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DEDICATION

For those who will inherit the earth—especially James—and for Andrew, without whom this book would not exist.





ONE

I WON’T MISS these mornings.

I won’t miss the sand, the sea, the salt air. The splintered wood of the old, worn boardwalk, burrowing beneath my skin. I won’t miss the sun, bright and blinding, a spotlight on me as I watch and wait. I won’t miss the silence.

No, I won’t miss these mornings at all.

Day after day, I slip down to the boardwalk when it’s still dark. I’ve worked hard to make it look like I’m simply a girl who loves sunrises, a girl who’d never shove back. One of those is true, at least. The Wolves who guard this beach hardly blink at me anymore, a rare show of indifference bought by my consistency, my patience. Two years of consistency and patience, every single morning since they plucked us from lives we loved and shoved us into gulags. I sit where the guards can see me—where I can see them—where I can see everything. I watch the water, I watch the waves. I watch more than water, more than waves. I look for cracks.

There’ve been no cracks. The guards’ routine has forever been solid, impenetrable, the only reason I haven’t yet made a break for it. I will, though. I am a bird, determined to fly despite clipped wings and splintered feet. This cage of an island won’t hold me forever.

One day, when the war ends, I will eat ice cream again. I will run barefoot on the beach without fear of stepping on a mine. I will go into a bookstore, or a coffee shop, or any of the hundreds of places currently occupied by Wolves, and I will sit there for hours just because I can. I will do all of these things, and more. If I survive.

I am always ready for a way out, always looking to leave. I carry my past wherever it fits: tucked in at my back, hanging from my neck, buried deep in my pocket. A tattered yellow book. A heavy ring on its heavy chain. A vial of blood and teeth. My empty hands are my advantage—with nothing but my own skin to dig my nails into, with no one left to cling to, I’m free to take back this war-stained world. If everything goes as planned, that is.

It may not be obvious to anyone else, but things are changing. I see subtle signs of it everywhere, for better and worse all at once. Where there used to be only two guards at this beachfront station, now there are four. Where the guards once stepped casually around certain patches of sand—they’ve been loud and clear in warning us of the land mines buried there—they now step carefully, single file, if they even leave their station at all. Until last week, their post was equipped with a blood-red speedboat. Now they’ve traded sleek for simple, a no-frills green sailboat in its place meant to disadvantage anyone who tries to use it to escape. As if any of us could make it that far without being blown to pieces.

This quiet shifting of routine assures me the rumors are true.

Someone escaped last week, people say. Someone else plans to try. Today, tomorrow, next week, next month, I’ve heard it all. The rumors aren’t about me—I’d never be allowed to sit here now, watching as always, if they were. This worked out exactly the way I hoped, that my being close to the beach triggers the assumption that I am up to nothing, nothing at all out of the ordinary. To change my routine would be suspicious.

Now I wait only for the guards to turn their backs on me, as they sometimes do, when they go for coffee refills inside their bare-bones old beach tower. They are far too comfortable with me looking comfortable. Too confident I’ll stay put. They keep their eyes trained on the seawall, on those who’ve taken a sudden interest in the sunrise.

The boardwalk has been lonely for the better part of two years, but not now. Not yesterday, either, or the day before. Whether the others are plotting an escape or just hoping to glimpse one, who knows? This is undoubtedly the best spot for either, I figured that out my first week. From every other side of this island, the water leads straight back to mainland Texas. Better open ocean than that.

These fresh faces that peek out over the seawall and divert attention away from me—it’s good, and it’s not. Anyone could make a run for it at any time. The Wolves will redouble their security measures when that happens, no doubt, rain bullets and bombs over the entire camp. I can’t be around when that happens. I need to make a run for the boat today, this morning, now, or I might never get the chance.

I have to be first.

Dawn breaks, a hundred thousand shades of it, so brilliant the sky can hardly contain it.

Two guards go inside their post, and the third turns—this is it this is it this is it—but then the air shifts. It starts with a seagull, warning on its wings as it flies straight for the ocean, like it wants to get far, far away. The two remaining guards meet eyes. I hear the rumble of footsteps, not from the beach but from beyond the seawall at my back, toward barracks and breakfast and the silk lab I’ve left behind.

A distant explosion shakes the entire island. Two more follow on its heels, five more after that. Gunfire, like a storm—so many blasted bullets I lose count—screaming, chaos. It’s louder with every second. Louder and closer.

I freeze, every muscle in my body stiff. I’m too late, a split second too late—someone must have attempted escape from the wrong side of the island.

Looks like I’m not the only one who wanted to be first.

All four officers are out of the post now, running their tight zigzag pattern through the sand, toward the noise, careful not to blow themselves to pieces. They don’t look my way as they pass.

I should have gone for it in the dead of night, shouldn’t have waited for perfect timing—there is no perfect. These bullets and bombs are the consequences, I’m sure of it, security measures on steroids. I’ve missed my chance.

Or maybe not.

The green sailboat bobs idly at the end of their dock. No one has stayed behind to guard it.

I shift, about to make a break for it—but then that miserable seagull settles itself on the sand in the wrong place and sets off a mine. The earsplitting explosion is close enough to scare me still. Smoke and feathers obscure the guards’ sandy footsteps, obliterating my only clue as to where the safe path is. Before last week, when they planted hundreds of fresh mines, I could have run it in my sleep. Not now.

People come spilling over the seawall, five and ten and fifteen, more with every second. If they’re desperate enough to run this way, straight toward the sand and the mines, I don’t want to know what they’re running from. I scramble to the edge of the boardwalk. There’s an opening below it, where wind has blown the sand away from the posts and planks. I will wait this out and try again, or I will die. It’s a tight squeeze, just enough room for me but hardly enough room to breathe. My breaths are shallow anyway, shallow and quick. Sand sticks to the slick sweat on my neck and cheek, coating the entire right side of me. The grit is everywhere: inside my nose, between my teeth, behind my eyelids. But I breathe, never having felt so alive as I do in this moment, so close to death.

The noise is inescapable now, the sound of the desperate as they run from death to destruction. Footsteps pound the boardwalk, shaking it. If it gives out, I will be splintered and crushed beneath it.

