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      For Job.

      You were one of my first readers and your feedback helped keep me going. I’m so proud of how you’ve kept going, no matter how hard things get.
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      More than a decade ago, I hid in a closet while a madman murdered my father. My dad’s twin sister and her husband swooped in soon after and relocated me along with their two children to my dad’s secluded cabin to mourn.

      Unbeknownst to six-year-old me, the move also ensured my biological mother couldn’t find me. In the weeks that followed, a deadly virus transmitted through simple touch spread across the world like wildfire. Less than a million people in North America survived. My family only escaped infection because my aunt took us all into hiding.

      In a way, my dad’s kidnapping of me from my mother saved us all.

      Of course, before I give him too much credit, I have to factor in the fact that good old Dad engineered the virus that wiped out most everyone. It’s a travesty that he didn’t tell me before he died that he injected me with what amounts to a vaccination for the virus the night before his murder.

      We only know about the vaccination in my blood because of the journal in my hands. A journal I stole from the leader of the world’s largest and most secure political and economic group. Unfortunately they’re also fanatical religious zealots. Right after I stole this journal, I shot the leader with the Tercera virus, which he totally deserved. I found the dart I used on David Solomon in his own desk drawer, for heaven’s sake.

      I wish I’d known what was in my blood a decade ago, when I could've used that information to save some of the billions who died. Or last month, when I could have saved my long time crush, and best friend, Wesley. Or last week when my aunt contracted Tercera from raiding Marked kids. If I’d even known three days ago, I wouldn’t have left my cousin Rhonda to take my place with a posse of angry Marked kids.

      I hope I’m not too late to save Wesley, Rhonda and Aunt Anne.

      I glance back down at the leather-bound journal I retrieved from a hidden safe in my dad's old lab in Galveston. I could barely make sense of his cramped handwriting in the best of circumstances. With the bumping and jouncing from the van that's tearing down the road toward the bridge off this island, I’m struggling to put a dozen words together.

      “Geez Sam,” I say, “how fast are you driving?”

      “Why are you so crabby?” Sam asks.

      “I’m not crabby,” I say.

      “Well,” Sam says, “After everything we risked, is there any good news or not?”

      I nod. “Good news, yeah. You could say that. Maybe not the silver bullet we were hoping for, but the journal describes a cure of sorts.”

      My cousin Job, who's more like a brother after being raised by the same parents for a decade, sits up straighter. “It says there’s a cure? Does it say how to recreate it? Is it hard? Is that the reason for all the weird breathing and muttering?”

      “I’m not muttering.” I scowl at him. “I haven’t had time to pore over the scientific equations, or technical notes. The bad news is, the journal doesn’t mention details on the virus Dad mentioned, the one he called the hacker virus. Or at least, it doesn’t in the passages of commentary. The notes I’ve read at the end focus on something else entirely.”

      I don't know how to tell them it has been inside of me all this time. It feels like it's my fault we didn’t know all along, like I should’ve realized it somehow. It’s like I’ve been sitting on a box full of food in the middle of a horrible famine, so I can stuff my face after everyone else has perished.

      The bridge from Galveston to the mainland looms in front of us. I glance at the backseat where my mom stares out the window despondently. She's no longer crying, but her mouth is slack, and her shoulders are slumped. She's probably in pain from the beating her awful husband just gave her, but I'm worried the worst damage isn't physical. Bruises will heal, but I don't know how to even start to repair the damage I can’t see or study under a microscope. David Solomon deserves to pay. I hope he suffers.

      “This is it,” Sam says. “But we've still gotta get past the first guard tower, and then the other two.”

      Josephine sits up and blinks repeatedly as though she's just woken up. “You may need my help to do that. They'll have questions that won’t be easy to answer.”

      I hope she's able to help. I'd really hate to get gunned down now that we have my dad’s last journal. Although I guess there’s never really a great time for being gunned down.

      Josephine taps the window with her index finger. “The guards know we were headed to the Palisade Palms with David. He notified his security team, because they keep tabs on his location at all times. They'll want to know why he isn't with us, and where he is. If we tell them he’s still there, they’ll be alarmed that they’ve lost communications.”

      My mom's sadistic husband rules this entire island with an iron fist.

      “Tell them he’s sending you out as a delegate to speak to the Marked who are gathering,” Sam says.

