mad at . . . isn’t Jackie, anyhow.”

      “None of this makes sense!” Jackie took a step back from Ximena but her voice got louder. “There’s no Cure, but you have the Cure?” She threw her arms into the air. “Which is it?”

      Ximena shook her head. “Just because they call it a Cure, doesn’t mean it actually is one.” She grabbed her bag from Isaac, her eyes accusatory, as if she wasn’t the one who just shoved it into his chest. The more time he spent with this girl, the less he understood her. But he wanted to, for all their sakes.

      The Cure is what brought the Maze Cutter to the islanders and wreaked havoc and mayhem on their lives ever since. Maybe what the Cure meant wasn’t the same as they assumed from Kletter. That woman didn’t exactly expound on what to expect from the Cure or the Godhead. “I believe you . . .” Isaac said softly.

      Ximena looked at him, eyebrows raised. “You do?”

      He nodded. “If this isn’t a Cure for us, maybe it’s a Cure for the Godhead and their people, I don’t know. But what’s in this vial is obviously more important than life to them, and Professor Morgan would crawl on her hands and knees to get it back. I do know that.”

      Jackie scoffed and turned away from him, for some reason reminding him of Sadina whenever he’d take Trish’s side. But he didn’t want to pick sides in all this. He just wanted to be honest and get honesty back.

      “Come on . . . Jackie . . .” Isaac needed her to know that he understood her, too. He wanted peace more than anything right then.

      “Isaac . . .” Jackie said, but kept her back turned to the group.

      He walked up to her and braced himself for anger or tears . . . but Jackie’s face didn’t show any emotion. It was completely blank.

      “What?” Isaac asked. “What’s wrong?” But no words came in reply. She only pointed northeast. Isaac looked, then squinted. Just above the tree line floated puffs and whirls of faint smoke, trailing higher and higher into the sky. Someone else, not very far from them at all, had started their own fire for the night.
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      The smell of burnt flesh rose into the Alaskan air along with the ashes of St. Petersburg. Madness. Death. Ashes. One of the only smells that had seared itself into Goddess Alexandra Romanov’s permanent memory was the burning of bodies from all those years ago in Crank Palace. A smell she could conjure at any moment in time, although she never wanted to, of course. She tried to focus on the sacred digits, but charred death made it difficult. Death and rebirth. Birth and death. The cycle continued, but now the Goddess had something the Evolution could have only ever dreamed of.

      Dearest Sadina, Grandniece of Newt.

      “I’m sorry about your city, Goddess,” dear Sadina said. So sweet. So innocent. So simple. So easily converted.

      “Oh, the city will be rebuilt.” Alexandra looked over her shoulder at the charnel as they walked south with the rest of the group. “You will help with that.” She lifted Sadina’s small hand into her own and patted the top of it three times.

      The girl named Trish spoke. Sadina’s girlfriend. “We came to help, but I don’t know if we can rebuild a whole city. There’s a special group on our island who do the building, and let’s just say we didn’t qualify.”

      “I meant metaphorically . . .” The Goddess paused, trying to think of how she could possibly explain everything that needed to be explained. “You’ll help more than you know.”

      She faked a smile at Trish. The world would soon return to its rightful Evolution. Sometimes moving forward meant needing to first take a few steps back. That was all the war was. A death before a fiery rebirth of sacred Evolution more powerful and advanced than even the Godhead knew it could be.

      Red flashed in Alexandra’s vision so bright that she stumbled and winced.

      “Goddess?” the boy without a weapon asked. “Do you need to stop for a minute?” The others turned around.

      Sadina grabbed Alexandra’s arm, helping her balance. “Thank you,” Alexandra said as she looked at Sadina, but a red static covered the girl. Alexandra pinched the bridge of her nose, hard. “I think I’m just a little dizzy from everything.”

      “We can stop and give you a minute to collect yourself,” the one with Orange hair said.

