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			Gabriel says today is a good day to die.

			He says the Barons have taken more than their share, that they profit from the blood of the innocent, that they have turned us into sheep and tricked us into accepting it. The Barons who control all the land and the money and the women.

			They need to be sent a message.

			“Tell me you are ready, Jacob.”

			“I am ready.”

			“Are you sure?” His hand rubs up and down my spine. “Because if you’re not, we’ll need to go home and keep working.”

			Home is the red dark. Where the lessons are taught.

			“I am sure.”

			A long exhale. He kneels behind me, breath hot in my ear, the smell of the habanero sauce, the cigarettes and gasoline, on his clothes. “Do you know what?”

			“What?”

			
			Don’t move. We are standing by the railing, beside the food court at the mall. Blinding sunlight shines down through a domed glass roof and into the oval-shaped eyeholes of the mask I wear—but turning or squinting is weakness. Rubbing the sweat out of my eyes is weakness. Flinching when he touches me, shuddering because of what we’re here to do: all weakness. Proof that more lessons are needed.

			With the spatula. The belt. Cannot go back. Cannot go back—

			“I believe you,” he says.

			Something wells up inside me, but crying would also be weakness. It is a good thing Gabriel has not delivered the food bowl for two days. Soiling yourself is an awful weakness.

			“You have earned my trust,” Gabriel says. “You have endured such trials, and you have proven that you are ready to do the great work. You are ready to fulfill the Purpose.”

			The Purpose. Finally.

			His hands settle on my shoulders, causing a dull ache from the right one, dislocated…months ago? Years? Notches in the floor, made with the meal spoon each time the sliver of light appeared beneath the plywood that covered the window: 1,052 marks, but maybe I missed some days, or counted twice? Too hard to tell.

			The only other light, that whole time, from a red bulb in a gooseneck lamp.

			“Throughout history,” Gabriel says, “the greatest revolutions have been started by the smallest of acts. The sheep cannot rise up on their own. They must be given permission, shaken awake by a hero.”

			A hero like Metal Marauder, the MechBot cards— No! Can’t think that. They were what made me miss the bus that day— Stop! Memory is weakness.

			
			“But heroes are not just born,” Gabriel says. “They are made. You would never have woken up on your own, never been free, never been strong. You would never have been loved. You were weak and you would have always been weak.”

			Trading the cards on the front steps of school, but then the groan of the bus leaving and I ran after it but the driver didn’t see me. It was sunny, so I decided to walk. Looking at the cards on the way. Never heard him coming—

			“Your family was weak. All of them slaves to the Barons. But who freed you?”

			His voice by my ear: “You have been chosen.” Grabbing me and shoving me into the car. Holding me down against the seat while I screamed into the cushion. Kicking the dashboard, the door, could I break the window—click-ding of the blinker, rev of the engine, pants soaked I wet myself—

			“Jacob…” His grip tightens.

			Stuffed into a duffel bag and hauled inside, into the dark, always the red dark—

			NO. I push it back. Make it silent. It is weakness, and it only makes things worse. Swallow. Lock the doors. Answer the question.

			“You did.”

			“That’s right. The Purpose led me to you, like a lost prophet to an oasis.”

			Did the Purpose make me miss the bus? Did it make Mom say I couldn’t have a phone until I was older? Did it make me decide to walk home instead of going to the office and calling her, make me think about how it was only a mile, how my sister walked twice that far every day through an even rougher part of town?

			STOP IT!

			
			“I rescued you from that sleeping lie,” Gabriel says. “Billions of people live and die without meaning, their lives forgotten before they are gone, but not you. Through death…”

			“I will live forever.”

			It is true. Must be true.

			Gabriel’s grip relaxes. “You will be more than just a life. You will be an eternal symbol to all, and the sheep will say your name on their waking lips, and what?”

			“They will remember.”

			“Correct. And on the other side, what awaits you?”

			“Light and peace.”

			The mall is so loud around us. So many voices all mixing with laughs and shouts and scuffs of shoes and the shuffling of plastic bags. So much more noise than just the furnace, and the mice, and a heartbeat in the red dark.

			“The sheep are begging for it,” Gabriel says. “Go ahead, take a look, one last time.”

			I let my eyes rise up from the floor, see them walking by: groups of teens, couples, parents and their children, in and out of all the glossy stores, standing in line for food.

			“See how they smile, how they prattle and laugh. They will never know how we have sacrificed for them. But how could they? Kept dumb, hooked on the drug of capitalism, dulled by the Excess, gorged on sugar, fat, advertising, sex: the tools of compliance. And if they haven’t been brainwashed yet they’re desperately trying to fake it. No one wants to show their real selves, and the women show too much”—he pauses—“strutting around like prostitutes and yet always withholding. So sad. We pity them. But are they innocent?”

			“Innocence is ignorance.”

			
			“And the ignorant are complicit. But not you. You are no longer one of the sheep, are you?”

			I shake my head and look back down at the floor.

			“Tell me what you are.”

			“I am a wolf.”

			“Yes,” Gabriel says. “All the darkness and pain you’ve endured has revealed to you this world’s wicked truth. You are the only one who sees clearly. Who knows the Purpose. You know it even more clearly than I do now. And you are the only one who can save us. God waits for his true soldiers with open arms.”

			His words make everything tighter. We’re close now. Closer than ever before. Breathing is so hard. It has been too hard for too long, and this is the only way out. I know it.

			“My mother?”

