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			RADIO QUARANTINE WITH HADLEY LOPEZ

			Special Joint US/Quarantine Zone Broadcast

			HI, KIDS, THIS is Maisie Rojas, coming to you live from the Q.

			That’s right, I’m inside the quarantine zone right now. I was born here, actually, eighteen years ago, when all of you were just a twinkle in your parents’ eyes.

			Hadley Lopez was kind enough to let me jump on her program today, so don’t worry, all you Q listeners. Your girl will be back shortly.

			I’m here today because schools in the good ol’ US of A are trying a new thing this year, letting some of us inside the Q record a segment for you guys as part of your history lessons. Which is cool, I guess. I mean, I always thought school was boring as hell, but maybe I can spice things up a bit for you. And for those of you in the Q, we thought we’d broadcast this to you live, just for fun. If you don’t like it, turn it off! I don’t care.

			So! They want me to tell you a little about the history of the Q, from my perspective. I told them it was probably a bad idea to let me do this, but here we are. No one can say I didn’t warn you.

			All right, they told me to start at the beginning, which I think you all already know, but whatever. They said they want to hear my version of events. So here we go.

			There was a virus, and it was bad. Death, sadness, et cetera.

			I’m probably supposed to tell you some science stuff here, but I slept through those classes. You have the internet out there, don’t you? You can look it up.

			Anyway, this virus started in Austin, Texas, which I hear was a pretty nice place back in the day. It quickly spread to Houston and Dallas and some other places I forgot. The US government, which had dealt with two major pandemics in the past twenty years, was like, “Yo, we got this, we got this.”

			They built a massive quarantine zone around Austin and started shuttling all the sick people over there. Everyone without symptoms went to a separate quarantine zone.

			Problem was, a lot of people couldn’t get out of the Austin quarantine zone, even if they weren’t sick yet. Some people, like my parents, didn’t have a car and couldn’t catch one of the buses because there weren’t nearly enough. You had to, like, fight to the death to get on one of those buses, and my parents weren’t about that life.

			Your history classes will probably teach you that it was just the unlucky people or the stupid ones who stuck around and caught the virus, but that’s a load of shit. It was mostly just the poor people.

			Wait, Hadley is holding up a piece of paper telling me I can’t say “shit.” Well, fu…dge. I’ll try to clean up the language, kids.

			Right, so we have this quarantine zone with all the sick people, and it’s a real bummer in there, because it turns out that the virus has a 40 percent mortality rate.

			On the upside, the president of the United States has become a damn hero for containing the virus before it spread outside of Texas and killed half the world’s population. Good for him, I guess.

			Meanwhile, the 60 percent who lived and were still in the Q were like, “Hey, are we getting out of here or what?”

			Spoiler alert: they did not get out.

			Because, bad news—this virus does not provide long-term immunity to people who get infected with it. Which meant everyone inside the Q kept getting sick, over and over, and no one could develop an effective vaccine because the virus kept mutating. On the plus side, the mortality rate kept getting better, so people weren’t dropping dead left and right anymore.

			People started to try to escape the Q, which did not go great for them. President Howard was like, “Yo, that’s not cool,” and built a huge-ass wall around the whole Q to keep us all in.

			He said it made people feel safer while they worked on a vaccine. Dude had to do something—it was an election year!

			He won, by the way.

			Inside, everything went to hell. Laws didn’t apply anymore. All the military and law enforcement we had in here peaced out and stopped showing up for work. Which, fair enough, considering they hadn’t been paid for like a year.

			Eventually, the Q seceded from the US and we figured things out ourselves. Now the Q is ruled by two gangs—or families, as we usually refer to ourselves—the Spencers up north and the Lopez family down south. The Spencers are jerks and the Lopezes are geniuses who figured out the artificial organs that are keeping all our asses alive.

			Oh wait, now Hadley is telling me to stop because she thinks I’ve broken too many of their arbitrary rules.

			Well, for all of you still listening up here in the Q, I will end this history lesson because history is boring as shit.

			Let’s get to the good stuff.

		

	
		
		
			LENNON

			THIS WAS NOT the first time Lennon Pierce had been kidnapped.

			The first time was fifteen years earlier. He had no memory of it, but when he was four years old, he apparently wandered away from his parents at the farmers market. A woman had given him a cookie, scooped him up, and made a beeline for the parking lot.

			His mom saw the kidnapper just in time, started screaming, and chased the woman down. According to his parents, he’d been completely unfazed by the whole thing. He was happily eating his cookie when his mom snatched him back from the stranger.