      “That will be a hard sell. I haven't left the island by car in years. When we travel, we usually go by boat. They'll want to know why David would risk my safety by sending me toward a dangerous mob of Marked children.”

      She sucks at improvising. “You’re a queen, though. Tell them King Solomon sent you to deal with the Marked that have gathered, but his plans are top secret and you can’t divulge details. You’ll be negotiating on his behalf, and he’s sending your daughter to learn from watching you.”

      She shakes her head. “David doesn't negotiate, not with Marked children, or anyone who comes to make threats.”

      I shiver. He doesn't negotiate because he just kills them. In fact, he's got a “Cleansing” planned, in which he intends to wipe them off the face of the earth forever. He sees the children on the hormone suppressant as a plague to be eradicated.

      Sam slows the van, and turns around to face her. “Josephine, I need to know if you can handle this. You don’t have to say we’re negotiating. Say you're taking a message for the Marked from your husband, or that you’re delivering an ultimatum, or that you’re painting their fingernails. I don’t care, as long as they believe you and they let us past.”

      She frowns. “They’ll never believe I’m headed over to paint their nails. That doesn’t even make sense.”

      I roll my eyes. “The point is that you tell them something and you’re firm about it. Anything you think will get us past. Can you do that?”

      Josephine folds her arms under her chest. “Nothing will make this seem normal.”

      Sam growls. “Tell them you baked cookies that cure Tercera, or that you're going to teach them to read because God commands it. Tell them anything, I don't care, as long as you don’t tell them we left your husband, infected with Tercera and lying in a pile of unconscious guards. Guards I knocked out. Got it?”

      My mom starts shaking, and I wish I was sitting in the back seat so I could put my hand over hers. I try to make eye contact, but she drops her gaze to her lap.

      She needs reassurance, but Sam barks at her instead. “Can you keep Ruby safe? That’s what this comes down to. You lost her when she was a baby, and never found her, not in seventeen years. She’s survived entirely without a mother. Now that she has one, will you shelter her, or are you a liability?”

      Josephine stares at her hands for three full seconds before looking up. “I will keep Ruby safe.”

      “Good.” Sam drives up to the guard tower slowly and rolls down his window. A tall, thin guard with a carefully trimmed goatee walks over to the van. He's holding a clipboard and a pencil, but the men behind him are armed. They look at us with narrowed eyes and twitchy fingers. Sam glances at the clipboard dismissively and turns his eyes back to the road. “We're headed off the island on King Solomon's direct order.”

      The guard looks at Sam and frowns. “I’ve never seen you before, and there's an army of infected infidels on that side of the bridge. Maybe you hadn’t noticed them.”

      Sam doesn't even glance his way. “We're aware.”

      Goatee shakes his head. “I have very clear orders. No vehicles in or out.”

      “Orders change.” Sam glances back at Josephine, but she stares straight ahead without saying a word.

      Goatee follows Sam's gaze and this time his eyes widen, and he bows. “Queen Josephine, you're planning to leave the island?” He steps even closer, close enough that I see my own reflection in his shiny buttons.

      He taps on the window, but when Josephine doesn’t react, he looks her up and down. His eyes narrow, probably because he’s noticed her empty eyes and disheveled appearance. The right side of her face is puffy and red, and her dress is torn.

      Goatee clears his throat. “Your Majesty, would you please step out of the vehicle while I call for confirmation? I want to make sure I understand King Solomon’s instructions and we’re all on the same page.”

      He opens the side door and gestures for Josephine to step out. At the same time a shorter, squattier guard in an identical navy-blue uniform with the same row of shiny gold buttons appears on the other side, just outside of my door. He yanks the door handle and opens my side before I can think of a reason to object.

      He motions for me to exit the van, but I shake my head dumbly. “We're under specific orders to leave the island and approach the Marked. You have no right to detain us.” And yet unless Sam’s willing to mow them down, we aren’t driving past them.

      “I am not trying to detain you, merely to ensure your safety,” Squatty says. “On whose orders are you leaving?”

      “Are you deaf as well as short?” Sam asks, “We just told you. Queen Josephine is here, and we’re all following King Solomon's direction. Right, Your Highness?”

