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to the islands that raised me;
may your shores always be a safe harbour.
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Blackberries Should Be out of season by now, but I find a bramble still dotted with plump fruit, soaking up the autumn sun. Some are mouldering on the vine, but enough look edible that I take off my jacket and use it to cradle the berries, sling style. I should have brought a bucket, but I wasn’t expecting luck this late in the year. It’s a testament to the blackberry itself—a resilient plant, growing where it shouldn’t, when it shouldn’t. In the pre-Quake days, people spent a lot of time and money cutting back the canes, but I’m glad they never managed to get rid of them. Not all of humanity’s failures are for the worst.

My stomach rumbles as a berry bruises against my fingers. Juice runs down my thumb, but I don’t give into temptation. A hungry forager is a slow, selfish one. I’ll wait until I’m with April. She needs them more than I do, anyway.

Once my jacket is full, I retrace my path. The sun is noonday high. I’m expecting to find April re-reading our copy of And Then There Were None, which is her favourite, for reasons I can’t fathom. Something about horrible people dying horrible deaths comforts her.

But when I push back the branches of the oak tree we hid our tarp behind, I spot my little sister crumpled over like a leaf, the book fallen from her hands.

“April?” I drop the jacket and rush to her side. She was awake when I left her. She doesn’t respond to my voice, so I roll her onto her back. “Hey! April! You okay?”

She takes a shuddering breath, and my pulse slows. Still alive, though her cheeks are stark white. She manages to shoot me a withering look as she blinks awake. “What?”

“Are you okay? Did you pass out again?” I press two fingers against her forehead, which is always too warm these days, but she swats me away, growing more pissed by the second.

“No.” She rubs one of her eyes. “Kayla, I took a nap. On purpose.”

“Oh.” The problem is sleeping and fainting and dead all look an awful lot alike. I swear, one of these days, I’m going to come back and she won’t wake up. We’re so close to Crofton, but that only winds me tighter. Nothing would be worse than losing my sister now, when we’re within spitting distance of help. “Sorry.”

“Now that that’s cleared up, I’m going back to sleep,” she says.

“No can do, actually.”

She turns her morning bitch face to me, clearly expecting orders to start hiking. It’s most of what we do these days. I nag her until she walks. She walks until she collapses. Repeat cycle. I hope it’s a welcome surprise when I grin and say, “I brought breakfast.”

“You… what?” She rubs her eyes. “I thought you were scouting for TNS.”

“Well, I found something much bet—” I stop, realizing the berries are scattered over the forest floor, thanks to my earlier panic. Whatever. It’s fine. Birds shit all over those bushes anyway. Dirt isn’t going to hurt anyone.

I hold a hand up to April. “One second.”

She groans and lies back down. “Kayla…”

I hastily stack them in the centre of my jacket. “You’re going to be excited for this. I want you preparing your excited voice.”

“Yaaaaay…” April feigns enthusiasm with all the conviction of a cat learning to swim.

“Ta-da!” I lay the jacket out between us.

She props herself on her elbows. “Oh!”

“See? What did I tell you?”

“I thought you just found mushrooms or something,” she says, taking a handful.

“No, the kitchen staff realized you always send the mushrooms back, your highness. Only the best for you.”

She rolls her eyes but doesn’t bother sassing me, too focused on the berries. April would have squealed at a treat like this a few years ago. I miss the little girl she used to be sometimes. But that tiny oh when she saw what I brought her? From a fifteen-year-old, that’s a standing ovation.

After she’s taken a couple of handfuls, I treat myself to a few. I eat slowly, savouring every ripple of juice over my tongue. It’s been weeks since we had fresh fruit. I could wolf the whole pile down in an instant, but I pace myself so she can have the majority. Even eating twice the rations I do, she’s losing weight.

A whisper of dread curls around my lungs, but I shove it away. There’s no point in wondering exactly how close we are to Crofton. We should be within a few kilometres, but pre-Quake maps provide estimations at best. So many roads and landforms are a jumbled mess of their former selves. All we can do is hug the coast and head north.

“So you didn’t see any sign of TNS?” she asks, between mouthfuls. Anyone with half a brain fears True North Strong—TNS for short—the paramilitary group that runs our region. After the Quake, they gathered up most of the firearms from Victoria to Calgary.

“No, and I don’t expect to. Those berries were right on the main road.”

“So?”

“So, no one’s around. They would have picked them.” It’s a good and a bad sign. No people means no one to hurt us, but what if it also means no one to help? “I guess… I guess it isn’t worth it to the islanders to come over, just for blackberries.”

April nods, doubtless doing the same mental arithmetic. “They must have their own bushes.”

“That must be it.”

As a rule, we don’t talk about the possibility that Salt Spring Island won’t be able to help us. For the past eight years, I’ve led us to countless places only to find the things that should have been there were missing. Houses we used to shelter in? Stripped down for firewood by someone else. Spinach patches I planted in the fall would be picked over by the time we returned in spring. But this is more important than having to spend another night under the tarp or miss a meal. For April, it’s life or death, which means it is for me, too.

I pull out the pre-Quake map I use to navigate Vancouver Island and measure our route again. Usually, we spend this time of year living off the salmon run at the Goldstream estuary. It’s the perfect place to gather the fat and protein we need to sustain us through the winter, before hunkering down in an abandoned neighbourhood and praying TNS doesn’t finds us.

But April fell ill at the end of the summer. At first, it didn’t seem like much: headaches, dry mouth, dizziness. I’ve pushed through worse. But April has never had my stamina, so we stopped to rest for a week. I waited for her to get better. And waited. And waited.

Eventually, we had to talk about options. We both knew there was only one.

