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Epigraph

No problem can be solved by the same consciousness that caused it in the first place.

—Albert Einstein
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part one

OCTOBER ROAD





Chapter 1

Leaving on a Jet Plane

Long before Faith Daniels and Dylan Gilmore found each other on the ragged edges of the broken world outside, a woman was lying on her bed alone, thinking about leaving the one she loved. The thought was like one she’d had a long time before, and it surprised her, because, really, in all the intervening years, the idea had never crossed her mind again.

What would become of me if I left this place and these people behind?

But once the idea was in there, bouncing off the tender walls of her mind like a bee trapped in a cloth sack, she knew her time with these people was coming to an end. She concluded without a hint of emotion that it was the pregnancy. That was the thing that had led her to this bouncing bee of an idea. It was a course of action that would do more than just sting if she followed its pull on her imagination. It would, in due time, spill some serious blood.

Oddly enough, it was the exact same thought some ten years earlier that had led her to Hotspur Chance in the first place. It was during a time in her life when she was two essential things at once: ruthlessly intelligent and disastrously unwise. She did not see eye to eye with her parents about what the future held, not only for them, but for all people. And when she debated with coworkers, she wielded her ideas with cunning and vigor. Eventually, no one wanted to argue with her, and after a time she became something of a loner. Clutching a ticket in her hand, trying to imagine what it would be like to fly through the air, her brilliance and her lack of experience were about to get her into some real trouble.

There were still a small number of airplanes flying between airports in those days, and she had found herself singing a very old, melancholy song as she fled from the place of her birth, away from her parents. The song was about a girl, or so she imagined, who was leaving on a jet plane and was hoping that the one she loved would still be there if she ever returned. 

It was a love song, she knew, and not having a person to leave behind had made her feel sorry for herself. For all her intellectual power, she had failed to attract the right person at the right time. Love was like a velvet-lined box locked with an unsolvable combination. It had completely eluded her, this all-important aspect of adult life, producing a sort of simmering sadness she couldn’t shake.

She wiped her tears in the nearly empty airport and tried to focus on the fact that in a world gone mad, at least she had been chosen, and not by just anyone, but chosen by the man who had envisioned the States and, by all accounts, was well on his way to saving the planet. He was not waiting at the gate when she arrived, as she’d hoped he would be. Someone else was there. He was about her age, with dark hair and a big, awkward smile.

“I’m so glad you decided to join us, really I am. You’re going to be so pleased.”

They exchanged pleasantries and names, and he escorted her to a white van, the kind that usually picked up those who wanted to enter the Western State. More and more people were streaming into the States, simply leaving everything behind, not turning back. And there was no room inside the States for a U-Haul full of personal belongings. It was part of the deal with the States: come as you are, bring your Tablet, leave everything else. Her own parents had talked of leaving, and it struck her as she stood outside on the cracked pavement that she might never see them again. She could return home and find that they, too, had abandoned the outside world without her.

The white van deposited them in the desert, where the young man with the gleaming smile opened her door, touching her elbow softly as he pointed toward a low-slung building sitting all alone. The desert heat took her breath away, like stepping into a sauna, and she hoped the building had air-conditioning. She would never forget how white the van looked against the endless, sandy wasteland as it pulled away and left her behind.

“There are no rules in there. You can’t imagine what he’s like, what he’s accomplished.”

“I don’t know. My imagination is pretty big,” she said.

“Not this big.”

And it turned out that he was right. Hotspur Chance, the man who had solved the global climate problem and invented the States, had turned his attention to human biology and the mind. When someone as brilliant as Chance started meddling with DNA, the results were bound to be astounding.

Chance had heard the prevailing idea that humans use only 10 percent of their brains. He knew this claim was patently false, because any part of the brain that isn’t used quickly dies. People use only 10 percent of their brain’s potential. Not so with Hotspur Chance. He used 90 percent of his brain’s potential and was said to help others do the same. And it wasn’t through mind-enhancing drugs or rewiring or shock therapy. He simply knew how to unlock astounding levels of human potential in certain individuals. 

 

“I was hoping you would take me up on my invitation. I’m very pleased you’ve decided to join us. Come, sit down.”

