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  Prologue

Snaefellsnes Peninsula, Iceland


Benedikt tossed the empty bottle of Brennivín onto the passenger seat and stared at the large rainbow in front of his windshield as the road bent to the east. The colors grew deeper and richer, dripping as if from a faucet into the Atlantic Ocean until, as suddenly as they appeared, they began to fade. He changed lanes with a grunt. The damn rainbow had been following him the entire trip toward Reykjavík, playing hide-and-seek with the sun and rain. 
He reached for the paper bowl balanced between his legs and brought it to his mouth. The meat soup was already cold, but he slurped the rest of it anyway before crumpling the paper and throwing it out the window. He wiped his arm across his face, unwedging a piece of carrot, which he plucked from his wiry beard and popped down his throat. Not the most memorable of last meals, but it would have to do.
A spattering of sheep came into view as he passed the exit toward Reykjavík and continued east. The animals appeared unbothered by yet another burst of driving rain that would no doubt end as quickly as it began—followed by another rainbow and then another. Benedikt hated Iceland in the fall.
A few more cars joined him on the road, and he took a shortcut through the lava fields—or maybe it was a long cut, he couldn’t remember. What he did know was that he could steer clear of most tourists this way, except for the intrepid ones. He thought of the two college students from Berlin who had fallen into Gullfoss Waterfall two summers ago, bringing home a broken vertebra and head injury as souvenirs in addition to their T-shirts. Idiots.
The pages of his notebook on the passenger seat flapped in the breeze, and he tucked it underneath his folded raincoat. The sun was shining brightly again, the blue sky intruding on his mood, but at least the rainbows had gotten tired of him, and he was able to drive the rest of the way without seeing another rear its brightly colored head.
When he reached Thingvellir National Park, he pulled off the road, the grumble of the parking lot gravel beneath his tires like the whir of an airplane jet . . .
Damn, forgot to call in sick.
What did it matter? With the state of the economy, there were dozens of men and women waiting for his shitty minimum-wage airport job, a fast track to nowhere. They could have it. A monkey could do what he did for a living. Maybe one day a monkey would.
He parked the car and pulled the notebook toward him, the cover etched with the logos of rock bands he had never heard of, a feeble attempt to impress the cool kids in compulsory school. What a waste of time. He should have thrown it out years ago. He flipped it open to a blank white page more blinding than the sun, which was beginning to set on the horizon. How appropriate. He picked up a pen from the center console and pressed its point to the page, but the words jumbled in his brain. He was never much good at writing. He was never much good at anything. He shook his head hard, as if the very motion would jiggle the words into place, but it only managed to make him dizzy. He began to write anyway.
Dear World,
I guess this is goodbye.
He paused to figure out what else to say. Perhaps he should have done some research into famous quotes or put more thought into this. After a few minutes of nothing coming to him, he looked down at his notebook and realized he had doodled the head of a puppy at the top of the paper. He looked at his hands, calloused from all the luggage handles that had passed through them. Drawing was the only thing his father had ever taught him how to do. Not fish. Not farm. Just draw. And not even well. One of the puppy’s ears was longer than the other. A broken puppy for a broken man. No wonder he was flat broke. Not much call for a puppy artist these days.
He scribbled it out and considered starting a new sheet of paper but didn’t feel like rewriting what he’d already written, so he continued.
I never expected much from you, which was more than you gave me. I’m sure no one will miss me. There’s no one left to.
His mind drifted to Fanney Grímsdóttir and the way her pigtails bounced from side to side as she walked to school. Boy, had he wanted to get inside that one. He had heard that Fanney married a man from America and was now living on a dude ranch in a place called Idaho. He had looked for it once on a map.
Raindrops appeared on his windshield again, and he was reminded of all the T-shirts hanging in the tourist traps of Reykjavík: If you don’t like the weather in Iceland, wait five minutes.
If they didn’t like the weather in Iceland, Benedikt thought, they should stay home in their own country. He never saw the point of international travel. Mustn’t everywhere look the same? Sky. Ground. Bad drivers. Shopping malls. Plus, wherever you went, there you were. There was no escape.
He clicked on his windshield wipers, which thumped as he continued to write:
I don’t even know why I’m writing this letter, which will probably get wet and smudged in the damn rain.
Perhaps killing himself would have been better planned for summer, when a tourist could stumble upon a perfectly dry suicide note.
Sincerely,
Benedikt Rafnkelsson
He leaned back in his seat and reread the words before setting the notebook and pen down. He turned off the ignition, his wipers stopping mid-wipe, looking like hands on a broken clock. What had his mother always said? Even a broken clock was right twice a day.
He grunted again and tossed his keys into the well of the backseat. If someone were going to steal his car—although the thought was laughable with Iceland’s low crime rates—Benedikt was going to make them at least work for it.
He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and checked on the Instagram post he had made earlier that day, a selfie in his apartment. Still no likes, even with all the hashtags. It was all bullshit. You had to be a celebrity to get any attention, or do something so ridiculously stupid or racist, to have anyone pay you any mind. He quickly took a photo of his suicide note, posted it with the caption Why bother, and tossed his cell phone out the window.
The sky was growing darker, the raindrops leaving larger splats on his windshield. Another downpour was imminent. Benedikt reached into the glove compartment, where the pistol he bought with what was left in his bank account lay on its side. He grabbed it and placed it into the pocket of his raincoat, which he pulled over his arms and buttoned. Then he ripped out the page from his notebook, folded it, and stuck that into his pocket, too, and opened the car door.
The gravel was already turning to mud, making the walk toward the rocks tedious. It would have been far easier to do the deed in his shitty apartment—and far drier, too, he thought, pulling up the collar of his raincoat—but that was the last place he wanted to die. It was bad enough he had to live there, the dump.
Plus, Thingvellir was the only place that held a semi-happy childhood memory. It was the place where his asshole of a father had fallen to his death in a drunken stupor when Benedikt was barely a teenager and was the only time his family had ever made the local newspaper. Dying there would carry on the family tradition. He felt for his gun in his pocket. There would be no jumping today; there was no reason to risk breaking his vertebrae and living to tell the tale. A gunshot to the head would make sure Benedikt went quickly—albeit not so gently—into that good night. 
He avoided the metal staircase that had been built for clumsy, litigious tourists and walked along the jagged rocks instead. The rain was making the path slippery and his journey more time-consuming than he had hoped, and the sharp edges were slicing through his old shoes and hurting his feet. Figures. Trying to die was proving to be just as difficult as trying to live.