Sand scatters under the first pair of brave feet, not terribly far away from me. Two more pairs follow, and ten more after that. Then twenty.

The mines spray sand and skin high into the air. All over the beach, explosions burst like fireworks. Yet the feet keep coming, winding through pillars of smoke until—pop!—they are forced to stop.

It isn’t pretty. It is a sickening, revolting mess.

Something heavy slams into the boardwalk, directly above me. The boards creak, sagging so low they press into my shoulder blades. Quickly, the pressure recedes—but then there are fingers, long and tan and delicate, curling over the plank’s edge two inches from my face. A noise almost slips out of me; I bite it back.

Shots ring out, cracking wood, deafening and close. I don’t feel anything—but would a bullet burn like fire, or would it be a blast of numb shock? The fingers grip tighter, knuckles white even in these shadows, and then they are gone. I shift, as much as I can in this tight space, and see three perfect circles of sunlight streaming through the wood just past my head.

Another shot rings out, and then, just like that, darkness overtakes the light—there is a thud above me, even heavier than the first, and a limp arm hanging over the boardwalk’s edge. A limp arm clothed in crisp, tan fabric that would blend into the sand if not for the blood.

An officer. An officer is down, and they will find him, and if I stay where I am I will be covered in his blood as it drips through the cracks.

I could run now. I could follow the footsteps of the dead, step only in places where the sand has been tested. I could make it to the sailboat, if I am smart. If I am smart and quick. I could finally, finally sail to Sanctuary.

I inch out of my hiding place, careful to stay low. An enemy of an officer is a friend of mine, but that doesn’t mean I’m safe—I still need to be as careful as possible, and quiet. A blast of saltwater breeze hits me, cool against damp sweat.

“Wait.”

I freeze, though I’ve obviously already been seen.

“The guards are making rounds,” the voice says. Soft, urgent. “They’re not close, but they’ll see me if you run.”

I turn my head, just slightly, enough to look at her. She’s petite, Asian—I don’t recognize her. Her long, tan fingers ravage the fallen officer’s pockets. Could this girl really have killed him, David against Goliath?

“Here,” she says, tossing me a lanyard heavy with keys. Clever, an attempt to share the blame if someone sees, because why else would she hand over this freedom? Not that I’m complaining—I don’t plan to be around long enough for blame. She stuffs his ID tags into her pockets and tucks his pistol into the back of her shorts. “I’m coming with you.”

The pistol makes me nervous, but at least it isn’t aimed at me. “You don’t even know where I’m going.”

She tilts her head to the beach, to the sickening display of blood and bone before us. “I know you’re not staying here,” she says. “That’s all I need to know.”

“Is it clear yet?” Still crouched on the low side of the boardwalk, all I can see is the girl, and the officer at her feet. Even this much blood turns my stomach, but I keep it together. I have to.

“Clear enough that we’ll have a head start. People are avoiding this beach now. . . .” Her eyes drift to the mess of death in the sand. The tide doesn’t reach far enough to lick any of the blood away, and neither of us can look for more than a few seconds. “It’s only a matter of time until they’re all killed. The guards won’t be distracted for long.”

“Okay,” I say. “Okay. We can do this.”

“We have to do this. What else is there?”

She’s right. And it isn’t like I have anyone to go back for, not anymore. I take a deep breath. “Follow—”

“Crap, they’re on the seawall—they see us. They see us! Go!”

I spring to standing and take off. The smoke has cleared, not completely, but enough. I don’t look behind me to see if she’s there. I don’t look at what remains of all the people I might have eaten breakfast with later this morning. I only look ahead, at the ravaged sand, darting left and right like the officers did when they first noticed the air shifting.

Bullets burrow into the sand, into bodies already dead, into a wake of people who trail behind us. So many bullets from only—I risk a glance—two guards. I dodge their shots, keep running until the sand is smooth ahead of me, untested. I stop short, not sure exactly how to proceed, and the girl from the boardwalk barrels into me. It’s everything I can do to keep from losing my balance, from taking one wrong step that could end everything.

But of those who’ve fallen in with us, only two stop. The others push past us, sights set on the sailboat. Between their footsteps and the spray of bullets that follows them, the sand is broken—and they are dead—in a matter of seconds.

I suck in a breath, choke on sand and smoke, but force myself to keep going. The boardwalk girl follows, along with the two girls who stopped with us. I recognize both their faces from the seawall, peeking over, today and yesterday and the day before. 

I lead the way, fast as I can. The guards’ boat isn’t far now. If we press on we might actually make it. More shots ring out, but this time they’re fired by the boardwalk girl, directed at the officer who usually guards the boat—bullet and blood, he collapses before he can make it back to the dock—then at the other guards who chase us, their pistols dead. This girl is an impressive shot, unsettlingly so. She keeps pulling the trigger long after she runs out of bullets.

No one shoots at us anymore.

No one follows us at all. 

But I keep running. I can’t stop. We’re past the minefield now, into guards’ quarters—where the guards would be if they weren’t dead or hunting—and down the endless dock where their boat is tied up.

I climb up and over the boat’s side, collapse just long enough to catch my breath. I’m vaguely aware of the three other girls as they join me, one of them a blonde who works to untie the knotted rope, our only anchor to the dock. The sky starts to sway as the tide pulls us out to sea. It hurts to breathe, it hurts to think. Everything hurts.

It is worth it.





TWO

I CAN’T TELL my own tears from the sweat.

I could easily spend hours lying limp on this deck, looking like death, but after only a few breaths, I peel myself up. Break over.

“Either of you know how to sail?” the boardwalk girl says to the two girls who followed us here.

“I know how,” I say, before either of them has the chance to take over. My dreams of this moment never included anyone’s agenda but my own.

“Do it, then.”

The boardwalk girl turns her back on us and stalks to the far end of the boat, which isn’t all that far, but is probably enough distance for us to whisper about her without her hearing.

We don’t. Yet.

One of the girls, the blonde, raises her eyebrows at me. “Would you like some help? I used to sail with my family, before . . .”

So many sentences end that way in our post-peace world. Before, ellipsis. No one ever needs to say anything else. We fill in the blanks with our own unspeakable memories.