			Later, the would-be kidnapper claimed she didn’t know that the young boy was the son of a congressman. She’d just thought he was cute.

			She never gave much more of an explanation than that, which had always baffled Lennon. Impulse-kidnapping a small child just because you liked his chubby cheeks didn’t make a whole lot of sense.

			This was not an impulse kidnapping. He’d glimpsed the bodies of his two secret service agents before the kidnappers had tied a blindfold over his eyes.

			He was in some deep shit this time.

			He’d lost track of how long he’d been in the van. For a while, he’d been able to see hints of sun from the bottom edge of his blindfold, if he tilted his head up. It had been a relief, because there’d been nothing but darkness since they grabbed him from a gas station.

			But now it was dark again, and he could have sworn he’d been on this bumpy ride for at least two days. But that couldn’t be right.

			His hands were cuffed behind his back. Everything ached. His wrists, where the cuffs dug in; his back; his ass, from sitting on the hard floor. They could have at least let him sit on a seat. Maybe this vehicle didn’t have them.

			His stomach rumbled. They’d given him a few sips of water but no food, and he felt weak. He’d considered running, the first day. Or fighting back, when he got the chance. Now he was pretty sure that would not go so well.

			The vehicle screeched to a stop so suddenly that he toppled over onto his side. He stayed there, listening to the sounds of two doors slamming shut.

			Another door opened. Someone grabbed his ankle. He heard a snap as they cut off the plastic tie.

			“Get out,” a male voice said. Southern accent. They’d taken him from Georgia, but Lennon had no way to know if the accent was local to the area. He was from Los Angeles. Everyone down here sounded the same to him.

			Fucking Georgia. He’d told his dad that his time was better spent in one of the Rust Belt states, but the senator had insisted.

			Georgia’s going to turn our way, I just know it, his dad had said, overly optimistic as usual.

			Actually, maybe it would now. Nothing drummed up sympathy for a candidate like having their only son kidnapped.

			Lennon briefly wondered—hopefully—if maybe his dad’s campaign had done this. A sympathy kidnapping! Not a bad idea, come to think of it.

			No, his dad’s campaign manager would have come up with a much posher kidnapping. They would have locked him up in a nice apartment. There would have been food, at least. Cal Franklin would absolutely kidnap someone to win an election, but he’d do so with a smile and a bottle of champagne.

			“Out! Now!” the Southern accent yelled.

			Lennon struggled to sit up and then scooted forward until his legs hit air. He planted them on the ground and stood, slowly.

			“Can I have some more water?” he asked. They hadn’t gagged him. There probably wasn’t anyone around to hear him scream.

			“No. We’re almost there.”

			Where? He wasn’t stupid enough to actually expect an answer, so he didn’t ask.

			The blindfold was yanked off, and he blinked and squinted in the sudden light. It was morning, the sun rising directly in front of him.

			They were at an airplane hangar. A small plane sat not far away.

			Screw his hunger and weak limbs. He was not getting on a plane to be dropped off in some foreign country.

			He took off running.

			He made it three whole steps before one of the men dropped him flat on his ass.

			He gasped as he hit the ground. The bearded face of a man appeared above him as he rolled over.

			“Don’t be a pain in my ass and make me drag you to the plane,” he said. No Southern accent. This one could have been from anywhere in America.

			It seemed like a bad sign that they weren’t wearing masks. Lennon tried to memorize their faces.

			The other man roughly dragged Lennon to his feet. He screamed, and his voice cracked. If there were manliness awards for kidnap victims, he wasn’t getting one.

			He made the men drag him. He was nothing if not a pain in the ass.

			They wrestled him up the steps and into the small plane. There were only four seats, facing each other on either side. The bearded guy shoved him into one and strapped him in.

			“I’m not flying this thing until you put his blindfold back on,” a new male voice said.

			Well, at least someone had hope that he was going to get out of this situation one day.

			They tied the fabric around his eyes. Everything was dark again.

			

			—

			They were up in the air. Lennon was trying to think how much fuel a plane like this could hold. How far could they make it? Did they have a way to get out of the country? The FAA didn’t just let people fly wherever they pleased.

			“Now,” the Southern accent said. He sounded nervous, for the first time. “He needs to get out now.”

			Get out? Of the plane? They were still in the air.

			Someone grabbed him and yanked him out of the seat. His handcuffs snapped off. His wrists screamed in relief.

			“You’ve skydived before, right?” another man asked. “I read in an article that you skydived. Real daredevil type.”

			His mouth was too dry to speak. “Uh…” He had skydived, once. Strapped to an instructor.