      Josephine nods, but counterintuitively exits the car as they asked. Something comes over her when she leaves the van, as though being around all these soldiers fills her with the confidence of command. Her shoulders straighten, her back stiffens and she walks straight ahead with assurance. I wish I knew why she was walking briskly past the guard tower, and the grouping of guards in navy-blue uniforms. I scramble out of the van, Dad’s journal clutched in one hand, and jog to catch up to her. Sam and Job exit the van too, and fall in behind us quickly without saying a word.

      Squatty and Goatee both call out for us to stop, but Josephine ignores them, so I follow her lead. Eventually they stop calling us, but I notice they’ve picked up the phone and are calling for direction. Not good.

      We walk quickly toward the second guard tower where four other guards are standing. Their faces are full of uncertainty. I glance at a black phone on the side of the guard tower, relieved it's not ringing, and none of them have thought to pick it up.

      One of the four men next to the guard tower reaches for Josephine as we pass, but a sharp glance from her and an inhalation of air, and his hand drops to his side. “Your majesty, are you sure you want to leave the island? And do you really mean to proceed on foot?”

      She glances his way, eyes snapping in a way I've never seen, and he falls silent. We all follow her lead, walking past them as though they don't have any authority to detain us. Once we've gone more than a few dozen paces away, she whispers, “Never allow an inferior to believe they have any control over your actions.”

      We walk steadily along, but I really wish we hadn’t been forced to leave the van behind. Does she mean for us to walk the entire length of the bridge? We’ve gone more than a mile, and there are several more to go. I want to ask, but no one else seems to be concerned. I glance back at Sam and widen my eyes, but he just shrugs. We can't very well argue with Josephine in front of so many armed men.

      Thirty yards past the second guard tower, Josephine slows down. I keep walking fast initially, hoping she'll match my pace, but she doesn't. It occurs to me belatedly that she might be in pain. King Solomon beat her brutally when he thought my blood unlocked Donovan Behl's safe, confirming in his mind that I wasn’t really his child. King Solomon thought he was my father, and sadly he may yet be. Donovan's safe had a blood key, so only someone of his bloodline could open it.

      After reaching Galveston and discovering my mother was alive, I sort of fell apart. I didn't want to deal with any of it, so I borrowed some blood from my cousin Job, who is undeniably Donovan Behl's twin sister's son, plain and simple. I knew his blood would work, and it did.

      Of course, David Solomon thought it was my blood that opened the safe, which would mean that I was Donovan Behl's daughter after all. He didn't process the news well, beating my mother brutally until I stepped in to stop him.

      I touch her arm gently. “Are you okay?”

      She looks up at me with eyes wide with sorrow and a quivering, swollen lip.

      I repeat my question.

      “You shot him,” she says. “I don’t understand why you shot him. He wasn’t hitting me anymore.”

      When I stole the tranquilizer gun from his drawer, I assumed the dart would only incapacitate him. It was labeled with a capital T. “I stole that gun from a drawer in his desk. The only reason he’s infected with Tercera is that he had it hidden in a drawer. King Solomon obviously used it to infect other people. Otherwise, I never could have infected him to begin with.”

      “Either way, now he's going to die because of what you did. There's no cure.”

      I don't remind her that I hit him with the accelerant too, also taken from King Solomon's own desk. It was labeled only with an A. I wasn't sure at the time whether it was an antidote or an accelerant. If I'm being honest, I'm glad it was the accelerant.

      Tercera kills slowly, far too slowly for the man who killed my dad and beat his wife for at least the last decade. During its normal progression, other than a minor rash on a patient's forehead, there are no other symptoms for the first year. The sores start in year two, worsening throughout the year, and organs stop working properly sometime during year three, eventually leading to total organ failure. It's a miserable way to go, but slow. Very, very slow. With the accelerant, which I'm pretty sure King Solomon developed himself, he shouldn’t make it more than a week. Two at the outside limit. Our only real gauge is that he used the accelerant a decade ago to wipe out hundreds of thousands of people—the entire US government. He killed them all so he could seize control, so I'd call being hit with the accelerant himself poetic justice.

      Seems like my mom, who inexplicably still loves him, might not agree with me.

      “I thought it was a tranq at first, but the bigger question is, why do you think he even had that stuff? Was he infecting people with Tercera for the last ten years?”

      Why isn’t she wondering why he had it? Why isn’t she upset at him for hiding a deadly virus and using it for. . . Actually, I have no idea what he'd use it for. Perhaps to eliminate rivals or threats? The entire situation is disgusting.