“Yes.” The boom is familiar in my hand, as if I never stopped sailing. “Yes, please.” She moves to help me, and the other girl—beach-wave hair the color of a penny, a splash of dark freckles across her cheeks and nose, silver-gray eyes—looks on in earnest.

Before, ellipsis: sunny summer days we all assumed would go on forever, filled with smiles that came easily. I sailed every day that summer, sometimes with Dad, and sometimes with Emma, but mostly with Birch. Birch was salt and sand and starlight kisses, refreshing like spring rain: easily my favorite part of every day.

How drastically things have changed.

“I’m Hope, by the way,” the blonde girl says. Her friendliness catches me off guard. It isn’t something you see every day. Really, it isn’t something you see anymore at all.

I glance down at her left hand out of habit, and there it is, tattooed on her pinky in thin, wide letters: H-O-P-E. Red ink, unlike mine, which is green. Our barracks are on opposite ends of the New Port Isabel gulag, then—I’m not surprised. Not one of these girls looks familiar, save for the past few days at the seawall.

“And yours?” she prods, when I say nothing.

“Eden.” As in, the Garden of, I silently add, like I always used to say. It’s been so long since anyone’s asked my name, or even bothered to use it, I’d almost forgotten what it felt like on my tongue.

It feels like freedom.

“You’re steering us in the wrong direction.”

I look over my shoulder. The boardwalk girl stands beside copper-hair-freckle-splash, her arms crossed. A-L-E-X-A, the letters on her pinky read. They are violet: I’ve never seen anyone with violet letters before. I didn’t know violet was even an option.

“Seems like any direction away from barracks is the right direction,” I say, making no move to adjust the sail.

“They’ll come after us,” Alexa says, not missing a beat. “We need a faster boat.”

“And how are we going to get a faster boat?” It’s copper-hair-freckle-splash speaking now. I’d started to wonder if she’d gone mute from shock, but mute she is not. “Sail straight into HQ and ask them for one?”

Alexa’s glare is sharp. “Yes. This is one of their own boats, so I think we could pull it off.”

“And then what?” the girl continues. F-I-N-N-L-E-Y. Red letters like Hope’s. “Dodge their bullets when they realize we’re not in uniform? Even if we manage to steal one of their speedboats, what are we going to do, try to outrun them? What do you plan to do when we burn off all the boat’s fuel? I guess we could swim until our arms give out, but—”

“I get it,” Alexa snaps. “You know better than the rest of us. You have a better idea, I’m sure.”

Finnley’s jaw twitches. She meets Alexa’s glare, a challenge. “Matamoros.”

I bite back a laugh. Even if the Wolfpack hasn’t spilled over into Mexico, which I highly doubt, people say it’s been a cartel kingdom for as long as I’ve been alive.

“What?” Finnley says, turning her steely eyes on me. “It would work. I know exactly which route—”

“It would never work,” Alexa spits back. “You’re delusional if you think it would.”

“Eden?” Hope’s voice is quiet, but cuts through with as much force as Alexa’s. “Matamoros?”

Her thoughts are written all over her face: she and I are the only ones who know how to sail. We could override Alexa, if we want. If I want.

I try, really try, to look like I’m giving it actual consideration. “We’d make it to shore,” I say. “They’d shoot us with heroin needles, not guns, dress us up then strip us down, and we’d be caught in a living nightmare until they’re done with us. That’s what I think.”

Hope knows it’s true, I can tell, and so does Finnley. Thick hopes, thin plans.

“I was thinking,” I say, bracing myself for Matamoros-level disbelief, “we could sail out to Sanctuary.”

Their stares burn hotter than the sun, Alexa’s in particular. She puts a hand on her hip and cocks her head. “You are aware Sanctuary is just a myth, right?”

Everyone knows the rumors. I know the truth.

“You have no way of knowing that,” I say. I adjust the sail, mainly to avoid looking at her.

“And you do?” Alexa fires back.

“Even if Sanctuary is a myth, where else are we going to go?” Finnley says. “Not Matamoros, apparently, and for sure not back to barracks. I think Eden has a point. We shouldn’t rule out the possibility of the amnesty island—why else would they go to the trouble of planting so many mines on the beach if they weren’t trying to keep people from escaping to it?”

“Because they’re sadistic?” Alexa says. “Because who the hell puts anything worth anything on an island anymore?”

“It’s not a myth,” I say. But I’m not about to spill the details of how I know this.

I don’t mention how Dad pulled me aside in secret, just before the Wolfpack took him. How he told me he’d been called in for questioning by the head of our gulag, interrogated for hours about his engineering and sailing background. That happened often, Before, as he was the lead innovator for the project that set the Envirotech scandal in motion—the project that set the world war in motion. He’d suffered more interrogations than I could count. This one was not like the others.

I don’t mention how his eyes glittered when he said he’d rather die than help the Wolfpack with anything, not even the hopeful-sounding proposal they’d made him: they wanted him to develop a neutral island territory, a secluded spot where war-ending negotiations would take place. It would be a venue to display proof that the Wolves weren’t violating our basic human rights—that they were capable of offering kindness, even amnesty, to at least a few of their imprisoned. A sugarcoated show for the rest of the world, in other words. One I hope to be part of.

And I certainly don’t mention the way Dad never came home—how two officers showed up at my barracks door with his wedding ring, his pocket survival guide, and a vial of his blood and teeth.

Spilling those particular details would be a surefire path to Matamoros, because who’d trust me if they knew the truth? That my father’s work led straight to this war, to all we’ve suffered at the Wolves’ hands? That Sanctuary could very possibly mean our death, not a better life?

I certainly wouldn’t trust me.

Alexa moves to where I can’t avoid her. “Even if the island itself exists, and the ocean hasn’t swallowed it whole, do you really believe freedom does?”

The ring I wear on a chain at my throat, and the vial of death in my pocket: these say no.

But the information I found inside the survival guide, written in his perfect and distinctive handwriting, says otherwise: I am convinced Dad changed his mind, convinced he believed lasting freedom could indeed be found on the island—that he gave his life to establish it. That he was trying to lead me there, if only I could find a way out of camp.

And I have.

“I have to believe in something.” I dare to meet her eyes. “And I think you do, too. No one runs with that much conviction unless they know what they’re running toward.”