Those were Hotspur Chance’s first words when she arrived. In hindsight, they were eerily similar to the greeting she’d gotten from the man who’d picked her up at the airport. Chance’s mention of the invitation reminded her of how she had come to be standing there in the first place. She had taken an unusual test on her Tablet, one that everyone was being asked to take, and apparently her results were promising. The test involved looking at objects on what appeared to be a static picture of a table. There was a green apple, a red ball, a Coin, a knife, a picture. The test had asked her to move those objects with her mind, and while she had assumed it was a trick, she had been successful. She had even sent the knife flying up in the air, turning, and stabbing into the wood of the table.

“How about we see if you can do it for real, shall we?”

Hotspur Chance seemed to read her mind, to understand what she was thinking. Or maybe it was just obvious, given that he was sitting behind the very table from the test and the same objects awaited her. What else would she be thinking about?

“Think about the object you want to move,” Hotspur said. “Look at it. Now control it.”

Besides his prematurely gray hair cut very close to his head, Hotspur Chance didn’t look a day over thirty-five. Everyone knew he was at least sixty, but the skin on his face was tight and crisp, his eyes bright and youthful. He assumed that Meredith was distracted, so he narrowed his instruction.

“Think about the apple,” he went on. “Look at it.”

It wasn’t what she would have called a proper introduction, and looking around the room at the faces staring at her, she began to wonder why she’d come at all. There was another woman in the room. She was tall, with severe, striking eyes that seemed to be saying something.

Why are you looking at me? He told you to look at the apple. Look at it.

She glanced at the young man who had picked her up at the airport, appreciated his warm smile, and turned her attention to the work at hand. It was then that she noticed the one difference about the objects before her: the apple in the test she’d already taken had been green. This one was red.

“Move the apple,” Hotspur Chance said. “Bring it under your mind’s control.”

That was how it had begun, all those years ago, as the apple wobbled and rolled and fell off the table.

“It’s too bad,” the woman with the severe eyes said. “Not what we hoped for.”

“It’s enough,” said the dark-haired young man with the winning smile. 

As time went on the isolation bothered her, but the experiments didn’t. In fact, she rather liked the attention as her powers grew more profound. In time she mastered the movement of larger objects with her mind: barrels of water, a motorcycle, even a car. They never spoke of the red apple, and it never really crossed her mind that the only other red objects she ever saw during her time there were attached to Hotspur himself. He wore a red lab coat over a pressed white shirt and red tie, but somehow the color never came up.

The training was enough to distract her from the slow and nearly unnoticeable descent into what could only be described later as worship. She came to see Hotspur Chance as everyone else did, as something more than a man. Nearly a decade later, as the world outside continued to empty into the States, she had the first inkling that she may have stumbled into a cult of the most dangerous kind.

“The States aren’t exactly what I imagined them to be,” Hotspur confessed. “We may need to make some, how shall we say, alterations.”

Hotspur filled their minds with ideas she knew were wrong. But it wasn’t long before she had fallen in love with the dark-haired young man, and he was the one to assure her that everything Hotspur was telling them would all make sense in the end. Hotspur Chance had saved the world and given them these remarkable powers. He fed them, clothed them, kept them safe. He knew what was best.

And so she hung on. She grew more powerful in the ways in which she could. She tried to withstand Hotspur’s overpowering will. She hoped certain events would never come to pass, terrible things that these people were plotting. Until one day she woke up pregnant and the buzzing bee of an old idea got stuck in her head once more.

What would become of me if I left this place and these people behind?

She had a man to leave now; and kissing him as he slept, she imaged him kissing her back, smiling for her, saying that he’d wait for her. She stepped outside and sang the old song in her head, but she knew there were no more planes to catch. Those days were gone. And this turned out to be all right, because she didn’t need an airplane to put some miles behind her. By then she could fly away all by herself.

The man she left behind was Andre Quinn.

The steely-eyed woman who would take her place was Gretchen.

The children who would be born in her absence were the twins, Wade and Clara Quinn.

This woman who flew away was Meredith. Seventeen years later, she would become the rogue leader of a nearly hopeless resistance.

