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“We will run and we’ll lose them in the orchards.” I looked both parents in the eyes as I said it.


We stood outside the shadow of a long, unused warehouse. Me and the Garcia family. I had helped the four of them escape this far—to the part of the landfill so hazardous the guards rarely spent time here.


The guards would pursue. We needed only to keep our head start.


The winter sun felt warm on my afflicted skin. Smells of rot and astringent chemicals floated on the breeze. My stomach grumbled for more food because breakfast had been the refugee special: weak coffee and bread that had cut my tongue.


“How do you know this will work?” the woman, the mother, said. “There is nothing to hide us. You are so young for this.”


She reminded me of my own mother, or, well, pictures I had seen of my mother. Soft brown hair, oval face, and warm brown eyes.


“How can you tell?” I joked.


No one laughed.


“Mamí,” the daughter said, a warning note in her voice.


I was only a few years older than the girl. Fifteen compared to her eleven years, but age no longer mattered. Well, age mattered more now than ever before. The uninfected killed the Vs and the Faints—anyone too far gone from infection—but rounded up Feebs like us into their work camps. Feebs were people infected with both the virus and bacteria, people with aged skin beyond their years, people with memories that came back as ghosts and fevers and hallucinations.


“She’s a rustler,” the father said. “It doesn’t matter how old she is. Gabbi said she was the best.”


The parents looked at each other, at me, at the bare hills that had once been green but were now yellow, the dead grasses chewed to stubs by ranging cattle and a dry winter. Not a tree or a bush or a telephone poll to hide us.


“The bare hills are a problem,” I said. “The fence is two stories tall, but we’re going under it and then we only need to get across the hill.” And across the abandoned freeway and then into the orchards, but I decided not to point out those facts.


When my uncle had cared for me at the beginning, when I had been like a wounded animal, we spent hours together on black-and-white crosswords, jigsaw puzzles with beautiful landscapes, interlocking blocks the size of his hand that needed to separate in a certain way. This escape was a puzzle. I was good at puzzles.


“And full sun to highlight our infected skin,” the mother said. “And not a single cloud or anything moving out on the valley floor to hide us and—”


“I’ve done it a dozen times before,” I interrupted, “in other places, for others like you. I thought Gabbi told you?”


“She did,” the boy piped in.


At her brother’s high-pitched voice, the girl looked up. Her hazel eyes, sunk deep in wrinkled and bruised skin, stared at me like I was some kind of hero. And maybe I was when it came to smuggling Feebs out of prisons and experiments and hangings, but it made me uncomfortable.


“Okay, then you know. I never lose anyone.” I said it matter-of-factly because it was the truth. In the two years since Gabbi and I had been freeing Feebs with Alden’s help, I hadn’t failed once. “The way we do it this time is get outside the fence and hide in the orchards.”


I pointed to the trees. They were a few hundred yards on the other side of a freeway that hadn’t seen traffic in years. Green leaves and fermenting fruit hung heavy from the trees, creating a dense canopy. From winters spent on my uncle’s orchard ranch, I knew underneath that canopy we’d find room to run and places to hide and the rotting fruit would cover our scent from the dogs. The slight breeze would work in our favor, creating enough noise as it rustled the organic matter to allow us a decent pace without revealing our location.


But the citrus orchard was a familiar place and sometimes familiar places triggered the zombie in me. Others didn’t like calling it that, but it’s the only thing that made sense. I knew about three of my triggers: a slap to the face, jingling bracelets, and the smell of my uncle’s sandalwood cologne.


A hand tugged at the hem of my shirt. I looked down, into the brown eyes of the boy. His plump cheeks held hints of tiredness, wrinkles, bruising—normal for our kind. An ache started in my stomach. I did not understand how eyes could look so happy outside this building of broken windows, rodent droppings, dust that tracked every shoe print.


“Don’t get lost in the memory-rush. Jump up and down if you need to. Exercise helps.”


I smiled. A kid reminding me what every Feeb knew. Exercise held back the memories. No one knew why, but it worked.


“Thanks.” I tousled his hair.


His eyes lost focus, caught in his own memory-rush. I shook his shoulder. He flapped his arms up and down. I held back a laugh, afraid it would offend him.


His eyes cleared.


“Come on,” I said.


The mother didn’t move but held my gaze for a long moment. Her cheeks were lined and gaunt, aged beyond what the double infection had done. I wondered what she had endured to keep this family alive and together. My eyelids twitched, but I knew if I turned away she would not trust me. She looked at me like adults do when they are deciding whether to treat you like a kid or like one of their own. She looked at me like my aunt used to do when she was getting ready to tell me off. But then something changed. She rested a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “We must go, mamita.”