The only bright spot so far was that not a single tourist was in sight. Had it been summer, Thingvellir’s parking lot would have been filled with buses the size of submarines, and down below, Silfra would be overrun with scuba divers. How many tourists had Benedikt overheard through the years rave that swimming there had been nothing short of transformative? He gazed at the crystal-clear water of Thingvallavatn Lake, where Silfra’s rift carved the boundary between the North American and Eurasian tectonic plates. Transformative, huh? From up here, it just looked fucking cold.
Legend had it that Thingvellir once was a drowning pool for women, who were tied up in a sack, pushed out, and held under water not far from where Benedikt was standing. He had a feeling the place wasn’t too transformative for them either.
He reached into his pocket, grabbed his pistol, and checked the barrel. One bullet. That’s all he needed. Well, that’s all he could afford, but no need to focus on the negative. He took off his raincoat and dropped it in a heap on the rocks like a pile of shed skin. He wondered who would stumble upon the note in his pocket, or if anyone would even find it, and what they would do with it. Perhaps he should have left it in the car, with the keys. They’d probably wonder why a guy who wanted to die so badly bothered to walk all this way when he could have just offed himself in the car. Maybe he should have written an explanation in the suicide note about his family legacy. Fuck them. They could look it up.
He stepped forward, getting as close as he could to the cliff, and placed the barrel of the gun to his temple.
Here goes nothing, he thought.
His hesitation surprised him.
The rain stopped again, and the thought of another rainbow popping up was enough to make him pull the trigger, but instead his thoughts began to swirl: images of Fanney, of his boss’s ugly face, of his mother letting him try fermented shark for the first time as a child at the dinner table. If Benedikt had known then that fermented shark would be a delicacy he would never be able to afford again, he wouldn’t have spit it out onto the floor.
The pistol grew heavy in his hand.
What the hell was taking so long?
His damn mother. There she was again in his mind’s eye, this time not as a young, vibrant woman but in her sickbed, her skin as thin and white as crepe paper. How many days had she lain there wasting away while he sat at the pub? Or lay in a brothel? Or was anywhere else so he didn’t have to hear or see or smell her?
Bennie, can you lower the TV?
Bennie, can you close the window?
Bennie, can you pick up my medicine?
It was always something.
In the distance, the full moon was bright and looking oppressive and judgmental. He glanced away and focused on Iceland’s famous waterfalls, which were glistening in the setting sun across from the new cell tower, which looked about as misplaced as a phone booth in a desert. Benedikt remembered how vigorously the local farm owners had protested its erection. Little did they know they were fighting a losing battle; worries about brain cancer were no match for quicker internet access to porn.
C’mon, Bennie, let’s make it snappy. 
His mother was back, this time standing at the front door of his childhood home waiting to take him to school. She liked using those American phrases that she picked up from old sitcoms—like make it snappy or burn rubber—which made her feel fluent and worldly, although the television screen was about as far as her travels had ever taken her.
He shook his head and she vanished, thank God, but in her place appeared beautiful Mrs. Jónsson from his playschool days. Even though her appearance was coming at an inopportune time, Benedikt could look at that ample bosom all day.
“Try a little harder to play nice with the other kids, Benedikt,” she'd said in her gentle tone. “I’m sure you’ll see that they’ll want to play with you too.”
Benedikt knew even then that that was a crock of shit. The smart kids made fun of him. The rich kids made fun of him. No amount of nice was going to change that.
“Why do you have to be so angry all the time?” Fanney had asked. It was the day of their school pictures, and her pigtails had been brushed out and pulled back from her face with two bright pink hair clips. “You’ll make an awful husband,” she'd said, like he would ever sign up for that slavery voluntarily. Living alone was one of the few things that Benedikt seemed to do right.
Fanney was correct about one thing, though. He was angry, but could anyone blame him? In the game of life, he had drawn the short straw. Sickly as a child. Learning disabilities as a student. A mother who would rather stare at herself in the mirror than give him the time of day. A father who, when he wasn’t piss-drunk, was recovering from being piss-drunk. And then after his father died things just got worse: A crappy job to support his widowed, unskilled mother whose beauty couldn’t pay the bills or save her from lung cancer. Years spent driving to work with a gas-guzzling, decades-old shitbox. The university kids, so smug with their textbooks and monogrammed shirts, eyeing the grease and grime on his work shirt. Benedikt’s airport wardrobe had come from a runway, too, just not the one with anorexic celebrities sitting stageside.
The gun shook in his hand.
He pushed down that little voice that was bubbling up inside, the one that was saying that maybe Mrs. Jónsson was right. Maybe he could have tried a little harder. In his studies. With his fellow students. With his mother. Maybe somewhere in the span of his twenty-five years on the planet he could have tried to redeem a life that had been mostly thrown away. He gazed down into the waters of Silfra. Maybe this place really was transformative.
He shook his head. He knew better than that. That wasn’t the way it worked. The haves had. The have-nots never would. If you weren’t a social media influencer at the age of twelve, you might as well resign yourself to a life of bank fees and obscurity. It was too late for him. People his age were already entrenched in their lives—marriage, children, careers, money invested for them by mommy and daddy. When Benedikt looked to the future, all he saw was a dead end, not a blank check. He tightened his forefinger inside the trigger guard of his gun, closed his eyes, and . . .
BOOM!
The sound knocked Benedikt off his feet. Mostly because it didn’t come from his gun.
Before he realized what was happening, he was lifted up, the ground rushing past him, and landing hard on a stretch of rock, his shoulders and hips scraping against the earth. He rolled and rolled, and when he came to a stop, he pulled himself into a ball, covering his head as rocks and dirt swirled around him.
What was happening?!
When it quieted, Benedikt opened his eyes and looked around. He was surprised to find that he was a good distance from where he had been standing before. Maybe fifty yards or so. He looked for his car. It, too, had moved; it was on its side and across the road.
His ears were ringing, and he shook his head to rid himself of the noise but realized it was coming from outside, like the buzzing of a distant bee. He looked for his pistol, which he didn’t remember dropping. It was nowhere in sight.
Slowly, he stood up, putting his arms out like a tightrope walker, in case the earth decided to move again. There was more noise now: sirens, screams, howls coming from afar, but he was still alone, as before.
Had it been an earthquake?
A volcanic eruption?
Rocks continued to drop from the peaks of the nearby formations, plunging somewhere below. Something had happened, but what? Across the lake, the cell tower was gone.
He glanced at the sky. And so was the moon . . .
Impossible, he thought, frantically searching above, thinking it must be shielded by a cloud, but everywhere else was clear and calm, the stars awake, the aurora borealis blazing its familiar faint green path of light.
His shoulders and sides ached. He lifted his shirt. It was difficult to see in the waning sunlight, but he thought there was blood. And that damn buzzing noise—it was getting louder and louder.