      “Why would you shoot him at all?” Her voice wavers and her hands flutter up and down.

      “Let's review. First of all, he undeniably shot my dad, while I watched. He hasn’t said he didn’t do that. In fact, his only defense is that Donovan Behl isn’t my biological father, which I don’t think we know one way or another.”

      “Don hid you from us for years.”

      I nod. “Which is actually really sad if I’m David Solomon’s daughter. But even so, killing Donovan seems excessive.”

      “You can make that determination once you’ve lost a child,” Josephine says, the steel in her voice surprising.

      It’s the first time I’ve seen any real strength in her.

      “I’ll give you that one, but Solomon doesn’t contest that he wiped out the government, and let the world burn while he hid here in Galveston. He’s basically a dictator.”

      “He keeps our people safe and prosperous.”

      “History shows that the people frequently love their dictators, but it doesn’t mean their people are free. But even if we allow all of that, I watched him beat the crap out of you. He kicked you in the stomach over and over with no sign of stopping until I stopped him. You didn't even seem shocked, so I'm guessing this isn't new behavior.”

      “And?” She frowns.

      “He deserved to die by Tercera. If I’d had a regular gun with regular bullets, I’d have used that instead.”

      “I deserved the beating he was giving me. I made him angry.”

      My jaw drops.

      “Don't act self-righteous here, young lady. Wouldn't you be angry if you learned your wife had been unfaithful to you? If you believed she lied to you, you would react poorly as well.”

      “Mom, you were married to Donovan.”

      She shakes her head. “I was, but we were separated when I met David, and I was faithful to him. I swear I was. If we go back, I can explain to him.” She looks down at her hands, staring blankly at her empty palms. “There's a misunderstanding somewhere in all this. It isn't true that you're Donovan's daughter. You're Solomon's child, I know it in my heart.”

      I draw my eyebrows together and really look at her. My mom's still shuffling along, eyes fixed on the ground beneath our feet. “If you were married to Donovan when I was conceived, I don't understand how you can be so sure I'm Solomon's daughter.”

      “I was married to Donovan.” She sighs. “But I know you're David's daughter. I knew it then, and now that I've met you, I know it now.”

      “I look just like you. I look nothing like either of them.”

      She tsks. “It's in your eyes and your smile. Even your sense of unyielding certainty and your intelligence all speak to me. You're David's child, you must be.”

      I growl. “So what? Who cares whose daughter I am? Even if he thinks you lied seventeen years ago, do you really think you deserved to be shoved and kicked, Mom? No matter the reason?”

      “I let him down. His anger and disappointment and frustration was justified, yes. We all must atone for the things we do that are wrong, and what I did was wrong. I should pay for that. Don't you agree?”

      I grab her arm and she stops walking and turns toward me. “You didn't do anything wrong! Geez, I'm not even sure I am Donovan's daughter.”

      My mom yanks her arm away, her eyes wide and clamped onto my face with burning intensity. “What are you talking about?”

      She needs to keep walking. Why did I say anything? I glance behind me and notice the guards. Even with the wide space between us, I can tell they're shifting and watching us. “Nothing. Let's go.”

      She grabs my arm tighter than I'd have imagined possible with her waify, delicate frame. “I demand you explain yourself, young lady.”

      I sigh, and whisper, “I used Job's blood to open the safe, not mine. He's Donovan's nephew, so I knew his blood would work. I wasn't sure whether mine would at that point, and I wasn’t ready to find out.”

      She shakes her head. “I watched you use your own finger.”

      “It was a trick, okay? I don’t understand why you’re fixated on this so much, because no matter whose blood I have-” I think back to my dad's words in his journal. Her blood now carries something that is more mine than any DNA could ever be. My dad didn't think I was his daughter, not biologically, and he didn't care. My mom's sure Solomon is my dad. I shiver. “Donovan Behl is my dad, okay? Not your sick, twisted husband.”

      My mom's face flushes red. “If you didn't use your blood to open that safe, you are his daughter, Solomon's flesh and blood after all. He'll forgive me, he’ll forgive both of us, I'm sure he will.” My mom smiles then, so wide it nearly cracks her face in two. “We must tell him right away.” Her fingers dig into my arm, and her eyes take on a feverish light.

