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      For all those who feel alone in the world:

      Your people are out there.

      You just have to find them.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            SO HUNGRY

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s hard to think on an empty stomach.

      Hunger-induced lack of thinking: That was the reason I found myself standing in front of Joshua and his goons, pretending to be in awe of his mere existence. Really, the whole thing was laughable. There he was, lounging on a homemade throne that seemed to consist of an old recliner and a bunch of dull kitchen knives. What was probably supposed to look like a halo of blades behind his head looked more like a kid’s unwanted art project at a garage sale. I wasn’t intimidated by that in any way.

      The guns his henchmen had stuck in the waistbands of their worn-out jeans? Now, those were a little more worrisome.

      “What do you want?” he drawled, his haughty eyebrows raised. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Joshua was younger than me . . . but he was obviously ruthless. You didn’t end up controlling a territory in the Rift Zone without doing some pretty nasty things.

      I ran over a list of responses in my head. What do you think? Too snarky. I don’t want anything. A lie. The world to go back to the way it was before the Rift. Impossible, so therefore pointless to mention. I decided to just go with the truth. “Food.”

      “Yeah? You hungry?”

      I bit back another snarky response and merely nodded. Joshua leaned his head back into the circle of knives and looked down his overly long nose at me.

      “Think you can handle a job?”

      “Depends what it is.”

      An oily smirk twisted his already-greasy face, causing a red-and-white pimple near the corner of his mouth to shift. He pulled back on the expression quickly. No doubt, that monster zit hurt like a bitch. “You got pinkhands?”

      “Would I be stuck in this hellhole if I didn’t?” I asked. He wanted a demonstration, but I wasn’t in the mood. I kept my fists tightly clenched at my sides. His gaze flicked down, then back up to meet mine.

      “Dunno. You could be a spy.”

      “From where?”

      “Outside.”

      I snorted. “If someone managed to get in, then you’ve got bigger problems than me.”

      “Yeah? How so?”

      “If someone could get in, that means someone could get out. Then it’s only a matter of time before people start leaving.”

      “Why would they want to leave?” he asked. But he didn’t even give me a chance to respond before leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees as he fixed me with a dark look. “They haven’t wanted to yet. Most kids know a good thing when they see it.”

      “Sure. Being trapped in a tiny, post-apocalyptic town is every young person’s dream.”

      “Why not? We have everything we need. If we know how to get it.” He jerked his chin in my direction. “Show me.”

      “Show you what?”

      “Show me the pink.”

      “Why? We all have it.”

      “Do you want this job or not?”

      Shaking, I raised my hands, palms up, fingers slightly curled. I tried desperately to still the tremble, but had exactly zero luck with that. Joshua took a deep breath to speak, no doubt to tell me to hurry up and show him, when I felt the liquid energy trickle down my arms, gently tugging on my heart as it went. My hands began to glow, the warm pink aura emanating from my fingertips in wispy tendrils that reached for the sky.

      “Is that what you wanted to see?” I asked, trembling with the force of the energy I could feel coursing down my arms. It was getting stronger. Too strong. And if I didn’t stop soon, I wouldn’t be able to. I yanked my fingers into fists, causing a few pink sparks to squish out as if I’d squeezed a sponge.

      “Why’d you stop?”

      “Because I’m still learning how to control it.”

      “It’s been three years.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “I can control it. And I’m younger than you.”

      “Good for you.”

      “And I’m a guy,” he said, choosing to ignore the tone of my last retort. “It’s harder for us.”

      “Really? I thought women were the emotionally unstable ones.”

      He shrugged carelessly, caught in his own contradiction. I stuffed my fists (which still felt unusually tingly) into my jacket pockets.

      “So . . . can I have the job or not?”

      He sucked in a deep breath and sat up a little straighter before sinking back on his mangy throne with a sigh. “I guess you’ll do.”

      “For what?”

      “Just a run.” He tipped his head eastward. “Other side of town.”

      “Not your territory.”

      He let out a sharp laugh. “You think I’m gonna steal from my own?”

      “I think you’re awfully brazen when it’s not your neck on the line.”

      The words were out before I could stop them. Joshua’s eyebrows rose. So did all six eyebrows of his henchmen as they looked at him, probably wondering what his reaction was going to be. I desperately wished I could take back my words and think about my response a little more carefully. Honestly, it was a wonder I hadn’t gotten myself killed yet.

      “Feisty little bitch, aren’t you?”

      “Just an observation.”

      “Why do I need to risk my neck when I’ve got yours?” He leaned sideways and crooked his finger at one of his goons. The kid was big, already the size of an adult, though he didn’t seem to have any facial hair and his face was zittier than the rest of the guys in that room put together. He leaned close to Joshua so he could hear the whisper, then lumbered from the room, disappearing through a door at the back of the space.