And the baby she was carrying grew into a young man who had not one but two pulses. His name was Dylan Gilmore, and though he asked many times, Meredith never told him who his father was.

A time was coming when Dylan would need to know.





Chapter 2

Bowling Ball Spin Cycle

Faith Daniels was standing in the middle of a large, empty meat locker when the first red bowling ball lifted off the floor and began turning from side to side. The holes where her fingers and thumb would have gone if she were actually bowling looked like a round nose and two vacant eyes boring down on her from thirty feet away. Faith steadied her nerves, shifting her weight from side to side as she focused her mind, and ran her hand through the air in front of her.

“Let’s see if a little noise throws you off,” she whispered, not loud enough for the five drifters standing behind the floating balls of urethane to hear what she was saying. She hadn’t touched all the empty hooks hanging down into the room, but she’d made them dance like chimes in a hot summer wind.

Four more red bowling balls rose up in the air, surrounding her from every side in the soft light and the clanging metal hooks.

Each of the balls weighed ten pounds or more, and they suddenly moved as if they’d been shot from five cannons, fired into the center of the room.

Faith had only recently mastered red objects, a color that presented serious problems for second pulses when they were new to the craft of moving objects with their minds. First pulses, like the drifters in the room with her, didn’t have any trouble at all with the color red. It was one of the ways that Meredith, the leader of the drifters rebellion, had known Faith had two pulses even before Faith knew it herself. Meredith had never forgotten how easy it had been to move the red apple so many years ago when she’d first met Hotspur Chance. It had told him Meredith would never have a second pulse. Not so with Faith Daniels. Faith could deflect anything and everything that came her way. She was invincible.

Everything inside Faith screamed Move! But she knew moving wouldn’t solve anything. These drifters were among the most experienced fighters in the rebellion. They knew how to zero in on a target whether it was moving or not. The best way to deal with red, Faith knew, was to stay still. She closed her eyes, balled up her fists, and held her breath. When the five bowling balls surrounded her in the middle of the meat locker all at once, she felt them nudging her, but only barely. She turned them away like marbles bouncing on pavement, returning fire at twice the speed. The drifters, all of whom were in mortal danger with no second pulse to protect them, dived for the floor as the balls ricocheted off metal walls and slammed into fluorescent lights overhead.

“Take it easy!” one of the drifters yelled.

Faith gathered all the bowling balls and lined them up like train cars, setting them in motion. They moved so fast it was like watching a ring of fire encircling the wide perimeter of the space. The drifters tried to take control of something—anything—but found that Faith was far too powerful to overcome in a confined space. She picked up all of the five drifters, one by one, and hung them on meat hooks by their long trench coats.

“Don’t overdo it, Faith. I mean it.”

Meredith’s voice over the loudspeaker had the tone and quality of a drill sergeant. It was unmistakable.

Faith appeared not to be listening as the bowling balls changed course.

“Faith,” Meredith said. “I know red makes you angry. You have to control your rage. Understand?”

The bowling balls hovered several feet over the heads of the drifters. They were wearing football helmets, which they’d procured from the sporting goods store in a nearby deserted mall. The meat hooks clanged louder and louder as Faith made the balls spin in place and began lowering them toward the people who had thrown them.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Meredith said.

The doors to the meat locker burst open, a streak of bright light bathing the room. Faith unlatched two of the long hooks, carrying one in each hand as she walked out into the light. As soon as she reached the opening, the real onslaught began. Dylan and a troop of drifters had recently raided a Sears down the street, where thirty or more washers and dryers had been lined up. For a person with the pulse, they were a very nicely sized object for throwing. The appliances were the equivalent of a softball for a normal person and even felt about that big in Dylan’s mind as he threw one after another, raining down metal on Faith as she dodged out of the doorway. She used the bowling balls like antiaircraft fire, slamming them into washers and dryers as they came near her. Shards of metal flew past her on all sides, and anything that made it through was slashed and chopped by the meat hooks she carried. Faith was out of control and loving every second of it, taking everything Dylan threw at her and shoving it right back down his throat.