			“Even now she waits for you in paradise.”

			“And my sister?”

			“Yes, her suffering will end, her sin finally cleansed too. But shh…” Gabriel rubs his fingers in a V shape up and down the back of my neck. The knitted fabric of his gloves so familiar. “You are so very special to me,” he says. “You will never know how much.”

			I nod. Blink in the brilliant light. The air smells like chocolate and salt and perfume. So different from the smell of the pail after two or three days. The shame of it…

			If I do this, I will never have to go back there.

			His hand moves up to my head. My scalp still burns from the bleaching last night. An all-American blond, Gabriel said as he dunked my head into the bowl, over and over. He ruffles my hair, then slides both hands up under my puffy jacket. Checking the connections.

			
			“Everything is set,” he says. “Tell me you are ready.”

			“I’m ready.” The words come out hoarse and I freeze. Even now, even with the chemical bottles strapped to my chest, I still expect him to turn me around and march me back down the escalator, across the parking lot, to the spot behind the line of dumpsters where no one can see what he keeps in the trunk.

			But he doesn’t.

			This is really it.

			“Now press down.”

			Fear grips me, convulsions in my abdomen, needle stabs in my feet. I turn so that I can see the small device in my palm, but the mask slips on my sweat, the eye holes sliding out of line. I shake my head, but that only makes it worse—

			“Here.” Gabriel straightens the mask and tightens the elastic. His fingers are shaking. “Remember, don’t take this off, no matter what. The mask is a symbol, but it is also so the Barons’ cameras cannot capture your identity. If they know who you are, they will make excuses—blame your family, your skin, the lead in your water. They can always find a way to blame a person. What they truly fear is an idea. Besides, no one here will think twice when they see a blond boy in a plastic wolf’s mask, five days before Halloween.”

			My hand starts to shake….Come on, you have to.

			I put my thumb over the small silver button. Press down and squeeze as hard as I can.

			“Good.” Gabriel sighs and shudders against me. I’ve felt this excitement on him before. Nights when he came into the red dark, overcome with the Purpose. I’d beg him to take it out on me instead of my sister. Sometimes he did, and afterward we would cry together. But many times he suffered the glory with her instead, and made me listen through the ceiling.

			
			Never again. Melissa, I will save you. I promise.

			“Now, Jacob, my son, you must do it exactly like we planned. Go swiftly and without fear. Take a deep breath when you pass beneath the sign, and then hold that air inside you. Don’t stop walking, and no matter what, don’t take your finger off the button until you get to the middle of the room. The Purpose must be clear.”

			“I know.”

			“As soon as you reach the spot, do not hesitate. Even for a second. Just release your thumb, and your work on this Earth will be done and you will see your sister’s smiling face. All you have to do is let go.”

			He makes a sound through his lips like wind blowing, like me blowing away from everything, to paradise.

			It is all I can do to keep still. Legs trembling. Muscles screaming, but I won’t show weakness.

			This is the only way.

			I know it. I know it.

			Gabriel’s body presses against my back, his cheek against my neck, and his voice lowers to a whisper. “I love you, Jacob. I love you so much. You have been such a gift to me.” It sounds like he might be crying.

			“I love you too,” I say, have to say, but I do, I love him. He saved me. From the lie.

			What lie?

			“Fate brought us together and finally, today, we will finish the work we were meant to do.”

			
			Yes. Dizzy. Spots in my vision.

			“Now…” With a deep breath he pushes me forward. “Go.”

			And so I do.

			One foot. Then the next. Finger clamped down on the trigger. Away from the railing, away from Gabriel, and as his hand loses touch, a great tremor storms through me and I nearly collapse, or turn back—but no, no, no, I will keep going.

			It is fifty-three steps from Gabriel to the spot: out of the hot sun, across the shimmering tile, and into the lair of one of the Barons’ outposts: the Department of Licensing office. We studied maps and photos on a computer. Came here and observed the habits of mall security, the crowd patterns at different times and on different days. Gabriel says today is a Thursday. It is late afternoon. This is the moment, and I am counting down now as the people blur around me.

			Forty-seven…forty-six…forty-five…

			I know he is watching me as I go, and I try to remember the instructions. Don’t look back; keep your gaze straight in front of you; don’t make eye contact; walk fast but not too fast. Just another consumer, part of the privileged, a Baron-in-training with a smartphone and a credit card in your slave-made jeans, on your way to meet up with friends.

			Forty-one…forty…thirty-nine…

			Slipping unnoticed through the crowd, everyone walking along with their heads down, their faces trapped in the light of their screens. Personal soul suckers, Gabriel says. Self-mutilation.

			The smack of the plastic bat, the slap of the three-foot piece of garden hose—

			Thirty-six…thirty-five…thirty-four…

			The inside of the plastic is wet from my breathing. The cool damp pressing against my upper lip and my chin. My scalp still itching.

			
			Melissa had hair like midnight water. Did he bleach her hair too?

			She didn’t call me Jacob.

			“Your name is Jacob,” Gabriel says, still in my head. Will always be in my head until my mission is complete.

			Twenty-four…twenty-three…twenty-two…

			Wasn’t there a different name? Didn’t they—

			But I am almost to the entrance. The Purpose spreading through me. The glorious tingle, Gabriel says. The sweaty palms, the queasy stomach, the pounding heart. Signs of being truly awake, of withdrawal from the Barons’ drugs, free and open to the universe.

			Fifteen…fourteen…thirteen…

			More spots in my eyes.