And there was something else.
His head was spinning, like a bout of vertigo.
Benedikt squinted his eyes again, looking past where the cell tower had stood. Instinctively, he got down on the ground, grabbing handfuls of earth because the horizon was . . . moving. Shifting from side to side like a seesaw or a spinning penny coming to a rest. And the noise. He could place the sound now. A rush of water.
It was coming from the edge of the cliff. From the lake below. What is that? Slowly, he crept on all fours as a swift breeze blew, making the scratches on his skin tingle. When he got to the edge, he tightened his grip on the dirt, which caked up in his hands, and peered down at the lake.
Adrenaline shot through him.
The water was rising.
Quickly.
He turned to run, but Thingvallavatn Lake spilled onto the cliff’s edge with the force of a river. Benedikt tumbled backward with the current, clawing at the ground and managing to grab onto a small boulder. He pulled himself onto a higher set of rocks as the water rushed downhill toward the parking lot and converged with more water that seemed to appear from nowhere, filling up the area like a basin.
It was difficult to see now. And quiet, the water muting whatever other sound there was. Benedikt looked around. There was nowhere to go. But up.
Something caught his eye at the top of a nearby cliff, a muted light embedded inside a curvature of rock.
“Hello,” he called. “Is someone there?” He pulled himself up as the water continued to rise, filling in every nook and cranny below him. Benedikt clambered higher, digging his fingers into whatever gaps he could find, keeping his eyes on that light, which seemed to gain more definition the higher he climbed.
“Hello!” he shouted. Was it a mirage? His mind playing tricks on him? The Brennevin kicking in?
The sky was black now. What he would give to see another damn rainbow.
Just let go, a voice inside him said. Hadn’t that been why he had come to Thingvellir? To die? He thought of the cold, unseen water filling his throat and lungs, as it had done to those bound and doomed women long ago—the painful, slow, asphyxiating death.
He kept climbing.
It was raining now, or so Benedikt thought, since it was too dark to see. He stumbled toward the light from above, feeling heavy and waterlogged, until he finally reached the top of the rock formation, which was shaped like an arch connected by two large, craggy pillars. Between them was a mass of white air swirling in place, like a billowing lace curtain.
He blinked his eyes, the wet dirt in his eyelashes making his lids stick together. He held up his hand as if to touch the light, and a surprising warmth grazed his fingers like a handshake.
Benedikt looked down at the water churning below but there was nothing to see.
And there was nowhere left to climb.
He took a deep breath and, as the water broke the surface of the rocks at his feet, he closed his eyes and stepped between the pillars into the warm, white light.
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  Chapter 1


Grady struggled to breathe but focused on the path ahead. 
One foot in front of the other.
Concentrate.
In through the nose, out through the mouth.
Don’t swing your arms so much.
It was clear to him that his body wasn’t meant to run. He could feel it in his joints—the way his big frame worked against the quickness of his legs. He was the slowest twenty-one-year-old he knew.
Still, he was in the lead, which was rare, and the river was only a few yards ahead. He dug deep and leaped into the air, hoping to defy gravity as well as his expectations, but his back foot caught on something, and he fell as Kenny ran past him into the reeds, which seemed to bend in reverence.
“Beat you again, big brother,” Kenny said, kicking water onto Grady’s head. “Although I thought you had me for a minute.” He checked his watch. “Wasn’t my personal best, but my head probably isn’t in the game. Makes sense, right? Big day.”
“Yeah, big day.” Grady sat up to catch his breath. He searched the muddy ground and saw the culprit that had caused him to trip: a discarded cardboard box that was sticking halfway out of the mud. He plucked it out of the dirt and threw it into the reeds. That was the third time he had tripped over something—a twig, a rock, his own feet—this month. He wiggled his big toe on his left foot, which he could see under the frayed fabric of his sneakers. “It’s these damn shoes. Your hand-me-ups.”
“Right. . . . This time, it’s the sneakers. Last time, it was the glare of the sunlight off the water. And the time before that—”
“Yeah, yeah. I got it. You won. Again.”
Grady sounded more annoyed than he was. Kenny was supposed to win. That was the point, but somewhere deep inside, Grady always thought he might have a chance. He was wrong about that. Like he was wrong in a lot of ways. He stood up, wiped some mud from his jeans, and began walking upstream as Kenny caught up to him.
“You start too fast, bro,” Kenny said. “Reserve some of your energy at the beginning, and you’ll have some in the end. If you fire on all cylinders from the get-go, you’ll run out of steam. You gotta remember that. I’m not going to be around anymore to train with.”
“This isn’t training for me, little brother. Once you’ve gone, I expect to retire my old sneakers and get very fat.”
“Too bad I won’t be around to see that.” Kenny gave Grady a playful punch to the shoulder. Grady didn’t want to think about Kenny leaving. He had been thinking about that practically since Kenny had been born.
They walked toward Clancy Bridge, named for a long-ago mayor who served before the Shift. The rotted planks bent under their weight. Grady tried to imagine what life had been like when things were built to accommodate life on earth instead of escaping it.
When they got to the other side, where the path forked, Grady stopped.
“Going to meet Janey?” Kenny asked, punching Grady again in the arm.
“Maybe I shouldn’t,” Grady said. “It’s your last day.”
“Go, it’s fine. You’ve seen enough of me these past few months. Enough to last a lifetime.” He smiled ruefully. “Anyway, we have the whole rest of the day after the Assembly to say goodbye. Go see your woman.”
Grady’s woman. Kenny always called Janey that. He had a feeling it was because Janey was ten years older than Grady, or maybe it was because that was how their father liked to refer to their mother, as his woman. Whatever the reason, the term always made Grady uncomfortable. “Okay, I won’t be long. I’ll catch up to you.”
“The hell you will!” Kenny stuck out his tongue. “You run like shit!” He laughed and darted into the woods with a wave of his hand. Grady watched his little brother disappear among the trees. It would be the last time he’d watch Kenny run home. Or anywhere.

      [image: image-placeholder]By the time Grady reached Casper’s Hill, also named for a pre-Shift public servant, he barely recognized his favorite oak tree. Only a few years ago, it had stood royally at the crest of the hill, its long, green branches large and majestic. Now they sagged and littered the ground. 
“Grady, is that you?” Janey called. She was sitting to the left of the tree trunk, in her usual spot, her hand shielding her eyes from the morning sun, her head leaning against the rough bark.
“Yeah,” Grady said. He picked up one of the branches and inspected it. It seemed to be rotting from the inside.
“It’s sad, isn’t it?” Janey said. “Not long ago, that branch in your hand was providing shade. It had a purpose.”
