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Chapter 1

	My name is Arkady, and I am doomed to die.

	Of course, this is what everyone always claims. Has claimed since the sickness began. Since the disease ravaged the planet. It's hard not to believe them when you've seen everyone your age succumb to the Suffering.

	One time, what now seems like so long ago, I used to believe that I would live an ordinary life. Would work an ordinary job. Would exist in an ordinary world. Now I sit here during what many have described as the end times, among the pews of the Church of Haven, listening to Father Michael preach devastation from the pulpit.

	"God has forsaken us," Father Michael says, spreading his arms as if to embrace those attending Mass, "and we, the unfortunate, are meant to live among the Suffering."

	It is no different from any other sermon. No different from anything else he has said in the past. However, the fact remains that today we are meant to bear witness to a Cleansing.

	It takes all I can manage not to get up and leave.

	"Don't worry," my best friend whispers at my side. "No one's going to get hurt."

	"They said that the last time," I reply, "and look what happened."

	I look at the young man beside me. Tristan, who has been my friend since childhood, doesn't return my gaze. He instead averts his eyes, then swallows a lump that has developed in his throat and says, "Everything will be fine" once more.

	I want to believe him. I really do. But as I hear the sound of the massive back doors opening, and the holy men dragging in a massive metal box, I can't help but grind my teeth together.

	Today, we will bear witness to a peer's Cleansing.

	Of course, days, and events, like this begin like any other. Father Michael preaches sin. Salvation. Cleansing through holy fire. He lifts a cross to his lips, kisses its metal surface, and turns his head to regard his fellow priests as they continue to drag the metal box onto the platform near the pulpit.

	The person inside is putting up a struggle.

	But she isn't a person, I think.

	Not anymore, at least. Like most of the young men and women of our generation--who managed to survive the initial calamities that we have come to call Sufferings--Morgan Whitlock died at the age of sixteen. Killed in her sleep by a massive hemorrhage in her brain.

	Under normal circumstances, Morgan would've just been buried in Haven's cemetery.

	But these aren't normal circumstances, I think, and inhale a long breath through my teeth.

	Tristan opens his mouth to say something--and I, in response, narrow my eyes to silence him. My friend turns his head to look at the massive metal box that the holy men have dragged in, and purses his lips as they undoubtedly prepare for the spectacle that is to come.

	When he does speak, Tristan says, "She wasn't supposed to die."

	"None of them were," I reply.

	But that's what the Suffering does. It infects you. Scrambles your brain at the age of sixteen. Kills you in your sleep, then repurposes your body for its own devices. Whatever it happens to be.

	Morgan Whitlock died at exactly 11:53 last night.

	Approximately ten minutes later, she came back as one of the Suffering.

	Now, less than twenty-four hours after the fact, we are meant to bear witness to her Cleansing.

	The holy men who have dragged the metal box that contains her mortal body drop the dolly with a thud. Two reach for poles normally reserved for catching unruly dogs, while a third braces a large wooden staff in his hands in anticipation for knocking what remains of Morgan to the ground.

	Father Michael says, "Release the Suffering."

	And just like that, the man with the staff reaches out to disarm the metal box.

	The door bursts open.

	What remains of Morgan Whitlock rushes out.

	The man with the staff clips the girl in the ankles and sends her plummeting to the ground. The two men with the dog poles then loop her neck and jerk her upright, revealing the devastation the illness has caused.

	Blood-red eyes--

	Black veins running under her arms--

	Torn lips curled into a snarl--

	She opens her mouth, gnashes her teeth at Father Michael, and lets loose a bloodcurdling scream that causes everyone in attendance to flinch.

	"Oh, child of God," the holy man says, "who was forsaken by nature on this godforsaken world, please, allow us to honor your body and send you to our loving creator."

	Morgan Whitlock's reanimated form snaps at Father Michael as he reaches for a long rod at the side of the pulpit. Equipped with a metal cross, the rod--which most have taken to calling the Cleansing Pole--is mechanized, and will burn through flesh with the simple push of a button. This is the tool, never a weapon, that Father Michael has used to Cleanse every one of those who have fallen to the Suffering. It is the very thing he will use to put Morgan Whitlock down.

	At my side, Tristan tenses. Balls his hands into fists. Grimaces as the thing that was once Morgan Whitlock screams and attempts to jerk free of the dog poles holding her in place.