			The Purpose. The Purpose.

			I pass beneath the sign. Its big green letters read: DOL Express!

			I inhale as deep as I can.

			“Hold it like a protest,” Gabriel says. “Savor it as you walk to the middle….”

			I walk to the middle.

			“As you set yourself free.”

			I will be free.

			At peace.

			Mom will be there.

			Melissa will be there.

			This is the only way out.

			Three…two…one…

			“As you stop…”

			
			I stop. Oh God.

			“Know that I love you, son.”

			There are sheep sitting in chairs looking at their phones. Sheep at counters talking to others behind bulletproof glass. There is a sign that says NOW SERVING: 4.

			I hold out my hand. Thumb aching, muscles desperate to release…

			It will finally be over.

			“All you have to do is let go.”

			I look at the trigger, my whole body trembling around this last breath. There is a slight sound of sloshing from the chemical bottles. Does anyone hear it? Just a sideways glance from a nearby old lady, then back to her phone.

			One…

			“Let go,” Gabriel says in my ear, in my mind, in the red dark, on the street.

			Hesitation is weakness.

			Okay, okay…

			The cold trigger, the red wire that runs up my sleeve and down to my waist. Attached to my skin with duct tape, ripped off so forcefully when I didn’t sit still enough.

			Chest aching…Exhale is ending. Is relief. No one suspects the weapon among them.

			Just a ten-year-old boy that afternoon, just walking home, that’s all I ever did—

			“No! You are a wolf. A messenger. You will make light. You will be light. You will show them. Don’t make me get the pliers.”

			I will never have to feel the pliers again.

			One…

			
			Never have to feel the barbell, the calloused hands.

			One…

			The Purpose. The Purpose has hurt so much.

			Do it!

			My hand shakes, thumb slick on the smooth button. Arm twitching. Will I have arms in paradise? Legs? A body at all?

			Carbon Czar? Was that the MechBot card? The other boy was Jessie. A sixth grader—one year older. Trading with him right before I missed the bus.

			“Why are you hesitating?” Gabriel shouts in my head.

			Lungs burning.

			But these people—

			“No, sheep! They are complicit. Don’t be a little shit, Jacob.”

			Jacob, that’s not my name. I just want to know my name.

			One…

			In heaven they will tell me my name.

			One…

			Air crushing out against my ribs. Have to breathe. Have to let go—

			Swaying where I stand. Guts trembling.

			Pants soiling again.

			No—

			THE PURPOSE.

			“DO IT, Jacob! NOW. Or I will make her scream in agony like you have never heard—”

			No, don’t! Melissa, I won’t let him hurt you again.

			Just let go. It will be over.

			Oh God, please help me.

			Dios mío, my mom would say—

			
			The air explodes out. Chest caves.

			I let go—

			Dios mío, Elián…

			Wait, my name, that was my name!

			I don’t—
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			“Now serving number ninety-one.”

			Dad sighed. “We don’t even know how high the numbers go.” He glanced from his phone in one hand to the ticket in the other. It had a big number 3.

			Maya noticed that the ticket was shaped like a penis head. Great, now she was seeing more dicks in the world than there already were. What would her therapist call that association? Cock projection? She wondered what he would try to tie that to, what Venn diagram of anxiety, family instability, and impulse control—

			“Stop it.” Dad’s ticket-holding hand slapped against hers.

			“I’m not doing anything.” Maya checked her hands; she’d been working on that situation on her right thumb again, the callusy swath from her knuckle to her cuticle. Thick, lumpy, and, ugh, a sickly white that needed to be taken care of. She’d been picking at it, tearing off strips.

			
			A light snow of skin on the puke-brown carpet of the Department of Licensing Express! office.

			“Just try not to do that,” said Dad, looking around.

			“Nobody even notices.” Except sometimes they did. Maya had caught the sidelong glances from classmates, from people on the bus. No one here, though. Everyone else in the waiting area was gazing into their phones, as bored as she was, stuck in this pale, soulless office on a Thursday afternoon. “How much longer do we have to be here?”

			“I don’t know,” said Dad. “Can’t believe this place doesn’t have an app.” He swiped at his screen. For a second, it seemed like maybe he was searching for answers, but then his phone blipped and vibrated and he tapped over to his feed, his head lolling forward, the screen sucking him in with its magic thrall. For years, both Maya’s parents had been telling her to put her phone away, when they were just as bad, if not worse.

			At least it kept Maya from having to talk to them much.

			“Hey, look.”

			Or not.

			Dad held out his phone. “Fourteen likes already. See? I told you this was a good idea.”

			He’d checked in here at the DOL and written: Time to get a new pic for a new me!

			Of course, the very first comment was from Kendall: Smile big!

			“Right,” said Maya. Kendall, of the thongs and fake lashes, trim and fit and fourteen years younger than Dad, the equivalent of Maya dating a thirty-year-old. She was cute, and perky, and had all these opinions and beliefs that were relentlessly positive, completely unlike Mom, which was, Maya guessed, the point. Dad wanted them to hang out more, and Kendall had been trying: inviting Maya to Pilates (Maya played sick), making her smoothies on weekend mornings after she stayed over (Maya slept in)…but even when she found herself thinking maybe Kendall was okay, she immediately felt like a traitor.