“You’re wrong,” she says, holding my stare. “I was only running away.”





THREE

PAGE FORTY-SEVEN OF Survival: A Pocket Field Guide is covered from edge to edge in pencil markings, narrow cursive stretched thin, letters leaning heavily to the right with no regard whatsoever for the original printed text. No blank pages or margins remain in the book—he used every bit of space and then some. I’ve read Dad’s notes so many times I’ve practically memorized them, but it’s a comfort to hold the actual pages his hands touched, run my fingers over the spots tinged brown by dirt and sweat.

Sanctuary Island, it says at the very top, with a double underline. The rest of the page is a single unbroken paragraph, but my eyes land immediately on the passages that have always fascinated me.

Neutral territory. Weapons-free zone.

Temples hiding among ferns, structures formed of stones and secrets.

Monks who grant refugees immunity from both sides of the war by inducting them into their monastery. Hologram tattoos given to all who approach peacefully, without any hint of hostility. All of these things wait for us, according to Dad’s notes.

But no one knows for sure.

I adjust the sails according to the hand-drawn map at the back of the field guide, using the setting sun for directional reference. I feel the other girls’ eyes on me, but no one objects, so I take that as permission to choose the direction I want.

“Alexa?” I ask. “Was there a compass in that bench?”

Earlier, we pried open every inch of the sailboat—the fallen officer’s keys helped with only half of what we were able to get into—and found a respectable supply of emergency bars, along with a single Havenwater bottle. The cartridge is nearly dead, but it should be good for at least a few more days’ worth of sterile, desalinated water if we ration things right. Alexa also discovered a pile of navigational equipment—mostly charts and instruction manuals and two bright orange life vests tucked away in one of the benches.

She pulls a compass from one of her pants pockets and tosses it to me. “Knock yourself out.”

“You could help, you know.”

“Yes,” she says. “I could.”

But she doesn’t. She retreats to the far end of the boat, as she has for all but half an hour of our first day at sea. I hear her tear into the wrapper of an emergency bar.

“It’s probably for the best,” Hope says. Her voice is so soft and sweet, she doesn’t even have to lower it. “She makes me uncomfortable.”

“Because of her gun?” I ask. “It’s out of bullets, if that’s it.”

“Not the gun so much as how she shot it,” Hope says. “Just . . . everything. How she is.”

Hope’s too kind to throw out specifics, but I’m not blind. The way Alexa acknowledges us only when it’s absolutely necessary—how she can’t be bothered unless her own comfort is directly threatened. “I get it,” I say. “Makes me uneasy, too.”

I reach for Dad’s field guide on the bench where I left it a while ago, but it’s not there. I go from zero to panic fast, ready to turn the boat on its sails if that’s what it takes to find it. I scan the wooden deck, and the benches, and finally spot it: its mustard-yellow cover winks at me, bright between Finnley’s hands. Something inside me snaps at the sight of her holding it. It’s not like she’s Alexa—Finnley’s prickly and stubborn, yes, but Hope knew her before they ran for this boat. Hope trusts her. The problem isn’t Finnley, it’s that the field guide is private.

It’s only a book, I remind myself. It’s only a book about bugs, and plants, and making shelter, and starting fires, and purifying water, with Dad’s own personal notes written in along the way. And then there are his entries about Sanctuary Island, his charts and his maps, and a few sketches that remind me of the year he won an award at work for his architectural blueprints. He took me out for three-hundred-dollar steaks with the bonus they gave him.

The map to the island became public knowledge as soon as I pulled the book from my pocket, but the questions they’ll inevitably ask about the other things . . . I’m not quite ready to answer.

“What?” Finnley says, glancing up over the top of the field guide. “Do you want it back?”

I want to say, You don’t just take other people’s things without asking. I want to say, That’s all I have left of him. But what comes out is, “No, it’s fine.”

I don’t have to let it bother me. She didn’t mean anything by it.

“Where’d you get this thing, anyway?” Finnley’s eyes narrow as she flips from page to page. “Must have taken a lot of work to keep the Wolves from noticing it.”

She has no idea.

That it landed in my hands at all had to have been a mistake. They would never have given it to me if they’d bothered to crack it open. Surely they read it—why wouldn’t they?

But they gave it to me that day and never looked back. I’ve been more than careful ever since.

“I, um—” Heat rises in my cheeks. The field guide is so closely tied to my father that I struggle to think of something, anything, to say about it. Any answer I give will only lead to more questions.

“Seriously, though, where?” she presses, folding a fresh crease into one of the field guide’s pages. I wince, even though I’ve creased so many corners the book could be deconstructed origami.

“Come on, Finn, that’s personal.” Hope takes the book from her, closes it. “Eden obviously doesn’t want to talk about it. Sorry,” she says, handing the book over to me. “People take so much. We should all be allowed to hold on to at least one private thing.”

Finnley doesn’t say another word about it, though I’m certain she wants to. Perhaps there are some things of her own she’d like to keep only for herself—we all have our secrets, I guess. I send a thousand silent thank-yous to Hope.

“So, you guys”—I gesture to the tattoo on Finnley’s pinky, desperate for a subject change—“you’re both red. Where did they bring you in from?” Ink color varies based on where each of us were first processed, whatever the Wolves had on hand. Most of Texas ended up with green.

“Santa Monica,” Hope says.

Matamoros suddenly makes a lot more sense. She and Finnley had hoped to cut through Mexico, I’d bet, climb up into California—they were trying to run back.

If only. If only there were home or family to run back to. If only the Wolves hadn’t shaken the world so thoroughly, if only things weren’t so splintered or broken. There is no going back.

“Where did they put you for work?” I ask.

“Metalworks,” Hope and Finnley say, blandly, in unison.

None of us were originally stationed at chorehouses, not in the beginning—they preferred to pretend we didn’t exist at all. Cockroaches. Only when the Allied Forces intervened, and the Wolves stepped up their war efforts, were we driven into chorehouses. They turned us into ants, made us carry five thousand times our body weight.

Finnley starts in about how blisteringly hot the crucibles were in their foundries. She holds up her hands. “See all the scars where I’ve been burned?” Raised, wrinkled lines crisscross her palms and forearms. A thick, gnarled scar mars the pad of her left pointer finger.

