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      It has been years since the crash, and still I wake every morning with the jarring sense of falling. Christa places her palm on my back for reassurance and I roll over to face her. It’s not yet morning and I can barely make out her features in the moonlight. Her face is fuller and so is her abdomen, but we haven’t said anything to the council yet.

      “Go back to sleep Lena,” she whispers, and I flip back to my side, used to following her directions.

      I am mad at her and worried for her, but mostly I am determined to save her. It’s the not knowing how that keeps me awake.

      There is a rustling in the shelter across the way, and I suspect that Cade is unable to sleep tonight too. I think about crawling out from the familiarity and warmth of the space I share with Christa and clicking my tongue against the roof of my mouth three times. It’s the code we use when the four of us want to sneak out of camp. Only Christa is too tired now and Tanner never leaves her unless Cade or I are there to protect her.

      Maybe Cade can hear me thinking because I watch as his silhouette moves from the shelter and down toward the water. Christa groans as I pull away from her and follow him. When I reach the water’s edge I have to skip over three smaller rocks to reach the large curved boulder that rises above the rest. I sit close to Cade so the two of us can whisper. We can’t risk waking any of the others. There are strict rules about men and women being alone together.

      Rules that seemed silly—until Christa got sick.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he says, keeping his eyes on the smooth flat surface of the water in front of us.

      I don’t care that he wants me to leave. I can’t bear the thought of lying still until the sun rises. So instead, I say what we both know.

      “She’s getting noticeably bigger.”

      I don’t have to look at Cade to know that his brows are pinched together, and his mouth has formed a tense, firm line. He gets quiet when he can’t quite work something out. Usually I wait him out, but this time I can’t because I know that like me, he doesn’t know where to start.

      I trace my hands along the rough edges of the boulder. Below, the water has rubbed it smooth, but on top where we sit, it has the texture of gesso, layered heavily with a palette knife.  The uninvited memory of things from before is unsettling. I wrap my arms around my knees, so as not to feel it.

      “They never should have—”

      “But they did,” I say, cutting him off.

      Cade inches away from me on the rock, as if being too close to me is dangerous. I don’t take it personally, even though just a few weeks ago his hand brushed mine in this very spot and neither of us pulled away.

      

      ~~~Chapter Break~~~

      

      By morning, Cade and I have decided. We cannot wait for the council to determine what to do about Christa. Every day of waiting is a day closer to the baby coming. After breakfast, before the hunters leave for the day, we will call a meeting.

      My hands tremble as I wash the dirt from a basket of roots. I have gotten used to eating all manner of things since the crash, but these roots taste like rubbery dirt, no matter how many times you wash them. I can feel Christa’s eyes studying me, but I don’t turn to answer them. It’s better if she and Tanner don’t know about our plan.

      Instead I hand her the basket to carry back to camp and fill the water jug that sits beside her. We used to argue about who had to carry the water and who got to carry the food, but these days I carry the heavy load, even when she argues. She doesn’t argue today, and I get the sense she knows something is coming.

      Back at camp I cut the thick roots into half-inch rounds for Christa to boil and mash into the mushy paste we eat when food is scarce. It is late summer and there is plenty of food to be had, but after last year's harsh monsoons we have voted as a group to eat only what we need, saving what we can for later when the rains strand us at camp and it’s too difficult to hunt or fish.

      We decide everything as a group. Which is why I am nervous about what Cade and I have to ask the council. If they say no...I can’t allow myself to think about that.

      My stomach is too full of butterflies to eat, so I push my portion onto Christa’s plate and wait for everyone to finish. She looks at me funny but doesn’t refuse. It has been a long time since I was around a pregnant woman, but I remember my mother’s joke, “I’m eating for two,” before helping herself to a second serving of ice cream, so I think that Christa needs it more than I do.

      Our group has no name, but we have routine, a steady rhythm of motions to start and end each day. There is breakfast, then clean up, hunting and gathering, work around camp for those not able to hunt or gather, dinner, and then the evening.

      The evening has always been my favorite part.

      The night of the crash, when the sun went down and the couples and families clung to one another, Cade, Tanner, Christa, and I stood shivering, wide eyed and alone.