      Nobody said anything. I figured we were waiting for the big guy to come back. I kept my gaze away from Joshua and his throne as I let it sweep over the rest of the space. There really wasn’t much to see, though. What had once been a phone boutique was now just an empty room. Even the shelves that had once lined the walls—where the very first phone I’d ever gotten had been on display—were gone, torn out by looters. I didn’t know what they would’ve been used for, though; you couldn’t eat metal, and it didn’t burn. The carpet bore signs of trouble, dark stains that made me shudder to think about. But the lights were still on, which was something. The town was a quarantine zone . . . but somebody had obviously drawn a line at letting us freeze every winter, because the power was still on. We had light, heat, and running water. But not much else.

      “What the fuck is taking so long?” Joshua shouted, causing me to startle. I whipped my head toward him, only to find a pissed-off expression staring back at me.

      “Maybe you need smarter help,” I said.

      “Maybe you need to keep your nose out of my business, if you know what’s good for you.”

      I bit my lips together to keep from saying anything else. If he decided not to give me a job, I’d have to figure out something else, like crawling back to C-Roy on the other side of town. And I really didn’t want to do that. I was already down one baby toe from the last job I’d done for him.

      The huge, zitty kid returned, carrying a folded piece of paper. He tried to hand it to Joshua but was waved away.

      “Give it to her.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Are you serious? On second thought, maybe you’re not up for this.”

      “I don’t even know what ‘this’ is. How am I supposed to do a job if—”

      “Just take the goddamn map and go.”

      “Map?” I echoed as the huge kid slapped the folded paper into my hand. “A map to what?”

      “What does it look like?”

      I turned the thing right-side up so I could read the front. It was a simple, old-fashioned map of the town and surrounding area. “I know my way around Kenyonville,” I said. “And we can’t get past the wall, so the rest of it is—”

      “It’s marked,” he said, interrupting me with a nod of his chin at the map.

      “What is?”

      “Your target.”

      “You can’t just tell me what it is?” I asked as I began to unfold the paper.

      “Stop.”

      I did, my fingers trembling. “Why?”

      “Open it when you get outside.”

      “Why?”

      “’Cause I don’t want to hear you bitch about the job.”

      “Why would I?”

      “You look like the bitching type.”

      And you look like the asshole type, I almost said, but stopped myself just in time.

      “Look, do you want the job or not?”

      I wasn’t so sure. But, before I could answer, my stomach did it for me. Joshua smirked and waved his hand, like he was a king dismissing one of his peasants. Gripping the folded map in one sweaty hand, I kept my gaze on the wannabe king.

      “I’ll take the job. Just tell me what you want, and I’ll get it.”

      “Yeah, we’ll see.”

      “Yeah, we will. So? What am I stealing from this mystery location?”

      “The list is on the map.”

      “There’s a list? How big is this job? Am I going to need help?”

      “Not unless you’re totally incompetent.” His gaze raked me from head to toe. “Or soft.”

      “Do I look soft to you?”

      “You wouldn’t have lasted this long if you were. Then again,” he said, leaning back on his throne so he could do his down-the-nose glare, “you’re soft enough to be slowly starving. So . . . we’ll see.”

      I didn’t trust myself to say anything else to the little pissant. So I folded the map again until it was a square and slid it into my pocket. Then I turned and headed for the door, careful to dodge the stain on the gritty carpet.
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            LITTLE THIEVES

          

        

      

    

    
      I desperately wanted to look at the map so I’d know what sort of mess I’d gotten myself into. But Joshua’s turf—once a perfectly decent part of town—was a little rough, and the area around his lair wasn’t the sort of place you could just sit down and relax in. The streets looked deserted, but I could feel eyes watching. Like, lots of eyes.

      People tended to get a bit paranoid after a magical apocalypse.

      The afternoon sun warmed the top of my head as I made my way along the street, heading for a nearby park. Despite the evacuation of the majority of the population after the Rift, there were very few places in Kenyonville where a person could get a little privacy. Setting foot in claimed spaces was a recipe for disaster, especially if you were on the turf of some boss who got really pissy about property rights.

      So the park was a safe haven, and I was glad to see it wasn’t too crowded. Ignoring the harried-looking girl pushing a squealing toddler on one of the swings, I kept my gaze low and headed for the picnic tables at the north side of the grassy expanse. The wooden benches were dry and splintery, covered in unintelligible words written in permanent marker. There were plenty of phone numbers, too, relics from a not-so-distant past. (Not that there were no phones in town. A few landlines still worked. But they were so few and far between that we might as well have been living in the 19th century.) I sat down on the sun-warmed surface and pulled the folded map from my pocket.

      The thing was pretty trashed; it looked like it had been used dozens of times already. Messily scrawled along one edge—perhaps as a warning, though it was hard to say for sure—was a variation of the code we all lived by:

      
        
        1. hand’s off pink tickett house’s

        2. don’t mess with you’re boss

        3. shareing is careing

      

      

      It wasn’t even a full map. It was just a piece of something much larger, torn along the existing fold lines in a ragged square around the town and its immediate surroundings. Various locations were circled, and sometimes there was a list of items next to the circle. Most of these scribblings had been marked with a big X, and it took a moment before I was able to find the only one that wasn’t. My heart sank.