Back when our mum was alive, we met another group of survivors when we went to fill our water bottles out of the Cowichan River. They didn’t try to shank us right away, so that was a good sign they weren’t TNS. Still, that didn’t guarantee they were safe either. Mum eventually approached and offered to trade for some of their food. We’d grabbed some jewellery and a wind-up watch from an abandoned house earlier that year. We had no use for them, but the people by the river were interested.

“You could come with us,” one of them said, his eyes roving to me and April. I would have been fifteen; she was just five. “It would be a better place to raise your girls. We’ve got a school, a hospital—”

“Thanks, but we’ve taken enough chances with colonies already,” said Mum, and I certainly agreed with that assessment. I started to drag April away, knowing it would be my job to carry her if things turned violent. Most people don’t like it when you refuse to join their cult.

“Suit yourself.” He shrugged and turned back to his companions. “We’re on Salt Spring, if you change your mind.”

“Salt Spring?” Mum’s eyes narrowed.

She didn’t say it, but we had heard of them before. The leader of our last colony used to tell us harrowing stories of the way the Gulf Islands hunted down anyone who opposed them. They were as bad as TNS. Probably worse, considering they’d been able to fight TNS off. He warned us, if we ever met anyone from Salt Spring Island, to get the hell away while we were still alive.

As we stood there on the riverside, I remember wondering if we’d already lost our chance to run. Though if we had, why weren’t they shooting yet?

The man from Salt Spring nodded. “You can get to the island from Crofton. Provided you come unarmed, the guards will let you in.”

Mum thanked him, but once her back was to the group, she rolled her eyes.

“Unarmed, my ass,” she muttered to me. We both heard the same subtext. Maybe they didn’t want to kill us. But they’d only take us into their colony if we were helpless and easy to control. We’d been down that road before and knew better than to trust strangers to protect us.

Even though it’s been years, his words still haunt me. A hospital. I’ve got a vague idea of what that is, thanks to the books we find lying around in abandoned houses. In all likelihood, it’s a myth, like Santa Claus and a dozen other things from the pre-Quake days that only exist in picture books now.

But April needs a fairy tale. Nothing else is going to save her.

We finish the last of the blackberries, and I fold up the map. I shutter the memories; bring myself back to the present, so that I can focus on keeping both of us alive.

“We should get going. I think we’ll make it today. I smell the ocean.” I offer her a hand up and she wobbles. I wish I could carry her pack for her, but I’ve already got most of our gear. Pots and pans clatter against the outside of my bag.

I use all the pep I can muster as we strike camp. We can’t hike long distances like we used to when she was healthy, but the few surviving street signs I’ve spotted place us tantalizingly close to the Crofton Ferry Terminal.

The thought makes me more uneasy than I dare admit out loud. The last thing April needs is doubt, but Salt Spring could have been invaded by TNS in the past ten years. TNS gets to everyone eventually, especially decent people. Or the island could be a creepy ass cult like the last colony we sheltered in.

I don’t think I’m a paranoid person by nature, but I know better than to take chances. Yes, there are people out there who claim they want to protect us. But in these population-depressed, fractured remains of the world, any colony’s motive for saving us is pretty obvious. I’m a female of peak breeding age. April isn’t far behind. So yeah, Salt Spring might want us. But what if the cure is worse than the sickness?

I try not to think about that option. This is our only solution, so we’re going for it, and I’m telling myself every lie I need to so I can make peace with the decision. Once we get there, we’ll be safe, April will get better, and life will be all rainbows. The world is a messed-up pile of broken buildings and thorny vines, but that doesn’t mean all the good is gone, right? There are still blackberries growing between the prickles. One small miracle is all we need.







[image: Chapter Two]
LIKE MOST PLACES this far north, Crofton is a small town. Or was. Now, it’s nothing but shattered houses. Not every building fell during the mega-quake that levelled the Pacific Northwest thirty-two years ago, though some days, it feels that way. The epicentre hit Seattle, but the Quake was powerful enough to throw unbolted homes off their foundations past the northern tip of Vancouver Island.

More than Crofton’s fair share of buildings were destroyed. That probably happened during the chaotic aftermath. It was everyone for themselves, once people realized no relief was coming. In a better scenario, the Canadian government would have helped. Sadly, a host of foreign powers saw the Quake as the perfect opportunity to strike a weakened USA. Canada got dragged in, like a remora going down with the shark it’s suctioned to.

Before the Quake, my mum wanted to be a high school science teacher, but she joined the Red Cross when images of Vancouver Island’s flattened cities made the news. She flew out of Ontario with one of the only shipments of relief supplies that made it here before everything went to shit and she had no way home. Not that it mattered. She would have died if she’d stayed out East, so I guess her bleeding heart saved her.

Well, she would have died sooner. The world might not have ended all at once. But end it did.

Since the houses of Crofton have been reduced to frames, there’s little to block my view of the beach. Beyond a stretch of blue Pacific waters rises an island. It looks massive from here, but I know from maps that it’s small compared to Vancouver Island. I can’t imagine it taking more than a couple of days to walk Salt Spring end to end—less, if the roads are in good repair. Most of the shoreline is reinforced by a wooden stockade. The only gaps are at points where the coast is so steep, there’s no chance TNS could scale the cliffs, even if they wanted to. I can’t decide if the sight makes me feel better or worse about our prospects. Fences are great for keeping TNS out—but also for locking people inside.

Finally, we find a fallen metal sign announcing the ferry terminal. The dock is collapsing into the ocean, lack of repair and rising sea levels doing their part to wash this place away. There’s no sign of any boats. I’m starting to wonder if I’ll need to carve a canoe and paddle, when April shouts.

“Look!”