A drifter was standing off to the side of the training area, and when he decided to pick up a truck tire and throw it in Faith’s general direction, Faith turned on him. The tire flipped through the air, and Faith sent a bowling ball through the hole, slamming it into a concrete pillar the drifter was hiding behind. Had it connected with its target, the drifter might not have lived.

“Enough!” Meredith yelled. She was standing on a grated platform overhead, staring down over a paint-chipped rail.

All the washers and dryers and bowling balls fell to the floor at once, and with a brush of her arm, Meredith cleared away the mess. It was as if a giant broom had swept across the floor and pushed everything away.

“Too bad you don’t have a second pulse,” Faith said, staring up at her as she dropped the metal hooks with a loud clang. “You’d be one badass mother—”

“Let’s reset and try the storm simulation,” Meredith interrupted. “And this time, how about we dispense with the theatrics?”

“But it’s easier to concentrate if I put them on hooks,” Faith complained. “Otherwise they’re harder to contain.”

A huge, bald-headed drifter of Samoan descent walked by, holding a red bowling ball. His name was Semana, and he was wearing a football helmet that did nothing to hide his wide, black eyebrows. His head, which was unusually large, barely fit inside the protective gear.

“I don’t mind hanging,” he said through the guard on the helmet. “Just don’t hit me with my own bowling ball. That would be crossing the line.”

The training session was reset as Meredith watched. Up high it was relatively safe from any flying object she couldn’t see in time to deflect. They’d been at this for nearly four months, almost entirely focused on getting Faith as far along as possible in the short time they had. She was remarkable, but Meredith was still having trouble containing Faith’s reckless outbursts. Half a dozen drifters had been injured in sessions where Faith went too far, too fast. They were like sparring partners in a boxing match with an invincible opponent. They never complained, but hanging them up on meat hooks? It was just one in a string of such events that worried Meredith.

The rest of the drifters emerged from the meat locker, all of them holding red bowling balls, which they’d retrieved from the pile of rubble. As they brushed past Faith, some of them threw a shoulder in her direction, and none of them were smiling.

“We’re on your side, you know,” one of them said. She was the only woman among the five drifters pouring out of the room. Faith caught her eye, her nostrils flaring ever so slightly as their eyes met.

“And I’m on your side,” Faith said, walking away without so much as a glance. “I’d say that makes you pretty lucky.”

It was as close as Faith was going to get to an apology, and it served only to drive a wedge further between her and the rest of the resistance movement. She had the real power, the rare second pulse. Nothing could harm her. All those drifters? They could throw cars up in the air with the power of their own thoughts all day long. But if they didn’t get out from under that thing fast enough, they’d end up the same as a normal, everyday person: dead. 

The drifter shook her head and kept walking.

“Better play nice,” she said over her shoulder. “You might need us one day.”

Doubtful, Faith thought. She was at least smart enough not to say it out loud as she walked into the meat locker and slammed the metal doors shut with her mind.

Meredith watched the drifters span out around the edge of the warehouse, and she knew how badly they wanted a second pulse. She understood because she wanted one, too. From the time she’d stood before Hotspur Chance and that godforsaken table full of objects, she’d longed to take a hit as well as she could dish one out. At least she had been taught how to coax a second pulse into existence, a skill of highly selective use out in the real world. Finding single pulses was hard enough. In all her searching Meredith had encountered only two people with second-pulse potential: her own son, Dylan, and Faith Daniels.

Dylan flew up to the landing and rested his elbows on the rail.

“Assessment,” Meredith said. It was not a question but a command.

Dylan shifted back and forth, scratched the back of his neck as the black T-shirt he wore folded up along his bicep.

“It didn’t go as well as I’d hoped,” he admitted. “Her powers are off the charts as usual. And she’s not only overcoming five drifters, she’s controlling them. She’s holding them in place with her mind even while they’re trying to escape. She’s shutting them down. It’s incredible. I don’t know how she does it, and she still won’t tell me.”

“I know how she does it.”

Dylan looked at his mom while she stared at the metal doors of the meat locker.

“Are you going to tell me, or do I have to guess?”

“She’s not upset, Dylan. She’s furious. There’s a difference.”

“Emotions haven’t got anything to do with power.”

Meredith almost smiled, but not quite. Is my son really this naïve?

