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BERKLEY UK

THE FARM

Emily McKay loves to read, shop and geek out about movies. When she’s not writing, she reads online gossip and bakes luscious desserts. She pretends that her weekly yoga practice balances out both of those things. She lives in central Texas with her family and her crazy pets. She also co-writes young adult as Ivy Adams.
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Chapter One

Lily

Some days, you just want to let the bad guys win. My mom, the pro bono lawyer, used to say that to me sometimes, back in the Before. That’s how you know you’re doing the right thing—it’s so hard you want to give up.

I really hoped she was right, because today was one of those days. Of course, my mom lived in a world where the monsters were greed, ambition, and questionable ethics. That all ended when the Ticks swarmed across the Southwest, eating every human in their path. My sister, Mel, and I live in a whole different world and the monsters here are less … metaphorical. And even if I sometimes wanted to give up, I knew I wouldn’t, because my twin, Mel, depended on me.

Praying for the patience to deal with her, I said, “We’ve been over this. You can’t come with me today.” I reached for her hand, but she snatched it away. Okay, not a day for touching.

She stood so close to me, I couldn’t shut the door to the storage closet where we’d lived for the past six months. “Stay here.”

Mel didn’t back up. She stood there, clenching her Slinky, shifting it from one hand to the other and back again, so it made that irritating sllluuunk sound. She never went anywhere without the damn thing, but she only jiggled it like this when she was nervous.

Since we’d arrived on the Farm, Mel had followed me everywhere. Mel hadn’t always been like this. Yeah, she had all the normal autism spectrum stuff: delayed speech, social impairment, and self-stimulating behaviors. But after years of therapy she’d functioned pretty highly. The stress of living on the Farm had changed all that.

In the past six months, we hadn’t been apart even for a few minutes. But for what I had to do today, she had to stay behind in our room. She and I lived in an eight-by-twelve storage closet, tucked in the corner of one of the lab rooms in the science building. Every time I tried to leave, Mel was right on my heels. Lily’s little lamb, Mom had always called her.

I pulled my cell phone out of my back pocket. There was never a signal, but I plugged it in every night and kept it charged because it was the only way to know what time it was without listening for the chimes. Three fifty-two. I had five, six minutes tops to get down to Stoner Joe’s if I wanted to talk to him alone.

Extending a single finger like a hook, I waved it past Mel’s face. “Look at me, Mel.”

Mel kept her gaze locked on the shelf beside the door where our backpacks sat, crammed full of the food and clothes we’d need if we did escape from the Farm. The pink pack sat on top of a stack of chemistry textbooks. Everything we needed was ready to go at a moment’s notice, everything except the stuff we didn’t have yet. Things that I could live without, but Mel couldn’t. And if I didn’t leave the room now to go trade for them, we’d have to wait one more week and then it might be too late.

I tried again, waving my hooked finger in front of her eyes like the occupational therapist had taught me do so many years ago. “Look at me, Mel.”

Mel twitched, shifting her gaze from the backpacks to a box of lab supplies wedged onto the shelf of microscopes.

I knew it bugged her, having all this crap in our room, but it was important. If a Collab happened to come by for an inspection, I wanted our room messy enough that he’d give up in disgust rather than search all our belongings.

Again I waved my hand. “Look at me, Mel.”

Mom would have told me to be patient. But Mom wasn’t here and I was out of time. I reached out and gave her fingers a quick rap. “Damn it, Mel. This is important. Red rover.”

Mel’s gaze snapped to mine.

Guess I should have led with that. The phrase “Red rover, red rover” was our code for the plan to escape the Farm and cross the Red River. That was one of the benefits of having a sister who spoke almost entirely in nursery rhymes. Most of the time, I hated that living on the Farm had made her regress to how she’d been as a child, but at least it meant we could discuss our escape plans anywhere and no one would know what “red rover” meant.

“When I leave, I want you to wedge the chair under the knob. That way you’ll be safe.” I swallowed, praying I wasn’t about to make a promise I couldn’t keep. “I won’t be gone long.”

Mel just stood there mumbling her senseless distress.

“When I come back, I’ll tap out ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb’ on the door. Don’t open the door until then.”

Mel’s gaze had shifted again. Maybe I should have kept trying, but if she didn’t know the plan now, we were probably screwed anyway. Even though I didn’t really expect an answer, I asked one last time, “Do you understand?”

Mel bobbed her head, but I knew it wasn’t really an agreement. “Red rover, red rover, let Lil-lee come over.”

“Yes,” I muttered. “That’s the idea.”

I patted the pocket of my hoodie to make sure the slim box of pills was tucked inside. Then I let myself out the door. This time, Mel didn’t follow. A second later, I heard the sound of the chair being scraped across the floor and wedged under the knob.

Okay, step one: leave Mel safely hidden while I go out to trade. Check.

Step two: walk across campus, keep my head down, blend. As long as I didn’t give any of the Collabs a reason to stop me, no one would know what I had in my pocket. Not that Collabs needed an excuse to harass a Green. The Collabs were all guys who’d been high school bullies back in the Before. Surprise, surprise: all the jerks who picked on geeks like me were also willing to betray their own species by collaborating with the Dean. On the bright side, Collabs weren’t known for their keen intelligence and observational skills, so hopefully none of them would notice when I didn’t line up in front of the dining hall with the rest of the Greens, but instead went into Stoner Joe’s to trade.

The room Mel and I lived in was on the seventh floor, and walking down six flights of stairs gave me plenty of time to think about what I was about to do.

This time of day, all the Greens with the A schedule would be in the dining hall eating. All the Greens with the B schedule—like Mel and I—would be lining up for third meal. I should be able to talk to Joe alone. If someone was there, well, then I’d just hang out until everyone else left. I wouldn’t think about Mel by herself in our room. I wouldn’t think about the clock ticking away the remaining minutes of mealtime. If Mel and I had to miss third meal, it wasn’t that big a deal. Technically, Greens could miss one meal a week.