Grady picked up two other branches from the ground, bunched them together in his hand, and held them out to Janey. “Now they’re a bouquet. That’s their purpose.”
She smiled sweetly, took them, and placed them next to her, and then patted the ground. “Come.”
As Grady sat down, Janey eyed the mud on his jeans. “Lost the race again, I see. Badly,” she said with a giggle.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” Grady said, pulling at a piece of bark.
She smiled and looked into the sky, which was clear with only a sprinkling of clouds. “It’s so hot already. And it’s not even eight o’clock.” She touched his cheek and then the corners of his eyes, her hands dry but cool. “I missed you,” she said.
“Me too,” he said, but he wasn’t sure if he had. Perhaps he had been too focused on the thought of missing Kenny to miss anyone else.
“You okay?” she asked. “I know with the Assembly today, it’s just . . .”
“Do you mind if we don’t talk about that either?” He picked up a rock and threw it at one of the rotting branches above him. The rock caught the center of the branch and skidded off, revealing a smooth veneer of light wood. Grady picked up another rock, a smaller one with sharp edges, and threw it at the branch. The rock spun like a propeller blade, hitting it in the same spot.
“Do you ever miss?” Janey asked.
“You pick up some skills when you’re wandering through empty streets alone during a pandemic,” Grady said.
She took his hand. “Well, you’re not alone now.”
Voices wafted up the downward slope behind them, and the tanned, muscular body of Phinneas Taylor stepped out from the tall blades of grass.
“Well, look who it is,” Phinneas said with a smirk, his eyes jumping from Janey to Grady. “Dumb and dumber.”
“Move along, Phinneas,” Grady said.
There was more rustling, and another boy whom Grady didn’t recognize came out of the grass. He looked to be around the same age as Phinneas, eighteen, was just as athletic, and judging by the look of superiority on his face, Grady guessed he was a Coastie.
“Not surprised to find you hiding out here, Grady.” Phinneas folded his arms and glanced at the kid next to him. “If I didn’t make the cut for the Candidate program and my little brother did, I wouldn’t want to show my face in public either.”
Grady wasn’t in the mood. “I said move along.”
“Why don’t you make me?” Phinneas said.
Grady was about to stand, but Janey reached for his arm. “Grady, don’t. He’s not worth it.”
“Yeah, Grady, listen to your girlfriend.” Phinneas shielded his face from the sun with his hand, the gold watch on his wrist glinting. “I mean, I wouldn’t mind kickin’ your ass, but I want to look nice for my big day. The future is in my hands, you know . . .” He and his nameless friend snickered. “Don’t worry, I’m sure they’ll find something useful for you to do here when we’re all gone—I mean, somebody has to work at the bowling alley.” He high-fived the kid next to him who didn’t seem to know what was going on, but smiled, clearly deciding that he was on the right side of things.
A fire burned in the pit of Grady’s stomach, and he was about to charge in Phinneas’s direction when Janey rested her hand on the center of his chest. “Don’t take the bait,” she whispered. “You know what happens if you get mixed up with a Candidate. You don’t want to risk not being at the Assembly for your brother. Phinneas is trying to rile you up.”
He knew she was right. He took a deep breath, wondering if whether just one good shot to Phinneas’s face would be worth it.
“Now, not too close, you two . . .” Phinneas said, flicking his blond bangs to the side. “Wouldn’t want to have to call the cops.” He looked at Janey. “Wait, can you even have kids anymore?” He laughed again as he started to walk down the opposite side of the hill, his chest out like an orangutan.
For eighteen years, Candidates like Phinneas had been coddled and given all the breaks, the ground sprinkled with rose petals wherever they walked. Grady knew that when you heard enough times how special you were, you began to believe it. He knew the opposite was true too.
“See you at the Assembly,” Phinneas called without turning back, his friend walking in step with him. “I’ll wave to you from the stage.”
As the two boys disappeared, Janey said, “That’s one kid I won’t be sad to see go.”
“Tell me about it.”
“I can’t wait until the whole thing is over, to be honest,” she said. “I know the Assembly is supposed to celebrate the best in people, but it only seems to bring out the worst—except for Kenny, I mean. Your brother’s a decent kid.”
At the mention of Kenny, Grady could feel tears forming in the corners of his eyes, and he turned his head so Janey didn’t see. She squeezed his arm.
“It doesn’t mean anything, you know, what everyone is saying about the people staying behind. About us.” She reached up and brushed his curly dark bangs from his eyes.
“Yeah, well, it still hurts,” he said, standing up. “I’d better go. Kenny’s waiting for me.”
“Will I see you at work later?” Janey asked.
“I don’t think so. After the Assembly is the Transportation ceremony.”
“Oh, that’s right. Kenny selected you to be his chaperone. That’s nice.” She smiled. “Well, tomorrow then?”
Tomorrow. What would Grady’s life look like tomorrow after Kenny was gone? He nodded. When Janey leaned forward to kiss him goodbye, Grady pretended that he didn’t see and quickly began walking down the hill.
When he looked back, Janey was still sitting there, staring at the tree. Sometimes, she told him, she sat there for hours if the weather wasn’t too warm. For some reason, that made him sad. He imagined Janey, like the tree, slowly rotting from the inside.






  
  Chapter 2


“Ms. Dumaine, it’s almost nine o’clock,” Roheit said. 
Sarah reached under her desk, where she had kicked off her shoes, and twisted them onto her feet. She didn’t know why she was bothering with footwear for a remote cabinet meeting, but she always felt like she ought to be properly dressed when talking with the president of the United States, whether or not he was sitting in the same room.
“I’m almost ready,” Sarah said. “Thanks for the reminder, Roheit. And, please, no interruptions for the next hour.”
“Got it,” her assistant said and gently closed the door.
Sarah pulled her suit jacket from the back of her chair and slipped her arms through the sleeves, lifting her hair over the collar. She surveyed the documents around her and took a deep breath. She knew that she was going to be the first to speak. The secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services always was, and she steeled herself. Recommending that the president reinstate foreign travel restrictions wasn’t going to go over big. She reached for her legal pad where she had written down all her talking points: yes, the numbers are down now, sure, but there was a variant in India that was worrisome. She glanced over the list of pros and cons, her eyes lingering on the cons, the first of which was pandemic fatigue. She sighed. It must have felt like every other day the American people were being told to wear their masks, not wear their masks, travel, not travel, but she couldn’t let people get complacent. It was her job to protect them, whether they liked it or not.
She clicked the electronic invite and was let into the meeting room. She was the second one there. As usual, Mike Glass had logged in first.