	"Oh, sweet child of God, look into my eyes, and know that what I do I do only out of love." Father Michael presses the metal cross at the end of the Cleansing Pole to Morgan's head, and says, "Forgive me."

	A moment later, the cross ignites. Sears through Morgan's flesh. Causes her to scream in a way that only something that truly knows pain can.

	Father Michael holds the cross to Morgan Whitlock's temple until it burns through her skull.

	It is only when she grows silent, and her body slackens at the end of the holy men's hands, that Father Michael steps back.

	Morgan Whitlock's remains crumple to the floor a moment later.

	Father Michael says, "It is done."

	And those in the nave utter the words "It is done" right back to him.

	Father Michael sighs. Lowers his eyes. Lifts the cross around his neck to his mouth, and presses it to his lips. "The body of Morgan Whitlock will now be committed to the earth," he then says. "Those who wish to attend her service are welcome to join us."

	Those who have remained in attendance rise--some to go with him, others to leave the sanctity of the church. I, naturally, stand and turn to escape like a shadow.

	Tristan catches my wrist. Jars me to a standstill. Says, "Shouldn't we--"

	But I shake my head, jerk my hand away, and reply, "No. We shouldn't."

	"But why--"

	I draw my shirtsleeve down my hand and turn my head to look out the church's front doors. I then say, "You know why."

	Tristan doesn't answer. He simply nods, purses his lips, and says, "Okay."

	A moment later, we steal out of the church.

	I am once more thankful that no one has noticed the lines running under my arms.

	* * * *

	"It's getting worse," Tristan says once we are in the privacy of our room, "isn't it?"

	I grimace as I ball my hand into a fist, then flex each of my fingers like I am playing a piano. "Yeah," I then say. "It is."

	Tristan doesn't respond. His dark eyes are clouded with worry, and his lips are pursed into a perpetual frown. Worst yet: I can see the nerves plastered on his face plain as day, and instinctively know he is about to speak.

	When he starts to say, "Maybe--"

	I cut him off before he can finish by saying, "No."

	"You didn't even let me finish."

	"I know what you're going to say, Tristan, and the answer is no."

	"But maybe Doctor Keller can--"

	I shake my head and look at the door. "We can't trust anyone here. You know that."

	"But you're...you're..."

	"Don't say it," I warn.

	"Sick," he whispers.

	"Dammit, Tristan. I told you not to say it."

	"But it's true," Tristan replies, a look of hurt in his eyes, the tug of anxiety upon his lips. "Surely Doctor Keller would have pity. It's not like you're going to change overnight."

	"No one has to have pity on us," I reply. "And besides--" I instinctively pull my shirtsleeves down "--there's still no guarantee that won't happen."

	"You're seventeen, Arkady."

	"So are you," I say.

	"If you were going to...become one of them...it would've happened already. You know how the sickness works. You know it only hits when you turn sixteen. It's been over a year now."

	"Yeah," I reply with a pained sigh. "I know."

	That's what makes this situation so complicated, which makes our predicament so uncertain. By having missed what Doctor Austin Keller described as nature's kill switch, I should effectively be in the clear.

	But that doesn't mean anything, I then think, when the church has everyone wrapped around their fingers.

	I close my eyes. Allow myself a moment to collect my thoughts, to attempt to feel some respite.

	It is only when I feel a hand on my shoulder that I tense.

	"Just me," Tristan says, before squeezing my shoulder and lifting his eyes toward the lantern lighting the space between our beds.

	I exhale, and nod a moment later.

	"I need to go get us dinner," Tristan then says as he turns toward the door.

	"Tell them I have a headache," I reply, "and that I'll be eating in my room tonight."

	"Arkady--"

	"Please, Tristan. Just do this for me."

	"They're going to grow suspicious eventually."

	"Just...just one more time," I reply. "I promise I'll figure something out."

	Tristan opens his mouth--maybe to counter my reply, or maybe just to speak. However, when a sigh merely passes from his lips, I offer him a short nod of thanks, and turn my eyes away from him.

	"I'll be back in a little bit," Tristan then says. "I'll see you later, Arkady."

	"Yeah," I reply. "Later."

	Tristan slips out of the room.

	The moment the door closes behind him is the moment I feel the weight of my predicament settling upon me.

	You can't bear him down, a part of me then says. You can't risk getting him into trouble.

	Or worse, I then think. Banished from the safety of Haven's high walls.