			They were attaching something to his back.

			“You just pull to open the parachute,” the Southern accent said. “Before you get too close to the ground.”

			There had been a lot more instructions than “before you get too close to the ground” when he had gone skydiving. He suddenly couldn’t remember a single one of them.

			Several hands pushed him forward.

			Wait. They hadn’t been in the air that long. At all.

			Wind whipped through his hair.

			Someone ripped off his blindfold again. He squinted against the wind. He was at the door of the plane, and he braced both hands on either side. He looked down at the world beneath him. They were flying pretty low to the ground.

			He’d seen an aerial view of this place before. The buildings, the homes clustered together.

			The quarantine zone in the middle of Texas.

			“No, no, no, no.” He tried desperately to move back into the plane. The men held him in place.

			“He needs to go now!” a voice shouted.

			“No!” he yelled again, frantic. He’d rather go to a foreign country. Literally any country in the world. Throw a dart at a map and he’d go there.

			Hands roughly shoved him forward. His grip on the plane began to slip.

			“Don’t forget to pull the cord!” a voice yelled.

			They pushed him out.

		

	
		
		
			MAISIE

			JUST ONCE, MAISIE Rojas wanted people to run away in fear when they saw her coming.

			She’d yell after them, “Yeah, you better run!” and they’d cast a terrified glance over their shoulder and, of course, keep running. Because she was so terrifying.

			Instead, the two men standing in the empty loading dock smiled as she approached them.

			Joe spread his skinny arms wide like she might want to hug him. “Maisie!”

			For fuck’s sake.

			“I liked your broadcast yesterday,” he continued. “Very informative.”

			“Where is the truck?” She’d meant for the words to come out angry, but she just sounded worried. She’d never been very good at masking that particular emotion.

			Nathan scratched at his black-gray beard. “Well, it’s not here.”

			“Obviously,” she snapped.

			Hadley’s voice crackled from a radio in the corner. “Why do you think they didn’t want us to say fuck to the American children? Do the kids over there not know that word? Or are we not supposed to know about fuck? So many questions.” Maisie might have laughed, if not for the empty loading dock in front of her.

			“Did you call Declan?” she asked.

			Joe blanched at the mention of the name. That was how people looked when they were terrified of you.

			“Not yet,” he said. “We thought maybe it was just late.”

			Maisie sighed. It wasn’t late. The shipment hadn’t come for weeks. Someone up north kept stopping them. Declan said he was working on tracking them down, so she’d hoped that this one would make it, but no such luck.

			“I’ll tell him.” She pulled out her phone and sent a quick text to Declan.

			“Thanks, Maisie.” Nathan grinned at her. Several of his teeth were still missing.

			“I thought you were getting new teeth,” she said, sliding her phone back into her pocket.

			“I’m saving up for a new kidney first.”

			“He’s ugly as sin with or without teeth.” Joe laughed heartily at his own joke.

			“Why do you need a new kidney?” she asked. “Lopez fixes them for free.”

			“I still have my original kidney.”

			Her eyebrows shot up. “No shit! How’d you manage that?”

			He looked proud. “Got tough kidneys, I guess.”

			“I guess so.” She pulled a small tablet from her pocket and held it out to Joe. “What do you have for me?”

			“Ah, come on, Maisie.” Joe gestured dramatically with his arms. “No shipment! No shipment means no booze, which means no money.”

			“You still have local stuff. I saw people in the bar last night.” She tapped her fingers impatiently against the tablet.

			He took it, grumbling. He pressed his finger to the screen and then swiped a few times as he transferred credits. “I’ve only got five hundred right now.”

			“You owe us a thousand.”

			“I’ll get you the last five hundred next week. Assuming Lopez can actually get the shipment through this time.”

			She cocked an eyebrow. Joe shrugged.

			Most days, she would press harder. Declan would threaten to replace her again if she didn’t collect. Tell her to go work at the garbage plant if she couldn’t get the business owners to respect (he meant fear) her.

			But not today. Joe had a point about the shipment. Lopez needed to fix it, fast.

			She tucked the tablet back into her pocket. “You better hope they get us the medical shipment first, not liquor, or Nathan’s shit out of luck for that new kidney.”

			Both men looked startled. She turned and walked away from the loading dock.

			“It’s that bad?” Nathan asked.

			“Yes!” she called over her shoulder.

			

			—

			The streets of the Q were crowded, as usual. Maisie slipped into the crowd, keeping a hand on the tablet in her pocket. Most people would never be dumb enough to rob her, but if there was one thing you could count on in life, it was that there was always a stupid asshole around every corner.