The daughter brushed off her worn pants and shirt. She held out her hand. It dangled in the air until I understood and shook it. She nodded solemnly. “Thank you for taking us through the fence.”


I made them cover their clothing with dirt to blend in with the yellow hillside. We dusted our hair, our skin, every inch of our clothes. The mother and father helped the little one. I helped the girl. I inspected twice, fussing about missed spots and clothing edges.


Once they camouflaged themselves to my satisfaction, we crawled to the next abandoned building. The landfill covered hundreds of acres. The work camp never used this side because of the rectangular pond and the general disrepair of the buildings here that had been used for processing hazardous waste. The uninfected ran the camp from the offices on the other side. The refugees lived in Cell Four, in makeshift tents and wooden barracks, with newspaper for insulation. Alden didn’t know what this camp did even though he was part of the uninfected side of camp—and Sergeant Bennings’ son.


All Gabbi and I knew was this camp didn’t grow food like the other camps. Everything was barren except for the orchard—and that was left unpicked.


There had been at least six camps once. Now there were three. The other camps had fallen to the Vs—people infected with the virus that made them relive and reenact every horrible moment of their lives.


Alden had told us we needed to get this family out. He didn’t share any details beyond that, but it was enough. When the rest of the runaways and I had been imprisoned at Camp Eagle, Alden and I became friends in spite of everything. He’d been helping us get Feebs out of the camps for two years. I knew I could trust him.


We hid now in Cell Three. The boy was tucked under his father’s arm. The girl pressed into her mother’s side. I was behind them. I was apart from them. They were so perfect. 


Acidic fumes rolled off the neon green water of the pond nearby. A headache formed behind my eyes. I forced tears away and blamed it on the chemicals. These four people, the Garcia family, were alive and together. It was my job to keep them that way. They saw me as some kind of savior, superhero, saint, and maybe I was a little of all those things. Out of all of us who helped other Feebs escape, I had helped save the most. Others like Gabbi and Ano would get V bites along the way and fall into fevers, but I was able to dodge and anticipate and escape tight spots that had gotten others killed. I would not lose any of them. People I had been tasked to save—I saved them.


“The guards patrol the fence,” I said to no one in particular, except that I had to talk. “Between us and the valley floor are abandoned cattle ranches, abandoned distribution centers, abandoned vineyards, abandoned orchards, abandoned mining operations, get it?” I didn’t wait for a response. The fumes made my head dizzy. “The guards wear gas masks in this section, which messes with their sight. The pond will make your eyes water, and then you’ll start sneezing, and then after the sneezing, the trembling begins—”


The daughter narrowed her eyebrows and grimaced.


“—but we’ll be gone before that,” I finished, feeling lame. Gabbi wanted me to grow into a hard, silent type like her. Corrina didn’t think it was possible. I suspected Corrina was right.


I motioned for the family to press themselves against the exterior cement wall of the last building. Maybe fifty feet stood between us and the small depression of dirt I’d hidden at the base of a pole along the fence line. Push the dirt aside and the space uncomfortably fit one large adult. We only had to get through it before anyone noticed the family of four had gone missing.


A mechanical noise filtered through the silence and froze my group. I motioned for them to hug the ground and keep their faces turned to the dirt while I did the same. The soil felt cool and gritty against my bare palms. It even smelled like chemicals, though less so than the breeze. The landfill had been closed for a number of years before the V virus had swept everything away, but chemicals always leached and containment measures always failed. That’s why we were going to win.


The noise grew louder, turned into an engine. I balanced my chin in the dirt, daring to look. A deep urge to blurt out something, anything, grew inside me. A jeep with two men and guns and spotlights appeared on the outside of the fence. The vehicle kicked up rocks into the metal links, throwing sparks. I held my breath and waited for them to stop.


They disappeared around the hill’s base. The engine noise faded into a silence broken only by the rustle of wind in the scrub grass.


I whispered around the grit on my tongue for the group to crawl out of the building’s shadow and run for the fence.


The shuffle of our shoes coupled with our hard breathing seemed fatally loud.


I dug into my dip of dirt and pushed the pile away from the fence in deliberate strokes to the right and left, minimizing the dust cloud that might bring back the patrol. I forced back a sneeze. My eyes watered.


First the father went under the fence. The waist of his pants caught on the metal links, shaking the entire section, sending pins of reflected light that could probably be seen for miles. Blood pounded in my ears. I unhooked where his pants had caught and used my feet to push him the rest of the way. Without waiting for him to get up, I pushed the boy through. He did not make a peep and laid himself flat on the dirt. Next came the mother. She smiled at me. I helped her through, and she squeaked when the edge of the fence scratched at her neck.