At the water’s edge stands a large, metal barrel with holes drilled into the bottom. It’s chained to a crudely constructed post, a rough sign affixed to the top. Painted in a thick, tarry substance, the sign reads:

WELCOME TO HISTORIC CROFTON FERRY TERMINAL.
FOR PASSAGE TO SALT SPRING, LIGHT FIRE.
PREPARE ALL DOCUMENTS FOR IMMIGRATION.

“Do we have documents?” April asks.

“Of course not.” I know what the word means, but again, I get that Santa Claus feeling of stumbling upon something that only exists in legends. At least a hospital is something I can understand bringing back from the pre-Quake days, but paperwork? Who are these people? I was born in Port Alberni, which was relatively civilized, but even they never bothered with shit like this. At least, I don’t think they did. I was only nine when it fell to TNS.

“Should we make some?” April asks.

“No.” How would we? Rip pages out of one of the few books we carry, then write over them with a piece of charcoal? “We’re going to build a fire.”

By that, I mean I’m going to build a fire and April will set up the tarp, then rest. It takes me the remainder of the day, scrounging enough wood and dry moss to get a bonfire going in the metal bin. Now I understand why the buildings here have been stripped to ruins. It’s easier harvesting wood from the suburbs south of the terminal than trying to chop down any of the massive trees to the north. I saw off a few lower branches, but like so many before me, end up filling the barrel with Crofton’s bones. I scrape as much of the house paint off the wood as possible, but April and I still sit upwind so we don’t inhale the fumes.

If TNS is nearby, they’ll be on us in our sleep. But the bonfire needs to be visible across the water.

April, at least, seems encouraged as we take shelter from the mounting rain. “They’ve got, like, a system,” she says, relishing the word. “They’re already prepared for us to come. Well, not us, but people like us.”

“It’s great,” I say, though I hear something ominous in her words. We’re going somewhere that has a host of rules we’ve never dealt with before. And with no documents, we’re starting off by doing something wrong.

Maybe more than one thing.

Provided you come unarmed.

No chance in hell. I’ve got my slingshot in my pocket and a knife strapped to my leg, like always.

Dinner is deer jerky and dried blackberries we gathered earlier in the summer. As the sun sets, I pull out Anne of Green Gables. I’ve read it so many times, the spine is falling apart. I want to swap this one for a new copy the next time we’re looting a house with books. It was super popular before the Quake, so I can almost always find it.

Although… maybe I won’t get the chance. Some colonies don’t allow books.

I read aloud as Anne slams Gilbert over the head with her slate and get a faint smile from my little sister. She’s heard it almost as many times as I have. The people in books are safe and predictable in a way real strangers never are, and so they’re our one source of company, aside from each other.

April falls asleep with her head lolling onto my shoulder and I don’t have the heart to move her so I can get comfortable too. As the night closes in, I sit awake, braced for any sound of rescue or attack.

*   *   *

JUST AFTER DAWN, a boat approaches, canvas sails billowing as it works against a headwind. It looks nothing like the photos of BC ferries I’ve seen on brochures from the pre-Quake days, but that’s to be expected. Those ran on oil, which is long gone.

April screeches with glee. The boat fills her with energy I haven’t seen in ages, like hope itself might cure her, and she flies out of the protective cover of the tarp. On her way, she knocks free a torrent of water droplets and my ankle gets an icy good morning.

“April!”

“We’re here!” She waves her arms at the approaching ship. “We’re here! And we’re…”

Her arms drop to her sides. “Kayla?”

“Yeah?” I get up carefully, not interested in another barrage of rainwater from the tarp.

“Is he holding a gun?”

Sure enough, the posture of the figure at the bow suggests he’s carrying a sizable rifle. Two more men flank him. Shit, I knew it. The whole smoke signal thing was a trap, and we fell right into it.

“Start running.”

“But we need—”

“I said run!” I shove her towards the north, where there’s some tree cover, and she finally gets her ass moving. By the time she reaches the trees, I’ve shoved our tarp and Anne of Green Gables into my bag. I’m just a few feet behind her, but the boat is already coming ashore. April is barely sheltered within the grove when she collapses, struggling for breath. I duck behind a Douglas fir and lock eyes with her, trying to will strength back into her limbs.

“April, run!” I hiss. “I’ll buy you some time and then—”

“I’m not… leaving you.” Her breathing is laboured.

“I’ll catch up. Get a head start.”

“Can’t.”

Her cheeks are ghastly white. I can feel our chance of escape slipping away. The men with the guns are going to come and drag us away to their island and after that…

My mind sputters out. The people Mum met at the river didn’t seem dangerous. But clever people hide their true intentions. They said we could go to the island if we showed up unarmed, so why are these guys carrying guns? They don’t want to meet as equals, which means we can’t trust them. On instinct, my hand goes for the slingshot in my pocket.

April takes a steadying gulp of air, the colour starting to return to her face. “I think I’m ready to—”

Before she can say more, gravel crunches as someone disembarks the boat. The boots have a heavy tread and surely belong to one of the armed men. I track the sound of footsteps as the man walks towards the barrel where the remains of our fire are smouldering.

A deep grunt reaches my ears. “Not this shit again.” Then there’s a strange crackly noise. “We’ve got an empty beach.”

“Do you need back up?” Another distorted voice joins the conversation, though how I can’t guess. I haven’t heard anyone else come ashore.

“No, stay on the boat. I’m coming back.” He takes a few steps. It’s almost too good to be true. He’s going to leave without looking in the woods, because he doesn’t want to get caught in a trap either. We’re going to survive to see another day.

Except, now how are we going to get April medical treatment?

Doubt nags at me, as in the background his voice retreats. “There’s signs of a small camp, but I don’t see enough footprints for TNS or—wait.” And then I hear the tell-tale sound of a gun sliding off his shoulder and the mechanical click of hands taking their position. “You the one who lit the fire, kid?”