“Those weren’t even bad burns, compared to some we’ve seen,” Hope chimes in. “Like the guy who dumped his crucible out just to make a point.”

She doesn’t elaborate. It’s probably for the best.

“We’ve learned to be careful,” Finnley says. “Also, the Wolves threatened to dump melted lead on our feet when too many people were out with injuries. It was motivating,” she deadpans.

My station at the silkworm house sounds like an absolute oasis in comparison. I tended larvae, fed them mulberry leaves three times daily as if they were my own pets, and then I harvested their cocoons to be shipped off to the silk labs. It was a stifling, sweat-soaked job, but it was no metal factory. Still, I’ve suffered my share of burns. It was my job to boil the cocoons at the end of every cycle, live moths still inside them. I hated it. It was like killing myself every time I dipped them into the vat, these flightless creatures kept alive only to serve and then die. Silk technology is amazing, has done incredible things for the world, but it is born directly out of so much death.

“You think the scars are bad,” Finnley says, and only now do I realize I’m staring. “The reason we have them is even worse.”

I look up. “Yeah?”

“We worked in a bullet factory.”

I don’t know what’s more atrocious: the fact that these girls were scarred while making weapons for the very people who enslaved them, or the fact that the Wolfpack needs a bullet factory at all. They seized every shelf in every store—and every factory—and every abandoned basement—and every military base, even, thanks to thousands of well-placed Wolves and an abundance of strategy and luck. To think, they’ve exhausted their supply of all those bullets. Or, if they haven’t yet exhausted their supply, they plan to.

I believe it. I wish I didn’t.

“So,” I say, mainly to direct the conversation toward something less horrific, “you guys obviously knew each other before today.”

Hope and Finnley are quiet for a long moment.

“We’ve known each other since Zero,” Finnley finally says.

So much for less horrific.

Zero: the day the Wolves took over—the day they took everything. I’d been in the cafeteria line during my first week of sophomore year at Veritas. I’d chosen the salad bar over pizza and fries, mainly so my already-tight purple skirt wouldn’t turn unflattering-tight during biology lab, and I’d just popped a cherry tomato between my teeth when the doors burst open. They spilled in: ten, twenty, fifty officers. For a high school cafeteria.

“Like, since lineup?” I ask. “Or barracks?”

“A little bit before,” Hope chimes in. “I’d seen her around school, but we’d never met. We ended up in the same group as they herded us away.”

“One of the officers hit her,” Finnley says. “He hit her so hard she fell down in the parking lot and tore her knees up on the gravel. I stayed behind to help her up.”

“He hit you?” Looking at Hope, I just can’t imagine it. I can’t imagine why anyone, not even an officer, would raise a voice at her, let alone strike her hard enough to knock her down. “Why?”

Tears sparkle in her eyes. “I said no. No, you can’t take me.”

With that one little word, everything makes sense. No one says no. I watched Birch take his last two steps over saying no.

“How did you . . .”

“Make it out alive?”

She leans her back against the mast and stares out at the endless horizon. “The officer was my older brother.”





FOUR

THE ENEMY WORE sheep’s clothes for many years before it bared its fangs and went for blood.

Fathers. Brothers. The barista who made your daily latte, the guy behind the fish counter at the grocery store, the girl in Sephora who taught you how to line your eyes. All seemingly unconnected, until one day they were a force.

After Zero, it all made sense: the neon fliers stapled to telephone poles, the #wolfpack hashtag everyone assumed was a fandom of some sort, the pendants people wrote off as a passing trend. The signs were all around us, but we were too wrapped up in our own lives to really question them.

Which, I guess, was their point. It was a good point, at its heart, albeit a bitter one—that too many people were out of touch with reality, floating on the hard work of others who were killing themselves just to survive. That too many of us were too entitled, too ungrateful. Too used to all we touched turning to gold.

They weren’t altogether wrong.

These issues are as old as humanity itself, people who have and people who want—but then came the floods. We want a better life became We want life, period.

Society imploded.

It started with the Kiribati islands. Rising seawater swallowed seventeen of the original thirty-three islands gradually, over previous decades, but then—all at once, it seemed—every last island went under. First, there was the typhoon. Next, the tsunami. It’s terrifying to think about, really, that the chain of events that sparked a world war began with the world itself—the ocean, more specifically—ravaging a people who were minding their own business out in the middle of the Pacific. Anything can happen to anyone, whether they deserve it or not.

But, as things go, no one here cared until it was our shores starting to go under. Our disasters piling up on top of one another, San Francisco and the Carolina coast and New York City. Our tourists dying in cliff-side resort collapses, our Girl Scout troops on the Kure Beach Fishing Pier when the posts gave out.

The floods weren’t major, weren’t national news–worthy, but they continually overstepped their bounds—up to thirty times during 2049 alone, in some places. Over and over, damage and ruin and death swept in with the tide. Still-healing wounds were repeatedly ripped raw.

Emergency response teams were unable to keep up. Contaminated drinking water, sewage flowing down every street, disease spreading among die-hards who refused to leave. FEMA distributed Havenwater bottles, one cartridge to be shared among every thousand who couldn’t afford them, one cartridge to every rich family who could. Once the mandatory evacuations kicked in, once the economy fractured and the dollar lost its wings—

That’s when people panicked.

They wanted a safe world. A forever world. One that wouldn’t get swept away, one where they wouldn’t have to fear their children going hungry, their children soaked up to their necks in contaminated salt water but never able to drink it.

The upheaval started with Kiribati, and was sealed with a promise: Envirotech will save you. Envirotech, pioneer of Havenwater bottles and silk technology and all manner of other eco-savior solutions. That’s when my father began to lose sleep, when the wallpaper Mom picked out before she died became plastered with blueprints, research about artificial limestone reefs and biosynthetic cities grown from protocells. That year, Envirotech presented him the award that bought us that most amazing steak dinner and a brand-new car.

It also bought us a war.