“Shh,” I said. I turned for the girl.


She stood several feet away, looking back the way we’d come, looking back at the building’s deep shadow.


The stillness was no longer still.


Two men with rifles and gas masks broke the edge of the shadow. One held up an object with an antenna and spoke into it.


The faint noise of an engine reappeared.


“Come on, come on!” I yelled, not caring now about quiet. Guilt tore into me. I hadn’t asked for their names. They were the Garcia family. That was all I knew. We had been so silent, and then I had rambled on about the plan. I had never asked for their names. There was nothing I could call out to help her out of the memory-rush that locked up her muscles.


The mother screamed. She threw herself against the metal fence and the entire wall of it shimmered in the sun.


I ran to the girl and tackled her to the ground. I turned her face to me, her brown hair and eyes and nose a perfect match to her mother. Her hair was wrapped around her head like a crown, sprinkled thick with dust. I shook her thin shoulders. 


Her head whipped around. She blinked, but did not come out.


I wondered what she relived and whether the memory-rush created a nightmare, or people she did not want to leave, or a ghost I could not see.


The littlest one shouted for his sister in Spanish.


I would not let him lose his sister. Not like this.


My hand snaked out like it had a mind of its own. I realized what I did a second too late. I slapped her sharp and hard across the cheek.


The shouts and the engine noise stopped. The men with gas masks disappeared.


I looked back at her on the ground, but we were no longer on the ground and a different woman had taken her place.


We stood in a carpeted room that had always smelled of dried-up roses, a cloying scent that reminded me of dead things ready to crumble at the slightest hint of shame. My aunt opened her eyes and gripped my wrist like she did every time she slapped me for being born a daughter instead of a son. Her long, proud nose was pointed like a hawk, her brown eyes were like beads, her grip was like a clamp.


“You are a disgrace!” She pulled her long robe closed with her other hand. “You should have died with your mother.”


Tears streamed down my face. “I am sorry,” I said for the millionth time, the words catching in my throat like a ball.


Her hand snaked out. The slap came as a sound first. Sharp, echoing, like the wap-wap of shoes on new linoleum. The sting came next, burning, like a million needle pricks. The heat moved from my cheek outward like a flow of lava from my head to the rest of my body until my feet burned and I could not stand still. I had to run. I had to run. I had to run.


The room disintegrated. I pounded down the hallway and out the front door, but my aunt’s face remained.


I released her thin, dusty wrist. I was back on the hillside, with the girl on the ground, lost in a memory-rush. Men with masks shouted, but it was my aunt’s face that moved me.


I ran away. I left the girl behind.


My brain screamed at me to go back, go back, go back. I dived under the chain-link fence instead. I sprinted by the father and mother on their hands and knees who screamed out of mouths that no longer smiled.


Wind pumped into my lungs. Gunshots sounded. The mother’s screams cut off. My feet stumbled when they hit the freeway pavement. More shots and all their screams went silent. I hoped for the burn of a bullet next. I had heard the shots. One must be meant for me. Next would come the pain and I would welcome it because I deserved it, because I had abandoned them. Please, please, please. The girl had not moved and I had slapped her like a fool.


But the burning did not come and I lost myself in the orchards.
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The bowl of oatmeal congealed into wavy lines and then became solid on the kitchen counter. I forced my eyes to stay open because sometimes the Garcia family memory-rush faded away and then came right back.


I gripped the edge of the counter top, willing the oatmeal to stay steady. My stomach roiled and I threw up saliva in the sink. I did not curse the memory of that family and the heat that day and the way I had failed them. I had killed the girl with her crown of braids. I had killed her entire family because of my mistakes. The least I could do was remember.


My brain told itself to calm down. The girl had died almost a year ago now but that didn’t matter to the bacteria and virus fighting for territory inside me. The memory-rush was a terrible side effect that kept me from an even more terrible fate: not being able to control the zombie I’d become three years ago when they’d killed my uncle.


The acid burned my throat and I spit. There was a shuffling of sheets behind me, then a low groan.


Molly.


I turned. Her right hand twitched underneath the bedsheets. That meant she was about to start up. I hurried back to the oatmeal. Once she got going, Freanz would too, and then the twins would be close behind. They were the Faints I had made it my job to take care of. There was only one of me and I needed to stop the self-pity. Everyone dealt with the memories. Mine weren’t any more traumatic than Gabbi’s or Ricker’s or anyone else’s.


