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      Tomorrow is Recruitment Day.

      Or, as I like to call it, Sign Your Suicide Contract Day. And like all the sane people alive—who are few, both in terms of sanity and life status—I don’t plan on sticking around for it.

      I toss one end of my makeshift rope through the window of my small bedroom. It’s a collection of our bedsheets, tied together. Those weren’t enough; I had to add the only pair of pants I could spare and my lucky jacket. That won’t get me all the way down, but at least I won’t shatter my bones jumping to the next building.

      I hope.

      I sling my heavy backpack over my shoulders, packed with everything necessary, including a couple of Mom’s first-aid kits, which I borrowed … without asking.

      She’ll be at the hospital for a while, pulling another long shift. I half-expected her to make an exception tonight. What with her only daughter being shipped off to training tomorrow. But who am I kidding? My expectations for Mom are as inaccurate as Kadia’s yearly predictions for infected waves.

      Still, I’m not heartless. I take out the folded goodbye letter I wrote from my pocket and place it on the pillow on my bed. To be fair, I never lived up to Mom’s expectations, either, but I’d still like her to know why I left. I want her to have an answer, so she doesn’t wonder about it for the rest of her life. One loose end is enough. For both of us.

      My chest constricts. A blurry grin passes before my eyes. I shut them tight, hoping to see the rest of his face. But it’s already gone.

      I shake myself off. Focus, Ashley.

      Positioning myself on the windowsill, I pull my hood over my head. Here’s hoping I don’t sweat to death in this. But having bright pink hair basically means I’m the sole lit lamp in an otherwise dark city. The Spores might as well mistake me for a flare signal.

      All thanks to Haze, using me as her personal testing ground for expired hair dyes. Then again, I’d be devastated if something happened to those gorgeous blond curls of hers.

      I put one leg out of the window and take a last look at the sector. The distant rumble of generators echoes through the city. Lights, from the Sector Protection Force’s HQ and a few other buildings, dot the place like sprinkled stars. Not the worst view from the tallest building in the sector.

      Hands tight on the rope, I bring my other leg out, then bounce off the window. Keeping my feet against the crack-covered brick wall, I lower myself.

      It’s quieter than normal around our street. Most Spores are stationed in the northern areas of the sector, supervising the work of the maintenance crew in preparation for the recruiters. They’ll arrive early in the morning, long after I’m gone.

      Dead ivy rustles with every push of my feet against the wall. Chips of collected dirt and dry leaves rain on my boots. It’s only the start of May and the temperatures are already intolerable. The summers have been getting hotter and hotter. We’re definitely due for a second drought.

      My fingers grow sore, palms sweaty. The weight of the backpack threatens to break my spine. I dare a glance down. The next rooftop looms into sight. Just a little more. On the bright side, if I fall and break something, I’ll be disqualified from the training program, temporarily at least. If I die, well, then I’ll have saved everyone a mountain of trouble.

      Eyes on the wall, I lower myself. The end of the rope—my lucky jacket—dangles under my hands. I wanted to take it with me, but truth is, that jacket hasn’t fit me since I was eight. And I stopped believing it was lucky after turning ten. I only kept it because it’s the first thing I remember him giving me.

      Nope. Take a breath. Focus.

      I step onto the trim below, slowly turning so my back is to the wall and the next rooftop in front of me. My eyes drop to the hollow gap in between. A straight fall to a narrow alleyway piled with mountains of trash. Wow, the cleaning crew sure has been slacking.

      I look up again, bracing myself.

      Then take the leap.

      For a few seconds, I float in the air as though time has slowed. A high storms my body. A thrill like nothing I’ve ever felt. I paddle with my legs and arms as if I’m flying.

      The rooftop is right there.

      I reach for it.

      My fingertips brush the ledge.

      Time unfreezes.

      Gravity kicks in and swallows me in a heartbeat.

      I try to grab onto the trims, the walls, the windows that keep zooming upward in a blur. My arms slam onto a hard object. Before I slip, I hold on tight, wrapping my arms around what I now see is a broken water pipe that’s miraculously dangling⁠—

      Something snaps. The pipe tilts downward.

      I scan my options. There’s a fire exit balcony to the right. I inch toward it. The pipe breaks seconds before I can jump.

      I try not to scream my lungs out as I fall with it. All the way.

      I land on something that doesn’t kill me. The world blurs, and a whistle blows in my ear as I roll down, inhaling a suffocating stench of rot and mold before hitting concrete.

      Wincing, I lie on my back as the faded clones of the buildings above merge back into one. The other half of the pipe dangles over me, slowly bending downward. Another snap.