“You’re just not angry enough,” she said. “And you probably never will be.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Meredith sighed deeply.

“How long have second pulses been understood? Twenty years? Less? We think we know the powers we possess, but what do we really know? Maybe Faith’s second pulse is more highly evolved, or maybe the force of her emotions is like a witches’ brew, altering the way her system operates. The truth is, we don’t know; and since we’re not in a laboratory with lots of free time on our hands, I’m going with rage. She’s an angry girl out for blood. It’s having an effect.”

Dylan was feeling, as was often the case, that his mom didn’t appreciate his talents and intellect.

“She wouldn’t even be here if I hadn’t spent all those months training her.”

“You’re a good teacher,” Meredith agreed. “No... you’re a great teacher. But the fundamental question remains: do you have enough to fight for?”

Dylan ran a hand through waves of black hair in frustration and then ticked off the score.

“Clara Quinn killed Faith’s best friend in cold blood. Her Neanderthal brother murdered ten drifters without batting an eye, and two of them were Faith’s parents. If they could find you they’d kill you, too. Trust me; I’ve got plenty to fight for.”

Meredith raised her eyebrows and turned to her son. Are you sure about that?

Times like these Dylan wished Hawk were there to defend him. Outside of Faith, he was Dylan’s closest friend and confidant. Hawk was younger, scrappier, goofier, and also the smartest guy he’d ever met. A guy like that could be useful when being undermined by your own mother, but it was way too dangerous in the training area for a guy as small as Hawk without even a single pulse to protect him. And besides, he was on a scouting mission with Clooger anyway. Last he’d heard they were somewhere near Denver, a thousand miles away.

“What do we know for certain about the second pulse?” Meredith asked.

“Very rare,” Dylan said. He understood from experience that it didn’t matter if the complete answer was obvious. His mother wanted to hear it anyway. “We can move things, including ourselves, by thinking about them. That’s the first pulse, which is more common. We’ve got a dozen single-pulse drifters. A second pulse gives us the power to deflect things coming at us—a wall we’re flying into or a semitrailer being thrown at us—so, in theory, we can’t be harmed.”

“And how many of you are there?”

“Two on our side—me and Faith—and three on their side: Gretchen, Wade, and Clara Quinn.”

“Rare. Very, very rare.”

“Is there a purpose to this conversation?” Dylan asked. “Because if not, maybe we could do this whole quiz thing later. Everyone is in position.”

“You know, Faith’s not as strong as she thinks she is. There are surprisingly simple things that could get her into real trouble she couldn’t get out of on her own.”

Dylan wanted to disagree, but the teacher inside him couldn’t bring himself to defend Faith. She’d always been stubborn, all the way back to her first training sessions on the roof of the old Nordstrom building. But the depth of her resolve grew unfathomable after Clara took a hammer to Faith’s best friend’s head. For all Faith’s astounding power, it often felt as if she was focusing only on the instruction required to complete a cold, hard task she was destined to perform: killing her enemies.

“I’ve been training her awhile now,” Dylan said. He was acutely aware of Faith’s shortcomings as a student; and as much as he hated to admit it, she needed the kind of push only Meredith could provide. There was also, at the front of his mind, the confusing fact that he was in love with the girl he was training.

“Throw the kitchen sink at her; she’ll figure it out.”

“You sure about that?” Meredith asked.

Dylan didn’t have time to change his mind before Meredith began lifting washers and dryers up in the air with the force of her own thoughts. She was, everyone knew, capable of some pretty scary shit when she was trying to prove a point. Thirty smashed-up washers and dryers slammed into the meat locker doors, piling up like a Montana snowdrift. All that remained for the training to start was for the person hiding inside to come out. The washing machine on the top of the pile tumbled to the concrete floor, followed by a breathless moment of silence.

The echo of a cough was heard. 

Then all hell broke loose.

When Faith blew open the two metal doors, it was like a bomb going off: washers and dryers were ripped to shreds; shards of metal and knobs and wires flew everywhere, exploding into the air. But Faith’s show of bravado was her first mistake, because Meredith had secretly placed a dozen more bowling balls in the meat locker. They were black, which had made them harder to notice in the dim light of the room full of meat hooks. Before Faith could turn around, all ten balls were slamming into her back one after the other, pushing her out onto the warehouse floor like a tin can being kicked down the street. 