			A bicycle sped past, nearly clipping her arm.

			“Watch it!” she yelled.

			The rider flipped her off without turning around, like him almost hitting her had been her fault. There was one of the stupid assholes right there.

			She looked left for more bikes, and then right, but there were only people on foot crowding the sidewalks and street. Out beyond the wall, people spent most of their time in cars, but not in the Q. No gasoline inside the walls. There were a few solar-electric cars and buses around, but they were mostly for Lopez business. Everyone else traveled by foot or bike and stuck to their own neighborhoods.

			Maisie slipped into the tall building on River Street. It was cool inside, thanks to the low temperatures today. She took the elevator to the tenth floor. It smelled like popcorn as she stepped into the hallway, and beer as she approached the door.

			The studio was an even bigger disaster than it had been yesterday. A long desk took up one whole wall, covered in laptops and radio equipment. A trash can in the corner was overflowing with beer bottles and chip bags. A song that was released before her parents were born played softly from the speakers.

			Hadley Lopez sat in a chair in the middle of the mess, black boots propped up on the desk. Her long dark hair was pulled into a ponytail, and she wore a pair of ripped jeans and a neon-green shirt. A bowl of popcorn sat in her lap.

			She tilted her head back, her upside-down face breaking into a grin. “Hey, Maisie. Welcome back.”

			Maisie flopped down in the chair in the corner.

			Hadley spun around in her seat and held out the popcorn. “Want some?”

			“I’m good, thanks.”

			“Lopez liked your broadcast, by the way.”

			Maisie lifted a skeptical eyebrow.

			“He did!” Hadley exclaimed. “He said you were relatable.”

			Maisie leaned her head back and made an annoyed noise.

			“Only you would think that being relatable is a bad thing,” Hadley said with a laugh. “It’s why he picked you to do it.”

			“I should have been…” Serious. Slightly scary. Like her dad, basically. Instead, she got nervous and just blurted everything out as it came to her.

			“We sent them the recording anyway,” Hadley said. “But Lopez won’t blame you if they don’t use any of it. You know how they are over there.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Did the medical shipment come?”

			Maisie shook her head.

			“Shit.”

			“Yeah.”

			“What’d Declan say?”

			Maisie pulled her phone out of her pocket and checked. “He hasn’t replied yet.”

			“He’s probably pounding someone’s face in.”

			“That does sound like him.”

			“Are you guys broken up for real this time?” Hadley looked hopeful.

			“Yes.”

			“For real, for real?”

			“Yes!”

			“Thank god. Don’t tell him I said that.”

			“I try not to talk about anything but work with Declan these days.” Maisie preferred not to dwell on her relationship with Declan. Mistakes were made.

			“You know that the Reapers are getting restless,” Hadley said. “Talking about how it might be time for a leadership change.”

			Maisie sighed. “I know.” The Reapers—the only gang in the south that Lopez hadn’t managed to quash—had been threatening to seize control for years. They didn’t have the numbers, but if Lopez couldn’t deliver the shipments soon, they might have better luck recruiting.

			“Hey, did you know Nathan Fredrick still has his original kidney?” Maisie asked.

			“What!”

			“I was impressed too. He should keep it. Put it in a box and show it off.”

			“Only you would think that’s a good idea.” Hadley spun around in her chair again to face her desk. “Hold on.” She slipped her headphones over her ears and leaned into the mic in front of her. The music faded out.

			“I’ve got a few news updates for you this morning—first, we’ve got a garbage pileup happening at the plant right now, so everyone’s going to have to keep their garbage to themselves for the next week. Regular schedule resumes next week, supposedly.”

			She looked at the laptop screen to her left. “Some news from beyond the wall today—Lennon Pierce, the son of Senator Camden Pierce, has been kidnapped. Camden Pierce is the Democratic nominee for president of the United States and has suspended all campaign activities since his son’s kidnapping a few days ago. The election is tomorrow.

			“And in news you actually give a shit about, Rosa’s Bakery has started making those blueberry scones again. Run, don’t walk.” She clicked off the mic, music filling the room once more.

			Maisie leaned forward. “Who sent you that news about the senator?”

			“The State Department. They’re always sending me election updates. They’re relentless this time, insisting I update the Q on everything. They think we’re actually going to care about this Pierce dude because he’s campaigning on a platform about finding a cure and tearing down the walls.”

			“They always say that.”

			“They sure do. Apparently, they think he actually means it.” She put her feet up on the table, crossing one boot over the other.