April. He’s seen April.

There’s no time for carefully weighing my options. I dart out from between the trees, firing the moment I get a clear view. My stone flies true and hits him squarely in the back of the hand.

“Shit!” He cries out as he loses his grip on the rifle.

“April, RUN!”

We’ve got seconds before he gets that gun up and takes aim. All I could do was draw his fire onto me instead of her. But as I dive into the protection of the trees, she’s just gaping at him like a wide-mouthed toad. Every animal has a fight, flight or freeze response. And lucky me, my precious baby sister defaults to the worst possible option. Really, it’s a miracle we’ve survived this long.

“Backup! Yes, get down here!” he yells into a small black box, wasting a few more seconds he could have spent shooting us. “And you! Sally Slingshot! Stop running. Don’t give my guys something worth putting a bullet in.”

I press my back against one of the trees, teeth gritted in anger. I don’t want to obey. If this was just about my survival, running would still be my best bet. Like he said, bullets are expensive. I don’t know of anybody who can make new ones these days, so it’s not worth spending one on an enemy who just wants to get away from you.

But April has crawled out from behind the protection of her cedar and stepped blatantly into the open. I would ask who raised her, except this failure is entirely on me.

“Is that a walkie-talkie?” she asks, her voice strangely bright. “I’ve seen pictures, but I’ve never—”

She breaks off as two more men jump off the boat, both with guns. One heads straight for me.

“Drop the slingshot,” he says. He’s tall and wiry, with a few whisps of dark hair coming loose from a bandana. There’s a hard line to his frown—and I wouldn’t bet on me if the two of us ended up in a fist fight. So, I drop the slingshot, and raise my hands above my head for good measure. He notices the knife strapped to my thigh and pulls that out, before directing me towards the clearing around the smoking signal fire.

The third guy has April, leading her forward by the hand. We all gather around the one who must be their leader, wrapping a piece of cloth around his bleeding hand. As I come within a couple feet of him, his eyes flick up to me, and I stagger backward.

It might sound odd, considering I already shot him, but I never properly looked at him. Now, he’s all I can see. My own, personal oh shit moment manifested in human form.

To start with, he’s massive—taller than Bandana Man with shoulders twice as wide. Honestly, why did he bother bringing a gun? A guy like this could pop my head off with one hand. Right now, he looks like he wants to. He glowers at me, and I stare mutely, stupidly back. He’s blonde haired and blue eyed, with a full mouth that belongs more in a pre-Quake magazine than on someone who presumably wants to kill me. But there’s a slight twist to his features. His nose has clearly been broken and reset at least once. A scar cuts across his pale skin from the back of his jaw to a couple inches down his neck. They’re potent reminders of where we really are. When we are.

I break away from his glare, only to see the blood blooming through the bandage on his hand. As the adrenaline ebbs away, what I did comes crashing in on me.

“I… I…” I stammer, unsure if I’m planning to apologize or skip straight to begging for mercy.

“You lit the signal fire?” he asks through clenched teeth.

I manage a nod.

“Just the two of you?”

Another nod.

“We’ll see about that.” He slings his rifle back over his shoulder. “Silas, you take the south. James, you’re checking the treeline. If you see any sign of additional parties, wire immediately. Do not engage alone.”

The two men snap to their orders without another word, leaving me and April to their leader. As ever, I do the mental calculus that keeps us alive. There’s room to run now, but while I might be able to outpace this behemoth, April won’t. He’s not aiming the gun at us anymore, but if I made a play to grab it, he could throw me off him like a ragdoll. Plus, he’s wearing an old RCMP vest, so a bullet wouldn’t do much to him if I did manage to fire the gun.

He is, no doubt, running his own calculations. He spares April a glance but is considerably more preoccupied with scowling at me. I stand like a dead bug pinned in a collection, limbs splayed out for science. He hasn’t said I can lower my hands yet, and I don’t dare make any sudden movements. Not when he’s clearly deciding if I deserve to be stepped on.

I can’t imagine I impresses him. None of my clothes are in good condition, all worn and stitched over a thousand times. I’m decked out in cargo pants and a T-shirt with a rip in the centre that I haven’t had time to mend yet. I’ve tied a polar fleece sweater around my waist—the kind that holds onto every stray twig it encounters. My short, dark curls are an unholy mess, so I’m guessing I won’t appeal to his mercy through my feminine wiles or anything like that.

April, however, reaches up to tuck a piece of hair behind her ear, her eyes on one of his biceps. Which, I will grant her, are substantial.

“Do you want to explain to me why the hell you lit the signal fire and then attacked our team with nothing besides a slingshot?” he finally asks.

“You had guns,” I say.

“We have guns. You have a slingshot. And you thought firing on us would help in that situation?”

“I thought it would give her a chance to get away.” I gesture towards April. “And I mean, if we ran, what’s in it for you if you shoot at us? Dead women won’t do you any good. Not worth the bullet.”

“Dead women?” The furrow in his brow deepens. “So, you saw me come ashore with a gun and immediately thought we wanted to… do something to you?”

He doesn’t say it out loud, so neither do I. Nobody has to, because we all know there’s more than one kind of violence to fear in this world. In our shared silence, his expression shifts. He’s still scowling, but it feels less personal, like he’s pissed, but not necessarily at me.

He breaks the silence. “Okay. Here’s what we’re going to do. You two are going to take off your bags. Set them down, then step five paces away. We’re going to wait for my guys to come back, and if your story checks out, that’s when we’ll talk.”

“Thank you!” April drops her bag eagerly. I’m more hesitant, but I do follow suit, because what other choice do I have?