      I shake her hand off my arm, barely succeeding. “He isn't going to hear it, Mom. He's dying, remember? Quickly, since I hit him with the accelerant too.”

      Mom turns toward the guards, and they notice she’s intent on them, even from this far away.

      “Stop! Mom, there's nothing for you back there.”

      “No.” Her eyes widen in terror. Her hand shoots back out to grip my wrist. “He mustn't die. You said there's a cure, when we were in the van headed this way. I heard you say it. What is it, and where can we find it? You have to help him, he’s your father!”

      I grit my teeth. “I'm not going back. I’ve been over this and over it. He deserves to die. He killed the only real father I ever knew.”

      She stops walking and raises her voice. “If we don't save him, he'll never forgive us.”

      I don't point out the absurdity of her statement. Sam and Job flank us now, keeping one eye on the guards and one on me. Sam doesn't say a word, but I know he's wondering how I want to play this.

      I glance back toward the World Peace Now, or WPN, guard tower and notice the guards aren't confused anymore. I'm surprised to see they're moving backward, but it's purposeful. My eyes track ahead and I notice the tallest guard is heading for a large truck.

      This is bad, very bad.

      “Mom, we'll talk about it once we've reached the other side, I promise.” I point at the mass of bodies we can barely make out just out of range of the final guard tower, near the end of the long bridge, still more than a mile away.

      “Those are Marked kids, Ruby. That's why the guards didn't want us trying to leave. Why would you run into the arms of infected children when you know King Solomon’s your father?”

      I yank my hand free again and stomp my foot. “You aren't listening. It's like he’s broken your brain, and maybe he has after all these years of beatings. That man may have donated DNA to my body, but he shot my real father. He’s a monster, do you hear me? He's planning on killing a bunch of innocent people because they're infected with a virus that for all we know, he unleashed on the world! He isn't my dad and he never will be. My only real regret is that I hit him with Tercera back there instead of an actual bullet.”

      Mom's face drains of blood, and her hands shake. “You shouldn't speak that way about a man you don't even know. If only my ex hadn’t gone mad, you’d have been raised by your father and me and none of this would be happening. We’d be a happy family right now.” She glances down at the leather journal I'm holding, and before I can guess what she plans to do, she snatches it from my hands, spins on her heel and sprints backward toward the black truck that's now barreling our way.

      I'm so shocked I don't even move for a moment, but Sam, perfect Sam, never misses a beat. He jogs past me, pursuing my mom. Only his concern for her well-being keeps him from tackling her to the ground I imagine, but eventually he circles around and blocks her progress with his body. He yanks the journal away, and holds it over his head. Unfortunately, the truck full of guards has nearly reached them.

      He glances toward me and then back to my mom, as if trying to decide what to do. She's obviously been brainwashed, but I don't understand why she'd run back to Solomon, now that she's nearly free. Sam tries to pull my mom back toward me and Job, but she struggles.

      I call out. “It's okay, Sam. If she won't come, just leave her.”

      So many guns pointed in their direction. I want Sam headed toward me, not fighting with my insane mother. My heart crumples a little bit, but I'd pick Sam a million times over between him and a crazy woman I barely know. She didn't care enough about me to even track me down seventeen years ago, or any time in the years since.

      My mom spins around and points at the journal clutched in Sam’s strong hands, and idiot that I am, I'm surprised when I hear her yell at the approaching guards. “King Solomon's injured. He needs that book. You must get it to him. Fire freely, as long as you don't hit the book.”

      The guards react immediately, not even exiting the truck first. Their guns, clasped in uniformed hands, point out of the truck windows like antenna from some malevolent bug. Six shots fire in quick succession. Sam's body shakes, blooms of red sprouting on his chest. My heart races, and I feel dizzy. My body slumps forward, and only Job's hand keeps me upright.

      I breathe in one jagged lungful of air and try to step toward him, my hand outstretched.

      Job stops me. “Don't go. You can't help anything, not now.”

      Six gunshots. Sam should be lying in a heap on the ground, but he isn't. I blink back tears, shake myself free of Job and run faster than I've ever run before on my way back toward him. Even running at my fastest, Job passes me a second later. I hate this tiny body I'm stuck inside.