And I certainly wouldn’t think about the contents of my pocket. About those pills that would get me sent to the Dean’s office. That was a trip you didn’t come back from. Some people just disappeared up there, but if the Dean wanted to make an example of you, you were dragged out at dusk and tied to stakes just beyond the electric fences that surrounded the Farm. The screams seemed to echo for days afterward.

The Dean liked to remind us that those fences were there to keep the Ticks out as much as to keep us in.

As I left the building, the bitter February wind bit through the fleece of my jacket. I glanced around for any Collabs who might be nearby. Their bright blue uniforms made them easy to spot. They would have looked so cheerful if it hadn’t been for the tranq guns slung over their shoulders. A couple of them loitered over by the admin building.

Back in the Before, the Farm had been a prestigious private liberal arts college. For more than a hundred years, the college had sat nestled against the banks of the Red River, just south of the Texas-Oklahoma border, home to pampered students. The admin building dominated the east side of the campus. Whatever its purpose had been back in the Before, now … now, it just creeped me out. The real monster might be on the other side of the fence, but sometimes, horrible noises came from the admin building and the shadows at the windows seemed to move with inhuman speed.

At the opposite end of campus was the dining hall, with its sleek modern architecture and massive, floor-to-ceiling windows. Between the two buildings stretched the open green space of the quad, a smattering of dorms and academic buildings lining the quad’s edges. Our science building was one of them.

Four times a day, all the Greens shuffled out from their various hiding places and ambled over to the dining hall, where we were scanned, prodded, and fed. Yeah, we were treated like cows, except cows lived in the blissful oblivion of not knowing their future. We Greens couldn’t escape the reminders of what was to come. Not when Collabs took weekly “donations” at the mobile blood bank. Calling it that was their way of making it seem voluntary. It wasn’t. And every time we donated blood, they tested it to see how “clean” it was, whether or not it would make good food for the Ticks or if it had too many of the hormones the Ticks seemed to crave. On the Farm, we weren’t raising food; we were the food.

When I was kid, my dad used to love showing me these cheesy sci-fi movies—my cultural education, he called it. His favorite was Soylent Green, this one where everyone finds out the perfect food is made out of people. For weeks after, we ran around yelling, “Soylent Green is people!” I thought it was so funny. It wasn’t funny anymore.

Still, donating wasn’t so bad, once you got used to feeling weak all the time. It kept us docile. It allowed us to pretend there wasn’t something much worse waiting for us when we turned eighteen.

I tried not to think of that as I made my way across campus. If you wanted to go anywhere on campus without attracting attention, just before or just after meals was the time to do it.

As always, Breeders lounged around the edges of the quad, smugly serene, some of them displaying bellies already round and fertile. They didn’t have to worry about eighteenth birthdays. Of course, the ones who were pregnant had other things to worry about.

The Greens all kept their heads down, shuffling across the quad like cattle, and I moved quickly to join them. There was safety in numbers—or the illusion of it—and a little extra warmth, too.

Normally I kept my head down, too, and stayed as close to the center of the pack as possible. However, I was distracted, running through the plan in my mind, and when I glanced up, I was at the edge of the crowd with a clear view between one of the dorms and the education building. Most days, we all did everything we could to avoid looking out beyond the fences. Now I wished like hell I’d been paying better attention, because when I looked up, I saw four Greens tethered to a streetlight on the other side of the fence. They were still alive. They’d been tranqed, but I could see the terror trying to fight through the haze.

This wasn’t the first time the Dean had ordered Greens staked out at dusk as punishment. But I’d never seen them. Not like that. Even though there must have been fifty feet between me and those Greens, I felt like I was standing face-to-face with them.

And I remembered all too vividly the incident that had gotten them there. It was yesterday at second meal. The three guys had ganged up on the girl. I remembered her panicked cries. “I’m not a breeder!” she kept saying. She hadn’t done anything except try to defend herself. But she was out there, chained to the light post just like the guys were.

She looked so young. So vulnerable. She had long dark hair, just like Mel and I. All doped up like she was, her expression was distant and dreamy, like Mel’s was sometimes. That could be Mel out there. If I wasn’t with her, all the time, that would be Mel out there.

In that moment, my pace slowed. The crowd flowed past me like the water of the nearby Red River rushing around a rock. The stream of people jostled against me before someone bumped into me hard enough that I broke free of my imagination and stumbled forward a step or two before tumbling down on one knee.

The packet of pills fell out of my pocket as I landed. The pain ricocheting up my leg was nothing compared to my panic as the blue plastic box tumbled to the ground. It landed beside my hand, but before I could grab it, a flip-flop-clad foot kicked it beyond my reach. I saw it disappear into the scuffle of feet. The most valuable thing we owned: gone.

I scrambled rabbitlike after the blue box, launching myself forward to catch it before someone else kicked it beyond my reach. When I saw it a few feet way, I threw myself toward it, but a hand reached down and snatched it off the ground mere seconds before I could grab it.

My heart leapt into my throat, panic making me breathless, even as I felt someone helping me to my feet.

“These must be yours.”

I didn’t even glance at the guy holding the pills out to me. I wrenched them from his hand, quickly flipping the box over to make sure it was unharmed, even though it had only been out of my possession for a minute. “Thanks,” I muttered, hoping he would just walk away.

“Must be pretty important to you,” he said, even as I saw him turning to walk away out of the corner of my eye. “You should keep track of your stuff.”

I shoved my hand deep into my pocket, still clenching the pills. Relief made me light-headed. Or maybe the Collab who had taken my weekly donation had just taken too much off the top. They did that sometimes, if your blood was particularly “clean” that day. Lately they’d been doing it more often. My head spun when I jerked it up to look for the guy who’d handed the pills back to me. He was impossible to miss, the gray of his hoodie standing out in a sea of scarlet sweatshirts. Among the thousands of Greens making their way to third meal, only a few weren’t wearing the colors of the college that the Farm had once been. Mindlessly my eyes followed his progress toward the dining hall.