	With one last sigh, I turn my head and make my way to the meager bed arranged in the corner of the room.

	Once under the covers, I close my eyes, intending only to sleep for a moment.

	* * * *

	I am not surprised when I awaken, abruptly, later that evening, to the sound of footsteps in the hall outside.

	What time is it?

	A quick glance at the old mechanical clock to my right reveals it has been over an hour since I crawled into bed, since Tristan left to fetch us dinner.

	Don't panic, a part of me says. He probably got held up in line.

	Still, even if he got held up in line, that doesn't explain why he'd be gone for so long. With a dwindling population of those under twenty-five, Tristan should have been back already.

	So why isn't he?

	Pulling the covers from my waist, I push myself into a sitting position, and direct my gaze to the door that separates me from the rest of Haven.

	Come on, Tristan, I then think. Where are you?

	I have just pressed my feet to the floor, and am about to slide my shoes on, when the door opens, causing me to jerk upright.

	"It's okay," Tristan says. "It's only me."

	A sigh pools from my chest, immediately relieving the tension between my shoulders. "What took you so long?"

	"Morgan's service ran late," Tristan replies, "so the lines got held up by the under twenty-fives." He takes a step forward, a small tray balanced delicately in his right hand, and places it on the end table that rests between our beds. "For you, sir."

	I examine the contents upon the tray--the mashed potatoes, the corn, and the beans--and lift my eyes to face Tristan. "Is that all that happened?" I ask.

	"Yeah," my friend replies. "That's all that happened."

	"For real?"

	"For real," Tristan says.

	I narrow my eyes. "You're not telling me something."

	"No I'm--I mean, I'm not--"

	"Spit it out, Tristan. Tell me what's going on."

	"Arkady," he says, his voice bordering on a whine.

	"Tell me, Tristan."

	The young man sighs. Turns his head toward the doorway. Stares at it for several long moments. His jaw twitches, and for a moment, I fear he will not speak. Then he clears his throat, and finally says, "They're starting soon."

	"What are?"

	"The yearly physicals."

	"They do them every year," I reply, "for those under sixteen. Why would it be any different?" I lift the spoon from my tray and begin to shovel food into my mouth. "It's not like we haven't anything to worry about. We're past that stage already."

	"Actually," Tristan then says, "we're...we're not."

	I lift my head to face him.

	Tristan averts his gaze from me. Allows his dark eyes to settle on the door.

	"What aren't you telling me?" I ask.

	"I overheard Father Michael talking to Doctor Keller," Tristan replies a moment later. "They were...arguing, I guess. About what happened to Morgan. Doctor Keller claimed she was past her sixteenth birthday, that her medical records confirmed that. But Father Michael said she was an orphan and ended up on Haven's doorstep when she was just a baby, and that they couldn't confirm her age for certain."

	"What does that have to do with anything?"

	"You didn't let me finish," Tristan says. He waits for me to fall silent before continuing. "Father Michael was concerned that the disease is changing, and that Morgan might have had a...a..."

	"A what?"

	"A variant of the virus. He claimed that was why Morgan died after her supposed sixteenth birthday. Why she became one of the Suffering when she was technically in the clear."

	The spoon slips from my grasp, landing with a loud clank on the tray.

	"They're restarting the physicals for everyone under twenty-five," Tristan then says.

	"God," I whisper, in a voice even I can barely hear.

	"We have to do something, Arkady. If they even suspect that you might be sick, then we--"

	"How much time do we have?" I ask. "Before the physicals start?"

	"They're starting tomorrow," Tristan replies.

	A knot tightens the muscles in my chest.

	All I can say, while staring at Tristan, is: "I have to leave."

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2

	"How?" Tristan asks in the moments that follow. "You know they don't open the doors for anyone."

	"I know that," I reply, narrowing my eyes as I contemplate the reality of our predicament. "But you know I can't stay here."

	"I know that, Arkady."

	"I have to figure out how to leave."

	"You?" my friend asks. "What do you mean you have to figure out how to leave?"

	"I--"

	"I'm not letting you leave by yourself."

	"Tristan--" I start.

	But Tristan shakes his head before settling into the space on the bed beside me. "We're in this together, Arkady. We have been since...well...forever."

	"Even if there's some way we can get the doors open--scale a wall, sneak out, whatever--I can't let you come with me."

	"Why not?"