			
			At least there was no danger of Mom seeing Dad’s post. They’d pretty much muted each other’s feeds, ships passing in the night on the rare post Maya let them see. Mom was basically a ghost online anyway these days, haunting her friends’ and coworkers’ updates with the occasional like. Meanwhile Dad was everywhere. Dude couldn’t lift a barbell (Going up a weight!) or buy a jar of salsa (Muy caliente!) without enthusiastically sharing it. This from a man who’d had a pixelated photo of the sailboats at Shilshole Marina as his profile picture for most of Maya’s life.

			“Well, thanks for humoring me by coming here,” said Dad.

			“It’s not like I had a choice.”

			“Come on. You didn’t have to.”

			This is supposed to be our afternoon together, Maya didn’t say. Instead, just: “I’m the one who should be getting a license, not you.”

			“We told you to sign up for those driver’s ed classes.”

			That was true. Maya had missed the deadline, if by “missing,” you meant knowing exactly when it was and not clicking on the link.

			“Seriously, though…” Dad pulled out his wallet and held out his old license. “Look at that photo.” In it, he was staring straight ahead, slack-jawed, eyes weary. “That’s not me anymore.”

			“Yeah.” But it stung because that was him, just the him from before. Maya could make fun of the recent changes: coloring his graying-more-than-he’d-admit hair, the new wardrobe with patterns and pearl buttons and hipster sneakers, suddenly enjoying tennis?! Going to Pilates with Kendall, not minding at all having to walk her rat-sized dog thing even though he’d refused to get a pet for his daughter’s whole life—and yet, all these things spoke of someone who was awake. Who cared. (Maya refused to include the tattoo. A Norse symbol that meant strength? Probably signified the opposite of strength.)

			
			So how could you not take it personally? That the zombie dad in that old license had been the result of a life with Mom and Maya. That this new version had only been possible once he’d freed himself from them.

			Maya and Mom still lived in their half-empty house. The divorce wasn’t official yet, but it was coming, signature by tearstained signature. Everyone was “shocked,” but the harder truth was that the signs had all been there: the bickering and backstabbing, the way they’d been taking Maya places separately. Also it turned out that Kendall had been around for a while—she was a junior software engineer, and Dad was her supervisor, so ewww. Technically, that made Dad the bad guy, and yet Maya found her hate glowing equally red-hot in both directions. Furious at Dad, the asshole, but also at Mom, acting like a victim, and even mad at herself for not being enough to hold them together—

			“Relax, don’t do it, when you want to go to it….”

			Maya reconnected with her senses, like the teeth of clock gears sliding together, the outside world seeping back in. Her phone was vibrating in her pocket, accompanied by muffled singing.

			The alarm was to stop her from picking. The song a retro choice, but appropriate. She’d gotten the idea from a blog about living with dermatillomania, the official term for when you liked to flay yourself, pick yourself apart strip by strip.

			
			Three of her fingers were currently in Band-Aids. She’d been in the midst of pulling a long slice free from that thumb, but it had gouged deeper than she’d intended, and now blood was welling up in the canyon left behind. Maya tore the peel free, rolled the little fillet between her fingers—

			Popped it into her mouth.

			Tastes like chicken? Kinda bland, actually. But there was something satisfying about the rubberiness.

			She considered the ruby of blood on her thumb.

			Sucked that too.

			Her therapist had asked her if she liked it. She’d said no. Was there any other answer? Why, yes, I enjoy tearing myself apart and occasionally consuming my own flesh. Wasn’t that on the same spectrum as I keep pieces of my neighbor in the freezer for special meals?

			When the therapist pressed, Maya had said that it was more like she needed to do something. Something to calm the white-hot energy that prickled just beneath her skin, all the time. Fidgeting. Unsettled. An army of bugs with swords. Energy that whispered of how impermanent the universe was, how every passing second was a small death, the good ones somehow worse than the bad. At its worst, she felt like she could see the end of her life as if it was right there. She remembered having this same feeling as far back as nine or ten, lying awake in bed, the dark wraith of her anxiety preaching the certainty of nothing, nothing, nothing.

			But what does the picking accomplish? All Maya knew was that when she picked she drifted. Time seemed to slip by with no harm done. Well, except to her poor fingers, or sometimes her face.

			
			But skin grew back, no matter how mangled. Far better than marriages.

			And yet as the rift between her parents had grown, she’d also gone from Maya, honors student in the science baccalaureate program, to a former honors student whose place in the program might soon be in doubt. From a JV volleyball player to a former volleyball player. She was still drumming in the jazz and concert bands, and practiced more now than ever before. But other than that, she felt like, rather than being pulled apart, as people usually described in a divorce, she had been sinking into the space in between. Her parents were like two tectonic plates, Maya being slowly unmade by the roiling mantle beneath.

			She dug around in her pockets and found a used tissue, speckled with brown dabs of dried blood. Pinched it between her bleeding thumb and her index finger, then spun the clock dials on her phone, setting the alarm to go off in another forty minutes.

			“Why does it always do that?” said Dad, typing away with Kendall. They liked to have long conversations in comment threads as if they’d never heard of private messages.

			“It’s a glitch,” said Maya, a glitch in your daughter. Dad’s eyes flicked to the bloodstained tissue and his brow wrinkled. Maya tensed, but he just returned to his phone.

			She closed the clock app and checked her feeds. She should probably post something—a selfie from here in the mall? Maybe a shot of how the light was slanting down through the glass ceiling out at the food court? But as she scrolled along, she felt a tightening squeeze of adrenaline. Her feed was all smiles, successes, hot takes, group selfies, everybody looking perfect and smooth and Photoshopped, like they were having so much fun. She had nothing like that to post. And anything she might share about what she was going through would just seem selfish and lame compared to all the real problems in the world these days.