“Hey, take it easy—” Dylan started to say.

But Meredith was having none of it.

“Stay out of this.”

As soon as she had Faith off guard, she started piling the appliances on top of her, quickly burying her under a mountain of junk. There was silence in the warehouse as the drifters looked on, unable to stop themselves from smiling. The pile began to move, slowly this time, as Faith glided up through the tower of metal. She hovered in the air, holding a ball and staring at Meredith as if she was planning to knock her down like a bowling pin. She was about to say Is that all you got? And she would have, but Meredith had one more trick up her sleeve, and the time had arrived to use it.

A giant swath of netting dropped from behind an exposed beam in the ceiling, then spun like a corkscrew, tangling into a knot around Faith’s body. That was followed by a thick rope, which spun around and around Faith so fast she couldn’t stop it. She hung in the air, struggling to get free, like a caterpillar helplessly trapped in a cocoon. She flew back and forth, banging into walls and concrete pillars, a rage-fueled menace without a chance of setting herself free. When she finally gave up and fell to the floor, Faith was so exhausted she couldn’t even scream in frustration.

Meredith looked at Faith and thought of the first words Hotspur Chance had said to her all those years ago:

Think about the object you want to move. Look at it. Now control it.

Meredith rolled and tumbled Faith across the floor like a sack of potatoes, hauled her into the meat locker, and hung her on a hook. Then she slammed the metal door shut.

“She’s going to be pissed off,” Dylan said. “I’m not sure the hook was such a good idea.”

Meredith turned toward a door behind her, opened it, and disappeared inside.

“Clean up this mess,” Dylan heard her say. “We’ll try again tomorrow.”





Chapter 3

The Looney Bin

A half hour later Dylan had freed Faith from the tangled netting and together they’d cleaned up everything. Faith didn’t say a word until they were finished, and when she finally did speak, it was short and to the point.

“She tricked me.”

Dylan agreed, but he also knew they were living on borrowed time. The day was coming when the luxury of training days would come to an end.

“She’s only trying to make you better. We all are.”

“Easy for you to say,” Faith mumbled. “And stop acting like my teacher. I thought we were past all that.”

Dylan knew better than to push too hard when she was angry. She had a certain look that said Are you seriously doing this right now? 

“Come on; let’s head over to Six Flags. It’ll be dark soon. We can take a break like we talked about.”

“I’ve got somewhere to be,” Faith said. She leaned in close and gave him a kiss on the lips, which felt about as warm as a handshake on the receiving end.

“Where are you going?” Dylan wanted to know.

“Just something I need to do. I’ll catch up with you later. Promise.”

“Look, I’m sorry, okay?” Dylan said. But by then Faith was already walking away in the same skinny jeans she’d worn at Old Park Hill all those months ago.

 

Three states away, in what remained of Florence, Colorado, Hawk and Clooger were hiding out in a cemetery. The city was what they called zeroed, or 100 percent deserted. There were plenty of vermin and wild animals roaming around, especially at night, but the only humans were buried under the ground where they were hiding out. They had to be careful in places like this, because there tended to be packs of wild dogs and wolves roaming around. They could be vicious, but more importantly, the wild dogs barked like crazy if they so much as smelled a human. Sound traveled surprisingly well in a zeroed city, because the normal layers of noise Florence used to have—cars going by, the hum of streetlights, voices—all that was gone. A pack of wild dogs could be heard for miles, and that’s exactly what they didn’t need.

“Any heat out there?” Clooger asked.

“Yeah, plenty,” Hawk replied, glancing at a Tablet screen covered in a geological map. There were tiny hot spots of glowing orange in some areas. “But we’ve got four or five miles of perimeter. We’re okay for now.”

Clooger was talking about large animals. One of the scariest things about zeroed cities and deserted quadrants was the predators: cougars and wolves and bears prime among them. Something had happened to these species in the emptiness of North America. Predators didn’t avoid humans like they used to; they aggressively sought them out in remote locations. People hypothesized that officials of the States had something to do with this phenomenon, but no one could prove it. Had they used DNA-altering drugs to make certain species more aggressive in order to help keep those areas zeroed? It sure seemed like it.