      With a gasp, I roll on my side, escaping a smash to the head by mere seconds as the rest of the pipe clunks next to me.

      I sit up to look at my savior: a big pile of trash bags. One that has left all kinds of stains on my clothes. On second thought, I’m glad the cleaning crew has been slacking. Thank you, guys. I owe you my life. I glance at the offensive pipe next. How much noise was that? How many Spores heard it? How long will it be before they surround me?

      As I stand, pain strikes the length of my left leg. I limp down the alleyway. I should still have time to get away before anyone shows up. I can still make⁠—

      A thud from the back of the alley pulls me to a stop.

      Plastic bags rustle. Someone coughs.

      My breath catches. Legs freeze.

      Bite me. I’ve been caught.
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      My brain screams at me to run, hide, vanish into thin air, before the Spore sees me. But my body stands stubbornly still.

      This is it. Everything I’ve been planning with my friends for months is ruined. They’ll drag me back home, then ship me off to Spheria with everyone else. I’ll never see the Pit. I’ll never see the place where my dad…

      Wait a second.

      The alley is still dark. There is no flashlight beam pointing at me. No thumping of combat boots, just faint footsteps.

      “Hey, Ash,” a familiar voice calls. Not a Spore.

      I turn around. A tall figure with broad shoulders and defined arms walks toward me.

      Not a Spore. My eyes narrow. Worse.

      Cris stands in front of me, his thick dark brows furrowed. “Nice of you to pay us a visit down here. You just touring the place or you lost?” He eyes the straps of my backpack and my dirty clothes.

      I fold my arms and straighten up, hoping I look taller than I actually am. “I’d laugh, but that joke wasn’t funny the first million times you said it.”

      “Probably because you don’t have a good sense of humor,” Cris says.

      “That can’t be it,” I say. “I’m the funniest person I know.”

      “Exactly.” Cris steps closer, casting his shadow over me. Yeah, no, even high heels couldn’t help my case. “But seriously, I think I saw a Spore around the corner. I can call him to escort you back home if you like.”

      “Or I can call him to escort you,” I challenge. No way am I letting him intimidate me. “Won’t look that good: a big unprivileged boy, cornering a frail privileged girl like me in a dark alleyway? Man, I can’t even begin to think about the punishment. Probably start with an immediate disqualification from the training program.”

      He falters, jaw squaring. “You’re threatening me, but you’re the one committing a crime. Even you can’t get away with everything just because of who your parents are.”

      “Says who?”

      “I’m reporting you,” Cris threatens. “You and Haze, and the others, too.”

      I stare into his eyes as he stares into mine, daring and stubborn. Cris is the kind of guy who likes to play tough; looks it, too. But I’ve seen what he’s like on the inside already. He doesn’t fool me anymore.

      “No.” I shake my head, confident. “You’re not.”

      “I am,” he says. “I’m not ruining my chances of joining the team, just so you kids can go play outside.”

      “Kids?” I scoff. “We’re the same age.”

      “That’s the only word you heard?”

      “You know what, Cris?” I pat him on the shoulder, and I have to stand on my toes to do it. I probably look more pathetic than intimidating. “You mind your own business. I’ll mind mine. Good? Good.”

      I turn on my heels and, as pridefully as I can, limp away. His footsteps don’t follow. I breathe out in peace.

      “You’re gonna get yourself killed!” His voice shouts behind me.

      Killed.

      Dad got killed. Liam got killed.

      Both were Spores.

      My stomach twists.

      “You do realize,” Cris says, “the only way to survive outside is by joining the Sector Protection Force?”

      Yeah, yeah, yeah, the Sector Protection Force, or SPORE for short, is the wall standing between humanity and the infected. Humans have no chance to survive without the brave soldiers risking their lives every day for the prosperity of mankind. Blah blah blah. It’s the same old rotten pile of fear-mongering lies that’s been spewed at us since birth. Funny thing is … I used to believe it all.

      I mean, it’s true. My chances of survival are pretty slim, but I would rather be ripped apart by a wave of infected than hand over my life to the people who killed my dad.

      “You wanna hear a joke that’s actually funny?” I turn back with a grin. “Joining the training program is basically signing a death contract. Sure, I might die. But you? You’re already dead.”

      Cris watches me with wide eyes, hands falling to his sides in what I assume is defeat.

      I take the victory, shoot him a peace sign, and off I go.
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        * * *

      

      The distant moans of infected echo through the empty streets. The closer I get to the fences, the louder and more haunting they become. In the day, they’re no more than background noise. Muffled by gunfire from the watchposts as Spores snipe them. Drowned out by the crowded, busy streets as people go about their work. The infected are always there, even if you don’t hear or see them. My feet itch to make a quick turn, check if any of the watchposts are clear, maybe get one last view of the outside from within. But I’ve already wasted too much time. Besides, I’ll bet no watchpost view can compare to actually being in the outside.