      “No, no. On with it. We must go.” Alexandra ignored their stares and continued walking. “Yes. On with it.” She felt an unrecognizable sadness come over her. No war could ruin the fact that Alaska was home to the Maze, and it would still be the home of the Cure. Her vision of Evolution would continue because it must.

      “Are we sure we put down the anchor when we landed?” the older woman asked. “I think it might have floated away . . .”

      Alexandra didn’t care much for the one they called Roxy. She reminded her of the withered Pilgrim who’d turned on her. Although closer to Alexandra’s age than the younger ones, she looked ancient. Not everyone had the Godhead’s DNA.

      “We’re close. It’s right up here, around the curve of this coast.” The boy with the gun spoke. He wore the same uniform as the soldiers who’d shot arrows at Flint, the ones who’d killed her precious servant. “We’re not going to miss it.”

      Alexandra couldn’t rid herself of the scenes of horror from her mind and the taste of crumbling buildings from her throat. She coughed just thinking about the city of Gods turning to dust. “Good. We need to get out of here.” And just as the smell of burnt flesh reminded her of the Flare Pits, a squealing noise began to seep into the smoke-filled air and reminded her of the screams in Crank Palace.

      The screams of those past The Gone.

      “What is that, a war-coyote?” the smaller girl asked.

      “Sounds more like a pig,” Trish added. The islanders knew nothing of the Alaskan shore or the animals and the death it carried before the war, but as soon as the child said the word pig, Alexandra knew exactly where the noise came from. Was it unlikely? Yes. Impossible? No.

      She had unfinished business to attend to.

      “Go on ahead, I have to take care of something.”

      Alexandra excused herself, began to turn away. But the group stopped walking and looked at her as if they were capable of doing nothing without her expert guidance and directives. “Go ahead. I need a moment.” She waved them off. Very used to dismissing her Evolutionary Guard, she was also used to them listening to her. “Go on ahead,” she said again more forcefully.

      They just stood there looking at each other.

      “But you just had a dizzy spell,” Sadina said. “I’ll go with you.”

      “No,” the soldier snapped. “You stay here, Sadina. I’ll go with her.” He stepped forward.

      The Goddess took a deep breath and tried to relax all the muscles in her face. Time for a little lie. “If you must know, I need to relieve myself.”

      “Then I’ll go with you,” the soldier with orange hair said. “I’ll just be⁠—”

      “Absolutely not.” Alexandra used all the power of her training in her voice. She’d sooner trust the old hag they called Roxy than depend on either of the two soldiers with the same clothing as those who killed her guards. Flint may have been a useless tool but he was her useless tool. Clearing her throat, she said “Like you mentioned, I’ll see it along the coast, can’t miss it.” She forced a smile. “Please. I just need a private moment to myself. And who knows, maybe I’ll get lucky and witness a Hollowing from the sounds of it.”

      “She’s a grown Godhead, for crying out loud. She can handle it.” Roxy nodded and shooed the children off. “We’ll see you at the ship.” The ancient hag waved.

      “Thank you.” Alexandra touched the palms of her hands together. Too easy.

      The soldiers shrugged but listened to Roxy and continued on. Alexandra watched over her shoulder until the group of teenagers and Roxy disappeared along the bend of the coast. The Goddess continued inland, following the direction of the squeals.

      Did it sound like a pig?

      Yes. Yes, it did.

      The most human pig she’d ever known.
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          Second-Sight
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      Soldiers decided their trust in two ways:

      By someone’s character, and their competence.

      And Alexandra had already proven to have neither. “I don’t trust her.” Minho looked over his shoulder to Orange after he watched the shape of Alexandra’s cloak disappear into the woods. Minho knew enough to identify a liar in his opponent, and the way she squinted when she said the word Hollowing was suspicious. “A Godhead, someone of the highest order, would never walk into a brutal ‘carving and gutting of a human’ alone. They always had guards. Tons of them. . . .” The Remnant Nation’s Orphan soldiers were taught just as much about the Evolutionary Guards and how to circumvent them as they were taught about the Godhead. “I bet she never even saw a Hollowing.”