			
			Maya closed the apps. She was just putting her phone away when it buzzed with a message: Todd, her boyfriend.

			I’ve got a raging throb for you right now.

			Maya frowned, fearing that a picture would show up to verify this information. Luckily the message just sat there. She should probably reply.

			Things couldn’t be less throbby here at the mall with my dad.

			You should’ve come over instead. I could’ve brought you home.

			Sigh. I know.

			How about tonight?

			Negative. Chem exam I HAVE to study for.

			She actually felt pretty prepared, but when she thought of Todd’s “raging throb,” she realized she could probably review a few more things. Or maybe watch home shows.

			So basically never, said Todd.

			One night is not never.

			And yet Maya had been feeling like this most nights, and they’d only been dating five months. Shouldn’t she want him a little more often? Todd had his good points: he was funny, great at drawing comics, had a fake ID, and knew everything about all the superheroes and their franchises that you had to be an expert on just to watch movies these days. Also he played basketball and had excellent shoulders. He didn’t seem to really listen when she talked, but he also didn’t interrupt. Any normal girlfriend would at least throw him a, ahem, bone.

			How about tomorrow? she typed.

			
			Away game at Nathan Hale, Todd replied. Never mind. Sorry to bother you.

			You’re not bothering me.

			Todd didn’t reply right away. Maya’s fingers crept over to that problematic thumb. She wondered if Todd’s trip to Nathan Hale might include a run-in with that cheerleader who’d randomly posted on his wall a couple weeks ago. Todd had said she was just another counselor from summer camp. He’d probably had a raging throb there too.

			Hey, she messaged, I like you. I’m really sorry I can’t come by.

			Do you?

			Duh. It’s just weird with my parents, so this Dad time matters more.

			I get that. But I matter too. It’s just like…

			Pause.

			You don’t want me getting bored.

			Asshole. I gotta go, she typed, and she stuffed her phone away. But did he have a point? Was she turning into her fucking mom?

			“Number ninety-nine,” the automated voice announced.

			A few clerks were back from lunch break and things were moving faster.

			“Why don’t you go walk around?” said Dad, still typing away, now to the whooshing sound of messages being sent on his work feed, afternoon off be damned. “Maybe some of your friends are here.”

			“I don’t feel like it.” Maya glanced out at the globs of kids and adults walking by. Noise, smiles, purpose…

			There was a momentary gap in the crowd and she noticed a boy standing over by the food court, wearing a wolf’s mask, his dad kneeling behind him. She’d almost forgotten Halloween was next week. There had been that invitation; her friend Megan was having a party. Everyone had been messaging about costume ideas and dates and what games to play. Maya hadn’t replied yet. Talk about being a ghost.

			
			“Suit yourself,” said Dad. He started, as if something had occurred to him, and looked up from his screen. “I like having you around, when you’re still willing. Here…” He bent and wrapped an arm around her shoulder, holding his camera in front of them with the other. “Let’s take a selfie.”

			Maya flinched. “Is it for Kendall?”

			“It’s for us,” said Dad, meaning she’d asked for it.

			“No thanks.” Maya tried to worm free.

			Dad’s grip held firm. “Fine, we’ll use your phone. Come on, just do it.”

			“Dad…” But his arm felt warm, and it would probably make less of a scene to just take one rather than to tear herself away from him.

			Maya fished out her phone and Dad leaned close, a big grin. She fought the urge to cringe at the sight of herself. Nothing seemed quite right, her dark brown hair too flat, her green eyeshadow too heavy, her cheeks too puffy and round, all of it weirdly distorted by the camera screen.

			“Cheese.” Dad nudged her.

			Maya forced a smile. Took the picture.

			“Let’s see it,” said Dad before Maya could stash her phone away. She tapped the photo. “It’s good!”

			New Dad, same goofy grin that wrinkled up his whole face, and a rare glimpse of Maya’s smile—

			She wiped at her suddenly leaking eyes.

			“What is it?”

			Heart pounding, throat clenching. Dammit! “Nothing.”

			“Maya, you can tell me.”

			
			“Dad, I said it’s nothing.”

			He pulled away, returning to his blipping phone. “All right, that’s okay,” he said, doing his job, giving his teen daughter space.

			And yet she kinda wished he’d pried. Except if he had, could she have even described it? Because it wasn’t just the divorce, or that she felt like she was losing her family, her friends, her life, everything. It was that she didn’t even know why she should care. What was the point?

			Where exactly were you supposed to find any hope or meaning in this world? She loved science, but science said terrible things. According to psychology, your personality was essentially set by age three, so if you came out with, say, an anxious heart, oh well. Meanwhile, biology said that your only real purpose was to live long enough to recombine your genes and maybe create something slightly less messed up the next time around. And sure, maybe her unique palate for calloused skin would help future generations when the planet was ruined and all humanity had to eat was each other, but even that slim hope was blasted away by physics, which said that the universe would keep expanding infinitely, that dark energy, stuff scientists couldn’t even identify, was pushing everything farther apart, faster and faster, until someday there would only be cold and darkness and atoms like lonely fireflies searching in the forever night. Not only that: the second law of thermodynamics stated that everything was destined to eventually disintegrate. So, maybe all our ideas of meaning and progress were backward. Evolution was really devolution. The amoeba was actually our best self, because it wasn’t dumb enough to even try to comprehend how fucked we were. Humanity had just enough scientific knowledge to realize that we were screwed, but not enough to do anything about it.

