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Prologue

 


Red blossoms exploded on the horizon. Their petals
reached into the darkness above the city, momentarily lighting up
the deserted streets. Golden waterfalls followed, leaking light
into the darkness before fading away. The last percussive boom
ended in a pink heart, which rained toward the earth in a shower of
rosy sparks.

Three booms, three illuminated
messages. I. Love. You.

He was too far away for her to see him, even in the
sudden, brief light. She’d tracked his position to the hillside.
The light emanated from there, from slightly different positions on
the hill every evening.

A river valley divided the city. Once massive
bridges linked the two sides. Traffic had flowed above the river as
if the churning water below never existed. Now the bridges were
gone. The city that had been one giant metropolis was forever
divided, she on one side and he on the other.

Yet he’d kept his promise. Every night at dusk, she
saw the fireworks over the hillside. Others likely gazed skyward as
well. They probably wondered at the brief entertainment of the
display, but she knew the message was meant for her.


Chapter One

 


Before

The day began like any other. The alarm on her phone
trilled at six in the morning. Dutifully, Brielle rolled over,
drowsily reset the alarm, and fell back into a dead sleep until six
thirty when the trilling turned to a nonstop beeping that dragged
her from her dreams. Morning. Not her favorite time of day. She had
no idea how people rose cheerfully at the crack of dawn and went
for a run or did yoga or any of those things habitual early risers
claimed to do. Personally, she considered anything before noon
obscenely early and anything before 2:00 AM an early night.

Still, here she was, up at stupid o’clock stumbling
toward the coffee maker in the kitchen. The appliance was already
hard at work spewing brew into the carafe. She’d do her best to
drink most of it before she left. After pouring a cup, she downed
half before heading back down the hall to shower.

The lukewarm water woke her up. By the time she
stepped shivering from the shower stall, she felt almost conscious.
She finished the rest of her coffee between drying her hair and
applying makeup and headed back down the hall for more of the
brew.

A glance at her phone showed her she was on the
verge of being late, but she shouldn’t leave without some food in
her stomach. She never knew how the morning would go. And she
should at least listen to the news updates. Her boss made a point
of quizzing her on the day’s events. Why, she had no idea.

Dumping a piece of bread into the toaster with one
hand, she thumbed on her favorite news app.

The headline made her freeze, one hand still on the
toaster, the other clutching her phone.

Bizarre Virus Devastates City’s West End

A series of grisly photos followed: emergency rooms
crowded to overflowing, devastated relatives sobbing in the
hallways. She thumbed off her phone.

Silence descended in her tiny apartment, broken only
by the wail of a distant siren. It was then that she realized she
hadn’t noticed the quiet. Her morning had been occupied by the
shrill of the alarm, the rush of the water in the shower, and the
roar of her blow dryer. Where was the ever-present din of traffic
that served as her white noise machine?

She glanced out the window at the still-dark
streets. The morning was overcast, the sun hiding behind a curtain
of low-hanging clouds. Below her, streetlights flashed on and off,
green, yellow, red. But no cars sat at those lights. Not even the
rumble of the bus she usually took to work broke the silence. An
ambulance raced by, its siren piercing the air. Taking advantage of
the empty streets, it barreled down the center of the road, running
the red light.

The past few weeks had been full of troubling
headlines. A mysterious illness had doctors baffled. It seemed to
come from nowhere. Theories ranged from the mundane—a new strain of
influenza, to the bizarre—the fallout from a recent meteor shower.
Cases had cropped up on one side of the city in the west end. Where
she lived. Where she worked. She’d paid the news only her barest of
attention, only enough to satisfy her boss that she kept up with
current events. Still, she’d known the number of those cases was
growing with every day.

Her daily routine had stolen her attention from
those headlines. First, there was the morning scramble to get to
work, the endless deadlines, picking up food for dinner at the end
of a crazy-long day, and after all that, trying to find time to see
Rayden when she wasn’t exhausted.

Her phone beeped again, reminding her that it was
past time to leave for work. How long had she been standing there
staring out the window, mesmerized by the eerily quiet streets?