Why had he handed the pills back to me? Had he not recognized them? Maybe a guy wouldn’t have. Thank God.

I clenched my hand around the rigid plastic tightly enough for the edges to bite into the skin of my palm. But I had it. Thank God, I still had the box. When I looked again, the guy in the gray sweatshirt was gone, disappeared into the crowd of Greens.


Chapter Two

Lily

Stoner Joe’s had once been a college convenience store tucked into the basement of the dining hall. I’d known Joe since we were both kids and I could trust him. He was a good guy, even if Greens, Collabs, and Breeders all shopped in his store. It was like accorded neutral territory. The Collabs could have shut the place down, but for whatever reason, they let us have it. Left us this one small seed of independence. Maybe they knew we’d be happy with it. Maybe it was just too much trouble to squash every bit of spirit.

The wind picked up as I headed down the steps into the shelter of the alcove and let myself into the store, which was unusually dark for this time of day. Before I had a chance to wonder where Joe was, I felt something cold and sharp press against the side of my neck.

“Holy crap!” I gasped.

The hand holding the blade to my throat slackened and then fell away from my skin altogether. “Lily?”

“Yeah!” I said, accusation in my voice. “What the hell, Joe?” I didn’t want to piss him off, but … “Seriously. What the hell?”

“Sorry. I’ve been, like, way tense lately.”

My eyes had begun to adjust to the dim lighting and I could see his sheepish smile. “Obviously. What’s with the new security measures?”

I eyed the knife in his hand. It had a long stainless steel handle and a flat face that ended in a sharp, angled blade. If I had to guess, I’d say Joe had repurposed a spatula from the kitchen that shared his building.

“Dark times, Lil. Dark times.” Joe nodded gravely, and as he spoke, his voice fell back into its normal cadence, like there was a silent dude at the end of every sentence. He extended his hand and clasped mine briefly before giving me a little fist bump. “What can I get you today?”

I didn’t ask what he meant by dark times. I didn’t like the idea that things might be even worse than I knew. Just one more reason Mel and I had to get out of the Farm.

“I’m here to trade,” I said.

“Whatcha need, whatcha got?” he asked, crossing to the counter that bisected the room. He set the shiv down and propped his hands on the scuffed glass top. I couldn’t tear my gaze from the weapon. It seemed so out of character. He must have noticed, because he surreptitiously nudged it to the edge of the counter, slipping it between two cardboard displays that had once held packs of gum but now contained old music CDs.

I pushed the shiv from my mind and mustered my courage.

This was it. Moment of truth and all that. Just as I had carefully planned, Joe and I were alone. But I choked. My laundry list of must-haves for the trip north suddenly seemed so … risky.

“I, um …” I let my words trail off as I shoved my hand in my pocket, relaxing infinitesimally as my fingers brushed plastic. The pills were still there. Still risky, still highly illegal, but still mine.

“What’s up, Lil?”

“I’ll look around,” I muttered, not quite meeting Joe’s gaze. “See what I can find.”

I didn’t linger by the shelves of grooming supplies. Mel and I managed to stay basically clean. It was mostly Breeders who bothered to trade for crap like that. Joe would have thought it strange if I’d looked there.

Listlessly I ran my forefinger down a stack of meticulously folded sweatshirts. Most were red and gold with the stylized kangaroo on the front, but a few sported the gray and blue of the Dallas Cowboys. I poked through them a bit, as if one of them would magically transform into the bulky winter coat I so desperately needed.

The food and snack shelf was looking a little bare. They fed us four mandatory meals a day. You might expect that given how overfed we were, no one would bother to trade for food. But Joe had told me once that the opposite was true. He did most of his business in food. That and the pharmaceuticals that had given him his start back in high school, back long before we were moved to the Farm for our “protection.”

The food Joe sold wasn’t so much about quantity. It was about selection. Freedom of choice. And, of course, nostalgia.

My fingers hovered a few inches above a can wrapped in dull silver paper.

Joe shuffled beside me, such the attentive shopkeep since the store was empty except for me. “Is today the day you’re finally going to buy those peas?”

I jerked my hand back to my pocket and looked up. “No.”

“Come on,” he coaxed. “You look at them every time you come in. Man, you must love peas.”

I’d never known that I loved them, until I couldn’t have them anymore.

“You should buy them,” he said softly. “I’ll give you a good deal, since you’re my friend. It’ll be like a”—he hesitated—“a present.”

He’d probably been about to say a birthday present. Or maybe that catch in his voice had been something else. Maybe he didn’t know how close Mel and I were to our eighteenth. To our doomsday.

I stuck my hand into my jeans pocket and fingered the tiny pebbles I always kept there. I blurted out, “I need a coat.”

“I just got in a couple of new hoodies the other day.” Joe rounded the shelf to a haphazard stack of clothes I hadn’t noticed.

I stopped him before he could pull any out. “No, I need a coat. Like the biggest, thickest coat you can get.” He just stared blankly at me, like he couldn’t understand why I’d be so desperate to trade for something like that. Here in Texas, even north Texas, there were only a few days a year when it got cold enough to need a big heavy coat. “It’s for Mel,” I explained.

“Oh, right.” He nodded sagely. “She has that thing about the cold.”

That thing was an unwillingness—or perhaps an inability—to tell others when she was cold. Me, I bitch endlessly when I’m cold. I break out my scarf when it’s sixty-five degrees. Mel, on the other hand, once stood out in the snow until she was hypothermic.

I still remember sitting by the door in our bedroom, my ear pressed to the crack in the door as I listened to our parents argue about it, because Dad had been in charge and he hadn’t noticed how cold she was. She’s not a normal child, our mother had said. You can’t trust her to take care of herself. You have to watch her all the time. When are you going to accept that?

Two weeks later, Dad had left and we were on our own, just the three of us. And now it was just Mel and me.