      We had no one on the plane, so we formed our own family. And now, our family was in jeopardy.

      When the people return from washing their breakfast plates down at the water, Cade takes his place on the speaking stone at the center of camp. When the others see him they gather around and patiently wait to hear what he has to say. Christa’s eyes grow wide and questioning, but again I ignore them. Choosing to stare at Cade instead.

      On the rock in front of us, I study his face. So much has changed since we stood shivering on the beach our first night here. He’s not a teenager anymore, with soft features and a suitcase full of clothing that speaks of privilege. His dark hair has grown down past his ears and curls at the tips. The start of a beard fills in the space below his high cheekbones and around his full lips.

      I can’t count the number of times I’ve caught myself staring at those lips, wondering what it would feel like to place a hand on either side of his rough cheeks and pull his mouth toward mine. We don’t do that here though and as always I push the thought away and focus on something I can have, like his eyes, grey and serious. Cade never crosses the line with anything but his eyes. I find them on the rock and watch as he takes a deep breath in through the nose and prepares to say what we called this meeting for.

      “What’s going on?” whispers Tanner. He leans over to reach my ear, his great height making it nearly impossible for him to be subtle. Except when he is hunting; somehow when in pursuit of prey he manages to silence his heavy footsteps and long dangling arms. I shrug my shoulders and wait for Cade to begin.

      There are thirty two of us in our group. We need seventeen votes, one more than half.

      “I have an ask,” says Cade. His eyes are calm and level as he scans the group in front of him.

      “Go on,” says Eli. Eli is the oldest in our group. At sixty-five, he has lasted longer than any of the others from his generation. We revere him, but every vote is equal. No one person matters more than another.

      “It has been six and a half years since we last attempted to find our way out of the wilderness. In that time, we have lost group members. We have suffered hard seasons. And we have given up things that make us fundamentally human.”

      “Speak plainly,” interrupts Carl. Carl is a grouch and not very intelligent. I want to kick him for interrupting Cade, but I don’t because for our ask to be accepted we need to appear stronger and more confident than we are.

      “We’ve given up love,” says Cade, and his eyes find mine for the briefest of seconds.

      “Sex,” says Eli. “We have given up sex, not love.” He squeezes the hand of his partner, smiling at her with a tender expression. It’t not the same for them, I think selfishly. They have given up nothing nature wasn’t already on the way to take.

      “My point,” continues Cade, beginning to grow irritable. “Is that we don’t know if any of that is necessary. For all we know, there could be a town three days walk from here.”

      “We’ve looked before,” says Carl.

      “We quit before,” says Tanner, his big voice booming above the others.

      “I propose that we send a team to search for civilization.” says Cade. There is a collective gasp from the group as men, women, and children consider what that means. We have never separated. Even when we hunt, we remain close to camp. To divide would be unheard of.

      “Why now?” asks Eli, peering up at Cade. I can see the thoughts coursing behind his deep brown eyes as he tries to piece together why today is different than yesterday.

      Cade looks to me for help. This is the part he is most nervous about, telling the group about Christa without first telling Christa or Tanner.

      I open my mouth to speak but am silenced by Tanner’s hand on the crook of my elbow. He gives me a knowing look before taking his place beside Cade.

      “Christa is going to have a baby,” he says, and I hear her take in a sharp breath beside me. There is a soft murmur among the crowd as men and women consider what they have just heard. We all remember the last time a member of our group was pregnant. Both she and the baby died. It is why we have rules. It is why Cade never holds my gaze for longer than a second. We can’t help Christa without asking the group, but asking them is also admitting to breaking our rules. My hands tremble in front of me.

      “You are asking us for permission to leave or permission to form a team?” prompts Eli. His face shows no judgement, and I silently pray that means he is one vote for our side.

      “Permission for both,” says Cade. He tries to keep his voice strong and steady, but I catch the slightest hint of fear and I think that others must hear it too.

      “A team would require supplies,” says Carl. “We can’t afford to give away supplies. What if you don’t come back?”

      “We will come back,” says Cade. “That much you can be sure of.”

      Eli closes his eyes and inhales deeply. “Supplies we can replace. People we cannot. Who among us would you take?”