“Everything all right down there, Charles?”

I jump at the crackling of the little black box strapped to our guard’s RCMP vest. He pulls it out and speaks into it again, confirming April’s suspicion that it’s a walkie-talkie. “Situation under control for now. James and Silas are checking for hostiles. Stand by.”

“Roger.”

“So…” I watch as he clips the box back onto his vest. “Is your name Roger or Charles?”

The question catches him off guard for a second. His face breaks into a smile, as if I’ve said something funny or stupid. Probably both. “Sid, actually. Sid Charles.”

“Then who’s Roger?”

“No one. It’s just a thing people say in walkie-talkies. Means okay or gotcha.”

“Why don’t you just say that, then?”

“I dunno. Some kind of pre-Quake thing. Why does anyone do anything anymore?”

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a bit of rolled up paper. He crouches down next to the barrel so he can reach the holes at the bottom and sticks his paper tube deep enough in to catch on the smouldering embers. When he draws it back up, I realize I’m staring at a lit cigarette.

What the hell?

I’m transfixed as he threads it between his teeth. Cigarettes ran out years ago, or so I thought. Granted, I also thought walkie-talkies were a thing of the past. The implications of both are staggering. Salt Spring must have some way of generating electricity. They must have stockpiles of old cigarettes.

For the first time, it really hits me that this man—Sid Charles, was it?—might come from somewhere that can help April. It might all be true.

“We need a hospital,” I say abruptly.

“No shit.” He takes a drag on the cigarette. “You look like a good meal would kill you.”

“No, I don’t mean both of us. I mean my sister—”

“How about we wait for my guys to come back, then we can start talking about whatever it is you want from us. Okay?”

“We can talk now. We’ll cooperate. I’ll do anything you want if you can help her.” I say and April nods. Her earlier eagerness all makes sense now. She’d picked up on the signs that I was too survival-brained to notice. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

His eyes flick over me again. Now that he’s no longer scowling, they are so, so blue. “No.”

“Why not?”

“Because on the off chance you two are some TNS ploy to get us to drop our guards…” He gestures vaguely towards the trees and all the imaginary people he’s worried about. “I would rather not be distracted.”

“Oh, come on! You’re smoking a cigarette.”

“I can smoke and fire a gun at the same time.”

“You’re not even holding it.”

“Would you like me to?”

“Kayla, it’s fine.” April waves her hands, pleading for me not to screw this up any worse than my slingshot did. “We can wait. I don’t mind.”

“It’s still pointless. There’s no one else out there and when he finally believes us, he’s going to realize he wasted his time,” I say.

“So… Kayla.” He repeats my name. “Got a last name?”

“I thought you said you didn’t want to talk. Because I’m too distracting.” I toss my head back dramatically and make sure my voice drips with sarcasm. It would work better if I had long, flowing hair, but he clearly gets the idea, because my performance draws a laugh.

“Now you’re getting it.”

“Yeah, well…” My stomach clenches as this big, blue-eyed man smiles a lopsided grin at me around his cigarette. “Fine. We’ll wait.”

“Thank you.” He turns his gaze toward the horizon, which I take as an opportunity to sit down. April joins me and I hold her hand, trying to steady both our nerves. We could be here for a while. It’s difficult to prove someone isn’t there, so who knows at what point his men will stop looking?

I sit with my back to Sid Charles, who seems happy to scan the area for danger and ignore me, too. Typically, I don’t turn my back to strangers, but I can’t look at him right now. Our conversation still has my stomach in knots, and not in a way that has anything to do with the gun on his back or the intimidating size of his muscles.

Okay, it might have a little to do with that second one.

I was making fun of him. That’s what I was doing, wasn’t it? Pointing out his paranoia and mocking him for it. That all seemed obvious in the moment, but the way he responded to me has made me wonder… was I flirting with him? Just a little?

As he stands watch, I sneak a glance at him. He seems even taller from this angle and my eyes sweep up his legs, to his waist, his chest.

I duck my head away, feeling the back of my neck flush. This is so wrong and stupid.

April and I sometimes run into other people in the wasteland of Vancouver Island, but the interactions are always tense and brief, long enough only to barter items before everyone backs away, never wanting to be the first to offer their backside as a target. Honestly, if I met Sid Charles in the woods, even without the gun, I would avoid him. I only deal with people who pose the same threat I do. I mean, I would approach someone weaker—but those people typically run away from me.

All this is to say, I haven’t met someone who’s my type in a very long time. If I even have a type. But if I had to make one up on the spot, Sid is composed of the things that I value most in a person: calm under pressure, big enough to scare the shit out of anyone dangerous, no rotten teeth when he smiles. Even his busted nose recommends him. Clearly, he’s survived getting hit in the face before.

Sitting here with that realization is terrifying in a way I wasn’t prepared for. I can’t remember the last time thoughts like this even occurred to me, which means I’ve let my guard drop. Even if I hadn’t shot him with my slingshot—even if he didn’t wield an absurd amount of power over my life right now—I have no interest in going down that path again with anyone. Not after what happened to Curtis.

Curtis.

I usually avoid thinking about him, so I squeeze April’s hand tighter, forcing my mind back to the present. Trusting these people goes against every impulse I have, but if it means saving April, I’ve got to try.

I have no idea how long we sit around waiting. It feels like forever, but the sun stays in about the same place in the sky. Eventually Bandana Man comes back, looking less angry than before.

“Well?” says Sid.

Bandana Man shrugs. “I found their trail easily. Followed it back a kilometre or so. Just two sets of tracks. If anyone is following them, they’re way back and we should get out of here before they catch up.”

“Great.” Sid pulls his walkie-talkie from his vest and clicks the button. “James, you found anything?”