      I round another corner and continue down a tight alley, lit only by the glow of the moon above.

      Two voices whisper from the side of the road. I pull myself behind a wall. Flashlight beams shine on the concrete floor as two figures in black uniforms walk by. I wait until their footsteps fade in the distance before I continue.

      Dad taught me a lot about the infected. How to distract a roamer, how to lure a camper, how to lose a chaser, how to confuse a tracker. All theoretical lessons, of course. He wouldn’t actually let me confront the infected.

      An empty construction site comes into view. Spores have been adding extensions to some buildings in the sector for some of the new privileged families to move into. I head for a brick building surrounded by a metal fence.

      The most important lesson Dad taught me isn’t about fighting the infected or running away from them, though.

      I enter through an opening Rodent made in the fence. The doors and windows on the first floor are shut tight, but there’s a hole I can get through—only, as I’m about to round the corner, I spot another pair of Spores coming to a stop by the building.

      Bite me. They’re not leaving, just chatting.

      I retrace my steps. Thankfully, Haze had a backup plan. I return to the back of the building and climb my way up to the second floor, to the window Haze unlocked during her work shift.

      The place is empty and quiet. I give my eyes time to adjust to the dark.

      Never go anywhere without your partner, Dad always said. They’ll pull you up when you’re down. They’ll watch your back when you move. You’ll lean on each other and carry one another out of a battlefield. You either make it together or die together.

      That was the most important thing he taught me.

      Of course, when Dad said that, he had no idea he’d be abandoned by his very own comrades, left to be buried under the rubble of an entire sector.

      But I’ve learned from his mistakes.

      When the outlines of furniture become defined, I make my way across the room. I open the door, emerging into an empty hallway. A shadow moves to my right. I raise my arm to block an attack. Something hard strikes me. Flinching, I stumble and fall on the floor with a thud. My hood slips off my head. I look up at the figure towering over me⁠—

      “Ash?” The figure pauses, fumbles with her clothes and pulls out something. Then a blinding light shines directly at my face for two seconds before lowering. I find myself staring at none other than Haze.

      “You know what?” I rub the spot where she hit me with what I now see is a wooden bat. “If your best friend doesn’t break your arm with a strong welcome, does she even really love you?”

      “Oh my God! I’m sorry! I thought you were a Spore!” Wide-eyed, she drops the bat and extends a hand to me. “You took so long. I worried you got into trouble or something.”

      I take her hand and let her pull me up. “I didn’t. But there were a couple Spores outside, so I had to climb up.”

      Haze takes me in a hug, her thick, long curls tickling my nose. “I’m really sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, holding her. “I’m here and ready to go.”

      “Not without me, I hope,” Will’s voice says behind me. His arm wraps around my shoulders, pulling me out of Haze’s hold. “Hey, Hash Browns. We were a few paranoid rambles away from breaking into your suite to get you.” He gives me a soft peck on the forehead.

      “Unnecessary but appreciated.” I lean into him, holding his sharp, hooded gaze from the corner of mine. “Also, call me Hash Browns again and I’m feeding you to the first roamer we run into.”

      “Aw, come on, babe. It’s a compliment!” He lets me go, caressing my cheek with his thumb. I blush. “Hash Browns are great.”

      “How would you know?” Haze teases. “All your dad ever feeds us is canned corn.”

      “I saw a picture of them in a cookbook once. They looked great.” Will pushes loose dark-brown strands from his face, the rest of his hair tied into a bun. “Also, not my dad’s fault the Spores hoard all the good stuff for themselves.”

      “All right, all right, let’s focus,” I interrupt. Knowing these two, they’re gonna be bickering about the dumbest thing for the rest of the night. “Where are the others?”

      “Downstairs,” Haze says. “Let’s go.”
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      “Ash!” Rodent jumps me with a tight hug, burying her small face in my hoodie.

      “Whoa there!” I fake-stumble back a few steps. “You’re getting stronger. Almost knocked me down.”

      “Really?” She looks up, a wide, toothy smile stretching across her round face.

      “No, not really,” Regi’s piercing voice comes from the right. She jumps off an old, unlit fireplace, swirling her pocketknife between her fingers. Strands of red hair fall over her dreadful blue eyes. Her short ponytail bobs as she walks toward me. “What took you so long, Doc? We’ve been waiting for almost half an hour. We could’ve been out of here by now.”