Envirotech planned to develop the Atlas Project—a cutting-edge, ocean-based habitat my father was entrusted to direct—but then the news broke that the residences on board would be extremely limited in number, and sold to the highest bidders. Come one, come some, come live: if you’re rich. That part wasn’t supposed to be public knowledge, not yet, but it took only one bitter insider—a coworker Dad knew, not well, from Envirotech’s financial department—to spill a flood of secrets.

Fear mixed with bitterness never ends well, and fear mixed with power? Ends worlds.

What began seed-small picked up speed, picked up strength, until it became a wrecking ball waiting for the perfect moment to drop. That moment came when the Supreme Court upheld Envirotech’s right to set their own prices, in the name of commerce and capitalism and centuries-old dreams. No doubt the honorable justices wanted to grow old with their grandchildren, like everyone else. Difference was, they could afford it.

The Wolfpack’s wrecking ball proved swift and colossally destructive, with enough momentum and manpower to smash the entire country to pieces. To this day, I still hear them chanting when I have nightmares of Zero Day: Prison for privilege! End Envirotech! Our time is now! Our time is now, our time is now: tattooed on their faces and forearms, on their backs like angel wings, on my memory forever.

In the beginning, during those first few weeks of camp, after we’d been sorted and stamped, a few of the officers—Wolves, we called them, though they were undeniably human to the core—would greet us, and they didn’t raise their voices. These, who were made more of fear than bitterness, would be almost apologetic over the fact that they weren’t allowed to let us inside the nice areas they’d claimed as Wolf territory. One even threw away his half-eaten ice-cream cone right in front of me and said there was no rule against us eating trash. It sounds cruel, but he meant it as a kindness, and I took it that way.

But not all factions were created equal. Some were more militant, with officers who went straight-up psychopath on us. And not only us—the rest of the world, too, when they tried to intervene in the Wolves’ efforts to flip the status quo on its head. All attempts at contact from the Global Alliance of Territories and Dominions were met with radio silence, then hostility, according to word around camp. The Wolfpack had already seized the lives they’d longed for—they’d broken into all the bankers’ systems, shoved the formerly privileged into barracks with naked wooden boards for beds. And later, into factories and foundries and fields. All of this, so they could eat, drink, live, love, sleep, be as we’d been, Before. I doubt a world war was ever part of anyone’s motivational propaganda, but, well. People defend what they love. The rest of the world loved justice—human rights.

The Wolves think they love justice, think they’ve created equality by inverting the scales.

I think the Wolves love only themselves.

It’s been nearly two years since I’ve eaten ice cream from the trash, and almost as long since my father’s vial of blood and teeth made its home in my pocket.

Two years can eclipse an entire lifetime, it turns out.





FIVE

A MULTITUDE OF stars dot the black sky, like snow clinging to the walls of a glass globe. It’s cold for this time of year, the sort of sandpaper cold that rubs you the wrong way no matter how you turn against it. I wish I had more than the yellow cardigan I wore to the boardwalk this morning. I wish I had Birch.

Finnley and Hope are huddled together on the port side, while I am stretched out on the starboard bench. They’ve spent most of today talking in hushed voices with only each other. Finnley’s spent today talking, anyway—Hope mostly listens, more patiently than anyone I’ve ever seen. I’d worry they were plotting a takeover, a course shift toward Matamoros despite it being the worst of bad ideas, but Hope isn’t as strong with the sails as I am. Whatever’s going on with them, that isn’t it.

Meanwhile, Alexa keeps to herself, hasn’t said a word in hours. I suspect she’s as sleepless as the rest of us.

The ocean shushes and rocks us, a lullaby. But she is not a mother to be trusted. Tomorrow, she could shake us until we break. She could toss us and flood us and devour us.

Soft footsteps brush against the wooden deck. Alexa.

“They say the sharks come out at night,” she says, taking a seat in the middle of everything. If she decides to stretch out and sleep there, Hope and I will both have to step over her when it’s time to adjust the sails. “They’re thirsty for blood, and they have an endless supply of teeth that are sharp as razors.”

Her words slither and coil. We are still and quiet, as if we can keep them from biting us if we pretend they’re not there.

“We’re more likely to drown than get eaten by sharks.” Finnley’s words. The waves shush them almost as soon as they’re spoken.

Hope shifts. “What do you think it will be like?” Her voice is quiet.

“The drowning?” Alexa says, in too light a tone. “Or the sharks?”

“The island. Sanctuary.”

Will the temple’s stones be gritty and gray, crisp and pristine, or will it be covered in moss and crumbling from age? What will the monks be like? I imagine them in red, draping robes, with shaved heads that gleam in sunlight, chanting in monotones loud enough to summon whales and fend off ghosts.

“If it even exists, which I doubt, I think it will be a jungle,” Alexa says. “With boa constrictors that will strangle us while we’re sleeping, and a thousand different kinds of bugs just waiting to chew their way to our hearts.”

I force the image of boa constrictors from my mind—sharks I can handle, but not snakes. Snakes filled my earliest nightmares long before so many other painful atrocities crept in to join them.

The boat creaks and sways, waves licking its sides. One deep dip and we could be swallowed whole.

It’s not until Hope speaks that I realize we’ve been silent for several minutes. “I think we’ll eat a lot of fish,” she says. “And I think it will be peaceful. Sand and water and seagulls and shells. Sunsets where the sky is so pink-orange you can’t even remember what it’s like when it’s blue.”

For so long, I’ve thought I was the only one who romanticized sunsets anymore. Most people don’t go out of their way to watch them: it’s too depressing, they say, the reminder of things we lost that we’ll never get back. Things that were stolen from us.

Maybe it’s common in Hope’s corner of New Port Isabel for people to be so—well—hopeful. But then Finnley says, “I’ve been thinking about this. You guys have seen the footage, right? How the Wolfpack’s been razing port towns for the past few months, even as far as Hong Kong? Seems like they’re being pretty hostile in their takeover. Guards and guns, that’s what I think we’ll find.”

And then I have my answer. Finnley is the pragmatism to Hope’s idealism.

The footage is something I try to forget about. Every night, after dinner and before bed, it is inescapable: massive screens where billboards for beach rentals used to be, war propaganda projected on walls around every turn in our barracks, audio-only announcements that echo from cracked, overgrown parking lots. This nightly news is meant for the Wolves, not for us. Even so, it’s everywhere.