“Come on, Molly,” I said. “Just a little longer.”


She lay on the bed, except for that hand—it hung off, as if discarded by the rest of her body. I set the teapot to boil on the little propane stove and the wooden floorboards creaked under my steps. The room smelled stuffy from old wood, old paint. The former hotel had been built in the 1850s, Corrina had said.


Molly’s foot slipped out from under the bedcovers. Pale brown skin, wrinkled, dirty. She needed to be washed today, I decided.


I finished preparing our late breakfast—if the sun was any indication outside, this meal was more like a brunch. Scrambled eggs and peanut butter and crushed vitamin pills all got mixed into the oatmeal with a large spoonful of honey on top. Ano said it was what the best athletes used to eat—it contained a good balance of protein, fat, and complex carbohydrates, and the mush was easy to spoon-feed down their throats, but it was the grossest thing I could think of—to mix it all together as a gruel.


I crushed up the galantamine pill and spread it over their oatmeal. Someone we’d rescued from the camps last year had brought the drugs with him. He said it had been used on Alzheimer’s patients. The pills worked to make some Faints wake up enough to get them to eat and go to the bathroom, and sometimes, for brief seconds, seem like they were back. The medicine brought Feebs out of the memory-fevers a lot faster too, though it didn’t help with any of the other symptoms.


I wanted to banish the remains of the memory-rush, so I began chatting about plans for the day, the oncoming foot bathing, the breakfast, a possible snack for later, the book I was planning to finish. The twins usually worked themselves into an afternoon replay of a walk in the park. Today I told them if they decided to march around the room smelling imaginary roses I’d throw open the windows and let in the summer breeze.


“The oatmeal deserves a little cinnamon,” I said to no one in particular, but maybe they heard me and maybe they didn’t.


No one knew for sure what got through to Faints—those who’d only been infected by the bacteria.


Catch the virus and turn into a V, like something out of 28 Days Later, or somehow catch just the bacteria and turn into something like out of Night of the Living Dead, but mixed with some Batman Smilex. Combine the two at the same time, like had happened with us Feebs, and you got a high-functioning zombie—that’s what we were, no matter what Corrina and Gabbi wanted to believe.


A yearning inside threatened to spill tears from my eyes. My uncle had believed me. My uncle was the one who had watched all the movies with me. But the Vs got him before we could escape and now he was gone.


There was a tap at the door. It shocked me back into the room. I set the bowl and spoon on the side table and picked up a knife. The town was safe—sentries, patrols, and people looked out for each other—but still.


“Who is it?”


“It’s Ricker. Come on, Maibe, open up.”


I set down the knife and flung the door open, beaming a smile at him. He smiled back. Even with his shoulders hunched I barely reached his chin. His dishwater blond hair swept across his forehead, too long. His skin was red, like he’d gotten too much sun. “Have you been wearing sunscreen?”


His smile faded and he looked sideways. “Uhhh…well, we’re almost out and I thought someone else might need it.”


“You are the whitest person in town,” I said. “No one needs it more than you!” He might have been several years older than me and streetwise on top of it, but he sure did act stupid sometimes.


“It’s not that big of a deal, Maibe.”


“It’s not that big of a deal—for me.” I held out my olive skin. To the annoyance of my aunt, I had always darkened fast. Of course, the skin was riddled with lines and wrinkles and a weird, almost ashy layer that no amount of lotion lessened, but that was normal for a Feeb. “For you—it really matters.”


Ricker squinted as if faced with the sudden brightness of the sun. “You know, you sound just like Gabbi.” Then he smiled. “Are you going to let me in or what?”


He wiggled his eyebrows ridiculously and I smiled. I couldn’t help it. Jimmy always made me feel protective, Ano always made me feel safe, but Ricker always made me laugh. I closed the door behind him and was about to make some witty remark of my own when I saw the angry, rooster red that was the wrinkled skin on his neck.


“Oh, Ricker.”


“Yes, my love?” He kept his back turned.


I walked up and poked him in the neck with my index finger. The skin turned a shocking white before it flushed again.


“Owww!” He jumped and whirled around, hand over his neck, though not daring to touch it. The look on his face, a mixture of surprise and shock, almost made me laugh out loud.


“Take it back.”


“Take what back?” he said, all innocence now written on his face—his eyes wide, his eyebrows high, his other hand extended palm out.


“You have a serious handicap at the moment.” I raised my finger and waved it at him in a threatening manner.


“Okay, okay.” He lowered his hands, but the half-grin stayed on his lips. “You’re not my love, only someone I love—”


I waved my finger close to his sunburned arm.