      “Sorry,” I say. “I ran into Cris.”

      “Cris?” Will says. “Did he say something?”

      “That he’d report us.”

      “Fantastic.” Regi squeezes her hand around the knife, poking it in my direction. “And we’re sitting around wasting time?”

      “He won’t report us,” Haze says confidently. “If he really wanted to, he would have done it already. He’s known about our plan for weeks now. But we should get moving anyway. I heard some Spores talk. They think a wave is on the way.”

      “To the sector?” I ask.

      “Where do you think?” Regi barks.

      I ignore Regi and follow Haze to the bathroom. “How close is it?”

      “I don’t know, Ash,” Haze says. “I didn’t hear much.”

      “But they could be wrong, right?” I say. “Most waves change direction. It’s not like the Spores can ever predict them correctly.”

      “It’s still bad,” Will says, tagging behind. “We prepared to face a couple roamers on the way, but not a whole wave.”

      He’s right. A wave changes everything.

      “Help me get this off.” Haze holds one side of a wooden panel covering a hole in the wall.

      Regi grabs the other side. They push the panel away, revealing the sizable hole.

      “Let me check if those Spores are gone first.” Haze bends down and takes a quick look through, before turning her flashlight on and shining it here and there.

      It’s one thing to sneak past a couple of slow roamers wandering the streets. But a wave? The smallest wave has at least twenty-five infected. Bigger ones have more, and they don’t just have roamers. They have every type of infected. Chasers. Trackers. We get spotted by one of them, the rest will be upon us in no time, and then we’re dead, reduced to mere chunks of flesh rotting in the streets.

      “Looks clear, let’s⁠—”

      “Wait!” I shout, startling everyone.

      Haze stands, tucking her hair behind her ear. “What is it?”

      “Maybe we should wait,” I say.

      “For what?” Regi raises a brow.

      “For the Spores to clear the wave,” I say. “If a wave is on the way, they’ll send a unit to handle it. It’ll be much safer to go out then⁠—”

      “What the hell?!” Regi snaps. “Are you serious?”

      “Ash, we can’t wait,” Haze says. “We’ve already waited too long. The recruiters are gonna be here in a few hours.”

      “They’ll be here in the morning,” I say. “We have a long night ahead of us.”

      “No,” Haze says. “We shouldn’t even be arguing about this right now. We have a plan.”

      “Not one that includes a wave,” I argue.

      “Listen here.” Regi stands in my face. “You wanna stay because you got cold feet, or because you can’t abandon your fancy life for more than five minutes, be my deaddamn guest. But you’re not ruining this for the rest of us.”

      “I’m not turning back. I’m just saying it’s dangerous⁠—”

      “It never wasn’t,” Haze says. “Ash, we knew the stakes the moment we all agreed to run away. We knew what it meant. Everything we’re giving up. Everything we’re facing.”

      “Well, yes, but…”

      “We all had our doubts, but we got through them, together.” Will’s gentle hand rests on my shoulder. “We’ll always get through them together. Remember why we’re doing this.”

      I remember. I always remember.

      I’ll never forget the broken look on Haze’s face when her brother Liam died. Her desperate screams when she found her mother, not a day later, dangling from the ceiling with a rope around her neck. I’ll never forget how SPORE abandoned her. Her brother hadn’t been a member of SPORE long enough to grant her a privileged status. She lost everything in a heartbeat.

      I’ll never forget Will’s choked cries that day I found him behind a dumpster, after a heated argument with his father. The way he fell into my arms. Told me how he’d rather have a dead father than a father who didn’t love him. A father who saw him as a mere opportunity. A father who’d willingly send him off to die, to buy himself a nicer life.

      I’ll never forget that time I found Rodent on the ground, covered in dirt, torn clothes, bruised face, after a bunch of privileged kids beat her up. The hopelessness in her voice when she told me the head of the orphanage refused to do anything about it. That they’d been bullying her for weeks and no one was trying to intervene.

      I’ll never forget the night Regi opened up to us for the first time. About the day a Spore had extended her work shift, then took advantage of her after everyone else left. How she had nowhere to run. How she couldn’t look in her parents’ eyes since. Or tell them about it, because she was scared they would get in trouble. Because no one would believe her. Because Spores protect people. They don’t assault them. That’s why she started carrying that pocketknife on her at all times. So she could protect herself when no one else would.

      And I’ll never forget my dad. Left behind by the people he called comrades. Rotting away in the remains of a sector that the Sector Protection Force failed to protect. Because the general decided bombing it was the only way to save what’s left of us.

      I meet Will’s determined eyes. Haze’s pleading gaze. Rodent’s innocent face. Regi’s resentful look.