There were so many things I had to leave to chance. Mel getting cold wasn’t one of them. She wasn’t normal. Dad may never have accepted that, but I had. If I could have only one thing, it would be a coat.

“I saw Tad Jackson with a pretty big coat the other day,” Joe said. “Looked like the kind of thing one of the maintenance workers would have used. He had gloves, too.”

“Perfect.” I hadn’t dared hope for gloves. We had neoprene gloves from the lab and I’d been hoping they’d be warm enough. “Any chance you can get a second pair of gloves?”

“It might take a coupla days, but I’ll see what I can do. It won’t be cheap, though.”

“It’s not all I need.” I sucked in a breath. I rushed through the next bit. “I need sleeping bags. Two if you can find them.” Joe’s eyebrows shot up, but I kept talking. Hell, go big or go home, right? “And a lighter.”

I think I expected him to argue then. I’d known all along that he would probably figure out what was up—after all, Joe wasn’t an idiot—and I’d already decided playing dumb was the best defense. I’d expected him to warn me off, to remind me what had happened to all the kids who had tried and failed, but instead, he just studied me.

“It’s because your eighteenth birthday is coming up, isn’t it?”

“I …” My voice quavered and I cleared my throat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He frowned. “You’re not going to just, you know, wait it out? See what happens after you turn eighteen?”

“It can’t be anything good,” I argued.

We’d been brought to the Farm because the Ticks seemed to prefer the blood of teenagers. Something about the mix of hormones was what the newscasters had said in the Before. Our parents had been reassured that we’d be free to leave once the government got the Ticks under control. We’d been told that sometime after we turned eighteen, our hormones would even out and we’d be sent home.

“You don’t think people go home?” Joe asked, but I could tell by his tone of voice that he didn’t really believe it, either.

“Haven’t you noticed? Once a Green’s testing rate goes up, they’re allotted a larger ration of food. If they were just sending Greens home, they wouldn’t care how well fed we were.” I leaned closer and dropped my voice. “They’re fattening people up before they send them to be slaughtered.”

“Yeah, but if you get caught …”

I thought of the girl who was tethered to the post outside the fence right now. Sometime tonight, the Ticks would come for her. They’d rip her heart from her chest and drink her blood straight from her aorta. That would happen to us, too, if we got sent to the Dean’s office.

I could feel my lower lip start to tremble so I clenched my jaw and swallowed. “Yeah. I know. But I can’t wait around to be slaughtered, either. We have to at least try.”

“You don’t have to do this.” His tone was serious. “You could get pregnant. That would protect you.”

“Yeah. For nine months. After that, who knows what happens. And have you thought about those babies? What happens to them?”

“I don’t … I don’t know.” Joe’s skin suddenly looked a sickly green in the dim light of the store.

“Exactly. No one knows. And like I said, who knows what’s going to happen to the Breeders once their babies are born anyway?” The scorn in my voice barely concealed the fear beneath it.

Yeah, I acted all self-righteous about the Collabs and Breeders. The Collabs worked for the Dean to keep the rest of us in line. They were bad enough. The Breeders, girls who got pregnant on purpose just because the Ticks didn’t like the taste of all those pregnancy hormones? Even the idea was repulsive.

But who knows, if it had been just me, I might have ditched the last shreds of my morality and bred like a freakin’ bunny. But that wouldn’t protect Mel. “Besides, Mel couldn’t … She doesn’t like it when I touch her. She couldn’t be a Breeder.”

Joe’s gaze was suddenly glued to an empty spot on the counter. “Yeah, I guess not,” he said in a limp voice. He looked like he couldn’t decide if he wanted to throw up or burst into tears.

He’d always been such a genuinely nice guy—sensitive, too—and I could tell the thought of what happened to Breeders really bugged him.

“Hey, don’t worry about Mel and me.” My need to reassure him surprised me. “I’ve got it figured out.”

His gaze shot to mine. Hopeful, almost. “You do?”

“Yeah, I—” I stopped just short of telling him that Mel had figured out how to get off the Farm. “We’re going to be okay.”

I hoped to God I was telling him the truth. I knew our plan wasn’t foolproof, but I hoped it was good enough.

Months ago, Mel had noticed that the Collabs turned off part of the fence every night. They couldn’t keep the fence along the river electrified because at night the nutria scurried up the cliff from the river. They’d gnaw on the fences, shorting out the whole system and making the entire Farm reek of seared animal flesh. Which meant the stretch of chain link on the north side of campus was the only weakness in the Farm’s security.

If we could make it through and if we could swim across the Red River, we’d be in Oklahoma. It was a lot of ifs.

And I had no idea what we’d find there, but we would head north. Uncle Rodney lived over in Arkansas near the Ozark Mountains. He was a crazy survivalist type. I figured a guy like that was either one of the first to go or the last to fall. For all I knew, things would be just as bad there as things were in Texas, but at least we’d be moving toward Canada, in the direction of freedom. One of the last reports I remember from the Before was the stunning news that Canada was shutting down the border. Terrified that the plague affecting so many Americans would spread to their own population, the Canadian government had set up roadblocks and was stationing military all along the border. What had previously been the world’s longest undefended border was now a no-man’s-land.

Canada was our best hope. And if we were going that far, in the winter, Mel needed that warm coat. And whatever else we could find.

I looked Joe square in the eyes and all but begged him to help. “What do you say? Can you do it?”

He studied my face. “Yeah, you and Mel were always so smart. If anyone could get off the Farm it would be you.” He nodded slowly, like he’d reached some sort of decision. “You don’t have enough credits for all that stuff. You know that, right?”

I started pulling things from my bag to trade. “Two bottles of shampoo, both of them mostly full. A bottle of conditioner.”

He looked unimpressed.

I moved on to the things I’d been hoarding for months. “Two toothbrushes and a tube of toothpaste. New in their packages.”

He considered and I could see in his frown that he wanted it to be enough, even though we both knew it wasn’t. He blew out a breath. “Those will cover the coat and gloves.”