Some people live for it, people who should be disgusted by it like I am. It is their escape, this sick form of reality TV. Never mind that we were allowed to roam New Port Isabel when we weren’t on duty at our stations—we were every bit as imprisoned as the people we heard reports about. It’s just that we’re still alive to hear about their towns being burned, the gassings, the counterattacks. People forget we’re still alive only because they simply haven’t killed us yet.

The fact that people would choose to watch the footage rather than a sunset—and consider a sunset more depressing—is, perhaps, the most tragic thing to come out of this war.

Alexa’s sitting up now. “What do you think? You’re too quiet over there.”

It’s never quiet in my head, so I don’t always realize I don’t speak much. “I . . .” What do I think? “I think it will be beautiful.” That much, I believe. “And there are a lot of islands in the world. I still believe it’s possible that one of them is a refuge.” If it isn’t, Dad gave everything for nothing.

For once, Alexa doesn’t say anything. Her eyes are full of starlight, flickering with every dip of the boat. She watches me.

It is an unsettling way to fall asleep.





SIX

I WAKE UP choking on my own vomit, lose everything I’ve ever eaten over the edge of our boat. The waves mince it away, sharp as knives and just as gray.

“I’m sorry!” The wind blasts Hope’s apology toward me, then dumps it out to sea. “I’m trying—I—”

Our sail is as choppy as the waves, loud as a helicopter. Hope struggles against the boom while Finnley expels bucketfuls of ocean from the deck. Even Alexa is doing her part.

“Why didn’t you wake me?” I tie my hair in a knot and take over for Hope at the boom.

“We figured you needed to rest up for the next shift,” she says.

A wave jumps in over the starboard lip, undoing all of Finnley’s work.

“There may not be a next shift,” I snap.

The boom is stubborn. I push all my weight against it, digging in with my heels, until it submits to me. The sail calms from a boil to a simmer. With one more push, it stops hyperventilating and takes a deep breath of salty air. Though the waves are still rough, they’re no longer bucking-bull wild.

Alexa slumps against the mast and slides down to sit, as if all the work I’ve done has really taken it out of her. For the first time, I see an aberration in her prickly demeanor, a softness that wasn’t there before. Or, at least, was hidden. It’s like she’s only just discovered she’s not invincible, that this life could be over in one too-deep dip of a boat.

How could anyone live through the war and not be intimately familiar with this truth?

I let out a long breath. “How long were we out of control?”

Hope’s cheeks are flushed red from effort, and probably a good dose of embarrassment. “Not long. You woke up on the first dip.”

“Were we still on course before that?”

She glances over at Finnley, who nods. “It was pretty smooth all night until one strong gust caught us off guard.”

I study Hope, try to read her eyes for honesty. “You swear we are still on course? For Sanctuary—not Matamoros?”

“Unless I read the compass wrong,” Hope stammers, surprise lighting her face. “I’m not a good enough navigator to find Matamoros from all the way out here, even if I wanted to.”

It isn’t as reassuring as it should be, since the boat’s been in her control all night, but I am mostly certain she’s not lying. From the looks of it, it never even crossed her mind to change course.

“Matamoros was a stupid idea,” Finnley says, from up near the bow of the boat. “We’re over it.”

Her tone makes me uneasy, rose petals spiked with thorns. I decide to take her at her word rather than take the bait—the last thing we need is a fight.

“Thanks for working on that,” I say instead. “Looks a lot better.” She’s done a remarkable job of getting the water out. Only a thin layer remains on the deck, too shallow to do anything about and not deep enough to be a problem.

A flash of yellow catches my eye at the front of our boat, close to Finnley’s feet.

No.

“I tried to hold on to it,” I hear Hope say as I rush toward it. “It fell when I was trying to fix the sail.”

Dad’s field guide floats, facedown, on what little bit of water is left. I kneel to inspect it. While it’s not bloated or drowning, the tattered cover wilts under my touch. It will be fine, I tell myself. It will be crispy and dry by noon, as long as the sun comes out.

“I’m sorry,” Hope says. “Eden? I’m sorry, I’m so—”

“It’s fine,” I snap. She was trying to help, she was only trying to help.

It isn’t something I’m used to anymore, help.

Water swirls around my knees, between my toes. I peel the book open and am grateful to see it was crafted, well, to survive. Its pages are heavy; though saturated, they hardly curl at all. And while water drips from the limbs of every t and k, and pools in every curve, the printed text is no more melted than a girl climbing from sea to sand.

Dad’s inky words are fuzzy, as if they’ve sprouted mold, but are still legible in most places. Only along the outside edges of the pages do they blur together. The map is still intact—for now, that’s all we need. Hopefully the hopeless bits were nonessential.

I make my way back to the other girls and find them looking like death. Hope is pale with exhaustion, her cheeks no longer pink. Finnley’s hair is at once limp and wild, some unruly strands trying to fly away and others weary from the trying; her face is haunted with shadows.

“You two should get some sleep,” I say, even though it means putting myself on duty with Alexa, who is still curled into herself at the base of the mast. I’m strong enough to sail without her help, but none of us is strong enough to stay awake and alert indefinitely.

Finnley shoots a sharp glance at Alexa, who stares blankly at the side of the boat. “Are you sure? I could make it another hour or two, I think.”

“You’ve already been up all night. We’ve got this.” If Alexa feels our eyes on her, she doesn’t show it. “Give Alexa the compass. It’ll be fine.”

Finnley pulls the compass from her pocket and holds it out. “You do know how to read a compass, don’t you, Alexa?”

Alexa twists, not enough to make eye contact. “Of course I know how to read a compass. I’m not an idiot.” She extends her hand and waits, like a spoiled child asking for candy.

To Finnley’s credit, the look on her face doesn’t find its way into speech. She plunks the compass into Alexa’s hand and retreats to the port side, where Hope has already curled up to sleep, using one of the bright orange life vests as a pillow.

“Wake us if you need us,” Finnley says, resting her head on her arms. They’re both out in less than a minute.

The sailing is smooth for a good long while. Alexa and I stay quiet, mostly, hide in our own heads. I think of Birch, of Dad. How I’d much rather be confined to this boat with people I love, people I trust. How I’d give anything for them to be here to help me navigate—the water and everything else.