      “Claims she did.”

      “She’s lying. She’s going to get a weapon or something.” Minho adjusted the gun strap on his shoulder.

      Dominic scoffed. “She doesn’t look like she even feeds herself, let alone ever handled a weapon.”

      “Funny. I thought the same about you when we first met.” Minho lightly punched the kid. “I’ll be back in a few.” He motioned a hand signal to Orange that meant he’d meet her at the rendezvous—the Maze Cutter. Orange kept one hand on her weapon and nodded.

      Orphans. Always on the ready.

      “No, no, wait a minute here.” Roxy held her palm out to Minho. “We should really stick together. There’s explosions over there and who knows how many half-Cranks might be left in the woods.” She shook her head. “I’m not letting you out of my sight. I can’t lose you.” Then she looked at the others. “Not any of you.”

      Minho felt something weigh upon him, heavier than all the steel arm and ankle training-weights from the Remnant Nation put together. He felt the fear in Roxy’s eyes. Scared of losing him. He never had someone he wanted to do right by before, but he sure as hell wanted to do right by Roxy. “I’ve got to go alone. I promise I’ll be back. Soldiers promise. I’ve got to see what it is she’s⁠—”

      “Why don’t you trust her?” Sadina asked, never sounding more naive. “We came here to find the Godhead. Well, she’s it.”

      Minho came for a different reason, unbeknownst to the others: he wanted to join the Godhead . . . but not anymore. Definitely not anymore. “A Godhead wearing a Pilgrim’s cloak.”

      “So?” Sadina countered. “It’s colder up here, they have cloaks. Big deal.”

      “So, she’s either a Pilgrim who’s deceiving us, or she’s a Godhead who’s deceiving her people.” Minho motioned back to St. Petersburg and the black smoke trailing in the air. “If a Godhead is so powerful, where are the other members and why is she out here trying to escape her city like a coward? Any true Godhead would stand with their people. They would stand with their city.” He didn’t know how else to say it, but either way, Alexandra Romanov wasn’t a good person. He trusted his gut.

      Miyoko suddenly spoked up. “What does the cloak matter? You’re wearing the clothes of a Remnant Soldier, so maybe we shouldn’t trust you!” She pointed at Minho’s and Orange’s uniform.

      Minho had never really felt like he belonged in the Remnant Nation. Even as an orphan, he knew he’d rather die alone than die standing beside them in battle. Every bite of gunfire and explosion echoing in the distance of Alaska, north of where they stood, felt like a hammer in his chest. “It matters,” was all he could say. He wouldn’t waste time explaining all these things to Miyoko or anyone else. All those years training to be a soldier taught him how to kill, how to fight in battle, how to die honorably . . . but he left the walls of the Remnant Nation so he could learn how to live.

      “Listen,” Orange said, and with that one word Minho knew what would come next. Anytime the Grief Bearers wanted to sell their lies as truth or their disappointment as opportunity, they’d start by saying listen. “We left the Remnant Nation because we believe in the Godhead. We didn’t want to kill her like the others. We’re on your side.” Lies, of course. But Orange calmed things down, and Minho could have left it at that. Probably should have.

      But he didn’t want to lie and manipulate the first friends he ever had. He had to say it . . .  “Maybe she’s not the Godhead. Maybe she’s just some crazy woman who we found living on the outskirts of the city . . .”

      Orange gave Minho a cringed look of exhaustion.

      Everyone got quiet.

      Sadina took a step back and held her heart as if Minho had just pushed a knife right into her chest. Did she really believe this much in the Godhead? Had they been brainwashed?

      She proceeded to let Minho have it. “We didn’t leave our homes, get kidnapped after watching Kletter’s throat get slit, get separated from Isaac, my mom, and Old Man Frypan to listen to you complain about what the Godhead is wearing. We left our homes, our loved ones, to come here and try to do what we can to help those we can, and if what you came here for is different—then go do whatever it is you came here for. Go fight the Godhead and the city with the rest of your people and die in those flames for all I care—but don’t mess up the good we’re trying to do to help find a Cure.”