“What about the sleeping bags? And the lighter?” I asked, because maybe it would be safer, for all of us, if I didn’t have to show him that last thing I had to trade.

Joe just shook his head. “If it was stuff I just had in the store, maybe. But I’ll have to go looking for what you need. Ask around. Attract attention. That’s a lot of risk.”

“But you could do it?”

“Yeah. Sure. Anything for a price, right? I know a guy in Baker Hall whose ‘roommate’ ”—Joe made air quotes to indicate that by “roommate” he really meant the college student who had lived in the dorm room back in the Before—“was into camping and stuff like that. I could get all kinds of things from him.”

“So you could get the sleeping bags and the lighter?” I pressed. “If I had the right thing to trade? If I had something really valuable?”

“Sure, man. I can get anything.”

I reached into my pocket then and pulled out the plastic box of pills. I had three prized possessions. The first was a pair of gardening shears I found in an unlocked maintenance closet seven weeks ago. The second was a single capsule of Valium. In the Before, I used to carry a couple with me all the time, just in case Mel freaked out completely. I had one pill left. The third was the contents of this box.

Hand trembling, I set the pills on the counter. My fingers seemed to clench of their own accord and I had to force myself to release the box and nudge it across the counter toward Joe. When he just stared blankly at it, I reached over and flicked it open. The box fanned open to reveal three separate compartments, each containing a foil packet of twenty-one tiny pink pills and seven white ones.

Joe frowned as he stared at it. “Dude.” He drew the word out and then looked up at me. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Yes.”

“I thought they were all gone.”

“These were overlooked.”

When the Collabs had first been recruited out of the ranks of Greens, their first task had been to destroy all forms of birth control.

“Whoa.” His gaze darted to mine, suddenly far more serious than he normally was. “Does anyone else know you have these?”

I thought of the guy out on the quad who hadn’t just seen them, but had held them in his hand. I imagined I could still feel the heat of his palm on the plastic. “No,” I lied.

“Don’t let anyone else see them.” He reached out a hand, a sort of reverence on his face. But instead of touching the pills, like I expected, he shoved them across the counter toward me. “Put them away. If someone came in now …”

As if I needed to be told that.

I shoved the pills deep into my pocket. Even though I felt better having them so close, I still felt jumpy, too aware of them now, and I found myself looking over my shoulder at the door to Joe’s even though I would have heard it open. “But they’ll be enough? For the things I need?”

Joe sort of shook his head. “Man, I don’t know.” He ran a hand through his long, stringy hair.

“But they’re valuable, right?”

That was what I was banking on. When the Collabs first searched campus, they ignored all kinds of crazy stuff in the science building, but they confiscated all the birth control pills. Maybe they were just too stupid to know what words like “pyrophoric” meant. Or maybe progesterone was more dangerous.

“Sure. But I’m not sure they’re worth the trouble. This kind of thing … Man, it’s—”

Then he broke off abruptly, as if he’d either just thought of something or maybe decided not to tell me something.

“It’s what?”

“Nothing.”

“What?” I pressed. “You were about to say something. It’s what?”

He leaned forward across the counter, dropping his voice. “It’s the kind of thing people would trade.”

“Yeah,” I said, feeling stupid. “That’s why I’m here, right?”

“Sure. Yeah.” He answered quickly, though I could tell that wasn’t what he’d meant. “Right.”

That was classic CYA if I’d ever seen it. “No,” I said, puzzling it through. “You didn’t mean trade with you. So trade with who? The Collabs?” I kept my eyes glued to his face, but the flicker of acknowledgment didn’t come quickly enough. “With the Dean’s office?” I asked, not believing for a second that might actually be who he meant. But there it was in his eyes. That subconscious you-nailed-it look.

“They do that?” I had heard rumors, very vague rumors, of that sort of thing.

Joe said nothing, his expression tight and unnaturally still like he’d given away far too much already.

I didn’t think I was going to get any more from him, but I asked anyway. “But no one in the Dean’s office would need these.” I tapped the top of the box. “These have no value to them. Why would they …” That’s when it hit me. “They wouldn’t want the pills. They’d want info about who had them. They’d reward someone willing to betray other Greens.” Disgust settled low in my belly. “Who would do that?” Before Joe could even open his mouth, I snapped, “Okay, I know. That sounded stupid.”

“Not stupid,” Joe said. “Just naive. You and Mel, you’ve been, like, completely isolated. You don’t know how bad it is. And something like this? This could buy someone a trip off the Farm.”

“Seriously?” And for that flicker of a second, I considered it. Could I somehow buy Mel’s freedom by turning myself in? It sounded so easy. I’d be completely absolved of the responsibility of taking care of her. It was a nice fantasy, even if it wasn’t a solution.

Because, of course, I wouldn’t trust Mel’s safety with anyone else, least of all the Dean. He was worse than the Collabs.

“Will you get me the stuff I need?” I asked, because I couldn’t think any more about the politics on the Farm or the many ways people could betray one another.

“Yeah. Sure. I can get it,” he said, only a trace of stoner dude left in his voice.

Joe’s sudden new gravity only ratcheted up my tension. I patted the box in my pocket. The pills rested right on top of that sick feeling of dread that knotted in my belly.

“How much for the shiv?” I asked abruptly.

Joe looked from the lump in my pocket back up to my eyes. Then he gave a sad little half smile as he pulled it from behind the CDs and slid it across the counter. “I’ll throw it in for free. Try to lie low for a couple of days, okay?”

“Mel and I always do.” I wrapped my hand around the handle of the shiv and the cool metal against my palm made me tremble.

He nodded. “Come back in two days. I’ll have your stuff then.” He looked at my pocket again. As I walked toward the door, he added, “And be careful. You and Mel are more memorable than you think. Two girls living alone in one of the academic buildings. A lot of people know where to find you.”