“Haven’t seen shite,” comes the crackly voice.

“Then get back here. Silas found their trail. We’re leaving as soon as you’re back.”

“Brilliant.”

“On your feet.” It takes me a second, but I eventually realize that Sid Charles is addressing us. As April and I stand, Bandana Man passes him a clipboard from one of his bags. Sid thanks him, clicks a pen, then turns a grim, approximation of a smile on me. “Welcome to Salt Spring Island and her Gulf Island Territories, a legacy nation of the Dominion of Canada. What is the purpose of your visit?”

“What?” That was far too many words for such a small island.

“Why do you want to come to Salt Spring?”

“Oh. We told you that. The hospital.”

“Great.” He marks something off on the clipboard. I go up on my toes, trying to see what he’s doing, but he’s so damn tall, he can easily hold it beyond me. He eyes me warily, then continues his spiel. “The hospital is open to all Salt Spring Island nationals and members of allied nations. If you are not currently a member of an allied nation, you are eligible for Sanctuary Seeker status, granting you provisional access to the hospital. Are you a member of an allied nation or are you seeking sanctuary?”

“We’re just trying to go to the hospital.”

“I got that. Where are you from?” The way he switches between legal babble and more ordinary speech makes it clear he’s done this before.

“Well… nowhere, really. We’re nomads.” Some of his earlier words about allied nations start to click into place. “Is that a problem? Do we have to be allies already to use the hospital?”

“Not necessarily. Are you seeking sanctuary?”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“Are you looking for a safe place to live?”

April mutters a tentative “yes”. I snort at the question. I mean, who isn’t? Unfortunately, safe places don’t exist anymore. But I think I’m getting the idea of what he—or rather, the authority he represents—wants from us, so I force myself to smile.

“Yes, Sid Charles. We are sanctuary seekers. We would like sanctuary at your hospital.”

“Okay, great.” He checks off more things on the clipboard. Some of the tension I’m carrying in my shoulders eases as I realize that it’s happening. We’re getting what we want. “You’ll be required to wear masks until the doctor is certain you aren’t contagious. There’s one on board, and he’ll perform an initial assessment.”

“Really?” That sounds too good to be true. “You brought one?”

“Yeah, they come on all these immigration calls,” he says, packing the clipboard away. “Mostly because you nomads always come with a shitload of health problems. But also, in case someone tries to kill the guards. So I guess we both get to see the doctor today.”

“I wasn’t trying to—never mind.”

“Once we reach port, I’ll arrange for an immigration officer to meet you and sort out your sanctuary case.” Sid’s eyes snap to something in the distance. When I turn, it’s to see the third guy jogging toward us. “Right, time to go. I’ll need you to surrender any weapons now. Failure to do so will result in your sanctuary case being denied.”

This time I don’t need him to clarify.

“That isn’t fair. You have guns.”

Like he said earlier, my slingshot and knives don’t count for much against guns, but I’m loath to give them up all the same.

“No, it isn’t fair.” He stubs his cigarette out on the side of the barrel. “But you want to visit our hospital, so you’re going to do what makes us feel safe.”

I want to argue further, but April is already opening her bag and handing over everything right down to the kitchen knives.

“Be quick about it.” He chides me when I take too long admiring the etching on my mum’s old knife. I have a few other pieces of her: a pair of pearl earrings; a tiny glass perfume bottle, scent faint, but lingering. Even with those mementos, I’m hesitant to let the knife go.

“Will we ever see these again?” I ask.

“No. But their value will count towards any fees you rack up at the hospital,” says Sid, passing us some cloth masks to fit over our mouths and noses.

When I finally drop that last knife, Bandana Man gathers them up. My lungs tighten and I’m sure it’s got nothing to do with the flimsy mask I’m wearing. We’re helpless now. True, these men don’t want us dead. And Sid Charles has been remarkably forgiving, considering his hand is still bleeding. But plenty of colonies play the long game. They gain your trust, then they strike.

I haven’t gone unarmed for a single day since we left Astolia. The only reason my family got out of that compound was because once we were beyond the gates, it was easy to run. That’s not an option on an island.

But April’s eyes are fixed on Salt Spring’s looming form. It’s our last hope. So, I follow her up the ladder that leads onto the sailboat deck, Sid and his men trailing behind me.

“James, get your ass up here.” Sid calls. At that, I turn to see one of the guys lingering on the shore.

“Right. Just making sure no one’s coming,” he says, but there’s a hint of sadness in his voice, as if he wanted to stay outside of Salt Spring’s fences a little longer. Or maybe I’m just projecting. There is a definite chance I’m projecting.

The final guy climbs aboard, and the three of them take up posts at the front of the ship, guns trained on the shore. The captain calls out and someone casts off. As the ship pulls away from the broken-down dock, the world wobbles beneath us. I grab onto a bench, trying to feel secure, but it’s no use. Everything is shifting, carried by the sea.

As the nose of the boat swings away from Vancouver Island and towards Salt Spring, I shift on my bench, not wanting to lose sight of my old island. The shore retreats slowly, never far enough to vanish beyond the horizon. Home—such as it is—will always be across the water. Tantalizingly out of reach.

Then there are footsteps, and my view is obscured by the guards walking around to keep their guns aimed at the Crofton beach. Sid Charles looms ahead of me, casting his shadow over the past I’m leaving behind.
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ONCE WE’RE UNDERWAY, a man comes up from below deck and introduces himself as the doctor. I’m slightly annoyed when he tends to Sid’s hand before checking on April, but that’s a problem of my own making, so I don’t complain out loud. He changes the bandage and applies some ointment to the site that makes Sid wince.

“Keep an eye on it for any sign of infection.”