      Cade begins to point, calling each member we discussed last night by name. “Hollis, Nick, Adam, Cora and Nani.” He does not point at me, and I feel my face growing hot with rage.

      “And me,” I bark. “I want to be on the team.”

      “You should stay with Christa,” says Cade, leveling me with a stare that makes my skin crawl. He knew he wouldn’t take me, but he let me believe otherwise. I feel used and angry.

      “Names don’t matter until we vote,” says Carl, silencing the cruel things Cade and I say back and forth to one another with just our eyes.

      “You two can argue over whether or not she goes if we allow you to go.” His if is heavy, and I know right away that Carl is a vote against us. We have ourselves, plus Tanner and Christa. It will only take twelve more, but I am beginning to worry. Nick and Adam said nothing when Cade pointed to them and Cora and Nani are silent as well.

      “You all know the rules,” says Eli. “Your smooth stone for a yes, a coarse one for no.”

      One at a time each member of our group walks behind the great tree that marks the entrance to our camp. We place our stone in a clay bowl and return to the speaking stone. When everyone has finished, Eli turns the bowl over in the center of camp. I watch with nervous eyes as the stones fall from the bowl to the forest floor. Christa’s fate will be determined by a bowl of rocks. Our system has never seemed more primitive.
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      Everything I fear becomes truth. There are 8 votes for us and 24 against. I think about jumping up on the speaking stone and telling everyone they have chosen wrong, but Christa is at my side steering me toward the water before I can say or do anything to change the outcome.

      “I voted against,” she says, looping her arm through mine.

      “You what?” I can hardly think straight, hearing her say this.

      “I can’t lose you or Cade,” she says. Her tone is so steady, so matter of fact that I can’t maintain my anger. She has a way of calming me that I can’t afford to give up.

      “Instead, I have to lose you?”

      Christa rubs her abdomen with her free hand. It must feel freeing, no longer keeping a secret.

      “No one says you have to lose me,” she replies.

      I stop walking and turn to look at her. Blond curls hang in front of her dark green eyes. She is always a mixture of wild and determined, but for once, I want her to be something else. For once I want her to be cautious.

      “You know what happened before. How can you smile and act like everything will be fine?”

      Christa sighs. “What’s the alternative? Living with fear? Waking up each morning worrying that I’ll end up like her?”

      We both shudder. We haven’t lost many in our group. But those we did were expected. Eli was not always the oldest, the children were not always the youngest. The weak went first. But the woman with the baby, her death shook us all.

      That first year, before she died, there were no rules about what men and women could and could not do together. I can remember the hum of excitement we all felt at the prospect of a baby. We weren’t afraid then.

      But then there was a night of screaming, pain, suffering, and death, not just for the woman, but for the baby born without a breath in its body.

      We voted that night. Men and women would no longer be alone together. Children were no longer an option. I was fourteen when I cast my rough stone, now at twenty I wonder if it was the right choice.

      “What did you vote then?” I ask.

      Christa bites her lip, her eyes straying from mine. “We didn’t know what we were voting for then.”

      I don’t need her to tell me. I remember well enough. We all voted for the rules. What I don’t understand, what I wish she could explain to me now, is how she has forgotten what it felt like, burying the baby.

      We are walking again now, moving south along the water’s edge.

      Christa spots a patch of river mint and bends down to pluck the small green leaves from their stems. I pull my bag off my shoulder and set it between us as we work. I want to talk more, to convince her she is wrong, that her vote was wrong, but I don’t. There is no point now. The council will not change their mind and Christa is more stubborn than all of our group combined.

      “What will you do?” I ask, when the silence is too much.

      Christa wipes a bead of sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. “There are things we can do for pain. We can use the eucalyptus leav—”

      “And infection?” I ask. “What will you do if there is an infection?”

      Christa narrows her eyes at me. “You’ll curse me if you keep talking about this.”

      She’s joking, but she’s also scared. I can see that in the worry lines that frame her eyes.

      “I don’t think eucalyptus oil will save you,” I grumble standing and closing my bag now half full with mint leaves. “You need real help. Help from a doctor.”