“I hear you hit ninety-five percent efficacy with the latest booster.” Glass hoisted his ceramic coffee mug into the air. “Congratulations.”
“Thanks.” She hoped more cabinet members would log on. Glass was nice but a little too chatty.
“How’s Derek?” he asked.
“Fine, fine.”
“The kids?”
“All good.” Where is everyone?
Glass cleared his throat, most likely to begin another line of questioning but another cabinet member popped on, and then another, and soon the screen was filled with talking heads issuing various greetings while slurping from various mugs.
Half of the secretaries looked as if they were working from their home offices—or maybe even their cars. These meetings had gotten a little too casual for Sarah’s taste. There was something to be said for getting dressed and trudging to the office, for making an effort, but if the president didn’t seem to mind, why should she? She adjusted the string of black-and-white pearls around her neck to be sure they were hanging evenly when President Baker appeared, his familiar seal behind him.
“Well, well, the gang’s all here,” he said, as was his custom. “Sarah, would you like to start us off?”
“Certainly, Mr. President.” She kept her update brief and to the point. She knew the president didn’t like to waste any time.
“Do you really think another travel ban is necessary?” asked the vice president when Sarah had finished.
She wasn’t surprised she was getting pushback from Vice President MacMillan, who was thumbing the military badge on his lapel. Always ready for combat.
“I’m afraid so, Mr. Vice President,” she said. “I’m just not liking what I’m seeing. This variant seems to be spreading more easily, and we know how quickly things can change. As you know”—Sarah had learned quickly that those three little words had a way of stroking the vice president’s ego—“some caution and inconvenience now can mean lives saved tomorrow.”
“Thank you, Sarah,” the president said. “If that’s your recommendation, then that’s the way we’ll go. Constance, what’s shaking in the Department of Space Exploration?”
Constance was one of the few friends Sarah had in the cabinet. She sat straight in her seat and began delivering her remarks as Sarah let out a long exhale. That had gone better than expected, although she was sure she’d get an email or two after the meeting. Most of the secretaries tended to avoid confrontation during these calls. Cowards.
Among them, though, Sarah had the most to prove. Her appointment had raised a few eyebrows, including her own. She had been as surprised as anyone when the president asked her to run the nation’s Health and Human Services department last year. After all, they had met only once—at a campaign stop the president made at the university where she served as part-time professor of cognitive and clinical neuropsychology. She thought she had embarrassed herself that day, since she had been the only one to pipe up when he asked how he could make their jobs easier. She didn’t know the question had been rhetorical and ended up giving him a laundry list. It was at that moment that she had decided to give up drinking a glass of wine during lunch.
“You tell it like it is,” he had told her when they met again, and he offered her the job. “I like that.”
“But . . . do I have the credentials?” she had asked. Sarah’s predecessor was a renowned medical researcher and physician with an Ivy League pedigree. She was neither, scraping her way through community college and then state school graduate and doctorate neuropsychology programs. “I’m not a medical doctor.”
“So what?” he had said with his crooked smile that she would come to know so well. “Running this department has just as much to do with people’s mental health as well as their physical health.”
The reasoning sounded good to her at the time, and she’d be lying if she said she didn’t like the idea of sticking it to all those silver spooners who thought the world owed them something. She took the position, thinking she had both something to give and something to prove, but after serving in the role for nearly three months, she had begun to believe that she had been chosen because no one else wanted the job.
Sarah scanned the faces on her screen. She was pretty sure the majority of them thought she was unqualified, but so far there hadn’t been any major catastrophes—the virus numbers were way down, the domestic restrictions had been lifted, and Americans were cruising toward herd immunity once again. And she wanted to keep it that way.
Her phone vibrated, and she glanced at the text message.
Mom, when are you coming home?
Sarah discreetly pulled the phone onto her lap and typed:
Kim, I just got here.
That was another reason Sarah disliked working from home. The kids got used to her being around and somehow forgot to do all the things they knew how to do, like finding something to eat or working the clothes dryer. Her phone vibrated again.
Daddy wants me to pick up Lucas after school.
Sarah smiled and typed:
How dare he.
On her computer screen, the Energy secretary was being grilled by the vice president about something or other. Sarah’s phone vibrated again.
I wanted to stop at the mall. Can I take him with me?
She typed:
Only if you agree to pick up dinner for everyone. Sal’s?
Vibrate.
Done!
Sarah placed the phone on her desk as the president was thanking the Energy secretary for his time. “Next victim,” the president said with his crooked smile. “Let’s see . . . secretary of the Legacy. Will you have the records in time, Dolores?”
“Yes, Mr. President,” said Dolores, whose cleavage seemed to become more revealing at each meeting. “But there’s been another inquiry from Mr. James Davis regarding Future Comm’s process.”
The mention of Future Comm knotted Sarah’s insides. She picked up her phone and texted Colin:
Don’t forget about the Future Comm application. Deadline is this weekend.
She didn’t like pushing the kids, but Colin had been dragging his feet. She looked at the faces on her screen. Most of her colleagues already had children in the Future Comm Candidate program, and those who didn’t had the money to secure a seat on one of the Celestia shuttles. Right now, Sarah had neither.
“Well, I guess that’s everything,” the president said as the other heads on the screen bobbed anxiously, ready to leave the meeting. “Until tomorrow then. And remember, one day at a time. That’s all we can do.” He smiled and then was gone, followed by the others.
Sarah stared at the black computer screen.
One day at a time.
She had spent years counseling college students about the importance of focusing on that very thing. Of living for today rather than tomorrow. Of taking things slow. Of not letting thoughts of the future overwhelm. That was easier said than done.
Luckily, most days, Sarah got so caught up in doing her job and making sure that Americans were better off today than they were yesterday, that she didn’t have time to think about what was to come. And in the post-Shift world, that probably made her better off too.






  
  Chapter 3


The shortcut through the woods offered a respite from the heat and also helped Grady avoid people who were sure to be out and about, drawn by the excitement of the Assembly. Phinneas may have been a jerk, but he wasn’t wrong. Grady knew what folks thought about him and the embarrassment that children like him—the siblings left behind—were causing their parents. It was unsaid, but he could feel it. 
When he reached the tree line and stepped onto the gravel road, crowds of people were already heading toward Main Street and the high school. It was weird to see so many bodies outside without face masks. The alarm bells were sounding inside him: maintain proper social distancing, must keep Kenny safe. He wondered how long it would take those alarm bells to silence once Kenny was gone.