“Hey, okay…only someone I love and care about as I would for any true friend.”


“As only friends.”


He stood straight and snapped his feet together and saluted. “Yes, ma’am. Only friends.”


Freanz took that moment to shout about his garbage man, and how he kept tipping the can over, and couldn’t he use his damn truck pinchers to set it down right for once?


I sighed, grabbed one of the bowls, and shoved it into Ricker’s empty hands. “Get some food into him quick or he’ll go on about it for hours.”


“I thought Faints are only supposed to relive good memories,” Ricker said.


I shuddered. “Yeah, well, this is a good memory for Freanz. Can’t you tell he’s enjoying this?”


Ricker rolled his eyes and sat on the footstool. He arranged the bed pillows so that Freanz was upright. Halfway through a sentence about utility bills, the first spoonful hit Freanz’s mouth. He licked his lips involuntarily and took the food without further complaint.


I sat next to Molly and mirrored Ricker, then we both fed the twins. These two ladies, Sera and Lesa, were old and gray and wispy, and they were the fun ones who liked to relive some really wild times.


“You missed morning exercises again,” Ricker said.


That startled me. I remember having gone just yesterday. I thought it had been yesterday. I must have gone outside for supplies, or fresh air, or something, right? But I wasn’t sure. I hadn’t been sure for weeks now and mostly it didn’t matter to me anymore.


Ricker stared at me, waiting for answer. I didn’t want to admit I couldn’t remember. “So you didn’t come here just to visit?”


“Maibe, that’s not what I meant.”


“You can tell whoever sent you that I’m fine. I do exercises on my own. It’s not like I don’t know the deal.”


“No one sent me.”


“Just because—”


“Why do you lock yourself in here?” Ricker interrupted while feeding Sera another round.


“I’m not locking myself up.” I rushed on when I saw he was about to protest. “Faints need taking care of too and I like it up here. It’s peaceful.” Lesa took my spoonful of food as if it were the daintiest of tea party sandwiches and then took an imaginary napkin from her lap to pat the corners of her mouth. “I can’t abandon them and I can’t handle watching Gabbi pick a fight with everyone in town. Especially the mayor.”


“She’s not the mayor.”


“We all voted. There was a meeting and everything.”


“I didn’t vote for her.”


“You didn’t vote at all.”


“Because power corrupts and just the fact that she wanted the job says she shouldn’t have it!” He ran a hand through his hair. “I’m not saying don’t take care of them. I’m saying take a break sometimes. I’m saying get back out there. Corrina and Dylan have a whole setup going for the Faints to give them care around the clock. People take shifts, you don’t have to do it all yourself.”


I stirred the gruel around the bottom of the bowl. “I can’t do that,” I said softly.


“Why not?”


I couldn’t be trusted outside, not when peoples’ lives were at stake, not when I’d gotten people killed, not when I froze and practically went unconscious every time I had tried to go back to rustling. “You know why.”


Ricker didn’t speak for a long moment. “Then it’s still happening.” It wasn’t a question.


Ricker had been there when I’d gone back out again—to help another Feeb escape the camps a few weeks after I’d lost the Garcia family. He watched me fall to pieces even before I could step out of the van. I had ruined that whole mission and four more after it and then I had stopped trying. My Faints needed me. I could be of use with them at least. I could hide away and lose myself in their dreams and needs and the hours of the day that passed by like seconds now.


“We need you.”


I shook my head and set the bowl down. Lesa also set her napkin down as if she knew breakfast was over, though I couldn’t see how. “You know I can’t and if you came up here just to try to talk me down—”


“I came up here because you’re my friend and I wanted to spend some time with you, and Maibe…everything keeps changing. You don’t know what it’s like now. You’re never there. People are going nuts. You’re not there to talk any sense and it’s not like Gabbi listens to anyone else.”


A piece of oatmeal dotted Freanz’s lips, but Ricker made no move to fix it. I got up and wiped Freanz’s mouth. I brushed Ricker’s shirt and he turned and wrapped his arms around my waist and buried his head in my hip.


He felt warm and I wanted to wrap my arms around him. Instead, I pushed down on his shoulder but he didn’t let go. “Ricker.”


“They’re going to get themselves killed this time. It’s just getting worse and worse. Gabbi’s going V and Ano isn’t far behind.” His words were hot and muffled by my clothing.


I froze, the napkin still in my hand. “What?”


Ricker looked up. His face was blotchy and his eyes darkened. “The double infection isn’t working the same anymore. Haven’t you felt it?”