			“Does it even matter? Hasn’t the same family won every year since before the Q?”

			“Yeah, always the Howards, just a different one every time they run into term limits. I think they like to pretend it’s a fair election, though. Makes them feel better, I guess.” Hadley shrugged. “Never voted, couldn’t say.”

			“Eh, doesn’t sound that great anyway.”

			Elise appeared at the door, dragging her oxygen tank with her. Her curly blond hair was tied in a messy bun, and she pulled her mask down to her neck and smiled at them. Her pale skin was almost translucent these days, and the skin beneath her eyes was a deep purple. She held up a white paper bag.

			“Blueberry scones,” she said.

			“Yesss,” Hadley said.

			Elise offered Maisie one, and she shook her head as she stood. “I’m good.”

			“Any word on the shipment?” Elise asked.

			“It’s…in progress.” Maisie tried to sound more confident than she felt. “We’re working on it.”

			Elise didn’t seem convinced as she pulled her mask back up to cover her mouth and took a breath. Her one remaining lung wasn’t really up to the task of breathing anymore, and if they didn’t get the medical parts shipment in, there was no way for her to get a new set. Without the medical supplies in that shipment, most of the people in the Q couldn’t get the surgeries they needed.

			Elise was getting a new set of lungs, even if Maisie had to go get the shipment herself. Elise, Maisie, and Hadley were First Five—babies born in the first five years after the Q was established. Most of the First Five died as infants. Many more as children.

			Only eight First Five babies remained in Lopez territory. Maisie wasn’t about to see it become seven.

			“What the—” Hadley sat up in her chair, dropping her boots off the table. Her eyes were on the window. “Is that a plane?”

			Maisie moved forward to look. It couldn’t be. Airspace over the Q was restricted. She’d only ever seen a plane in pictures.

			But there it was, flying north over the Q.

			Something—a large object, maybe—fell out of the plane, and Maisie squinted as she moved closer to the window.

			“Is that…?”

			An orange parachute opened.

			“Holy shit, that’s a person,” Hadley breathed.

			Maisie turned around and bolted out of the studio and across the hall, to the security room. Elise was already there, sitting down in front of the computers. The rest were blinking to life, showing camera footage from around the Q.

			“Lopez is going to want to know exactly where they land,” Maisie said.

			Elise didn’t look up. “I know. Give me a minute.”

			Hadley rushed in, leaning down behind Elise to peer at her screen.

			“Do you see them?” Maisie asked.

			“Camera eight,” Elise said. The image on the computers all changed to the view from camera eight.

			The skydiver was still in the air but getting closer to the ground. Elise zoomed in.

			“It’s a man,” Hadley said.

			“You know you have dead air right now,” Elise said.

			“Shit.” Hadley darted out of the room. Her voice filtered through the speakers a moment later.

			“Well, folks, don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’ve got some weird shit happening right now. A dude just jumped out of a plane over the Q. It is literally raining men out there this morning. Hallelujah.”

		

	
		
		
			LENNON

			LENNON FELL FOR several seconds before his brain clicked into place.

			He opened his chute. He had no idea if it was the right time—he didn’t know how far up they’d been—but earlier seemed better than too late.

			He grabbed his toggles. Maybe, if he steered east or west, he could land outside the quarantine zone. It was fifty miles north to south, but only about fifteen east to west.

			Which way was west? Fuck.

			The sun. Right. It was rising in the east.

			Problem was, the wind was pushing him south.

			And he was pretty sure the kidnappers dropped him directly in the middle of the quarantine zone, which meant that his odds of moving several miles east or west were very slim.

			He looked down at the ground below him.

			It was coming at him too quickly. He needed a plan. He needed time to think. He was desperately trying to remember what those CDC people had said to him about vaccines and a cure for the virus. Vaccines had been impossible so far because of how the virus kept mutating, but they had said some hopeful shit about possible cures and progress with short-term vaccines.

			He should have listened closer to that hopeful shit.

			If he was being honest, he hadn’t really bought into his dad’s whole “I’m going to save the quarantine zone!” shtick. A lot of people thought it was only a matter of time before the whole zone revolted and tore down the walls. It was a miracle it hadn’t happened already. They’d been in here for over twenty years.

			President Howard had made it clear that he would destroy everyone inside the walls before he let the people inside infect them all.

			So. Lennon was going to get sick or he was going to get blown up. Or both!

			The ground was approaching faster now. The quarantine zone didn’t care that he hadn’t made a plan or made peace with his terrible options.