			
			Maybe the answer was in religion, but Maya’s parents hadn’t taken her to church, and from what she could gather, the entire point of a religion was to believe in something you had no way of proving. She had tried. In ninth grade, she’d written an essay using pointillism as a religion. Gather, my flock, so that I may explain that we’re each just one of trillions of dots, and though none of us have any real idea what overall picture we’re actually making, at least we have each other, and the picture is surely beautiful. She’d gotten an A on the paper, but given what she now knew from physics class, that beautiful picture was only temporary, and you were still destined to drift away from every other dot until you were completely alone….

			A sharp sting from her hand. Fresh blood on her thumb. She winced, fighting tears.

			Fuck fuck fuck.

			“Number three.”

			“Finally,” said Dad, pocketing his phone. He gave her a little push away from the wall. “This will only take a second. How about pretzels after? Those big ones that you like.”

			“Sure,” Maya said. Pretzels. That was something.

			Dad stepped over to one of the plastic cubes and a grumpy-looking woman took his paperwork. “You know the fee for a nonexpiring renewal is sixty-five dollars.”

			“Yup,” said Dad. “Can’t bear to have that old picture slowing me down.”

			The clerk didn’t react. “Just a minute…” Her nails click-clacked on her keyboard.

			Maya turned away. The flare of anxiety was dying down, leaving her feeling spent, like she’d ridden a great wave that had left her behind on a hard sand beach. Her head foggy, her gaze settling somewhere in the middle distance of the room, unfocused, the blur of the mall beyond.

			
			Later, so many people will ask her what was going through her mind at that moment. They will literally ask her that exact question.

			Newscaster: “Maya, what was going through your mind in that moment?”

			Reporter: “Can you describe your thoughts when you first saw the boy?”

			These and a hundred other variations, on morning news shows and in radio interviews, and Maya will always try to answer, but the truth is, she only remembers being kind of blank, the clock gears disengaged.

			She knows why they keep asking: they want to know if they would have noticed too. If they would have acted.

			Maya can’t say.

			She feels like she will never be able to say.

			All she knows for sure is that she was standing there in the DOL, and then there he was. Had she noticed him enter? She didn’t think so. But maybe on some level she had….

			“Like a survival instinct?” the newscasters will ask.

			“I guess so,” Maya will say. Maybe that’s what gently pushes her gears forward, sends her scouts to their parapets. Makes her look up—

			And see the wolf.

			He is a few steps into the DOL, coming toward her. The boy in the plastic wolf mask, the kind with a snarling snout, bloody fangs, eyeholes, and cheap elastic that’s straining over his bleached-blond hair.

			
			So much of it is coincidence: that Maya happens to be facing away from her dad, that the window he was called to put her right near the center of the room. That everyone else in the DOL is slumped and sucked into their screens. That all the attendants sitting at the counters have their views blocked by customers or computer monitors.

			Maybe at first, Maya assumes he is walking in to meet up with someone in the waiting area. His mom or something.

			But the way he walks so stiffly. Like he is made of plastic. His arms barely swinging. The overhead lights make his eyes black shadows behind the eyeholes. And that mask: sure, it’s almost Halloween, but here in the office, that fearsome snarl…

			“You just knew something was off about him,” the newscasters will say.

			“I guess,” Maya will reply, because it’s easiest, but she doesn’t have some detective’s intuition. She so doesn’t.

			And yet…

			This boy: about Maya’s height, wearing a puffy black jacket, baggy jeans, dirty black sneakers, skinny but also kind of chubby around the middle.

			This boy who stops not five feet from her, facing the clerk windows. Stops and stands so still, seeming to look right through her. Is he holding his breath?

			Maya’s pulse rises; she feels flushed. Maybe it is right then that she starts to experience something like fear, like a premonition. Later she’ll wonder how this could be: maybe it was a reaction to quantum tremors in the space-time continuum, slipping backward from a possible future, ripples from all the atomic bonds that will be savaged when the bomb erases her.

			
			Maybe…

			Maya watches as the boy raises his hand in front of him, his arm bent at the elbow, just his forearm sticking straight out. He’s holding something. Exhales, a long, quavering sound.

			His thumb flicks up.

			She will learn only later that this was the moment when the bomb was supposed to detonate. That her life was supposed to end right there, her entire body torn into scraps of tissue and molecules, atoms and freed energy. Entropy winning far sooner than she’d ever imagined. And her brain will rush back to this exact second and burn that blast crater into her mind even though it didn’t actually happen, creating a trap that she will fall into again and again.

			But in this moment she is just watching the boy, still not even entirely sure why. His head twitches. Glancing toward the thumb. It flicks down. Up. Again.

			Dead. Not dead. Dead. Not dead.

			The object he’s holding looks like the top half of a silver ballpoint pen. He’s clicking the button.

			The boy seems to shudder.

			And in his next inhalation Maya hears something undeniable.

			“He sounded scared,” Maya will say. This she remembers. This is true. That slight hitch of a sob held back…

			She steps toward him.

			The newscasters and bloggers and attorneys all want this to be the moment when Maya knew, when that sixth sense kicked in. They crave some reassurance that we all have it, that in the second before it’s too late, we will know.

			“I think so,” Maya will lie. Because she still doesn’t. Not really. And she won’t bother pointing out that technically they’re talking about the second after. Had the trigger worked. She only starts toward the boy once she is already dead.