He spotted the women from his mother’s bingo group coming out of the diner, and a few of his father’s poker-playing pals congregating on the corner, all with smiles and hugs. He hadn’t seen any of them in years, since most people over fifty didn’t even bother coming out at all anymore, which proved the Assembly was a big deal. It had been nearly four years since Farmingwood, New York, had been selected for an Assembly, and nowadays people didn’t know if they’d be alive to see the next one. Grady slid between two cars stopped in the middle of the street, their drivers chatting.
All along Main Street, restaurants were adding tables and chairs for additional seating, and microphones were being set up for the requisite musical performances and poetry readings celebrating Farmingwood’s contribution to the future. Grady remembered how the town council had been criticized four years ago for not setting aside enough parking for the day’s festivities, which was probably why this year government workers were out in numbers, directing traffic to commercial parking lots that had been turned into municipal lots, and hanging signs announcing the relaxation of parking ordinances for the day.
Up ahead, the front circular drive of the high school was already cordoned off, with a few official-looking men and women in suits and dresses milling around in the open space. Grady recognized several high school students from Kenny’s classes acting as ushers at the entrance, directing visitors inside, and there were swarms of giddy parents gathering behind the police barricades. Grady wondered if his mother and father were already there.
“Congratulations!” someone called out to him from a passing car, and Grady waved without taking note of who it was. He had become accustomed to people offering well wishes for his family’s good fortune to have a Candidate in the family.
Outside the library, old Mr. Ladouceur was in his usual spot in front of his newspaper kiosk, handing papers to patrons. When he spotted Grady, his smile broadened.
“What a day!” he said, wiping his brow, wisps of gray hair sticking to the top of his glossy forehead. “Nice to have good news for a change, eh? I’ve already sold twenty papers!”
“That’s terrific, Mr. Ladouceur,” Grady said. Ladouceur wasn’t wearing his face mask today, but Grady could see the grooves etched into his withered face from where the straps had stretched for months.
“Ah, wait, don’t move . . .” Ladouceur ducked his head under the draping curtain at the side of his kiosk. “I’m glad I saw you. I’ve got something for you.” When he came out, he handed Grady a book with a photograph of an airplane on the cover and titled: Air Travel: From Early to Post-Shift Flight.
A feeling of anxiety seized Grady, and he looked around to see if anyone was nearby. “Thank you, Mr. Ladouceur, but I can’t accept this—”
“But nothing. It’s a gift. Take it. Enjoy it. Add it to your collection. Still planning on becoming a pilot one day?”
Grady hadn’t told anyone about his career plans, other than Kenny. He wouldn’t even have told Ladouceur if the old man hadn’t caught Grady coming out of the library last year with a stack of aviation textbooks. “Was supposed to take the test last month, but Kenny needed some extra practice to pass the storage and retrieval test.”
“Storage and retrieval?”
“It’s a memory test,” Grady said. “To make sure he can absorb information quickly and have rapid recall. He had to take the standardized test last month. It was the last qualifying exam.”
“How did he do?”
“Aced it.” Grady gave a small smile.
“And you will ace the exam to get into flight school, too, young man. I know it. When is it?”
Grady shrugged. “Next year sometime.” He wasn’t sure anymore if he’d even bother taking it. With Kenny leaving, his parents had been talking more and more about retirement and beginning the process of transferring the bowling alley to Grady. He rubbed his thumb across the smooth image of the airplane on the book’s cover. “I appreciate the gesture.”
“Eh, it was a freebie I got from some publishing company. Enjoy it. I bet that nice girl you’re with will like being married to a pilot one day.” Ladouceur winked.
“It’s nice to see people out of their houses,” Grady said, changing the subject.
“Ah, it sure is. Let’s hope the government gets its act together and it lasts a nice long while this time.” He pointed to the American flag flying at half-staff in front of the high school. “I can’t remember the last time the flag was raised all the way. It seems like just when they come out with a new vaccine or booster, some other virus takes over.” He shook his head. “Between what’s going on down here and what’s going on up there”—he pointed at the sky—“it’s not looking good. But," he said, gesturing toward the crowd of jubilant people around them, “this gives me hope. Tell your brother to knock ’em dead and make us proud.”
“I will.” Grady tucked the book under his arm. “Thanks again, Mr. Ladouceur.”
Grady continued walking down Main Street. A light-blue truck pulled up in front of the high school’s cordoned-off circular drive as he reached the corner. When the driver’s-side door opened, a tall, thin Black man stepped out carrying picket signs. Grady had heard about protests at some of the Assemblies. His eyes met the driver’s, and they both gave barely perceptible nods.
“Hey, Grady, send my best to Kenny,” called out a town worker who was holding onto the end of a banner and climbing up a telephone pole, the sides of his boots digging into the wood. It wasn’t until the banner became taut that Grady could read the large, brightly colored letters:
Welcome to Farmingwood, Great One!
It was the same banner that had been erected four years earlier.
Another car beeped, and Grady waved. He glanced at the large clock on the face of the high school and picked up the pace. He needed to shower before the Assembly or else his mother would never let him forget that he had BO on Kenny’s last day. He stuck his book into his jacket pocket and ran into the street under the flapping banner toward home.






  
  Chapter 4


Jimmie closed the back door of the truck, juggling the last of the protest signs. As he lifted his arms into the air in a long stretch, he could already feel the eyes on him—the crowds entering the high school, the townspeople preparing for the day’s festivities, the police officers walking the beat.  Who is that dark young man who’s come to rain on our parade?
Jimmie had become accustomed to the stares. For the past three years, he’d spent more time in strange neighborhoods than his own.
He looked at the building in front of him in need of repairs. Farmingwood High School seemed like every other high school in every other town he’d been to. He wondered what it would be like to visit these towns on an average day, maybe even during one of the pandemics, when most families stayed holed up in their homes, relying on the expendable people to bring them their groceries. Then maybe their mood would match his own. He leaned the signs against the car and checked his back pockets.
Protest permit. Check.
Identification. Check.
Photo of Helena. Check.
“Excuse me, are you Jimmie Davis?”
Standing before him was a young man with wide-framed glasses and two girls.
“Felix?” Jimmie asked.
The young man smiled when Jimmie said the name. “Yes.”
“Welcome aboard.” Jimmie handed him and his friends picket signs. “The others are over there.” He pointed toward the members of his group.
Felix appeared a little disappointed when he saw only a few people gathering.
“There are more coming,” Jimmie said, although numbers had dropped off in the past year. It was disturbing how quickly people accepted the status quo. Not while he could help it.
As Felix and his friends headed toward the police barricades, Jimmie watched them go. Even he would admit that the protests were becoming a bit too pedestrian. They were noticeable, yes, a mild nuisance, but kind of like peeling wallpaper in your living room that you wanted to address but never seemed pressing or urgent. The people entering the high school glanced Jimmie’s way but then focused on what was going on inside the high school gymnasium, which was more exciting. Even the news media, which were setting up their cameras across the street, barely gave his arrival a second glance and were waiting for the main attraction. The Great One.