			There was grass, at least. This would be his first solo landing, and he had a feeling it was not going to go great. At least he wasn’t landing on concrete.

			He put his feet together and prayed. He wasn’t religious, but it couldn’t hurt.

			His feet touched the ground, and for a hot second he thought he might nail the landing. Then he was rolling and grunting and there was grass in his mouth. He was tangled in his parachute. He had not nailed anything, and for a moment, he was glad that his friends weren’t there to capture it on video.

			He finally stopped. He couldn’t see anything but the orange parachute. His body felt numb, panicked, and he didn’t want to move for fear of discovering he’d broken several limbs. It took him a moment to realize that his mouth was still wide-open from screaming. He snapped it shut.

			He shifted his arms. They felt fine. He moved his legs. One knee ached, but it was probably just bruised.

			Slowly, he crawled out of the parachute.

			He stopped with just his head peeking out, bracing both hands on the ground.

			Grass and rolling hills. In the distance, he could see an old boarded-up gas station and a two-lane road.

			He shrugged off the parachute and stood, turning in a circle. There was no one.

			He had no idea if he was in the north or the south. The quarantine zone didn’t have a formal government, just rival gangs that controlled the two halves—the Spencer family in the north and the Lopez family in the south.

			He had no idea which to hope for.

			It occurred to him suddenly that if there was no one nearby, there was no way for him to catch whatever form of the virus was floating around this place. Maybe if he just stood right here and waited, the military would send a helicopter. There was plenty of space for it to land.

			His heart lifted. It wasn’t totally unreasonable. Surely people had seen the plane over the quarantine zone. And the people in here had ways of communicating with the US government. They just chose not to, for the most part.

			But they’d loosened up a bit lately. They’d even agreed to some audio recordings, which Lennon had lobbied hard for.

			The airspace above the quarantine zone had been restricted for years, but they could make an exception. It was an emergency.

			Of course, he would need to talk to someone in here about this plan, which was a problem. But he could try to maintain enough distance not to catch anything and just yell for help.

			It was a solid plan. It could work.

			“RUNNER!”

			Lennon whirled around at the sound of the voice.

			“RUNNER FROM THE NORTH!”

			He spotted the source of the voice—a man stood on the roof of the gas station, holding a megaphone.

			A rumbling noise sounded from behind him, and he turned to see three people on motorcycles zooming his way.

			He stumbled backward, holding his hands up in the air. He wasn’t sure why. It just seemed like the right thing to do.

			The motorcycles all stopped about twenty yards away. Lennon slowly lowered his hands. None of the riders wore helmets, but they all had on black masks that covered the bottom half of their faces.

			He tried to think of what his dad would do in this situation. His unflappable father, who could cheerfully converse with people who were screaming at him. He’d once waved at a person who’d thrown an egg in his face at a campaign stop and quipped, “I prefer them scrambled!”

			His father would say to be polite and friendly. No one ever regretted being too nice, son.

			Lennon doubted that was true, but he begrudgingly had to admit that it was good advice. He took a deep breath to steady himself.

			“Uh…hi?” he yelled. “I—”

			He cut himself off at the sound of footsteps behind him. He turned.

			Four men were charging straight toward him.

			“No, no, no!” he yelled, putting his hands out in front of him. “Stop! Please! Just stay there!”

			The men did not stop.

			They came at him faster.

			He turned and ran.

		

	
		
		
			MAISIE

			“WHERE DID HE go?” Maisie asked. Camera eight showed nothing but blue sky.

			“Hold on,” Elise said. “He veered north, and he was already pretty close to the neutral zone. If he crossed into Spencer territory, we’ve lost him.”

			Maisie waited while Elise clicked her keyboard. Over the speakers, “It’s Raining Men” played. Hadley ran back into the room.

			Maisie’s phone rang, and she looked down at the screen. Declan. She tapped to answer.

			“Hey. I’m already in the comms tower. Elise is pulling him up on the cameras.”

			“Where is he?” Declan asked. He was panting, like he was running.

			“Last saw him near the neutral zone.”

			“I’m headed that way now. I need an exact location.”

			“We’re getting it.” Maisie gave Elise a pleading look. The image on the screens changed. The man hit the ground hard, the parachute covering his body as he rolled.

			“Got him!” Maisie said. “Just landed outside Neutral Zone Station One.”

			“That’s going to leave a mark,” Hadley said with a wince.

			“He’s down?”

			“Yeah, he’s down,” Maisie said. “Might be hurt. Rough landing.”

			“Okay. Stay there and keep an eye on the cameras. We’re going after him.”