      Sam pulls his gun out, and stumbles down the road toward Job and me. We're two hundred feet apart, then just a hundred and finally, only fifty. Usually Sam runs twice as fast as I do, but not now, not soaked in blood. He's barely stumbling toward me, and he’s close enough that I can focus on his gun shot wounds. All six are in his torso, and if I had to guess, I'd say heart, lungs, stomach, liver and maybe a glancing wound over his ribs.

      In my concern for Sam, I'm not watching my mom, and neither is he. She runs up behind him and snatches the journal back, just as the truck barrels up behind them. Brainwashed or not, abused or not, broken or not, I'll never forgive her for this. My mother deserves Solomon.

      Motion behind Sam draws my eye. More vehicles full of armed men roll toward us behind the first, but the first stopped twenty-five feet from Sam. I need to get there faster. My lungs scream, my legs shake, but I push harder still. He's too far away.

      Sam fires three rounds over his shoulder before collapsing. The three men who just exited the truck collapse like puppets with cut strings. Job stops and crouches near Sam for a moment, his hand on Sam's neck checking for a pulse for one moment, then another. Time stands still when Job stands upright and runs toward the truck. Why isn’t Job dragging Sam back to us?

      Job opens the door and jumps in, and then he drives the truck to where I still stand, dumbfounded. Job motions to me, and I climb inside the cab.

      “Are we taking the truck back there?” I ask. “Was he too heavy for you to carry?”

      Job shakes his head.

      I turn back, expecting Sam to straighten back up. Maybe Job’s giving him a break, distracting the guards until Sam can get the strength for one more push.

      But Sam never moves. And suddenly, I realize that Job wasn’t planning to do anything else for Sam. He’s leaving him.

      “No!” I yell. “NO!”

      I leap from the truck and run toward Sam again, my eyes drawn inexorably to the blood pooling around him. He looks exactly like my dad did that day, more than a decade ago. Except the pool of red is bigger, so much bigger from the six shots instead of just the one. I can’t even see the pavement anymore. His body's an island amidst a lake of red.

      I've closed half the remaining distance between us when Job grabs me, but this time he doesn't try to take my hand. His arms encircle my waist and he lifts me into the air. My arms pinwheel and my legs flail as he carries me to the truck and stuffs me inside. I can't breathe, and my hands are shaking so bad that at first, I think that's why I can't open the door. I claw at the handle over and over, cursing and shouting. “It’s broken. Why is this broken?”

      “It's locked, Ruby. You can't get out. There's nothing we can do, and they're coming. We have to go.”

      I hear a gunshot then. It hits the back of our stolen truck. Job locked the door and he's putting the truck in gear.

      I claw at the handle in despair, and look desperately for a lock to lift. Ignoring my efforts, Job slams on the gas, and the truck peels out, wheels screeching against concrete. I look behind us and I can barely make out Sam's shape. I watch in horror as the pool of red grows larger and larger around him, and as we drive away, his body shrinks.

      I try to call for him, but my words emerge as a croak. “Not again,” I try to yell. I can't fail someone I love again.

      If I can't open the door, I'll stop the driver. I claw at Job's hands on the wheel. I clear my throat and force words, though they're hoarse. “Stop the truck. Stop it, please! We have to go back.”

      Job doesn't hit the brake or even slow down. He speaks clearly, detached, and his words sound foreign to my ears. “He had no pulse. You took anatomy Ruby, so you know I'm telling the truth. You can't survive gunshots like that, no one can. Not even Mom could help him now.” He chokes up, barely getting the words out. “Sam's gone, but we still have a chance, and without that journal, what's in your brain may be Mom and Rhonda's last hope. I won't let you throw your life away and theirs in the process. Besides, there's a war going on in case you didn't notice.”

      I slump into the seat. Job doesn't know how right he is. My blood's the cure. I can't risk the one thing that might save all the Marked to go after Sam's corpse. That truth sinks deep into my soul, and I know what Sam would say, what he'd tell me to do, but it hurts so bad I can't breathe. Job is still talking, trying to soothe me I think, but with my heart exploding inside my chest, it's hard to hear anything else.

      I look ahead at the line of people standing near the midpoint of the bridge. Hundreds upon hundreds more stand at the land near the edge of the bridge. As we draw closer, the Marks on their foreheads stand out starkly. I may be the cure for all of them, and it’s earth shattering and miraculous.

      Except, I don't care anymore.