Once I was outside of Stoner Joe’s, I climbed a few steps until I was able to peek over the wall of the alcove. I could hear Greens around the corner. They wouldn’t notice me, huddled in the shadows.

I pulled the pills from my pocket, slipped my hand under my sweatshirt, and wedged the packet into my bra. Then I slipped the handle on the shiv through one of my belt loops. I turned the sharp edge away so it didn’t rub against my stomach before tugging the waistband of my sweatshirt low on my hips to hide the weapon.

I was trembling before I even made it up the stairs and out of the alcove. The wind had died down and for the first time in weeks, the sun peeked through the clouds, but its warmth didn’t seep through the fleece of my hoodie. Or past the frigid blanket of fear that had surrounded me.

The quad was mostly empty now, with only a few Greens scuttling between buildings. I felt as vulnerable as they looked, the hairs on the back of my neck prickling with that being-watched feeling.

I glanced over my shoulder back at Joe’s, wondering if he’d followed me out. He hadn’t, but I was being watched. A guy in a gray sweatshirt stood at the top stairs of the dining hall. With the sun at his back as he looked out across the quad, I couldn’t distinguish any of his features. Then he stilled, his gaze aimed toward me, and I was sure he was the guy who’d picked up the pills earlier.

I shivered in the sun and picked up my pace, praying that Mel and I weren’t in serious trouble. Most Greens stuck to the dormitories. It wasn’t a rule or anything, just common sense. Greens were like those penguins you saw on nature shows, huddled on the packed ice, waiting for the ones on the edges to get knocked into the water and picked off by the elephant seals. Greens did everything together. Only a few had squatted other places. If Joe was right and these pills in my pocket were enough to buy someone’s freedom, then our little closet in the science building wasn’t safe anymore. The guy in the gray sweatshirt could easily find us. Thank God our bags were packed and by the door. Mel and I could evacuate as soon as I got back to the room. I didn’t know yet where we would go. All I knew was I wanted to still be alive in two days so that I could keep that appointment with Joe.


Chapter Three

Mel

Most days Lily is the steady drumbeat. The rhythm of my heart. The repeating melody of the music in my head. But not today.

Today she is a cacophony of dissonant notes. Just wrong. A jumbled mess. Can’t listen.

She’s out of rhythm. Trying to rush. Tempo’s all wrong. There’s no music in her today, only words. Talk, talk, talk, talk.

That’s Lily. Never has a thought she doesn’t say aloud. Makes her feel like the smart one. The normal one.

As if I count less because I don’t jabber. Because I listen to the music instead of talking over it.

I know I’m a burden. How twitchy it makes her, being the rhythm. Being the steady one. Twitchy and nervous. A rat-a-tat-tat.

But we’re not ready. If we go now, we’ll be caught. Caught like Trickster’s bunnies. She thinks I don’t know what happens to those rabbits snared out by the fence. But I know. Their music is so loud sometimes I can’t think. I block out their noise when I can.

I know we’re not ready. Can’t make Lily hear it. All she hears is the clock. Tick tock, tick tock, tick tock. She doesn’t listen. All she does is talk.

Talk, talk. Talk, talk. Tick tock, tick tock. Talk, talk. Talk, talk.

I try to listen for the both of us, but I can’t hear over all her noise. I hold on to Slink and try to block out the noise, but even Slink doesn’t help. Freedom sounds like Paganini, but the pianist is sitting on his hands. The orchestra is too tinny and too loud by itself. Lily never understands that all the instruments have to play together to make music. Otherwise it’s just noise, noise, noise.

By myself, I tap my head against the wall. Alone should be a blessing, but I’m haunted by the plan. My plan, Lily’s plan, the plan. It’s not about what’s missing, it’s what’s out of rhythm.

I try to make the pianist play, try to hear why our plan won’t work, but the white noise of the room is in my ears, blocking out the music. All these things Lily has cluttered our room with.

Everything has its own pitch if you listen for it. Most people don’t. Lily doesn’t listen for the rustling of a box of neoprene gloves or the steady hum of the eighteen microscopes. The high-pitched glassy squeal of the beakers and petri dishes. All of this stuff makes too much noise. I can’t hear the music. If I could, I’d know what’s missing.

So I sort the things. Everything comes off the shelves. The big black book screamed beside the pink backpack. It slides into silence when I move it beside the twenty-four-roll box of paper towels. The pink backpack, so jittery, quiets once I empty it and place it beside the quilt. I do this, making sense of the chaos. If I can just isolate the melody—hear our escape plan—I’ll know what’s wrong.

If I can’t make the piano play, the rhapsody won’t work. Lily might blame herself, but it’ll be both of us who die.

Time is not on our side. Tick tock. Tick tock. Tick tock.

Tick. Tick. Tick.


Chapter Four

Lily

I don’t go anywhere these days without an escape route, but today was the first day I felt like I needed it. Today’s plan: get back to Mel, grab the bags, and … wait? I didn’t know yet if the guy in the gray sweatshirt had reported us. So did we leave the safety of the science building on the chance that he had or did we wait and see? Hiding in the dorms was out of the question. We might head over to the gymnasium on the north side of campus and hide there until morning, but there were some jocks who hadn’t become Collabs and they lived in the gym. I shuddered to think what it would take to convince them to let us stay there overnight. So far on the Farm, I hadn’t traded that. But as I walked up the six flights of stairs to the science lab, I knew that I would if I had to.

But if we made it through the night, then what? If the guy in gray reported us to the Collabs, we wouldn’t be safe anywhere on campus. We sure couldn’t head down to the dining hall for meals. The Collabs would grab us when they scanned our chips on the way in.

We had only one thing in our favor: everything we needed was packed and waiting beside the door. We could be out of the building in minutes. I didn’t yet know if we needed to run, but if the Collabs showed up, I wanted to be ready to.

When I got back to the room, I had to tap out “Mary Had a Little Lamb” five times before she’d open the door. Already nervous, my anxiety shot up with each rap of my knuckles. By the time the door swung open, I was frantic. And then I saw what Mel had done while I was gone.