	"Because," I say, struggling to focus my eyes upon him. "You...you have a future here."

	"A future?" Tristan asks, and laughs a moment later. "What future do you think I have here?"

	"You're learning how to farm."

	"You think I want to be a farmer?" my friend replies. This time when he laughs, I can't help but feel stupid. "Arkady...we've been assigned roles because that's what the people want us to do."

	"But you...you said that--"

	"That it was something I could do," Tristan says. "Yeah. I did. But that's only because that's how it used to be, you know? When Dad was alive, when he used to have me help him in the gardens."

	I struggle to formulate a response--and try, with every fiber of my being, to determine a way I can talk Tristan out of this.

	He can't come with you, a dark part of me says. You know he can't.

	I know that. But Tristan?

	I center my gaze on him in the moments that follow. My hope is that my silence will be indicative of my feelings, that he will consider my plight, and how I will feel about him leaving everything we've known behind just for me, some sick kid who might grow sicker, maybe even more dangerous, down the line.

	I'm not going to convince him, I think. He's going to end up coming with me.

	Unless you sneak out alone, that same dark part says.

	I blink, stunned at the idea, but at the same time, invigorated by the possibility.

	If you sneak out alone, then you can leave him behind. You won't have to worry about what happens after you leave--because once there's distance between you, you'll be safe.

	And, most importantly, Tristan will be safe.

	"Arkady," Tristan says.

	"Yeah?" I reply, hoping, to whatever god might be listening, that my friend does not see through the deceit in my gaze.

	"We're going to get out of here," he says. "I promise that I won't let anything happen to you."

	"And how do you expect to do that?"

	Tristan stands. Steps toward his bed. Takes a cautious glance at the door leading out of our room. He then, after hesitating, crouches and reaches into the depths beneath his mattress.

	A moment later, he withdraws a small satchel, then pulls a metal box from within it.

	"What is that?" I ask.

	"Promise not to say anything," Tristan says.

	"Tristan, why are you--"

	He pops the clasp holding the lid of the box in place, then opens it to reveal the contents.

	A pistol.

	"Tristan!" I hiss.

	"I told you not to say anything," he whispers.

	"You know that only the guards are supposed to have guns."

	"Quiet. Before someone hears."

	I grimace at the sound of our voices, which seem so small and yet could easily be heard by someone passing by, and purse my lips in response. When it becomes apparent that I won't get answers without questioning him, I say: "Where did you get--" and lower my voice "--the gun?"

	"My dad left it behind for me," Tristan says. "I got lucky. It was in one of his old toolboxes--like the one at the edge of the bed." He cranes his neck in that direction. "They didn't know it was in there."

	"And you've been hiding it this whole time?"

	Tristan nods in response.

	Okay, I think, and frown as I consider this new development. Now what do you do?

	Attempting to sneak out alone is one thing. Actually doing it is another entirely.

	If I somehow manage to exit Haven's grounds without being detected, the guards will immediately question Tristan. They'll ask him what happened, where I am, what I have done; and when they can't find me, they'll do what they always do when they fear there is a threat from within: they'll ransack the room and turn over everything in it.

	And when they find the gun, I think, who knows what they'll do to him.

	The lightest punishment would be a slap on the wrist, maybe a prolonged delegation to latrine duty. But if they really wanted to punish him...

	I shake my head as Tristan snaps the box shut and lift my eyes as he pushes it back into his satchel and then under the bed once more.

	As much as I do not want to endanger my friend, I am now at an impasse.

	Either you leave him here, I think, and let him suffer the consequences of having an illegal gun.

	Or you take him with you, I then surmise, and try and brave the world with him at your side.

	Truth be told: I do not know how long I could survive out in the wild on my own. While clever and quick to learn, I do not possess the skills necessary to hunt, or fish, or even how to prepare game. I would need someone to teach me these things--would need a guide to help me make my way through the dark.

	Decide quick, Arkady. The more time you waste, the less chance you'll have of getting out.

	As I lift my eyes to look at Tristan--the one person who I couldn't imagine living without--I realize that I cannot make the choice for him.

	So when I say, "Tristan?"

	And he asks, "Yeah?"

	And I ask, "Do you really want to do this?"

	He says, "Yeah." Then he adds: "I want to help you escape."

	I cast a nervous glance at the door. See that it is close to final curfew. Ask, "Do you have a plan?"

	Tristan smiles, and says, "Yeah. I have a plan."