      I only want to save one person, and he’s the one person I can't do a single thing for. I suddenly feel a little empathy for my dad, for Donovan Behl. He didn't save the world, but he saved me, and maybe in the end that was enough for him.

      I bang on the door and pull on the locked handle again, but this time, I don't pull as desperately or as hard. Job won't let me out, and I can't even see Sam anymore. Josephine has Dad's journal, and I guess that means my mom doesn't care about me, because no one's following us. Dozens of trucks have reached the part of the bridge where Sam was shot, but none of them have driven any further.

      I pull one last time, half-heartedly, on the handle of the door. It still won't open, and I can't get out. I'm stuck on the truck seat, fingernails bloody and broken, sobbing wordlessly. I can't let him go too. I can't.

      But I don't have a choice.
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      I'm utterly unprepared to greet anyone when we reach the Marked kids. My eyes are puffy, I croak when I try to talk, and tear stains streak both my cheeks.

      Job stops the truck in front of a line of kids who are all pointing guns at us. I'm sick of people pointing guns at me. I stop crying and hiccup a time or two. “What's going on?”

      “I doubt they can see through the windshield, with the sun at our backs. They probably think we're from WPN.”

      Job unlocks the doors and opens his. He steps out with his hands up, palms forward. “We mean you no harm. We barely escaped WPN ourselves.”

      Not all of us escaped. I choke on a sob.

      “Job!” His twin sister Rhonda rushes forward and hugs him. Even knowing I can cure him, I still feel sick at the thought that he's hugging someone who's Marked. When she lets go, I peer at her face through the front windshield of the truck.

      I blink several times to make sure, but she isn't Marked. I jump from the unlocked truck, startled into action. “Why aren't you infected?”

      “You left me a vial of your blood, remember?” Rhonda smiles.

      My heart constricts. “How did you know that would help?” I ball my hands into fists to stop the shaking. Somehow Rhonda knows what I only just discovered in my dad's writings. How can she already know what Sam died to find out?

      My breathing accelerates again and I need to hear her answer, but I don't want to hear it at the same time. I want to run away screaming, or tear off down the bridge toward Sam's body. I missed my dad's funeral, and now I won't be at Sam’s, either. Will they even hold a funeral for the boyfriend of the girl who shot their king?

      Before Rhonda can answer, a tall young man with dark hair steps forward and waves at me shyly. “You're a hard gal to catch.”

      Wesley Fairchild.

      I was in love with him for three years, or at least I thought I was. What did I know about love? Seeing him today, I barely recognize the face I spent so much time dreaming about. He's still tall and just as handsome. His hair is longer, but that's not the real difference. I can't put my finger on why, but he looks closer to twenty-five years old than he does to seventeen. I'm sure the events of the past few weeks, from leaving his home, his family and me, haven't been easy on him. One thing I don't see on his familiar but different face is a Mark. And I clearly saw the telltale rash the last time I saw him.

      I shake my head in disbelief. “How are you Unmarked too?” I hoped I could save Wesley, Rhonda, and Aunt Anne, but it never occurred to me they wouldn't even need my help.

      “I was Marked. I saw the rash myself,” he says, “after you told me it was there. I scrubbed on it and rubbed at it and it was real. After that I waited for you at the tree like we agreed. When you still didn’t appear after a few days, and patrols started circling, I ran. By the time I reached the Marked encampment, I hadn't seen my own face in days. With my hair down over my forehead, none of them questioned me when I said I'd been Marked.”

      “But you weren't?” I look from Rhonda to Wesley and back again. “I don't understand.”

      “I was Marked Rubes, but your blood cured me.” He lowers his voice. “Do you remember our kiss?”

      I blush and then I look down at my feet, flooded with guilt for some reason. Which is stupid because I had barely talked to Sam at that point. I'd known him for years, but we didn’t speak much.

      Wesley steps closer, his voice barely more than a whisper. “Once we realized I wasn't Marked, even after living among the Marked for days and days, we knew something must've happened. How could I be immune?” Wesley steps aside and a new boy, not quite as tall as Wesley, steps toward us.

      He's strikingly handsome, this new young man, with a strong jaw and beautiful green eyes. His russet hair is spiked up in a mohawk, at odds with his classic good looks. He grins at me like we aren't standing on a bridge in enemy territory, like there's still good in the world, like the person I care most about didn't just die. Of course, he knows nothing about Sam.