My eyes scanned from shelf to shelf. At first, I didn’t even understand. Everything looked different. Things weren’t where they were supposed to be. My emergency backpack wasn’t by the door, nor was Mel’s pink bag. She loved that bag, partly because it was actually hers. She’d brought it with her when she’d come to the Farm. She’d carried it for three years and another just like it for five years before that. It was bright pink, with cheerful flowers in sherbety colors. Right now it was packed with emergency provisions for Mel. Extra clothes. Half of what little food we had. And of course the tiny stuffed flying squirrel Mel had carried with her since she was five. My bag was gone.

Everything else—the carefully distributed chaos of all the lab equipment—was … organized. My heart rate jumped. Every item in the room had been rearranged by color. Suddenly I couldn’t breathe. Every lungful was a struggle.

Mel stood in the center of the room, the ladder-back chair clenched in her hands. She gnawed on her lip as she rocked.

Heart pounding, I looked from her to the contents of the shelves, as panic crawled up out of my stomach. I raced to one of the shelves, a blazing burst of pink and red across the top of the room. The pink backpack was just beyond my reach. I jumped up, trying to snag the strap and pull it down. Once, twice. I caught it on the fourth jump and it tumbled off the shelf, pulling a cross-sectioned model of a human heart with it. It crashed to the floor, snapping off the stand and breaking open the heart itself to reveal the interior of the chambers. I felt it like a crack to my own heart, a painful slash across my chest that cut off my air. The backpack was empty, its weight almost nothing.

I ripped open the zipper as my gaze searched the shelves. There was a neatly folded pair of bikini underwear on the green shelf. I grabbed them and crammed them inside. Our obscenely cheerful pink quilt was on the top shelf, too. Snagging it sent a model kidney tumbling to the ground. The dull gray neoprene gloves were on the bottom shelf. I dropped to my knees and with shaking hands shoved pair after pair into the bag. Too many. I stood, leaving the overstuffed bag on the floor, and kept looking. I found the hollowed-out CRC Handbook of Chemistry and Physics. Its thick spine and worn blue cover made it easy to find, but the gardening shears I kept hidden inside were gone. After that, I ran through the list of other things that had been in the backpack, pulling them off the shelves with one hand and clutching them to my chest with the other. First aid kits—white shelf. Spare socks—black, blue, white, yellow shelves. Bags of corn chips—orange shelf. The map—

Oh, God. The map.

Everything tumbled from my arms to land at my feet. Where would she have put it? White? No. A glance told me the white shelf was nearly empty. And it hadn’t been white anyway, had it? The cover had a picture of a road snaking up the side of a mountain. What sound would the map have made for her? The quiet brown for the mountain? Or the thrumming of the blacktop road? Or whistling wind in the blue sky? Or … there’d been a car, hadn’t there? What color had the car been? Loud red, like classic rock? Or sunshine yellow, like Vivaldi?

But my mind was racing too fast, spinning out of control, and I couldn’t remember. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t plan.

Shit.

The pink backpack tipped forward, spilling stuff all over the floor.

I bit back a scream of frustration, tried to hide my reaction from Mel. But there she was, blissfully humming Rachmaninoff. Like she thought this was romantic or something.

Dad used to call her a musical savant. Can’t you see what an amazing gift it is? he’d say. She’s an indigo child.

That crap used to drive Mom crazy. I’d never quite been sure how I felt about it. Now I knew. At this particular moment, when she’d wrecked all our plans, her autism was not an amazing gift. It was a curse. My curse.

“Lil-lee,” Mel said, in the odd singsongy way she had. “Lil-lee? Lil-lee?”

I swallowed my tears along with my scream and made myself look at her. She held her Slinky cupped in her hands and silent. Like she knew I was one sllluuunk away from tearing the thing from her and tossing it out the window. The muscles in my arms clenched and I fought the impulse to sweep everything off the shelves. To throw things and destroy. To stomp on beakers and crush things with rocks.

Instead, I forced a deep breath, then I took her hand lightly in mine. “Listen, Mel. I’m going out again.” She tried to jerk away. “Just for a minute. I’ll be right outside. You don’t even have to lock the door.”

She frowned and bobbed her head some more. “Tick tock. Tick tock.”

“No,” I assured her. “I won’t be gone long.”

I didn’t wait for her to answer. She wouldn’t. And even if she did, she wouldn’t understand. Plus, I didn’t want her to know how badly I’d screwed up. I couldn’t even blame her. This was just what she did. I knew this about her and I should have planned for it.

I palmed a geode from the brown shelf on my way out the door. I rounded the rows of waist-high lab counters with their black fire slate tops and crossed to the corner farthest away from the closet. Beside the door leading out into the hall, I dropped to my knees. With seven rows of lab tables between us, she couldn’t see me. Not that she would look. Nothing I did really mattered to her. It was all noise in the background.

Hands trembling, I whipped the hoodie off and let it fall to the floor. Then I lifted the rock above my head and slammed it down onto the floor. The sound was muffled a bit by the thick fleece. If only I’d brought the travel backpack with me when I’d gone out. I pounded the floor again. If only I’d been more careful with the pills. I brought the rock down again. If only I’d seen the Green who handed me the pills. Again. If only … Again. If only …

So many if onlys made my arms ache. All that was left of my frustration was the burn of tears pressing against the backs of my eyes.

I let the rock fall onto the sweatshirt one final time. My body crumpled over it. I pressed my forehead to the rough outer shell of the geode, my chest heaving with regrets.

God, I wanted to be strong enough to do this all on my own. To take this latest disaster in stride, but—

There was a noise in the hall, so soft I barely heard it over my ragged breathing, but I stilled instantly. I crouched there on the floor, bent over the rock, holding my breath as I listened. And tried to remember what exactly that sound was.

Something I knew well, even though I hadn’t heard it in months. A sort of mechanical swoosh, as unfamiliar to me now as the turning of a key in a car ignition or the chime over the door at the yogurt shop where I had worked after school.