“I remember when a guy could walk around in the woods all day and never see so much as a chipmunk or a deer,” Clooger groused. “The big animals were out there, but the last thing they wanted to do was cross paths with a human.”

Old Park Hill and places like it were spared, because the last thing the States needed was a lot of bad press about a whole town of people on the outside being attacked by wild animals. It was more evidence that they, the States, were in control of whatever was happening on the outside.

Hawk was along for the journey with Clooger in order to make sure they stayed hidden from people and the occasional presence of something that could rip their limbs off, such as a mountain lion. Clooger also liked a little company on an expedition when he could get it, and Hawk was a good traveling companion. They had a nice routine going, and Hawk often had information Clooger needed.

“Distance to target?” Clooger asked. He was staring through a pair of infrared goggles, which covered most of the exposed skin on his face. Between the dreadlocks, the beard, and his enormous size, it was fair to assume Clooger’s first cousin was, possibly, Bigfoot.

“It’s 2.4 miles by road,” Hawk replied. “But you could trim that to 1.5 miles if you cut across the open field. Let’s say you walk at a brisk pace, keep it real quiet. With your stride, you’d travel the road in about thirty minutes, an hour round-trip; figure ten minutes to observe the location and take a few pictures. That’s seventy minutes.”

“And the shortcut? How long would that take?”

“Assuming you don’t get eaten by a pack of wolves, you’re all in at forty-five minutes.”

“Risk assessment?” Clooger asked.

“You’re doing that Star Trek commander thing again.”

“Am I?” Clooger hadn’t noticed.

“It’s okay; I like it. Distance to target, risk assessment—you’re cracking me up. I think you could have been a comedian, actually.”

No one ever called Clooger funny, and he hated the idea of making people laugh for Coin, especially if it was at his own expense.

He glared down at Hawk and asked for the risk assessment again, which only seemed funnier to Hawk.

Hawk sniffed the air like a bloodhound.

“I smell a skunk, and if there’s one, there’s a hundred. Getting that smell out of your hair if you end up crossing a skunk in that field—no way—it would all have to go. Dreads, beard, the whole crazy mess.”

“Stink risk if I take the shortcut, high. Got it.”

“Or a shaving risk, depending on how you look at it.”

“Anything else?” Clooger asked. 

Hawk took a bite of a protein bar, his third one of the day, and tapped commands on his Tablet. He’d set the screen to dim, so it barely put out any light at all, but he still used it sparingly. Light was scarce at night outside the States, and they were, he hoped, in enemy territory.

“Access on the field side is darker; that’s a plus. But there’s no doubt about it; the shortcut will have animals in it. You could run into a mountain lion or a cougar. Either one of those things could be watching us right now, just waiting for you to wander into a death trap. Still, the field side is faster; always better to be out in the open as little as possible. Overall, I’d say fifty-one percent for the shortcut, forty-nine percent for the road.”

“Elections have been decided on thinner margins,” Clooger observed, returning his gaze to the collection of buildings huddled together off in the distance. He scratched his beard thoughtfully and looked down at Hawk.

“Be ready to leave in forty-five minutes.”

Hawk was happy to hear Clooger’s decision, because the idea of standing alone in a cemetery at night at the edge of a ghost town wasn’t exactly on his list of things to accomplish before his fourteenth birthday, which just happened to be right around the corner. The faster this was over, the better.

After ten minutes of waiting alone, he snapped his Tablet to pocket size and put it away, then sat down on a gravestone and took off his shoulder pack. Inside were more protein bars, a bottle of water, and a printed copy of the picture book The Sneetches and Other Stories. He’d had to go back to the old grade school library in Faith’s neighborhood and take the only other copy, because Faith had ripped up the one he’d had before. Thank God for libraries that kept multiple copies of popular titles, he’d thought when he’d gotten his hands on it. For all Hawk knew, it was the last copy of The Sneetches and Other Stories on Earth. It had become his most prized possession through everything that had happened in the intervening months. By now some of the pages were torn, and the corners of the cover were marred by damage.