			
			What she will not quite know how to say is that she maybe does feel something: some kind of connection. Like the boy is sending out a signal. She will wonder if that was real or not, because she’s not the girl who helps strangers, who talks to weird boys in masks. She’s not the girl who sees distress in the world and believes it’s her duty to help. She’s not the girl who’s brave, or courageous, and she’s definitely not the girl who feels vibes or signals or even who goes with the flow. She’s the girl who worries, who doubts, who doesn’t—

			A step closer. The boy is still flicking the pen. He seems to be looking at it, and now Maya notices a red wire coming out of the bottom of it, snaking into his sleeve. The boy grasps the wire with his free hand. Jiggles it.

			“And then you knew,” they will say, leaning forward, so hungry.

			And Maya will nod, but still no, or yes, or…What she does remember is noticing the cuts on the boy’s hands, the bruises, the mess of his fingernails, torn, scabbed around the cuticles. She will learn only later what the boy has really been through, but what she knows right now is what those wounds feel like. That he suffers. And maybe everyone is suffering and—

			Another step and she is beside him. “Hey.”

			The boy has just pushed the wire back up into the pen, and pressed his thumb down again and inhaled deeply. When she speaks, he flinches and gasps, and the wolf mask flashes toward her and then back to his thumb, still held down on the pen top, hand shaking. Arm shaking.

			
			“Are you okay?” Maya asks.

			“Don’t!” he hisses. Buckles like a building about to collapse. His black-hole eyes find her again. “Please…” His voice trembling. “You need to get away from me.”

			Maya feels something wet. She sees a streak of darkness down his pant leg, drips running off his sneaker onto her sandaled toes.

			She doesn’t say gross, because her eyes are tracking up.

			And now it is all a blur. This part will forever be a blur

			The boy with his free hand grabbing at his jacket, tugging it up just enough to show her the ring of clear water bottles filled with orange liquid and strapped to him with duct tape, the wires—

			“When I let go, it will go off,” the boy whispers. “You need to run.”

			Oh God.

			Maya should run.

			Needs to RUN.

			And every fiber in her body vibrates with terror and the world seems to go white and her hands—

			Both her hands—

			Her bandaged, tattered, bloodstained hands—

			Grab his, pressing down atop his thumb with all her strength.

			The boy spasms. “What are you doing?”

			Crying. She doesn’t answer. She doesn’t know.

			“You knew that you had to stop him,” the newscasters fill in, nodding at her.

			Sometimes Maya nods back. He told her to run. He probably would have given her a few seconds to get far enough away.

			“You could have grabbed your dad and fled the scene,” the newscasters say.

			
			Did she ever even think about her dad?

			“But you knew it was up to you to save everyone there.”

			She doesn’t know what she knew. All she really remembers thinking is No. I will not die.

			NO.

			Maya squeezes harder, so much harder than she ever has.

			“I’m sorry,” the boy whimpers.

			“Maya?” Dad behind her.

			“Get away! Call the police!” Maya yells, her voice wild, not at all her own.

			“What are you talking about—”

			“Just do it, Dad!”

			The boy moans. “No…”

			“He’s got a bomb!” someone shouts.

			And now there is utter pandemonium—screaming and crashing and fleeing.

			“Maya—”

			“Don’t touch me, Dad!” To the boy: “We’re okay, right?” Maya says beneath the chaos, the center of a hurricane, dead still and yet alive—

			So terribly, desperately, completely alive—

			“As long as we don’t let go. Right?”

			The wolf nods. Sniffles.

			Screaming. Phones everywhere calling 911.

			“Maya?” Dad shouts, nearby or a thousand miles away.

			“What’s your name?” Maya asks.

			Shaking.

			This boy…

			“Elián,” he says, and his free hand falls on top of hers.
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			September 5

			“Are you ready?”

			No.

			He watched out the car window. Crowds, pairs, stragglers, making their way up the sidewalks, across the parking lot.

			Sheep.

			No, not sheep. Kids. Like him.

			You’re not a kid.

			Yes, I am.

			Had to be. A normal kid. The first day of school.

			You are a weapon.

			I’m not. Eli put his palms against his legs, just above his knees, and started tapping fast, like a drumroll. He couldn’t do this. There was no way—

			A hand on his shoulder. He flinched, a blast of terrible noise and images tearing through his head: the red dark, a flash of sky, closing trunk door, crowded mall—

			
			But it wasn’t a gloved hand. It was Mom’s.

			Trust will be hard. That’s what Dr. Maria, the psychiatrist who’d been working with him since his rescue—failure—often said. But touch can be positive.

			The back of Mom’s hand was crisscrossed with dry white lines. More lines around her eyes and mouth, gray streaks in her hair. When she’d arrived in the hospital after he was rescued—thwarted—she looked so much older than his memories, he thought she was a ghost.

			Your mother needed to be freed from this lie of a world, Gabriel had said.

			Three and a half years with Gabriel, thinking his mother was dead, that Gabriel had murdered her. That his sister…

			She needed to be cleansed.

			Deep breath.

			Focus on the present, Dr. Maria would say.

			So many voices in his head. So hard to get his own voice out. How many words had he even said in the red dark? It had taken days in the hospital before he could answer any questions with actual words.

			“Eli?”

			Yeah.

			Even his name was new.

			Elián Martinez was now Eli Rivera.

			Jacob— No. That was never my name.