I remembered the smell of that chemical pool, the hazel eyes of the girl, the way her braid had crowned her head. The bacteria was supposed to keep the virus in check. If anything, my memory-rushes had been happening less, even though it was always the same awful one. Days of peace and stillness filled my life now as long as I stayed inside with my Faints.


He turned away and picked up the bowl again. The loss of his arms left a cold ache.


“They’re planning a raid,” he said.


“Gabbi and Ano can’t just go out on a raid like they’re the Terminator and everything’s going to turn out all right just because they say so—”


“They’re desperate for some different drugs the healer thinks will help.”


“The healer?”


“The guy who brought the galantamine with him.”


“He calls himself a healer now?”


“Gabbi and Ano think maybe he knows what he’s talking about. It doesn’t even matter if he’s right. They’re going crazy and they have to do something.”


Panic closed up my throat. “I’m right here. I thought they would—I don’t know, come see me or something before—”


Molly mewled and swung her legs off the bed and onto the ground. She stood up and then tumbled onto her knees as if she had forgotten how to use her muscles.


“Molly, wait!”


She crawled across the floor, faster than I would have ever given her credit. Straight for the window, not caring that glass was in her way, not even seeing it, not really. She punched at the glass as if she expected it to be soft like a pillow.


The single pane shattered and rang like a million tiny bells as the shards flowed onto her and the floor, but she didn’t stop. Blood streaked her arms and face. She gripped the window ledge and pulled herself upright and then Ricker was there, holding onto her elbow. She struggled, but he picked her up so she wouldn’t walk barefoot on the floor and moved her past the massacre of glass.


We made her stand still while we picked the glass out of her hair and clothes and skin. She kept that crazy Faint smile on her face the entire time. I used a clean bucket of water to rinse her wounds and then swabbed the cuts with ointment Corrina had made from her garden.


We laid her back out in bed and Ricker swept up the glass.


I didn’t look at him.


I couldn’t even take care of my Faints right.


“Maibe,” he said, bent over the dustpan. “We need you.”


“You need somebody you can count on.” Which wasn’t me, not by a long shot. I’d proven that months ago and I couldn’t risk failing them again. But if I wanted to be really honest with Ricker, I would tell him I was scared to leave this room and the little bits of peace I could sometimes cobble together while inside of it.


“They’re going on a raid and I can’t stop them, but maybe you can.”


“Gabbi used to listen to me, but not for a long time,” I said. “Not for months.”


He set a knee down and turned to me, dustpan full of glass. “Not for the six months you’ve been hiding in here, turning yourself into one of your Faints.”


I had lost the girl who had trusted and worshiped me almost a year ago. I had tried for almost half a year to get over it, but I couldn’t, my infection wouldn’t let me. He knew that. He knew I had spent the last six months spending more and more time in this room because it was the only way left to me that I could help. I was still helping, wasn’t I? I was doing the best I could.


I stepped over to his kneeling form. I wanted to tell him his words weren’t fair, I wanted him to undo the shame he had triggered, I wanted his words to not be true.


I didn’t say anything.


“Jimmy’s been talking about a cure again,” he said.


The shame deepened and flushed my skin. I should have been there to stop Jimmy that first time he’d found a supposed cure two months ago, but I’d already gone into hiding with my Faints. He’d turned comatose for three days. When he’d woken up I told him he was an idiot for taking the drugs on the word of someone who fancied himself a potion maker. Then I had hugged him and cried, but I had retreated to this room again.


“You know this cure isn’t real,” I said finally. “How many times have we tried to find it? Dr. Ferrad was the only one who knew anything about it and we never found her. It’ll turn out to be nothing. Except Jimmy’s going to get himself hurt again.”


He set down the dustpan, stood up, and brushed the knuckles of his hand across his mouth. “I know.”


My lips tingled. I held his gaze and lost myself for a moment and became all mixed up. I could hardly handle being friends and he wasn’t looking at me like a friend. I breathed out and stepped back. Suddenly I couldn’t be in the room anymore, not with him here.


“I’ll go,” I said. “But promise to watch my Faints for me, okay?”










ALDEN




He was strapped to the hospital bed. It must be a hospital bed because his back was upright, but his legs were fully extended and his hands were tied to the rails.

Something smelled bad, like body odor, and he figured it must be him.

He’d been so stupid, but Maibe needed the cure. He couldn’t pass up the chance the cure really existed this time. He couldn’t stand picturing her as a Feeb. Mottled, wrinkled, ashy, aged. Just looking at her made him swear he could see the virus particles infecting every cell of her body. His skin crawled when she got that blank look in her eyes.