	* * * *

	The plan, it turns out, is simple.

	The only problem? It involves passing through one of the most heavily guarded places in all of Haven.

	The central courtyard.

	"You're crazy," I tell Tristan as we prepare to depart later that night. "You know that, right?"

	"It's the only way we can get out," my friend replies, tying the laces of his insulated boots. "Besides--it's not like we can walk out the front gates."

	"I know," I then say, careful to tighten my own bootlaces. "It's just...well..." I pause as I consider the plan he'd detailed to me earlier in the evening. "You're sure the gap is still there?"

	"Hidden behind two crates at the northern edge of the latrine ditch. Yeah. It's there. I swear it is."

	I finish securing the final knot in my laces and rise to my full height to face him. "How long's it been there?"

	"Does it matter?"

	"Not really, but if it's a well-known spot--"

	"You're going to curse this whole plan, Arkady." Tristan tosses a long shawl at me. "Cover up. It's going to be cold tonight."

	I want to argue. I really do. But the fact remains that, with the physicals meant to start early tomorrow morning, we cannot afford to dawdle. We've already waited until true dark has come, when the only light in the entire settlement comes from the solar lanterns burning on their hooks. Now, the only thing left to do is sneak out.

	Into the great unknown, I think.

	Tristan crouches. Reaches under the bed. Pulls the small satchel from deep beneath the mattress, and withdraws the gun from its box. He's careful to secure it in the largest pocket in his pants, and allows his long shawl to dangle over his pant-legs in the process.

	"If we get caught--" I say.

	"We're dead if we get caught now or if we get caught tomorrow," Tristan replies. "Wouldn't you rather have a fighting chance?"

	I open my mouth. Purse my lips. Sigh, and say, "Yeah. I would."

	"Then let's go," Tristan replies as he starts toward the door. "You got your flashlight?"

	"I do."

	"Keep your hand near it. We may have to resort to...well...inappropriate measures if we get caught."

	Though the idea of resorting to violence isn't one I like, I know that Tristan is right. If we're suspected, I may have to hit someone over the head.

	With one last nod, I approach the door alongside Tristan.

	Then, we pass into the night.

	At this hour of the evening, there will be no one walking the dormitory halls. This will allow us to flee down the flight of stairs that leads to the courtyard and then pass through it to the latrines. We need simply claim we have to relieve our bladders, and then we'll be free to escape as we please.

	The idea is enough to leave me breathless.

	Still, I trust Tristan more than anyone else in the world; and as a result, follow in silence as we make our way down the long hall, careful to hold my breath for fear of coughing, or even breathing, too loudly. Guided by the light of the many solar lanterns, we are able to pass through the hall with only our shadows mocking us.

	When we descend the stairs and step onto the ground floor, I realize we are one-third of the way through our escape plan.

	Baby steps, I tell myself. Just remember. Stay cool. Stay calm. Stay collected.

	Tristan turns to regard me as he wraps his fingers around the handle of the door that leads into the courtyard. Waits for me to nod. He sighs--a callous sound if ever there was one--and centers his gaze on the passageway.

	Then, he pushes it open, and outside air rushes in.

	I shiver as we enter the cold dark. As we pass from the relative warmth of Haven's halls. As into the night we continue.

	This close to the walls, we do not have to worry about people spotting us. We are most likely to be detected the further out we go.

	Tristan's exhale in the dark is like cold fingers traveling down my spine. It causes me to tremble, my teeth to chatter, my arms to shake. I physically have to grind my jaw together to keep from making further noise.

	The passage to the latrines can be seen in the distance--marked by the light of two solar lanterns.

	Two-thirds there, I think. Almost home free.

	We have just begun to approach the passageway when footsteps sound from somewhere ahead.

	"Stay calm," Tristan whispers. "It's only a guard."

	How I can stay calm for only a guard I do not know. Regardless, it becomes apparent quite quickly, by the way a low whistle whispers from the threshold, that we will soon be approached.

	My hand instinctively tightens around the flashlight at my waist.

	The guard appears a moment later, adjusting the zipper of his pants. He startles as he lifts his head to face us. "Evening, gentlemen," he gruffly replies.

	"Evening, sir," Tristan says. "Just passing to the hole."

	"Better be quick, son. The wind is getting mighty cold."

	"It sure is." Tristan shivers as a gale whips the air from the north.