“You got it.” Sid flexes his hand against the bandage and a lump of guilt forms in my throat. Just now, I realize that I spent our entire conversation on the beach so caught up in saving April, I never apologized for hitting him with my slingshot. I want to call out a sorry, but before I work up the nerve, he strides back to his post next to the other guards, pulling out another cigarette as he goes.

“Thought you were trying to quit,” one of them says.

“Shut up, James.”

“Okay, so what’s the story here?” The doctor’s voice pulls me away from watching them.

“It’s my sister, April. She got sick.” I place a hand on her shoulder, giving her permission to take over explaining. Usually, I do most of the talking around strangers, like Mum did when she was alive. But April knows her symptoms better than anyone, so she might as well take the lead.

She talks the doctor through how for the past several weeks, she’s struggled with dizzy spells and fatigue. They go over the weight loss and the dehydration. The doctor points out this could all be explained by malnutrition, which is when I speak up again.

“We wouldn’t be here if this wasn’t different. Something is wrong. Something new,” I insist. “Maybe we haven’t been eating the best, but we’re always good about water. Why’s she so thirsty all the time if something isn’t wrong?”

“Perhaps you caught a stomach bug? Untreated water can—”

“We boil everything.”

It’s like he assumes I don’t know how to take care of her, but my Mum loved science. We have a decent grasp on what’s safe and what isn’t, which is why we’re still alive. He still goes through a host of other questions, asking about any other symptoms she might have—a raised temperature, congestion, headaches, vomiting, the list goes on. Some of them she has, like the headaches, others she doesn’t. (We are thankfully vomit free.)

“You can take your mask off,” he says finally. “I want to check your ears, nose and throat.”

With that, he pulls out a small case of instruments that look reassuringly like the ones in old picture books. It’s almost fun, watching him use this old tech to examine April, right up until he checks her throat and goes, “Oh.”

“What is it?” I ask. Poor April can only make a concerned wheezing sound, since she still has the stick thing pushing her tongue down.

“She’s got the beginnings of oral thrush,” he says, indicating a white patch towards the back of her tongue. “How old did you say you were?”

“Fifteen,” she says, once the stick is out the way.

“Hmm.” The doctor pulls out his own walkie-talkie and clicks it on. “I’ve got two young females, both malnourished. Ages twenty-five and fifteen. Have a wagon ready when we arrive and notify the hospital. The kid needs immediate intervention. Immigration should meet us there.”

“Roger that,” someone calls back through the speaker. They must have the ability to reach all the way to Salt Spring’s shore, which is frighteningly powerful.

I grab April’s hand, feeling vindicated now that the doctor is taking her symptoms seriously, but also nervous. Immediate intervention makes it sound like we barely made it here on time.

He gives us a smile. “Don’t worry. Things are about to get a lot better for you two.”

That would be very comforting, if it wasn’t the type of thing someone says right before springing a trap.

*   *   *

THE HOSPITAL STINKS of alcohol. It’s antiseptic, they say, and I do have memories of that. Back in Port Alberni, they used to brew a powerful bathtub spirit for rubbing on cuts or sewing up wounds after surgeries. But my eyes water as if to say this can’t be healthy, and I almost drag April from the place. Except I wouldn’t have a clue where to go. After we got to the dock, they transferred us into a covered wagon with the doctor. I know we travelled vaguely northeast, but that’s not enough information to formulate an escape plan.

April gives me a helpless look when the doctor insists on taking her into one of the examination rooms alone.

I try to sneak past the nurses. “Why can’t I come?”

“You need to fill out paperwork,” says the woman managing the front desk. She presses a clipboard into my hands. “Also, you’re supposed to eat this. Doctor wants to make sure you get a square meal today.”

She passes me a sandwich—something I only recognize because once upon a time, they were the culinary preference of children ages three to eight and feature heavily in picture books. Is this wheat bread? Wheat is such a pill to grow on rocky terrain, I can’t comprehend why anyone would bother. I set the strange food and clipboard aside.

“I can do that later.” I take another step toward April, but the woman throws an arm out, barring me.

“I’m sorry, hon. You’re not going back there. Not to Emergency.” She gives me a sad smile. “You’ve gotta let Doctor Tremblay do his part. He’ll take good care of your sister.”

“This is Emergency?”

Hospitals don’t feature heavily in lifestyle magazines or storybook illustrations, so I’ve never known how to picture one. From this view, it’s mostly hallways. Behind us there are a few chairs and a potted plant. There’s a young woman seated in the corner, regarding me with interest, a ball of yarn lying forgotten in her lap. Nothing like what my mind conjured when I heard the word hospital, let alone emergency. What did I expect? Blood squirting out of bodies?

“Why don’t you take a seat?” The Desk Lady guides me towards the seating area and the one other occupant snaps back to her crochet, as if she hadn’t been gawking. “Tom should be here soon. He’ll get you sorted.”

“Who’s Tom?”

“Your immigration officer. He’s a peach, dear. He’ll take good care of you and—oh! Here he comes now!”

A bell tinkles above the door and I turn. In walks a man older than anyone I’ve seen since leaving Astolia. He’s at least sixty, judging by the amount of grey in his beard and the lines etched into his skin. His hair has more colour left, enough to make it clear it used to be red. He uses a cane to support his left leg, which means that if we ran into each other out in the wilds, I wouldn’t need to run away from him.

And yet, his arrival makes my stomach clench. Perhaps it’s the shrewd look in his eyes as he scans me—a look I would never associate with someone who is just a peach. I know instantly who he reminds me of.

The Grand Astrologue. The son of a bitch who ran the colony my parents and I fled to after Port Alberni fell. The markers of power are different—the Grand Astrologue dressed in long robes, whereas this Tom guy just carries a briefcase—but they’re there. He must be someone important; how else would he still be alive at his age?