			The line went dead, and she slipped her phone back into her pocket.

			“Has anyone ever tried to get into the Q before?” Maisie asked, her eyes on the motionless orange blob on the screen.

			Hadley leaned closer to the screen. “Yeah, those people who tried to tear down the walls like fifteen years ago.”

			“Oh yeah. That didn’t go so well for them,” Maisie said. “You think he’s dead? Oh, there he goes!”

			The orange blob moved. A hand emerged from beneath the parachute, and then the top of a head. He paused for several seconds before crawling out from underneath the fabric and standing.

			He had dark hair, and looked to be fairly young, though it was hard to tell from this distance.

			“Elise, can you zoom in?” Maisie asked.

			“Yeah.”

			The image shifted. The guy’s face was clear on the screen now. He was young, maybe late teens or early twenties. He wore a rumpled button-down shirt, his tie loose around his neck.

			“Holy shit,” Hadley said. “That’s Lennon fucking Pierce.”

			“Who is Lennon fucking Pierce?” Elise asked.

			“Lennon Pierce! The guy—the kidnapped guy!”

			“The senator’s son?” Maisie asked.

			Elise’s eyebrows shot up. “The one who’s running for president?”

			“Yes!” Hadley exclaimed. “They sent me a picture with the news report. I remember that face. And that hair.”

			He did have wild hair. It was thick and sticking up in every direction.

			“Hold on,” Hadley said, and ran out of the room.

			“That senator is the one who’s been talking big about tearing down the Q walls, right?” Elise said.

			“Yeah.”

			Hadley ran back into the room and handed Maisie a piece of paper.

			“See? That’s totally him.”

			It was, indeed, totally him. This version of Lennon Pierce was smiling, all straight teeth and glowing skin. His wavy hair was impressively coiffed, with one tendril lazily grazing his eyebrow. She wondered if they’d had to take the picture several times to make him look so effortlessly douchey.

			She passed the picture to Elise and returned her attention to the screen. Lennon was still just standing there. A frozen dumbass.

			“Do you think they dropped him in here against his will?” Hadley asked.

			“Yes,” Maisie said. “Look at him. He has nothing on him.” She turned to Hadley. “Is Lopez reachable?”

			“Oh. Right.” Hadley grabbed the phone and dialed. “Hey. Where’s Uncle Franco right now?” She listened. “I know you said not to—” She cut herself off, taking a deep breath. “It’s an emergency. Tell Uncle Franco that we know who just dropped out of the sky and he needs to call the comms tower right now.” She hung up.

			Maisie dialed Declan.

			On the screen, Lennon scrambled backward, his hands in the air. He whirled around. Elise zoomed out. Four men ran toward Lennon. Behind him, Maisie could see the black masks on the faces of the men on the motorcycles.

			“Shit,” she said.

			“Maisie,” Declan snapped over the phone, not for the first time. “What is it?”

			“It’s Lennon Pierce,” she said hurriedly. On the screen, Lennon took off running. “The son of the US presidential candidate. And the border patrol just spotted him.”

			Hadley did a double-take at the screen, alarm on her face.

			There was a long pause. “Where is he now?”

			“He’s running. He—” She stopped talking as the four men swarmed Lennon, tackling him to the ground. “They’ve got him.”

			Her phone beeped, and she looked to see who was calling. Franco Lopez.

			“Declan, it’s Lopez on the other line.”

			“Go.”

			She switched to the other call. “Lopez? I’m here.”

			“Get down to my lab. As fast as you can.” He hung up.

			She raced toward the door, glancing back at Hadley. “Can I take your scooter?”

			“Yes, take it!”

			“Thank you!”

			

			—

			Hadley’s scooter took Maisie through the streets of the Q so quickly that people had to jump out of the way when they saw her coming. She used the annoying horn that she’d often teased Hadley about.

			She practically fell off the scooter when she arrived at the lab and lurched for the door.

			A direct request from Lopez was unusual. She could only remember it happening once or twice before. Everything went through Declan now, and her dad before that.

			Paul, one of Lopez’s bodyguards, stood just inside the building, and he nodded at her and pointed down the hallway. She ran for the door. It opened automatically.

			Lopez was at his desk in the lab, his brow furrowed as he wrote something in a notebook. He looked up at her briefly.

			“One second, Maisie.”

			“Sure.” She tried to breathe quietly.

			He finished writing and stood. He was a heavyset man with dark hair, now streaked with gray. He wore square-framed glasses, and he rubbed his hand over the stubble on his chin. His smile was friendly, and she was surprised to see him give her one.