			The wolf mask had hidden his face from the security cameras, cell phones, and reporters. His name had leaked, but he’d only been eleven when he was taken, and because Mom’s strictness about phones had included social media, he’d had almost no online presence. So they changed names and relocated: from the southeast side of Seattle to the northwest. Thirteen miles and seven hundred thousand people between his old life and his new.

			
			Still, his family, the doctors, Detective Pearson, who was in charge of the case, Agent Barnes at the FBI, all the way up to the guy from Homeland Security who showed up now and then—they had all debated: maybe farther away would be better.

			How about Los Angeles? Or it says here you have cousins in Fresno….Easier to make a clean break. To leave the past behind.

			But there was also a case for staying in the same city. Most of their close family was here. Dad was here, but that wasn’t really a reason; he’d come by the hospital twice, then for a minute at Christmas. Each time he could barely look at Eli, like he was something too repulsive or shameful to acknowledge, never mind embrace. Hadn’t been around much before that anyway.

			By staying here, at least some of the topography was familiar. It might help to have something to rebuild on, Dr. Maria had suggested. Completely uprooting to another state might be even more disorienting. Here, he could connect his new life to his old life. He would still have the Seahawks, wet winters, the Cinerama. Here, the good childhood memories could reemerge, find their way to the surface, and knit themselves to his present.

			Except to get there, those memories had to pass around, or more often through, the red dark.

			There was one other reason to stay in the area. Eli had heard them all talk: the police and the federal agents and the news reporters and the bloggers and, when they thought they were out of earshot, his aunts, uncles, cousins, and especially his mom.

			
			They wanted him.

			The man known only as Gabriel. Domestic terrorist. Child abductor. Tormentor. And among his family: Son of a bitch. That bastard. Sick fuck. If they ever find him, I’ll kill him myself.

			By the time the fire department and the police and the bomb squad arrived at the DOL that afternoon, Gabriel had long since fled the scene. No fingerprints on Eli or the bomb, which had been one loose wire away from causing catastrophic loss of life. There had been a national manhunt. There still was, technically, but it had quickly lost the front page to an election, then a terrorist attack, and by now, nearly a year later, there were dozens of bombs and bullets that had actually found their targets all around the country, and the Cedar Gate Mall incident was barely ever mentioned.

			But Gabriel was still at large and considered dangerous. People like him tended to try again, Detective Pearson had said. And so maybe, she added, if Eli stayed in the same city, he would remember something that would help the case. But it had been nearly a year, and he hadn’t yet been able to give them any more clues about Gabriel’s identity or where he’d been held captive than he had at the start: a red room, its one plywood-covered window, the locked door, the metal pail. The raggedy blanket and half-empty pillow he slept with on the rough wooden floor. The creak of the boards just outside the door that always announced Gabriel’s arrival…

			As for Gabriel himself, Eli remembered a white face, always shaved smooth, short hair, maybe brown? Thin, tall, shirt tucked in. Always wore long rubber kitchen gloves in the red dark. Cold, stretchy, squealing when he touched Eli. What color? He wasn’t sure. Black knit gloves at the mall. How tall was he? Age? Did he ever say anything about work, habits, family? Eli had nothing.

			
			He’d never seen the rest of the house, its yard or surroundings. When Gabriel had started taking him out, he’d always been hooded and shoved into the trunk. He had never seen the streets, or the neighborhood. The best he could say about the drive to the mall was that it maybe seemed short? But time had lost most of its meaning by then.

			Cedar Gate was in the north part of Seattle. In a fifteen-minute radius there were tens of thousands of homes and apartments.

			He should have been paying attention! That seemed obvious now, but at the time, he couldn’t remember ever believing he’d be free.

			Don’t be hard on yourself, everyone had said. You were in a constant state of trauma.

			A state that would take years to recover from. If ever.

			And so maybe they also wanted Eli to stay for another reason: He was watched by officers and agents nearly around the clock, his family shadowed anywhere they went. They said it was for his protection, but Eli had heard the whispers: brainwashed, too far gone. Maybe they were really protecting everyone else.

			Maybe I programmed you, left commands that I’m waiting to activate.

			For nearly a year, he’d been kept at home or in a hospital or a therapy office. A parade of tutors throughout the week. The most public place he went was the gym, where he worked with a strength coach. Occasionally the pharmacy or the grocery store, but never on his own…

			
			Until today.

			“It’s just an experiment,” said Mom, rubbing his hand. “If it doesn’t work, we’ll come up with another plan.”

			But he knew what that meant: more tutors, small group settings, more time apart from the rest of the world, like he didn’t really exist, and he’d lost so much time already.

			Eli watched the kids walking by.

			They’re just sheep. I saved you from their suffering.

			These kids didn’t look like they were suffering. But they did look different: taller than the kids he remembered, ganglier, bigger in the shoulders and chests. It was like he’d time-traveled while they’d all been living their lives, going to middle school, growing and changing.

			One minute. One minute farther down the street and I would have been by the A-Mart on the corner of Forty-Sixth. Ms. Moritz, who always gave me a discount on Red Vines, she would have seen it happening, called 911. Also her son Miguel worked there after school. He was strong and Mom had called him trouble one time, but he also seemed like the type that would have run out to help. A minute farther behind…there still would have been too many other kids around. But that one minute meant being on the part of South Dawson with the big oak trees that made those dark shadows. Little houses with high fences, lots of cars parked along the curb, a few homeless RVs
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