“It’s good to meet you. I’m Tom Sullivan.” He gives me a slight nod. “I’m assuming you’re either Kayla or April?”

I don’t say anything, fighting my impulse to kick him in his bad leg and run.

He lets out a laboured sigh. “I’m sorry. Do you speak English? There weren’t any notes from the border guard about primary language—”

“Oh, she can talk plenty. Lots of questions about that sweet little sister of hers.” Desk Lady steps forward, smiling enough for the three of us. “Tom, meet Kayla. Why don’t I set you two up in one of our other rooms? We’ll come find you when your sister is ready for visitors.”

“Thank you, Pat,” says Tom. He winces as he steps forward on his bad leg. Okay, I might be reading too much into his grim expressions.

“Go on, dear.” Pat nudges me forward, and it’s only because of her that I finally relent and follow him. At least they’re letting me past the front desk. Maybe I’ll be able to sneak off and find April once Tom’s back is turned.

Pat escorts us to a room with long, electric light fixtures hanging overhead which, naturally, are not on. The one window is small, and there are no candles, making it a dark, dingy place. Tom takes the desk below the window so that he can use what little light we have. He sets his briefcase on the desk, pops open the latches and removes some papers.

“Please, take a seat.” He gestures to the chair on the other side of the desk. My eyes flick around, trying to work out if this room was used by patients or for doctor meetings thirty-two years ago when the lights still worked. “Take a seat, please.”

“Do I have to?” I would rather be close to the door, where I might get a sense of what’s happening to April.

This question produces a huff from Tom Sullivan. “You’re not used to trusting strangers, are you?”

“Excuse me?” The answer to that is obvious, but I’m not going to give him the satisfaction of saying yes.

“It’s perfectly normal. Your reactions are typical for a Wildling.”

“Wildling?”

“It’s a legal term for a nationless individual, like yourself.”

“They should come up with a better word.”

He rubs his eyes, as if to say he’s been through a thousand conversations like this and doesn’t have much patience for doing it yet again with me. “I’ll be sure to pass your complaints along. But if you could please sit down? This process will be far more successful for you and your sister if you cooperate. I’m here to help you.”

“Sure.”

“The border guard gave me your basic information. You and your sister are seeking sanctuary?”

“Sure.”

“A definitive yes or no would be more useful,” he says. “And please. Sit down.”

I could take Tom Sullivan in a fight. I’m sure of it. But I’m not sure what the point would be when I’m already stuck on this damn island. Plus, there’s April. Despite my misgivings, one thing he said rings true. If I want them to heal her, I need to play along. We can worry about escaping once she’s better.

Tom looks oddly pleased when I finally pull out the chair and slide into my seat. “Wonderful. The guard marked hospital as one of the purposes of your visit. Am I right in assuming that’s the reason you’re seeking sanctuary?”

“Sure—I mean, yes.”

“Well, we all start somewhere.” He makes a few more notes. “I have given names for you and your sister. Do you have any family names or previous affiliations?”

“You mean a last name, right?”

“Exactly.”

“Hollins. Kayla and April Hollins.”

“Any other living family?”

“No.”

“Sorry to hear that. If you know your parents’ names, we like to record those details, too. Sometimes we’re able to link up missing family members or—”

“No one is going to link up with us. They’re dead.”

“Even so—”

“I saw their bodies.”

He looks up from the forms, a sad smile on his face. “Again, my condolences. But perhaps they had friends or other relations? Please, Ms. Hollins.”

I seriously consider stonewalling him. My dead aren’t his business. But the mention of friends has made me wonder if someone we knew back in Port Alberni might have ended up here after TNS sacked the settlement. “Andy Hollins and Genevieve Laclerc.”

“Wonderful. Now, I understand if you don’t have all the information regarding my next questions. But do you know your and your sister’s birthdates and birthplaces?”

“I’m twenty-five. Born in Port Alberni. Septemberish, I think.”

“Ah. Happy birthday to you, then.”

“Oh… thanks?” Shit, is it September? Am I twenty-six? It doesn’t matter. I press on. “April is about fifteen. Born in, well… spring. We didn’t really know, because—”

“Yes, that would be after Port Alberni fell. Sad day, that.”

It’s strange, hearing him talk casually about the day any semblance of safety was ripped from my life. I’m more comfortable saying nothing about it at all, and since April has no memories of the place, I can usually get away with that. Unfortunately, this guy is old enough to know the post-Quake history of the region.

The Quake damaged every city on Vancouver Island, but nowhere got the shit knocked out of it quite like my hometown. Most other cities in the region were relatively protected in the Strait of Georgia, but not Alberni. It sits on an inlet facing the whole Pacific Ocean. After the Quake, the inlet funnelled the tsunami waters into a fifty-metre plume that wiped out everything. Ironically, the damage saved the community, at least for a time. TNS didn’t target us, because they assumed there was nothing left to steal. For several years, survivors in the area were able to rebuild. We had farms and houses, even a small school where my mum taught about thirty kids. It’s strange to think how normal it all felt. I was too young then to know how lucky I was.

When I was nine, TNS found out we were functional and attacked our colony. Death or cult. Those are the options.

“If you don’t mind my saying, you’ve been living in the woods a long time,” he says. “There wasn’t anywhere else between your time in Port Alberni and now?”

“Nope.” It’s a flat-out lie, but I have plenty of reasons to keep my mouth shut about Astolia. First, there’s that story the Grand Astrologue told us about getting attacked by people in Salt Spring. Granted, he was a real piece of shit, so I can’t blame the islanders for going after him, but I lived in his colony for over
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