      She turned swiftly away and continued walking down the coast toward the Maze Cutter. Trish, Miyoko, and Dominic—he with a whatcha gonna do shrug—followed in support, but Roxy waited behind for Minho.

      As they stormed off to the Maze Cutter, it had definitely become clear that something about Sadina had changed from the moment they anchored the ship in Alaska. Desperation and death. With every half-Crank they had killed, their perceptions had changed. Minho knew the human-looking things, chained together, were probably the first real threat the islanders had ever seen, let alone had to kill with their own hands. He brushed off Sadina’s dramatic exit. Every time he’d had to kill a trespasser back in the Remnant Nation, he felt like he had to prove something afterward—that he didn’t kill for nothing.

      “Come on.” Roxy waited.

      Minho shook his head and looked back to the woods where the Pilgrim cloak disappeared. “I’ll catch up to you.”

      “No, no. I’m not having that.” Roxy pleaded, “The only thing in those woods is danger, and I cannot lose you. Who cares about the Godhead, if she’s the Godhead or not. Let her go. If she comes back, we’ll deal with it all then.” She took two steps and then another toward the Maze Cutter. “Come on, son.”

      The Godhead who Minho refused to call a Godhead, or a God, or a Goddess, traveled into the woods alone for a reason . . . and Minho needed to find out why. “I’m sorry.” He knew it would disappoint Roxy terribly, but he needed to know.

      “I’ll come back, soldier’s promise.”
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      “Come on, we’ve got to see who it is.” Jackie locked eyes with Isaac, and he knew what that look meant. Hope. He couldn’t say it out loud but he knew exactly what his friend was thinking. What if something happened to the Maze Cutter and the others never made it to Alaska? What if around that fire up ahead sat Minho, Orange, Sadina, Trish, Miyoko, and Dominic? Hope needed every question and every curiosity answered, or hope would only multiply itself before turning into what ifs.

      Isaac nodded to Jackie. Sometimes hope is what made you take the next step.

      The smoke rising up into the sky wasn’t far from where they stood. “You both can stay here.” Isaac turned to Ximena and Old Man Frypan, still parked on the log. “Jackie and I can reach there before it gets too dark and come back to you.”

      But Frypan leaned hard on his walking stick and stood up. “Can’t sit here just stirring on it. I’ll go with you. They were all in agreement . . . except for Ximena.

      “You’re kidding, right?” Ximena asked, then mumbled something else that Isaac didn’t catch.

      “What?” Isaac asked.

      “La verdad quedará enterrada. Extraños nos enterraran. The truth will remain buried and strangers will put us in the ground.” She said it with so much confidence that Isaac felt dumb for wondering what it meant.

      “Strangers will put us in the ground?” he repeated.

      “Just say what you’re trying to say!” Jackie shouted at Ximena. “We don’t know every last one of your stupid Village riddles!”

      Isaac stood between the two in case another fight broke out.

      “Second-sight . . .” Ximena sighed. “Your elders didn’t teach you?” She looked to Old Man Frypan as if he were responsible for everything they did and didn’t know. And in a way, he was.

      “We taught them well . . .” Frypan cleared his throat. “They’re good kids.”

      “Yeah,” Isaac said defensively. “We may not have the same history as your Village, and we’re not going to know all the same things, but I bet there’re things the Gladers of Old taught us that you don’t know.”

      Isaac had heard every legend of the Gladers of Old, how they had their memories wiped and were left to learn everything all over again in the Glade. There were a few times Isaac wished his memory could be erased, but that was before he found the forge. Forging gave him steps to remember, things to learn, a reason to have memories again. He imagined that’s what the surviving Gladers who established the island communities went through as well, all those years ago after their nightmare ended. And whether Ximena thought so or not, the islanders knew things—Most important of all, they knew how to survive.

      He tried to sound conciliatory. “Look, there’s a chance the fire up ahead could be our friends, that maybe they never made it
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