Jimmie sighed. Maybe it was time to try a different tack, shake things up a bit. He looked back at the protesters. Some more teenagers had joined and were shaking hands with Felix. Kids like Felix and his friends should be in there, he thought, glancing at the school, sitting onstage with the other students. There was more to a person’s aptitude than a high score on a standardized test. That was the message Jimmie had to send.
Was he making a difference? He didn’t know, but he had to try. He owed it to Felix.
And to Helena.






  
  Chapter 5


“Grady, over there!” 
Kenny’s toned arm rose above the class of Candidates seated on the stage and pointed into the audience as Grady walked into the auditorium. The side door slammed behind him, getting the attention of people sitting nearby. Grady wiped his brow and pulled at the cotton button-down shirt he had put on after his shower, which was already full of sweat from the walk over. He would probably be drenched after an hour or two in this swampy auditorium.
Grady thought his parents would be easy to find, but hundreds of additional folding chairs had been placed in the auditorium, and every proud mom and dad looked like every other. The room was split into two halves: parents and family members of the Candidates in the first twenty or so rows with the remainder of the audience consisting mostly of elementary, middle, and high school students—future Candidates, all of them high-achieving, which Grady knew because his own poor grades had kept him from being invited to any of the district’s previous Assemblies.
He spotted his parents on the other side of the room in the second row. Grady waved to them, but they were chatting with other parents and didn’t see him. He thought about crossing the front of the auditorium, but the last thing he wanted to do was walk in front of hundreds of neighbors and former schoolmates. No reason to remind people of his shortcomings: Oh, there goes the Smiths’ other son. Instead, he decided to walk around, hugging the walls and forming a big U until he reached his parents’ seats.
His mother was wearing her favorite dress, the one she saved for her birthday each year—a dark brown linen wrap that reminded Grady of a porcupine. Its large, flappy ruffles were spilling out onto the seat next to her, which was unoccupied and, he hoped, saved for him.
“Hi,” he said when he reached them.
“You’re late,” his father said sternly. “It’s just about to begin.”
“At least he’s clean.” His mother wiped the ruffles from the folding chair beside her and motioned for Grady to sit. “Did you see what he looked like this morning?”
“Did you remember to lock the door?” his father asked.
“Yes,” Grady said.
“The deadbolt too?”
Grady nodded, and his father leaned back in his chair, satisfied.
Locking the front door still felt foreign to Grady, but with so many people leaving the coasts each year, crime had been on the rise in many inland towns. It was ironic to think that the influx of Coasties, who considered themselves so much more cosmopolitan than the people who lived in towns like Farmingwood, were causing burglary numbers to go up, but Grady had learned that people, even those with the largest of vocabularies, were apt to do anything to feed their families when resources were in short supply.
Up onstage, Kenny was sitting next to Tyler Watkins from his wrestling team. It had been years since Grady had seen Tyler, who had stopped coming to the house after he and Kenny had some kind of falling out. Kenny was talking with Principal Garret, while the school band members fiddled with their instruments below them in what was called “the pit” but was really just the auditorium floor. Kenny was wearing the long-sleeved light blue shirt and pair of dark blue pants that had been hanging in their bedroom closet, safe under a plastic sheath, for months. His shoes were so shiny they reflected the stage lights.
As Garret moved across the stage, Kenny’s eyes found Grady’s, and he waved. Grady waved back. Despite Grady’s sadness at the prospect of losing his little brother forever, it was hard not to be proud of Kenny who, at sixteen, was two years younger than most of the students on that stage, with grades higher than the valedictorian’s.
The door to the auditorium opened and closed a few more times, and several more families scurried into the room, a few of them walking toward Grady and his parents to offer their congratulations. An usher, a student Grady recognized from Kenny’s track team, was passing by holding a box of programs. He spotted Grady and handed him one.
“Congrats to Kenny,” he said with a smile and continued walking.
“Thanks.” Grady began flipping pages.
“Your brother’s on page three,” Grady’s mother whispered, and Grady realized she had a stack of programs hidden under one of the ruffles on her lap.
He turned to the correct page. Under Kenny’s photo was a list of all his accomplishments, from clubs to honor societies and varsity sports teams. Each entry sparked a memory for Grady, who had helped Kenny with every mastered spelling word and arithmetic problem. Although Grady sucked at most subjects, he had a knack for knowing how to get his brother to keep trying when he wanted to give up—usually it involved food. Grady may not have been on that stage, but he liked to think he had a small role in helping his brother achieve today’s honor.
A low buzz emanated from the audience, which seemed to be getting restless. Grady looked at his watch. The ceremony was running a few minutes late, which was unusual. Future Comm prided itself on running a timely event, or so he had read. He had tried to read as much as he could about the Candidate program so he could imagine what Kenny’s life would be like after he was gone.
“There’s Mrs. Frank,” Grady’s mother said, nudging Grady and pointing toward the side entrance. Mrs. Frank, who was wearing a business suit, glided toward them, waving to others in the audience. She was as close to a celebrity as there was in Farmingwood, ever since both her sons had qualified as Candidates. If Grady hadn’t been such a fuck-up, maybe his parents might have been celebrities too.
“Congratulations, Sarah,” Grady’s mother said with a nod of her head.
“To you as well, Matilda. I love your dress!” Mrs. Frank pointed to the stage. “I see Kenny and Ricky and Tyler are sitting next to one another. It’s an exciting day.”
Grady knew what was coming and nearly got up to find a bathroom or something, but before he could, his mother said, “You must be so proud to have both of your boys qualify as Candidates. Have you heard from Gerald recently?”
“Yes!” Mrs. Frank pulled a letter from her handbag and showed it to Grady’s mother. “It arrived yesterday. I’ve nearly memorized it. Gerald is working on a project—he’s leading the project, actually—that involves chemical and biological system modeling.”
“How exciting!” Grady’s mother said, although Grady was sure she had no idea what that meant.
“And Gerald says he’s continuing to play tennis,” Mrs. Frank added. “Remember how amazing his serve used to be?”
“Yes, of course. Who doesn’t? Just nicked the base line every time.”
“I’m so thrilled that he’s continuing to play. It was so important to him. And he also writes that he’s helping to mentor other athletes and teach them about friendly sports and competition.” Mrs. Frank put the letter away and glanced at the stage. “And now Ricky is going to serve our world too. It’s all so overwhelming and wonderful.” She waved to someone else in the audience. “Well, I’d better find a seat. So nice to see you, Matilda.”