The half-moon cast a pale light strong enough to read by, and Hawk made the mistake of turning to a story in the Sneetches book called “What Was I Scared Of?” In the story, the narrator repeatedly meets up with an empty pair of pale green pants. Given Hawk’s situation, it was, quite possibly, the scariest thing he had ever read. By the time Clooger reappeared a half hour later, Hawk was ready to jump into his arms and cry like a seven-year-old. And he might have done it were it not for the fact that Clooger smelled like something out of a horror movie.

“If it hadn’t been for the skunk attack, the expedition would have been a complete success,” Clooger said.

“You gotta be kidding me.”

Clooger began walking through the cemetery, which put Hawk downwind of a soft breeze.

“You smell like zombies,” Hawk said.

Clooger didn’t say anything until Hawk jogged closer beside him, pulling his T-shirt up to cover his nose.

“I found what we came looking for,” Clooger reported without a hint of emotion. “Time to go home.”

 

While Clooger and Hawk were preparing to leave Colorado, Faith and Glory were sitting in a mostly empty Claire’s jewelry store in the abandoned mall just south of their headquarters. Only one light was on, right over the top of them both, and everything outside their little halo of light was quiet and lonely. Empty mall stalls stood like tombstones in the shadowy light as the buzzing of a tattoo needle started.

“Tell me why you want this, and I might do it for you,” Glory said. She was testing out the instruments, making sure everything still worked as she rummaged through her bin of inks and dyes.

“Is there some unwritten code of tattoo ethics I don’t know about?”

“You mean, do you have to tell me?”

“Yeah, that’s what I mean.”

Glory stopped looking through her bin of supplies and focused her attention on Faith. Such a pretty girl, she thought. Blond haired and blue-eyed and tall as a Kansas cornstalk, like someone out of a magazine.

“What’s goin’ on inside that head a yours, Faith Daniels?”

Glory’s eyes were large and bright against her dark skin, and when she looked at Faith this way, it was always hard to keep secrets. But on this night Faith was particularly uninterested in any kind of criticism about her motives or her feelings. She didn’t answer.

“So the hammer didn’t hurt enough?” Glory asked. “Now you wanna put a tattoo on your tattoo?”

She’d asked Glory to add a white letter C over the ball and chain she already had etched into her skin. The chain ran circles around her forearm, tangled with green ivy, and the ball at the end lay on the softest part of the skin on her wrist. That’s where she wanted the white letter C tattooed, right on top of the ball.

“The C is for Clara,” Faith whispered, her voice cracking under the weight of the words. Her heart was like a cauldron of sadness and rage whenever she thought about Clara Quinn. She’d killed Faith’s best friend with a hammer throw, killed her without thinking twice about it. “It’s for Clara Quinn.”

Glory didn’t reply; she just sighed and shook her head softly. She quietly went about the task of preparing a small portion of the titanium dioxide she would need to etch the white letter, and then she went to work on Faith’s wrist.

“You ready?”

“Yeah, I’m ready.”

As a second pulse, Faith had to clear her mind in a certain way in order to let the needle in, and this she did.

It wasn’t a lot of work, just a simple letter C. And it wasn’t very big, only a half inch high and thin. But Faith had never felt such a shock of pain in her life. Faith was sure Glory was digging the needle deeper than she needed to, but she couldn’t bring herself to tell her to stop. The searing pain lingered across Faith’s wrist, and, looking up, Glory saw how much pain she was inflicting.

“Revenge hurts, don’t it? And not just the one on the receiving end.”

And still Faith said nothing. She would endure this pain, even take pleasure in it, until the deed was done. 

“We through,” Glory said a few minutes later. “You know the drill: keep it clean; give it some air.”

Faith’s hand was shaking as she brushed away a tear. Her wrist felt as if it were on fire, as if the mark were burning a C-shaped hole all the way through to the other side. 

“I’m sorry,” Faith said. She didn’t know why she said it, but there it was. She got up and walked alone through the empty corridor of the mall, farther into the darkness, and, looking back, saw that Glory hadn’t moved
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