      “Hello.” His voice is far too deep for someone on the suppressant. The voice matches the intensity of his eyes, but not the coltish body. His arms and legs are too long, too gangly, and too thin for the timbre of his voice. “I'm Rafe.” In fact, even from just a few words, his voice sounds familiar for some reason, but I can't figure out why. I wrack my brain for memories of a Rafe, trying to remember if maybe I knew him back at Port Gibson. Maybe he was someone's son. I glance at Wesley, but his face shares no clues.

      Rafe's nearly as tall as Wesley, and he carries himself with a quiet assurance. The other Marked kids watch him, waiting for some kind of reaction. They track his movements in much the same way David Solomon's people watched him, waiting to see how he greets me, observing how he treats me. No one has said so, but I'm positive that Rafe's their leader.

      “I might never have pieced it together,” Wesley says, “without Rafe. My Mark appeared, and then you and I kissed. You split your lip, remember? I must've ingested your blood. Somehow, something about your blood cured me.”

      Job grunts. “A lot's happened since you left. Ruby sat in quarantine for days. She read her dad's journals, and discovered that her father created the virus we know as Tercera many years ago. That's why we came to Galveston. To find his research and to figure out whether he finished the cure he began.”

      Wesley raises his eyebrows. “I could've saved you all the trip. I tried to tell you, several times, actually.”

      Job cocks one eyebrow. “Are you saying her dad did something to her? That we didn't need to deal with WPN at all?”

      Rafe tilts his head sideways. “Rhonda told us about Ruby's father. What did you find at his lab, or did you make it there at all?”

      “We did,” Job says, “but I'm not sure exactly what we found. Ruby was reading the journal, but her mom-”

      “Wait, Ruby’s mom?” Rhonda shakes her head. “Are you kidding?”

      “No, we found out her mother survived the Marking, and Mom and Dad probably guessed at least that much. Then her mom helped us off the island until she realized Ruby switched our blood for the test, and then she grabbed the journal and ran, but Sam stopped her-”  Job makes a choking sound, probably not quite ready to follow that thought through. My mom screwed it all up and Sam died. Plus, we don’t even have the journal anymore. Job clears his throat. “The point is, I don't know exactly what the journal said. Ruby?”

      “It said that my dad. . . Well, you're right, Wesley, that I—”

      “Maybe this isn't the best place to talk.” Rhonda glances behind me and I turn to look.

      No one's driving our direction yet, but WPN troops are milling around the second guard tower. I glance back at the truck we took and notice several bullet holes in the truck bed, and back window. I only recall hearing one. How out of it was I for that last mile?

      Rafe nods. “We need to move, but tell me something simple first.” His eyes lock on mine, lit by a strange light. Again, I'm reminded of someone, but this time something clicks inside my brain and I finally realize who.

      Sam.

      Which makes no sense at all. I shake my head. I'm tired, and scared, and desperately sad. This boy looks nothing like Sam, my Sam. Tears spring up again, and before I break down in front of them, I say, “What? Just ask me.”

      Rafe looks around at the other kids. They've slowly inched closer to us and I can feel them all hanging on his words. “Did you find an answer? Is there a cure?”

      These kids have lived their entire lives hand-to-mouth, taking hormone suppressants that lock them inside of children's bodies they should have long since outgrown. They've been frozen in hell on earth. Sam’s gone, and I feel numb, and cold, and shaky. I want to collapse in a heap never to move again, but they deserve the answer. They deserve a little hope after a lifetime of despair.

      “Maybe. I think we may be able to figure something out.”

      The cheer that goes up around me from the two dozen kids close enough to hear is almost deafening. Clusters of kids from here to the base of the mainland begin to cheer as well. I wish Sam could hear it.

      For the first time, it hits me that if I'd been brave enough, if I'd insisted on telling the truth, the Marked would have taken me and not Rhonda. We'd already have known without going into Galveston that my blood healed Wesley, if not quite why. And if we didn't go to WPN, I would have no idea that my biological father might be the awful David Solomon. I could have avoided Galveston entirely, and if we did that Sam would be alive right now.

      He died for nothing.

      Actually, the worst part is that, like my dad, like millions of people around the world, Sam died because of me.

      My heart cracks in two, and my breathing speeds up. Before blackness consumes me and I feel my body sink away, strong arms catch me. And then nothing.
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