      “Are you kidding me?” I muttered as my gaze skipped over the list. Joshua was one of the younger bosses in town—actually, he was probably the youngest—but that was still no excuse for the stupid crap on the list in front of me: Snacks. Pop. Beer. Weed. Video games. Honestly, it looked more like the wish list of a 12-year-old boy who wanted to show off to his friends.

      Given the age of the people who’d been quarantined in Kenyonville, it had taken a while for most of us to smarten up and get our priorities straight. Junk food might’ve been good for trading, but it wasn’t the really valuable stuff. The real treasures were the things that kept us alive: cans of beans, freeze-dried meat, ready-to-eat camping meals. As many of us had found out after the exodus of mature adults, chips and pop were a lousy source of nutrition.

      The checkpoints did sometimes give us a few treats, and small amounts of various contraband somehow mysteriously appeared and circulated throughout the town. But if there was a whole stash somewhere, it meant someone had been hoarding. And I was about to walk right into the middle of that and try to steal from some other boss. Niesha, I guessed, as I scrutinized the map. She was bound to be a lot smarter than Joshua. She was also less likely to leave such a valuable stash unguarded. And, based on what I’d heard from whispered rumours in the dark, she wouldn’t hesitate to make an example of me if I were caught.

      With a sigh, I checked the grody old map one more time before folding it back up. Joshua had given me a dangerous job. He probably didn’t even expect me to succeed. If I did, it would just be a bonus. But it wasn’t like I could refuse. My jeans were loose around my hips, and I was about ready to eat my own hair if I didn’t find something else soon. Using the table for leverage, I hauled myself to my feet. If I did this job, there was no guarantee I would be coming back. So I needed to pick up my stuff.

      I hurried down the overgrown streets, taking every shortcut I knew, and the single-story shops and low-rise apartment buildings eventually gave way to more suburban-looking dwellings. Not that a town as small as Kenyonville actually had a suburb of its own. Had it been near a big city, it probably would’ve been the suburb.

      The small townhouse where I’d chosen to crash was more of a hostel, really, with kids coming and going. Ayla had been there the longest. She’d apparently gotten there just a few weeks after the evacuation. I’d only arrived in the last few months. It didn’t feel anything like home; the people kept changing, even three years after the Rift had ripped its way into the town. On any given day, you never knew who would turn up needing a place to sleep, a place to shower, a place to plug in their useless phone (some kids still clung to them, even though they weren’t much good for anything other than playing a few simple games and taking photos they could never share). There was a bit of food, but it was never enough. Ayla obviously had some sort of deal going with Joshua . . . but I suspected she kept the good stuff for herself.

      I was so busy thinking about what might happen later that afternoon that I wasn’t really paying attention as I pushed aside the curtain of twinkle lights and stepped into what had once been a living room. Blankets, sleeping bags, pillows, and random couch cushions took up the space, and I stepped carefully through the chaos as I made my way to the little nest in the corner. It was a good spot, far enough from any windows that I didn’t get a draft, but close enough to the back hallway that I could make an easy escape if I needed to. I had a pillow (some orthopaedic thing made of foam that someone had found on a run but that nobody else had wanted), a fleece blanket that had some sort of faded cartoon character on it (I figured it had probably belonged to a little kid before the Rift), and a small backpack with a few personal possessions. I didn’t have a lot, really, but it was more than some people had.

      So that was why, when I saw the empty space where my backpack was supposed to be, I came to a halt right in the middle of the room. My hands began to shake.

      “Where is it?”

      My inquiry seemed lost in the space. I could hear other voices coming from upstairs. Clutching my rapidly heating hands into fists, I whirled around and stormed for the staircase. I took the steps two at a time and followed the sound of the voices until they stopped. But I already knew where they were. I threw my hand against the door, causing an ooze of pink energy to splatter against the hard surface. Two girls—younger ones, and new arrivals—looked up, their expressions morphing from surprise to alarm.

      “What the hell?” I said, spying my backpack sitting beside the smaller of the two. She at least had the decency to look guilty as I fixed her with a furious glare. “Is this what you do where you’re from? Steal the belongings of the people who gave you a place to sleep?”

      “You didn’t give us anything,” the other girl said, causing me to whip my head in her direction. Her gaze flicked to my hand, which was still pressed against the door. I could feel the energy coursing over my fingers like warm water over winter-chilled skin.

      “Excuse me?”

      “This is Ayla’s house.”

      “It’s nobody’s house,” I said, nearly spitting the words. I pulled my hand into a fist, carefully removing it from the door at the same time. “And it’s everybody’s. If you think you can just come in here and take my stuff, you—”

      “If it’s everybody’s house, it’s everybody’s stuff.”

      I just stared at her, feeling like my eyes were going to pop out of my
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