			She shouldn’t have been. Lopez was always calm. Eerily so. It was probably why he’d gotten along so well with her father. The two had been lifelong friends until her dad’s death a year ago. Isaac Rojas would punch a guy in the face for looking at him wrong. Franco Lopez would jump in and immediately smooth things over.

			“I would like some options for when I speak to the CDC and the FBI about our newest arrival,” he said.

			“The F-B-I?” she repeated, searching her brain for the words that went with the familiar letters.

			“The Federal Bureau of Investigation,” he said patiently. “Cops.”

			“Right.”

			“I need for you to give Mr. Pierce this in the next hour.” He passed her a small black pouch. She opened it to see a plastic needle loaded with a clear liquid. “It will provide immunity from the virus for a short period of time.”

			She looked down at the needle. “Seriously?”

			“Yes, seriously. That’s what you’ve been helping me with.”

			“How short a period of time?”

			“In our tests we got up to four days,” he said. “I may be able to convince the CDC to let us do a little experiment. Get him out of here before those four days are up.”

			“You think they would actually let someone leave the Q?”

			“I think his father will be highly motivated to get him out, and that could work to our advantage.”

			“How would he even do that? Where would he exit?”

			“We’ll figure it out. I’ll probably ask for permission to scale one of the walls. But for today, I need you to get him that now, or none of this matters.” He touched her upper arm. “Inject him there. Whether he wants it or not. It is not optional.”

			She nodded.

			“Declan and his team are closing in on the area. They’ll cover you while you grab Pierce. I’m trusting you with this because I know I can count on you not to kill him.”

			“Of course.”

			“And I need someone who Pierce will at least let close to him. He’ll be less likely to try to punch you.”

			She bit back a laugh. “Sure. Let’s hope, anyway.”

			“After you’ve injected him, you and Declan’s team will bring him back here immediately.”

			“Got it.”

			“Good. Go.”

			

			—

			Lopez pulled a bus out of service for her, and it whipped down the street at a pace that made Maisie’s teeth rattle in her head. The driver laid on the horn every twenty seconds, maybe to alert people to get out of the road. Maybe just to annoy her.

			Hadley’s voice came crackling out of the speaker on the roof.

			“Bus four is out of service, folks, and you’re going to want to steer clear of the roads until further notice. And please keep an eye out for any other men falling from the sky.”

			The bus screeched to a stop and Maisie darted out.

			Declan stood on the side of the road. He had a man by the neck, his fingers digging into his skin. Blood poured out of the man’s nose, one of his eyes already swollen.

			Declan looked up at Maisie. He released his grip, and the man crumpled to the ground with a moan.

			“Pierce is in there,” he said, pointing to the shack down the road. He took a step back, gesturing to the field that stretched out beyond it. Three motorcycles and several men on foot raced toward the shack.

			“I’m going to go help my boys ward them off,” he said, and turned to go.

			She took off running. She pumped her arms as fast as she could, her shoes crunching against gravel as she raced toward the shack. The pouch Lopez had given her was tucked in her pocket, the needle heavy against her thigh.

			She skidded to a stop at the door and threw it open.

			A man stood on the other side, a machete aimed at her face.

			She ducked just in time. The blade sailed over her head.

			She popped up, launching her foot into the man’s chest. He wheezed and dropped his weapon as he stumbled back. She caught a glimpse of his face as he fell to the ground.

			Grady Ruben. A constant pain in her ass.

			She looked quickly around the shack. Lennon Pierce was tied to a beam. He pulled desperately at the zip tie binding his hands around it, to no avail. A red handkerchief was tied around his mouth.

			His clothes were dusty and wrinkled, his ridiculous hair falling in his eyes. He squinted at her through it and froze. He had a bruise forming on one cheek and blood drying under his nose.

			Grady struggled to his feet, reaching for his machete. She kicked it away, jumping forward and grabbing him by the collar. She pulled her left hand back and made a fist.

			“Dammit, Grady, what did I say last time?”

			He looked at her fist nervously. “He’s a runner from the north! Runners from the north are fair game!”

			“What did I say?” she repeated, louder.

			He licked his lips. “That if you heard about us capturing and eating any more people, you’d cut off my balls.”

			Lennon made a horrified noise from behind his gag.

			She threw a punch straight into Grady’s face. He hit the ground hard, his nose and mouth bloody, and went still. Pain radiated through her hand, and she resisted the urge to wince.

			She turned back to Lennon. He looked from her to the man on the ground.

			She pulled the
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