As Mrs. Frank inched her way into an empty seat a few rows behind Grady, the double doors at the back of the auditorium opened, which was the signal for the high school music teacher to hurry to his podium. He lifted his baton, and the students in the pit brought their instruments to their mouths and began to play “We Are Farmingwood,” the song that heralded every school gathering, award ceremony, and sporting event. He wondered if it was the only song the band knew.
The audience members stood, which made it hard to see, but Grady was able to glimpse Principal Garret standing in front of the open doors. The audience erupted into applause as if they hadn’t just seen him a few minutes ago onstage. Garret gestured to the men and women standing outside, and they came in. Grady recognized members of the Farmingwood board of education, the mayor, and a few state senators and federal representatives.
Once they were inside, a team of security guards funneled into the room and fanned across the crowded space as the audience noise level rose to a roar. Then, with the morning sun silhouetting his figure, the man everyone had been waiting for stepped through the doors of the auditorium.
Benedikt Rafnkelsson.
The Great One.






  
  Chapter 6


Agnes got out of her car, adjusted her face mask, and looked at the stumpy two-story brick building across the parking lot. She wasn’t impressed. It wasn’t surprising when Getty Publishing announced it was moving its offices from tony Midtown Manhattan to far-less-tony Basking Ridge, New Jersey. It had been one of the few publishers brave enough to stay in a skyscraper—at least those that were left—after the Shift, but the increased coastal flooding forced even the staunchest Manhattanites to eventually jump ship. 
She had expected the new building to at least retain some of its slinky urban architecture. Publishing, after all, had a certain cachet. This building looked like a middle school.
She held up the bar code that Petra had emailed her to the entrance sensor, passed through a set of double doors, and got her temperature read by a balding security guard whose eyes looked like dots behind his plastic face shield.
“Go on,” he said, pointing to the elevators and returning to his metal stool, where he sat, hunched, just waiting for some ugly virus to take him down.
Agnes stepped into the elevator and hit the button for the second floor with her elbow. Even though the pandemic restrictions had been lifted, she couldn’t see why she had to schlep to the office when the meeting could have been held remotely.
When she got to the second floor, a receptionist with pretty eyes and a sequined face mask pointed down the corridor, and Agnes followed the sound of Petra’s voice until she reached the corner office.
Petra was on the phone, twirling the end of a pen in her mouth, looking out at the uninteresting view of the parking lot as if it were a movie screen. When she saw Agnes, she quickly put on her face mask, which had been hanging from her forearm, and waved her in. She pointed toward a chair on the other side of her desk and rushed a goodbye before ending the call.
“Sorry about the masks,” she said, wrapping the straps around her ears. “Company policy, even though they’re not federally mandated at the moment.”
“No worries,” Agnes said. She had forgotten to brush her teeth anyway.
“I appreciate you coming in. As I mentioned in my email, we have another assignment for you.”
“Great. I was getting worried there for a moment that maybe the publishing industry was going to go the way of the theater industry.”
“Please . . .” Petra waved her hand dismissively. “We need books more than ever. Both Future Comm and Celestia have committed to devoting a considerable amount of bandwidth to publishing, both digital and physical books.”
“I’m assuming most of those will be erotica books,” Agnes said.
Petra stared at her.
“That was a joke.”
“Moving on . . .” Petra wiggled her mouse. “The success of the Great Shift book you did with Hofstetler has proven the continued demand for the true-science genre. I mean, you would think people would be sick of hearing about all the bad shit going on by now, but you know what masochists people are.” She clicked her mouse a few times. “Trust me, we had our heart set on doing a second book with Hofstetler. May he rest in peace.”
Agnes bowed her head, mostly to hide her smile. While sad, Hofstetler’s recent unexpected passing had been a relief. The last thing she wanted to do was cowrite another boring science book. She had written two others—one about infectious diseases, the other on coastal erosion management—since The Great Shift topped the bestseller list, apparently cementing Agnes’s status as the scientist whisperer. She was ready to flex her creative muscles elsewhere.
“As I mentioned, we’ve got another job for you.” Petra’s face brightened. “It really is kind of a coup . . .”
Petra had said the same thing about Hofstetler. And the others. Agnes braced herself.
“We just signed Benedikt Rafnkelsson,” Petra said.
“Rafnkelsson?” Agnes inwardly groaned. More science stuff. “How exciting,” she managed to muster.
“It is, isn’t it? His book had gone to auction, and we were in a bidding war with a few other companies and managed to land the deal. The book will be about the Future Comm Candidate program, and his life, of course. You do know the story, don’t you?”
Who didn’t? She nodded.
“The guy was on the verge of offing himself when the Shift hit, and he stumbles upon the first portal. Can you imagine? Well, we all can be glad that he did, because had it been anyone else, who knows what would be happening with those things. It would be a free-for-all.” Petra shook her head and clicked her mouse some more. “I’ve just emailed you the contract. It’s boilerplate. You know the drill. I know you’re a good notetaker, but take copious notes this time. This one is being watched really closely.”
“So, basically, you’re telling me not to fuck it up.”
“Exactly. We want to publish in the fall.”
“The fall??? Of this year?”
“I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that time is of the essence, Agnes.”
Time was always of the essence these days. “That means I’ll have to have it written, final draft, in like”—she quickly did the math—“five months??? Why? The Purge isn’t expected for another fifty or so years, you know.”
“If you could get it to me sooner than that, that would be ideal so we can prepare the marketing team.” She tapped the keyboard's space bar a few times. “Goddamn wonky internet service . . . ah, there we go. Okay, I’m sending you Rafnkelsson’s contact info. I’m assuming the same fee is sufficient.”
“Well, actually . . .”
“I don’t have time for negotiating.” Petra eyed her carefully.
“Fine.” Agnes rolled her eyes. Ghostwriters got no respect.
“Great. Rafnkelsson’s expecting your call today.”
“Today?!”
“He’s a few hours away for a Candidate assembly. Maybe you can schedule some time with him, although don’t wear that,” she said, nodding at Agnes’s black T-shirt and jeans before picking up her phone again. “Keep me posted on your progress weekly.”
Agnes stood up, feeling self-conscious all of a sudden, like Petra had called her into the office to see if she had gained weight. She left the office, took the stairs this time, and scurried past the bored security guard, ripping off her face mask and breathing in the warm air the minute she was outside the office building.
Great, another science bore to work with, another man, Agnes thought, slipping back into her car. For most people, work was supposed to be a diversion, something to keep their mind off mankind’s looming extinction, but somehow Agnes managed to get the plum jobs that kept her thinking about that shit all day long. Lucky her.
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