I sucked in a breath. Elevator doors. I’d heard elevator doors opening. Someone had come up to the seventh floor. Someone not afraid of getting stuck in an elevator if one of the blackouts rolled across campus. Or someone too lazy to walk up the stairs, which described pretty much all the Collabs.

I thought instantly of the guy in the gray sweatshirt. No.

Had he really been that fast? I’d been counting on it taking longer for him to find a Collab and cut some kind of deal.

I rocked forward onto the balls of my feet and stood, hardly daring to breathe. The door leading out into the hall was open. I crept one step and then another until I was tucked behind the open door. I couldn’t see much through the crack between the door and jamb, so I squeezed my eyes shut, listening, as I considered my options.

Even if there was just one Collab out there, we were screwed. Before Mel had reorganized the closet, I’d known exactly where the CRC handbook was, and with it, my only weapon: the gardening shears. But now?

My breath caught in my chest as the realization hit me. I had the shiv. Not for the first time I wondered: would I really kill someone if I had to? In the Before, I didn’t even like to kill bugs. And I’d puked the time our old Siamese cat, Trickster, had left a dead bunny on our porch. How could I kill a person? Could I do it to protect Mel? I drew in a shuddering breath, my heart thudding so loudly, I was sure he’d hear it.

Why not? Why not at least try to take out the Collab? If there was only one, then I had a shot. It was sure as hell better than waiting for him to go get reinforcements.

I could hear footsteps in the hall. Coming closer. Was it one guy or two?

I stood there for a torturous minute, listening to his steady footsteps. Each pause of his stride, punctuated by the sound of a knob turning and a door sliding open and shutting with an ominous click. Only one guy, I was almost certain. But these weren’t the sounds of casual exploring. This was a methodical search. He was looking for us.

And he would find me. Soon.

I’d carelessly left the door to this classroom open. It was a miracle he hadn’t noticed it already.

Wedged between the door and the wall, heart pounding, eyes squeezed shut, I reached down and slid the shiv free of my belt loop, my palm damp against the metal handle. Through the gap between the door and the doorjamb, I saw a flash of gray pass. Not the blue of a Collab’s uniform but the heathered gray of a sweatshirt. I pushed aside the doubt that flickered through me. Then he was there, striding past me into the classroom. He paused for only a moment before heading around the rows of lab desks toward the storage closet.

I launched myself at him before he could get too far into the room. Leaping onto his back, I slung one arm around his neck. He gave an oomph of surprise and stumbled back. I brought the shiv up to his neck, but hesitated. That moment of doubt cost me.

His hands reached up to claw at my arms. The shiv slipped and clattered to the ground at his feet. Panicked, I used my free hand to leverage the other arm, squeezing tight against his windpipe. For a second, I seemed to have the advantage. I didn’t have to kill him. I only needed him to pass out. Just long enough to get Mel out of the storage closet.

Then he reeled with a grunt and slammed my back against the wall. The air rushed out of my lungs and I swear I actually felt my bones shudder. Damn, he was big. Not just taller than me, but stronger.

He stumbled forward, reaching his arms over his head to wrench at my hair and tug at my shirt. Blunt fingernails raked against my neck, burning a trail of scratches across my skin. He ran forward a few steps and then back again, slamming me into the wall once more. This time I felt something hard dig into my spine. Maybe a light switch or the fire alarm.

I yelped as agony seared through my back. My grip loosened, but only for a second. He may have been a Green, but he wasn’t weak or anemic. Maybe his blood wasn’t “clean” enough and they hadn’t been taking as much from him. Nor was he fat and lazy the way so many of the Collabs were. I couldn’t afford to let him go. He was knocking the crap out of me now. I’d never be able to defend myself face-to-face.

I tried to remember anything from the self-defense class Mom had dragged me to when I was thirteen. Bits of it flashed through my mind along with things I’d figured out through trial and error here at the Farm. The eyes. I knew I could hurt him if I could just reach his eyes. But my grip on his throat was slipping already. Not daring to let go, I tightened my legs around his hips, clinging to him with every ounce of strength I still had. My only hope was to weaken him before he crushed my spine completely.

He staggered forward again and I could hear him gasping for breath, my arm strangling the sounds in his throat before they could escape. He was trying to talk. But I still didn’t let go. He staggered back a step, but he was weakening and this felt more like a pat on the back than the assault his previous body slams had been.

A second later, he teetered forward and fell to his knees, his forehead missing the corner of one of the lab desks by mere inches as he did a face plant on linoleum.

Slowly I pulled my arms out from under his heavy weight and pushed myself up. My legs still gripped his waist. I sat there a moment, sucking air into my lungs, straddling his back, too worn out to move, trying to think. His hood was still up. All I could see of him were his hands, which were large and strong. And, probably, had bits of my skin under the nails.

I shuddered at the thought. Clearly, back in the Before, I’d watched too many of those forensic shows on TV, if that was the one thing that went through my mind.

Had I killed him?

I pushed myself off his back, then struggled to flip him over. It was easier than I would have thought, given how much bigger he was. I leaned down and pressed my ear to his chest. I felt it rise and fall beneath my face even before I heard the strong, steady rhythm of his heart.

Relief poured through me. Not just because I was still alive, but because he was, too. I felt my throat close and tears burn my still-tender eyes. I didn’t want to be a murderer.

Before my tears could fall, I scrambled back. I didn’t want to die, either. I didn’t know why he’d come looking for us instead of going straight to the Collabs, but I wasn’t going to stay around to find out. I had to get Mel out of there. Fast.

And yet, for some reason, I hesitated as I saw his face for the first time. There was something familiar about him. It was like I should know him, but just … didn’t. Most of his face was obscured by the beginnings of a beard, too long to be mere stubble, like he hadn’t shaved in weeks. Most of the guys on the Farm didn’t bother to shave. Still, not many guys our age could
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