A couple of hours in, Alexa shifts toward me on our bench. “Um,” she says, “is the arrow supposed to be jumping around like this?” The compass rests, open, in her palm.

I bend over to take a look. The compass needle is frenetic, oscillating from NW to NE, with an occasional detour to S.

“That’s . . . not normal,” I say. The needle jumps from due west to due east in the time it takes my gaze to catch on the purple ink on her pinky. The purple ink, which, just yesterday, clearly read A-L-E-X-A. 

Today, half the X is missing and the E is completely gone.





SEVEN

ALEXA TILTS THE compass, watches the arrow. “What does it mean?”

I want to ask her the same question.

I can’t stop looking over at her finger, triple-checking to make sure it wasn’t a trick of light—it wasn’t—but I decide to curb my curiosity until after we deal with the more pressing issue of our faulty compass. We are trapped on a boat together, after all, until we reach Sanctuary. There will be time.

“Something’s interfering with it. You’re not wearing anything magnetic, are you?”

She rolls her eyes. “I’ve been on the boat the whole time. Wouldn’t I have thrown it off earlier if the problem was me?”

She makes a good point.

“In that case, your guess is as good as mine.” Not entirely the truth, but I’m not sure enough of my thoughts to present them as a viable answer. “Could be a geomagnetic anomaly, maybe?” I leave it at that.

But by could be, I am fairly certain I mean it is.

“Huh,” she says, turning the compass around and around in her hands.

From what I remember, Dad’s notes in the field guide never mention the Triangle by name. But on his hand-drawn map, Sanctuary Island is inside an enormous scalene, three uneven sides made of blue-ink dots and dashes. His notes aren’t so much explicit about the odd experiences he had as they are permeated with evidence of them.

Gingerly, I peel the already-drying pages away from one another and find the one that keeps coming to mind. In bold text, at the top left of the page, the heading reads HOW TO NAVIGATE WITHOUT A COMPASS.

It is the most deeply dog-eared page in the entire book. In the margin, Dad made a column of times, with a second column of notes to its right. One paragraph of printed text has a neat blue asterisk beside it. I skim it and find it rich with information we can use.

The fact that this page is covered in information we can use brings at once both reassurance and dread. Reassurance, that we will likely not be lost at sea—at least, not because of a failed compass. Reassurance, that some of Dad’s team crossed the westernmost side of the Triangle and returned to shore in one piece, well enough to deliver his remains.

His remains: that is where the dread comes in.

I’ve never lingered on what might have reduced Dad to a vial of blood and teeth, and the officers who delivered him to me in that form didn’t volunteer the information. This is not to say I’ve never slipped into that cesspool of tragic thought at all—only that I’ve always pulled myself out before I drowned.

I don’t have much to go on, not really, but I believe he’s dead. It isn’t so much the vial that’s convinced me, as chilling as it is—it’s the ring. If there’s anything he loved more than me, anyone, it was Mom. I am one thousand percent certain he wouldn’t have parted with his wedding band unless someone pried it from his cold, dead hand.

So I make theories.

Maybe he fell overboard during a storm on his way back home, maybe he was swallowed up by the hungry sea like Kiribati, maybe the others who were with him dragged his bloated body back in with a net. Or perhaps he simply starved on Sanctuary Island and his corpse was too much dead weight to bring all the way home. What would I want with a corpse, anyway?

I cling to these theories when I’m feeling logical. Hopeful.

But then there are days when, after being steered back to barracks by a too-tight grip on my upper arm, I think with my gut instead of my head.

It’s then that I spiral toward the strange, toward the severe.

Maybe he was taken by something mysterious, for example. Something unexpected his team encountered on their mission to subdue the island, something that made him sweat soul and blood.

Or maybe his disappearance wasn’t a mystery at all. Maybe he simply outlived his usefulness to the Wolfpack, and they—*poof*—distilled him into blood and bone. After what was, surely, a grim and cruelly enforced death. Maybe he said yes and yes and yes, until one day he said no, and was shot, swiftly and finally, just like Birch on Zero Day.

And then, like always, I come back around to the only thing I know, for sure, to be true: my father was not a liar. His disappearance doesn’t change that.

Whatever awaits us on the island, if there is even the slightest chance we’ll find the freedom my father wrote about, it has to be better than the cages and clipped wings we’ve left behind.

Following the instructions in the field guide, Alexa and I craft a makeshift compass out of ballpoint pens and rope, using sunlight and shadows and the hands on her watch to guide us. These are actually two different techniques combined, in part rather than in full, since we don’t have everything we need to fully complete one of them as outlined in the book.

When we are back on course and sailing smoothly, I pull our Havenwater bottle and an emergency bar from one of the benches we pried open. It takes effort to ease the bar out without making noise; Alexa isn’t quite so careful. The crinkle of plastic nearly wakes Hope, all the way on the far end of the boat, but she simply stirs and turns over. We devour our bars like heaven-sent milk and honey.

Alexa stares out to sea. She sits on the bench, hunched over with her elbows on her knees, turning the Havenwater bottle around and around in her hands. The salt air tugs at her black hair. She lets it fly, in no rush to tame it.

I work my hair into a long, messy fishtail braid. There are at least twenty different shades of sand in my braid, from bright and sun-bleached to the color of the beach when the tide pulls away to sleep. I loop a thin strand of hair around the tail of the braid to tie it off.

Now would be the perfect time to ask about the missing letters on Alexa’s hand. But the longer we sit in silence, the more difficult it is to imagine breaking it, especially with a question so confrontational.

“Why didn’t you run?” she asks, turning her eyes from the ocean to me. They are black coffee, dark chocolate—bitter but rich. “On the beach back there. You were hiding. Why not run?”

It seems obvious to me, but then again, I was not the one standing over a dead officer when we met. It’s not like I had access to a gun like she did. “Did you kill that officer?”

So much for not being confrontational.

To her credit, she is steady under such a direct question. Steadily simmering, through narrowed eyes, but steady nonetheless.

I am the first to break. “I hid because I thought I could wait it out before I ran for the boat,” I say. “And because I’d been to that boardwalk enough times to know the sand was
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