	The guard looks from me, to Tristan, then back to me again. Judging by the look in his eyes, he appears to not think anything of our presence.

	But if you look too long, a part of me says, he may begin to suspect.

	Tristan steps forward.

	I follow suit.

	The guard narrows his eyes at me as we pass. "Something wrong, kid?"

	"No," I reply. "Just a bit cold, is all."

	"You'll be fine. Now go." He presses his hand to my back. "Don't want to freeze your asses off out here."

	With that, Tristan passes through the threshold, and I follow shortly behind.

	We continue onward until the sound of footsteps has dissipated. Tristan only comes to a halt when we pass the row of outhouses, and gestures to a series of crates along the far wall. "There."

	"There?" I whisper.

	"Yeah. There."

	Tristan leads me onward, his footsteps almost silent beneath the wind. This far out, the lantern light does not extend; and as a result, I am forced to focus on the sound of his boots impacting the stone below to keep track of him.

	Don't overthink it, I tell myself. Don't overthink it, Arkady. Just do it.

	I can only determine our position by the touch of wind passing from the north. The closer we get to the wall, the less prominent its biting chill becomes; and the closer we get to the wall, the louder our footsteps become.

	I extend a hand. Reach out. Anticipate my hand striking the stone.

	Instead, a palm takes hold of my wrist.

	I almost cry out.

	"Quiet," Tristan growls. "It's me."

	"You scared the hell out of me."

	"It's here."

	"Here?"

	"Yes. Here." Tristan taps his foot against what is most obviously a crate. "Help me pull it out."

	"I can't see."

	"We won't have to see until we're out, Arkady."

	I reach out. Take hold of the edge of a crate. Grimace as Tristan whispers to lift, then grunt as the weight of its contents burdens my spine. We move slowly, cautiously, and almost effortlessly.

	I have just begun to think we are home free when the whistling starts again.

	"Gotta go," Tristan says.

	He takes hold of my hand. Drags me to the edge of the wall. Presses his fingers to the stone.

	The whistling gets closer.

	A voice calls, "Done out here, boys?"

	But neither I, nor Tristan, respond. Instead, Tristan tugs me behind the box, and into a gust of cool air.

	A moment later, we slip out through a gap in the wall.

	The realization hits me harder than I anticipated it would. Inspires me to inhale a breath of sharp, almost jagged air.

	We're free, I think as Tristan continues to drag me onward. We're free. We're actually--

	"Arkady," Tristan whispers. "Watch your feet."

	"What're you--" I start.

	But before I can question him further, I stumble.

	Then, I begin to tumble down the hill.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 3

	Though I am dumbfounded as I lose my footing, I am rendered breathless the moment I strike solid ground and begin to roll down the hill.

	It happens so fast.

	One moment, I am simply rolling. The next, I'm bouncing along gravel. Across hard, jagged rocks.

	I try my hardest not to make any sound. To keep from crying out. But as I hit bump after bump, I cannot help but call out.

	A part of me thinks it'll never end.

	But as quickly as it has begun, it is over.

	I land, at the bottom of the hill, with a solid thump.

	A groan echoes from my chest.

	"Arkady!" I hear Tristan's voice calling softly from somewhere above. "Are you all right?"

	"I--" I try to say. "I'm--"

	But I am breathless, and unable to speak.

	The sound of loose gravel peppering the hillside enters my ears. I, in response, blink, and gaze up at the red moon above.

	You made it, I think. You're finally free.

	Unfortunately, I know that we are not in the clear. We still have to make it out of sight. Have to find food, secure shelter.

	The sound of Tristan's quick footsteps approaches. A moment later, his hand touches my face, and he says. "Are you hurt?"

	"Nuh-No," I reply. "Can't--buh--breathe."

	He hauls me to my feet without question as shouting rises in the air. "Gotta go," he says, and begins to drag me along.

	I struggle to gain my footing. Grimace as each jarring movement causes my body to ache, my muscles to throb. Nothing appears broken--at least not yet--but I am so desperate to escape that I can barely hear, or even feel, anything.

	Thankfully, Tristan bears the brunt of my weight, allowing me the chance to recover the lost breath the fall had stolen.

	When we reach the copse of trees that extends into the hills of the far north, the shouts begin to die down.

	"Why...didn't they--" I manage to say.

	But Tristan hushes me, and plants my back against a tree in response. "Are you okay?" he asks once more.