“Why are you here?” a voice said.

Alden turned his head, searching for the body attached to such a voice. A voice that spoke in such a neutral tone he couldn’t tell if it was a man, woman, or child.

He was in a room. Faint light came from somewhere above and behind him, barely lighting the space around his bed. He looked gray, Feeb-gray. Adrenaline shot through his veins and his heartbeat raced.

Was he a Feeb now?

He leaned over and examined his skin.

Clear, smooth, unwrinkled, untainted.

A new thought came to mind. Did the Feeb-haters have him?

“You are not sick,” the voice said again. This time it sounded like a male voice.

Alden swiveled his neck, but that was a mistake because his head began to pound. One spot on the back of his head throbbed like a volcano about to erupt.

There, in the corner. A little rectangular speaker mounted near the ceiling. Metal rings were attached into the cement on the floor and low on the walls in regular intervals.

“Why am I tied up?” he croaked.

“We don’t have any sort of cages in this section. Not for people, at least.” This time the voice sounded female.

“But why—”

“This is a secret facility. How did you find us?”

A man’s voice, he decided. It had just a hint of depth. He imagined a skinny guy, basically hairless, thoughtless, full of nerdiness.

“I’m searching for the cure,” Alden said. “I’m searching for the Feeb cure. Do you have it?”

“But you don’t need it.” Whoever spoke now was someone different. More childlike. Almost plaintive. It made his head hurt. Was he talking to one person or three people? Was one of them a child?

“I…It’s for a friend,” Alden said.

“I’m sorry to tell you this, friend,” the male voice said, “but there is no cure. Not yet at least.”

Alden flexed his hands into fists and tested the straps until they bit so deep that his skin began to turn purple.

“Stop that! Make him stop that!” The childlike voice. There was a murmured conversation, like the male voice was shushing the child. He couldn’t understand what they were saying, but he could tell there were three voices. Three different people.

He looked again at the speaker but couldn’t see a camera.

“Stop hurting yourself and I’ll tell you how we can see you.” The child’s voice again.

He relaxed, mostly because his wrists hurt and the straps hadn’t budged. He wasn’t strong enough for this. He was never strong enough.

“Above you,” the child said.

He looked up and there it was, a tiny black circle attached to the ceiling, a glint of light on the lens. Next to it there was a type of vent, like for heat, but it was so cold in there he thought it must be broken.“If I’m your friend, why am I tied up?”

“We were trying to be nice,” the child said. “He didn’t really mean it.”

“Who are you? How did I get here?” Alden said, thinking now maybe he had been talking to a child the whole time because why would the adults let a child talk at all? He tried to remember—he had been scouting a research facility in the old manufacturing district of a small town. There had been rumors of a cure. Or at least, rumors of drugs that could help. He remembered a cave of sorts. Dogs and coyotes and fresh Vs had him on high alert. There had been people. Uninfected like him. He’d run into Gabbi, Ricker and the others out on some raid. They were after some drugs to help with the Feeb symptoms, but he’d been after a bigger prize. A full cure. The next thing he knew he’d woken up here.

Silence on the speaker’s end.

“Do you know Sergeant Bennings?” Alden said, desperate to hear the voice, any voice again. He hadn’t wanted to use his father’s name. He hadn’t wanted anything to do with his father for a long time. No matter how many times he tried to tell Maibe that, she never quite believed him. Watching how his father had controlled the camps and treated the Feebs, he knew it had been wrong, all of it was so wrong. His mother would have thought so too, but she was a Faint. She had been Faint since almost the beginning.

He had helped Maibe get out as many Feebs as they could until Maibe had gotten too sick to do it anymore. That had almost broken him—watching her disappear into herself. And here he was, throwing his father’s name around in the hope that it might save him now.

Maibe had been right all along. He wasn’t built right to survive in this new world, but he couldn’t bear the thought of being alone in that room with the speaker box, camera lens, and vent as his only cold company. “Are you working with Sergeant Bennings and the council? I’m his son. I came from his camp. If you just get in contact with him—”

“I do not work with the council anymore,” the female voice said finally, and this time he sort of recognized it. He knew he should be able to place her. It made his head spin, trying to keep track of the voices without seeing their faces.

“I do know Sergeant Bennings,” she said.

Alden didn’t know what to say. What to do. “What do you want?”

“The cure, of course.”
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The streets of this little mountain town were dusty and full of people. Pine trees scented the air and cast stark shadows across the buildings and street. I realized it was later than I thought, more like afternoon. It had become easy to lose track of time over the last few months. What would seem like the passing of a few minutes would turn out to be hours. But I didn’t mind so much because mostly that meant I wasn’t thinking of the bad times, but instead reliving puzzles with my uncle.