A sudden ring nearly made her drop
her phone. She switched it on. Rayden’s face flashed on the screen,
followed by a terse text. Hey, just in
case you haven’t seen the news today, find a reason to call in
sick. Don’t go in. I’m running late, as usual, but I’ll call you
later. It was followed almost immediately
by another text consisting only of a heart emoji.

Rayden lived in the east end. They’d joked that the
sides of the city never socialized. Despite the joke, it was
somewhat true. The city’s twin halves were radically different.
Regardless of the traffic that flowed across the many bridges,
residents of one side rarely moved to the other. Still, their
relationship had flourished.

Love you too, she texted back.

She couldn’t call in sick. No
matter what was happening in the city, her boss would insist on her
presence. Death with two weeks’ notice is
the only excuse for absence, was her
boss’s favorite response to a sick call. Since she wasn’t dead, she
was going in.

Work was several blocks from her house. Usually, she
hopped the bus, anything to give herself a few moments of precious
sleep in the mornings. Today, after a few vainly hopeful looks down
the street, she realized her chances of getting a bus were
diminishing by the minute. She set off in a brisk walk.

Arriving late, she raced up the stairs, nearly
colliding with her boss as she swung through the main doors.

“Do you have any idea what time it is?”

Before she could answer, her boss countered with, “I
was getting worried. Don’t you know what’s going on?”

“I heard about the virus. I had trouble getting a
bus, but I’m here.”

“There are no buses,” her boss said, as if she
didn’t know that already. “They’re talking about shutting down the
entire west end.”

“But—”

“Go take your seat. We’ve got lots to do.”

Brielle rushed off to her cubicle
before the boss could berate her any more. Keeping an eye out for
the boss’s approaching shadow, she sent a quick text to
Rayden. Are you OK?

You went into work didn’t
you? he texted back.

Guilty, she told him. See you later?

Definitely.

By later, things were getting steadily worse,
bizarre even. People kept disappearing from their desks throughout
the day. They’d drift away from their workstations, phones tucked
in their pockets, supposedly for a trip to facilities, never to
reappear. Or they’d appear hours later with no explanation for
where they’d been. The boss was furious.

Brielle kept her head down. She’d stayed at her post
all day, but she felt for her absent coworkers. She wanted to be
out there with Rayden. Anywhere but here, doing this job that felt
increasingly futile.

Finally, the boss released her from captivity,
exacting a promise that she’d be back tomorrow. Brielle reluctantly
agreed. With no transportation running, she doubted the boss would
walk to her house to extract her if she reneged on their
agreement.

Days ago, she’d made plans for
dinner with Rayden. He liked the diner near her house. The owner
always made them feel welcome. But when she passed the restaurant
on her way home, the doors were locked, the inside dark. A hastily
written sign on the door said, Sorry,
we’re closed.

She tried her local market and was greeted by the
same locked doors and dark interior. The whole street looked
deserted, neglected even. It was scary how fast things had changed.
A day ago, it had been a bustling street.

Back in her apartment, she texted
Rayden. Diner closed. Market
too.

The time on her phone reminded her
he was still at work, but he texted back immediately.
No worries. Dinner’s on me. Will bring pasta.
Only thing I can cook.

A glance at her newsfeed made her stomach clench.
More cases, overloaded hospitals. The west end, the part of the
city with the trendy restaurants and landscaped parks, looked like
a war zone. The restaurants had closed. Makeshift hospitals were
being set up in the park.

Overhead, the lights flickered. Her
phone glitched. She messaged Rayden back. Maybe don’t come. Things are getting weird here.

Cross bridge bus still running. Will be there as
soon as I can.

She settled in to worry about him.

Putting on some music, she checked her cupboards.
She’d shopped recently. She had soup, a few frozen dinners, bread,
peanut butter, and some wilting vegetables she’d guiltily bought
with no intention of eating.

She ran the vegetables under cold water to try to
revive them and made herself a snack plate.

The lights dimmed again, only to come back on a
moment later. Her phone still appeared to have service, but there
was no word from Rayden. Her thumb kept hovering above her news
app, but
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the odds are stacked against them, the two lovers
find an ingenious way to reconnect.
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