      “We have Liam,” she says, groaning as she pushes off the ground and into a standing position.

      I shake my head. Liam is not a real doctor. Before the crash, he studied aboriginal medicine and because of him we know where to find eucalyptus leaves, and that they can be crushed and steeped into oil. But plant knowledge isn’t going to help him deliver a baby.

      “He’s not enough.”

      Christa purses her lips together, and I know she is forcing herself not to yell at me. I know because I wear the same expression. It’s one we have learned from each other.

      “Tanner and I have talked and we are ready to handle what comes our way.”

      I am amazed at the ease in which she slips his name into our conversation. They are a we now, like Eli and his partner. Somehow they have evaded our rules. Somehow they have chosen love over survival. I don’t know whether to be angry or envious.

      We walk back to camp in silence, passing others from our group along the way. Some are in the river, piercing fish with a quick thrust from a speer, while others gather berries from the bushes and trees that grow near the water. I can feel their eyes on us as we pass. Maybe others feel angry or envious. I don’t know because no one is dumb enough to say a bad thing about Christa or Tanner to Cade and I.

      I spend the rest of the day trying to wrap my head around what the council’s vote means. We can’t form a group, but does that mean that Cade and I can’t go? There was a phrase my mother used to say. Sometimes it is better to ask forgiveness than permission. I understand her meaning now in a way I didn’t before. If we ask them to go, they could say no. If we leave while everyone is sleeping, we can come back with medical help before the baby is born. What can they do other than forgive us?

      Tonight when no one is awake to monitor who speaks to who, I will go to Cade and demand that we go regardless of what the stones read.
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      I click three times, and he stirs. Without a word, he crawls out from the bed he shares with Tanner and follows me down to the river. It is not as still as it was the night before, a sign that somewhere further down its path the rains have already started. We don’t sit on the rock this time. Choosing instead to walk along the muddy shore. When we pass the spot where Christa and I picked mint this morning, it strikes me that we may never have another morning like that.

      “What are you thinking?” I ask Cade, desperate to know that someone, anyone is as lost as I am.

      He is never vulnerable though. So I am not surprised when he answers, “I’m thinking of a plan.”

      “To leave?”

      “To leave,” he replies.

      The moon is enormous above us. Bright enough to lead us till daylight if we chose to leave tonight, but I know that Cade’s plan will not be to run away now. He is slow and methodical. Sometimes it frustrates me, but now his plans may be the only hope we have of saving her, so I don’t rush him. We walk longer before he speaks again.

      “Tanner won’t come with me, even if you stay with Christa.”

      “I’m not staying,”

      He shakes his head frustrated with me. Under the moon he is all angles, a square jaw and sharp cheekbones, his nose a perfect slope.

      “I can’t go alone, and I can’t go with you.”

      “Maybe it is not up to you,” I argue.

      Cade stops in the middle of the path and grasps my wrist with his hand. His touch is intended to be rough, but I am so hungry for contact that I melt into him, desperate to draw his body to mine and run my fingers along all those angles the moon is so intent on revealing. I turn to face him, tilting my chin up so that our eyes are forced to meet.

      “This is why it can’t be you who goes with me,” he says, letting go of my wrist and stepping backward.

      I let out an exasperated sigh. “You have no one else. Besides, no one cares more for Christa than I do.”

      Cade folds his arms over his chest and stares out over the water. He knows I am right. Even if he doesn’t like it.

      “And no one knows you better than I do,” I continue.

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “I can keep you balanced,” I try.

      Cade laughs and begins walking again. “Balance isn’t what I need.”

      “Isn’t it though?” I ask, swinging my arms at my sides to keep up with his brisk pace. “You get frustrated and you lose your temper. You can’t focus when you’re angry,”

      “Are you trying to convince me to take you or just insulting me?”

      “My point is, I can be the calm when you need it.”

      “You could get hurt too. Have you thought of that?” His voice changes from angry to frightened. “You could get hurt or sick and then we might not ever make it back to Christa. Then I’d lose you both.”

      And now I get it. He doesn’t want me to go because if I do, he has to admit how much he needs me. How much of him is tied up in us.

      “I won’t slow you down. I won’t act foolish. We can protect each other.”