I stepped off the wooden porch. The way to Gabbi was uphill, a short block lined with Victorians, deer fences, rusted tin roofs, planked footbridges over the creek, a dish satellite no one had bothered to remove. People noticed me. Of course they looked—they knew who I was. They were people I had helped escape. They also knew I had stopped helping.


Gabbi shared a house with Ano, Jimmy, and Ricker on this street. Brown nets covered the porch and a set of double bunks because it was too hot to sleep inside at night. A cat curled on a wooden rocking chair as if it were just another day. We’d all stayed in a nicer place at first, but then when we’d begun freeing others and bringing more of them back, the mayor kept moving us. For the good of the other survivors. Corrina was furious, Ano said it was to be expected, and we all waited for Gabbi to explode, but she kept a lid on it and stayed outside of town more and more often.


The cat ignored me as I let the screen door slam. Gabbi was going to get a piece of my mind for keeping this raid from me.


Gabbi looked up from the kitchen island and the maps she was pouring over. Her hair was cut short, almost shaved. Corrina stood next to her, brown hair long and frizzy and falling around her shoulders in waves. My hair was flat in the heat and fell in a weird curve so I kept it in a ponytail, which made it easy for Freanz to yank.


Dylan stood next to Corrina, his hand resting lightly on her hip. It had been three years since the virus first stormed our neighborhood, killed my uncle, and threw all of us together. Even without a memory-rush, I remembered Jane’s blonde hair and the ugly words she spoke in the store before Corrina and I had been infected. But Dylan and Corrina were solid now.


“Well, well. The deserter returns,” Gabbi said.


“Gabbi,” Corrina said.


Gabbi snapped her head around and a wild look entered her eyes. Her shoulders locked up and her jaw clenched. She often lost her temper. That was the way she WAS, but this was different. I tensed. That spark of compassion she always carried in her eyes—no matter how much she tried to cover it up with anger and insults and attitude—it winked out for a second. She was going V right then and there.


Jimmy walked in from the back room. He was fourteen now. Still short—shorter than me. His dark hair hung in corkscrews, framing his face. He always had this earnest please-don’t-step-on-me look. Gabbi locked onto his movement. I swore her head swiveled on her neck like something out of Poltergeist.


“Gabbi!” I yelled.


Jimmy finally noticed what was happening. Papers fluttered out of his hands and onto the floor.


Corrina got into Gabbi’s face, only inches away, so that they were breathing the same air. Dylan reached out as if to stop her. Gabbi’s expression looked mean. Corrina’s expression was peaceful. She held Gabbi’s gaze even though you couldn’t be sure Gabbi even saw her.


“Gabriela,” Corrina whispered. “You are here with your friends. You would never hurt your friends. Gabriela, you are safe. You are safe.”


Long seconds of silence. Dylan rocked onto the balls of his feet. Ano moved into a sitting position on the couch, ready to jump in.


Gabbi blinked and the light came back into her eyes. “Don’t call me Gabriela.”


Corrina smiled, almost devilish. “It worked, didn’t it?”


This was the game the two of them played. They showed they cared by doing everything they could to annoy the other one.


Gabbi rolled her eyes and looked away. Sweat dripped down her neck. She mumbled some words that sounded like a mix between an apology and calling Corrina a dumb-ass.


Corrina laughed and grabbed a bunch of papers from the ground to fan herself with them. Dylan dropped his arms to his sides. Ano laid back down onto the flower-print couch and returned a wet towel to his forehead. He never did like the heat.


“What’s going on?” I said. The tension in the room was fading but I felt frantic. The puzzle pieces weren’t fitting together. What was happening? Why hadn’t they told me about this?


“The symptoms are getting worse,” Ano said, not taking the towel off his face. “The longer someone’s been a Feeb, the more episodes they’re having.”


“If you’d been around, you would have known,” Gabbi said in a harsh voice.


“It’s good to see you, Maibe,” Jimmy said. His smile dimpled his cheek and light shined in his eyes. He came up and grabbed my hands. I squeezed and smiled back. I could always count on Jimmy to make me feel better.


“It IS good to see you,” Corrina said. “How are your people?”


I looked down at the carpet dingy with dirt. Just that motion was enough to smell a hint of smoke still buried deep in the fabrics from who knew how many cigarettes the previous owner had once smoked inside these walls. Corrina cared about the Faints as much as I did. She was the one who had gotten
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