	"I'm...okay," I manage to say.

	"Anything broken?"

	"No. At least, I don't think so."

	"We have to keep going. We'll freeze to death if we don't."

	"Do you...know where we're going?"

	Tristan pauses. Exhales. Then he says, "Yeah. I do."

	"Where?"

	"A place not far from here." Tristan's hand snares my own. "Come on. Let's go."

	With the sound of men's calls dying out, and those of the surrounding nature taking hold, I offer a short, probably unseen nod.

	Then, I begin to follow Tristan into the dark.

	* * * *

	I do not know for how long we are meant to walk, how long we will travel, or how long it will take to reach this place we are journeying toward. All I know is that, within the oppressive cold of night, we must move to keep warm.

	Teeth chattering, hands trembling, I shove my fingers under my arms in an effort to keep them from freezing, and keep my eyes set on Tristan's back as he continues to led us by moonlight.

	"Where are we going?" I ask.

	"A place not far," Tristan replies.

	"You said that an hour ago."

	"I know," my friend says, before turning his head to face me. "But I promise it's not much further."

	"It's freezing out here."

	"I know that."

	"If you don't know where we're going--"

	"I do know where we're going," he counters.

	"--just say so," I finish.

	Tristan sighs. Places a hand to his temple. Says, in a low and quiet voice, "We shouldn't be talking."

	"Why? Are you worried about being overhead?"

	"It's not that I'm worried about being overhead by people," Tristan then says, "but what I am worried about is being overheard by..."

	"What?" I ask when he trails off. "Being overhead by what, Tristan?"

	"The Suffering."

	I blink, stunned. Then I say, "There are Suffering out here?"

	"Maybe not here," Tristan says, "so far from the major settlements, but--"

	"You brought us to where there are Suffering wandering around?"

	"I didn't--"

	"Tristan," I growl, and this time, step forward. "Why didn't you tell me the Suffering were roaming the wilderness?"

	"The Suffering are everywhere, Arkady. Why do you think we lived in a place with high walls?" Tristan remains silent as he waits for me to reply. When I don't, he shakes his head, then turns and says, "Come on. It's up ahead."

	"What is up ahead?"

	But once more: Tristan remains silent, either out of fear of the Suffering that could be around us or to avert further questions.

	Frowning, I take a few steps forward and begin to follow him anew, well aware of the fact that we may be in more danger now than we've ever been before.

	To think, I muse, that we would've been safer in Fort Haven.

	But what am I thinking? While we would have been safer in the place we had known and called home for many years, we also would've been forced to undergo physicals the in the morning, at which point they would've asked for our saliva, our blood. And when I would've been forced to lift my shirtsleeve--

	I shake my head and lift my eyes from where they have been trained on Tristan's boots to find that we are coming to the end of the woods.

	"Where--" I start.

	But Tristan lifts a finger to his lips, then turns toward the edge of the woods and points.

	There, nestled in the crook of what could have been the benevolent arm of the world, is a home--or at least, what had been a home, at one point at a time. Situated against a high, rocky hillside, the small structure--which surely can't be more than a room or two wide, if even that--looks out over a small stream that snakes along this passage.

	"What is this?" I ask a moment later.

	"My father's old hunting shack," Tristan then says, before turning his head to face me anew. "You didn't think I'd lead you into the woods for nothing, did you?"

	"I--"

	My friend smiles. Says, "Come on. I'm not that dumb."

	"I never said you were," I reply. "I just...I thought that--"

	"We had nowhere to go," my friend offers, and nods shortly after I do. "I understand." He turns back toward the shack. "Come on. It's only going to get colder the longer the night goes on."

	He steps out of the woods, then--but before he can take more than a few steps forward, he diverts his attention from the shack to look at the stream, then tilts his head to look at me.

	He extends an arm, and his hand, to me a moment later.

	I do not hesitate to reach out and take hold of his palm.

	Within moments, we are trudging through the dark, into this sacred place, within which I knew Tristan and his father had once gone on hunting trips, before the calamity occurred, before people began to turn into the Suffering. The gravel that crunches underfoot tickles at my senses, and the scent of familiar foliage causes my nostrils to flare. Still, the quiet is peaceful--far more peaceful than anything I'd ever experienced at Fort Haven.

	At the door, Tristan pauses to reach into his pocket, then withdraws a key from a ring. He aligns it to the keyhole, twists it. He then takes a
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