      Cade pauses again, this time rubbing the heels of his hands into his eyes as he considers my offer.

      “Lena, I don’t want the responsibility of protecting you. You have to understand that.”

      The thing is, I do understand. Because I feel exactly the same way that he does. If I lose him, I lose too much.

      “I’m going with you,” I declare. “You can tell me not to, but I am going.”

      We walk in silence, reaching the turnaround and heading back toward camp where we’re forced to pretend this conversation never happened..

      When we near camp, Cade speaks. “If you come with me, you have to listen. If I give you a direction, it can’t be an argument.

      Maintaining a calm expression, I nod my head, acting as if I am considering what he has just said, but inside, I am dancing. Inside my body and mind are coursing with the knowledge that Cade and I leaving camp together is more than just a chance to save Christa. It’s a chance to save us all. I don’t miss my old life. And I am not so foolish to think it will be waiting for me, but I do want to know what it would mean to be an adult woman without the rules of our group.

      I promise Cade that I will listen and follow his instruction. But I have no intention of letting him chart our path. He wants the safest route with the least amount of change, and I want to leap head first into a new life.
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      We know we have to leave at night and we know we have to do it while the moon is still full enough to carry us through the first long stretch. We aren’t positive that the group will send a search party, but if they do and they catch us, we risk exile without supplies. The only thing worse than being governed by the group’s rules and limitations is the fate that befalls those who are forced out. We have only ever exiled two people. A man who refused to follow group order and a woman who could not be trusted.

      We don’t want to be like them. We want to help the group, we just have to disobey them this one time to do it. We are different than the exiles, or so we tell ourselves as we steal a knife, containers for food and water, one fishing spear and flint from our communal supply.

      I plant the supplies out by the turnaround when I am supposed to be fishing. I have to run to get away from the other group members, but it is not unusual for me to run for exercise, so no one follows.

      Once I am sure no one is close enough to see me, I wander off the path to an overhang in the rock formation where the four of us used to hide things. As I push our bundle of supplies toward the back my hand grazes something solid and I pull it from its hiding spot.

      The velvet from the box is caked in mud and cobwebs. I remember it instantly, and my cheeks flood with shame even though no one is there to see me. I pry the little box open. Its once silver edges are now brown with rust but the white satin inside is still slick and shiny. The diamond pendant catches the sunlight over my shoulder and I am mesmerized by the stone.

      I found it my second morning in the wild. I was walking the shoreline, too anxious to sleep past the sunrise, when I spotted a small canvas bag lying in the wet sand. Quiet waves lapped up and around it, pulling particles of sand past the bag and out to sea.

      I reached down and tugged the zipper open. There wasn’t much inside. A couple of books too waterlogged to salvage, a notepad and pen with Hyatt Hotel printed on the side, and the box.

      When I took it from the wreckage of our plane I didn’t know if it belonged to a member of our group or someone who died in the crash. I kept it in my pocket for a week before I trusted Christa enough to show her.

      Her eyes went wide with awe when I opened the then pristine velvet box. We argued. She thought I should keep it and I thought I should put it with the rest of the supplies from the plane.

      Those first few days we dove in and out of the water, dragging everything we could salvage from the plane to the beach and inside the blanket of trees. Nothing felt trivial. The luggage from the overhead compartments, the little plastic trays from our mid flight meals, even the cushions from our seats were piled neatly on the forest floor.

      If I had put the pendant with the rest of the stuff from the plane someone might have claimed it. It could have belonged to Eli’s partner. She was always talking about how much she missed dressing up, looking nice, having things of value.

      But I didn’t put it with the rest of the things. I held onto it. Sleeping with my hand curled around it each night, as if someone were coming to take it from me.

      We weren’t a group then, just a scattering of strangers, still trying to determine if we should work together or take all that we could for ourselves.

      In the end I felt like I had to hide it. I had held on to it too long to put it with the rest of the stuff. Within weeks everything had been archived, sorted and rationed. If I gave it back then I would jeopardize the small bit of trust I had built with the other passengers, but I couldn’t keep it on me anymore either. It felt like the tell tale heart pulsing in the palm of my hand every
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