      I remember why we’re doing this.

      If we stay, if we join the training program, we’ll be nothing but slaves to SPORE, leading a meaningless life toward a meaningless death. No freedom. No dreams. No goals. Just orders to blindly follow and enforce, breeding more meaninglessness in a world that lost its purpose years ago. We’ll be no different from the mindless infected roaming the outside.

      There is no turning back once the recruiters arrive. And once Mom finds out, I’ll never be able to set foot in Kadia again. None of us will. If we get caught, we’ll be stripped of all our rights, then permanently exiled, kicked out without resources, left somewhere the infected are sure to find us. But I’m not turning back. This was my choice. Still is. And it’s far better than surrendering my whole life to serve the Spores. To serve the traitors who betrayed my dad.

      “Right.” I nod. “You’re right, I’m sorry. Let’s go.”

      Everyone relaxes. Haze smiles and nods toward the hole. Regi’s the first to go through, then Rodent.

      Will winks at me. I smile warmly as he nudges me forward, following behind me.

      We jump over the fence on the other side and, staying crouched, cross the street, sticking to the shadows of buildings as we move. Arguably the only good thing about how little the unprivileged have is that the buildings they live in are mostly dark at night, making it easier to sneak by. All the generators are reserved for the privileged or buildings occupied by SPORE.

      A chorus of combat boots sounds from down the road. We hide behind a dumpster, staying still. I can’t help but peek at the street. A whole platoon of armed soldiers runs across. A skull insignia marks the sleeves of their uniforms. Spec Ops.

      My throat works up and down. That platoon must be headed to respond to an emergency. And right now I can only think of two: either Cris did report us, and the Spores are looking for us. Or the wave is here, and they’re going to clear it.

      “Come on,” Haze says once the platoon passes. “We’re close.”

      We continue down a couple blocks until we arrive at a manhole where a “Construction” plaque stands, surrounded by traffic cones. Not that there is actual traffic in the sector, save for the few vehicles that the Spores drive around. But this is one of the sewer tunnels that’s been under construction while they sort out the water system for the new privileged families.

      Regi takes the lead. “Listen, stick close, stay quiet, and follow me, okay?”

      She’s one of the sewer workers, so she’s our guide for the underground journey. The fences have floodlights installed that stay turned on all night long, meaning there is no chance of us sneaking anywhere close to them. This tunnel should take us a safe distance away from the sector and any floodlights.

      Will and Regi lift the lid and set it aside. Regi turns on her shoulder flashlight and climbs down the ladder.

      “Rodent, go on,” Haze says.

      Rodent nods and goes next. I follow her, and Will is right after me.

      By the time we make it to the bottom, Haze is getting ready to climb down.

      “Hey, you!” a distant voice shouts.

      Haze freezes, as does my blood.

      “The hell are you doing over there!”

      “Is that a Spore?” Will whispers.

      Haze meets my eyes with uncertainty, then, hesitantly, climbs back out.

      “Move,” Regi whisper-yells. “We can’t stay here.”

      “I’m not leaving Haze behind,” I say, sending a pointed look at Regi.

      “I am.” Regi walks ahead.

      Rodent looks between me and Regi, unsure.

      Will hesitates. “Ash, we can’t let them see us.”

      “Take Rodent,” I say. “Go with Regi. I’ll get Haze and we’ll be right behind you.”

      “What…”

      The Spore’s voice grows louder, closer to the hole.

      “Go,” I insist, taking off my backpack and handing it to him.

      He takes it, then holds my hand with his free one, squeezing. “Don’t take long.”

      “I won’t.” I give him a nod, and climb back up the ladder.
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      “The hell is all this?” The Spore’s voice is harsh. “You stole it?”

      My head pokes out of the manhole in time to catch him emptying Haze’s backpack on the floor. Cans of food clatter all over. Tools. Clothes. Everything she packed.

      “I didn’t steal it,” Haze says. “It’s mine.”

      “Yours?” The Spore throws the backpack aside and grabs Haze by the face. “Nothing is yours. Everything you have, we gave you⁠—”

      “Corporal Daniels!” I shout as I climb out of the manhole.

      “What the hell is this now?” The Spore lets go of Haze, looking in my direction. He approaches me, carrying his M4. “What are you doing down the—” He swallows his words the moment his flashlight settles on my face. I cover my eyes with my arm. “Brown?”

      Dad may not be around anymore, but his name still gets me out of the mud every single time. Also, my pink pixie-cut makes me easier to identify.

      “Brown,” he says, his harsh tone dissipating, “what were you doing in the sewers?”

      “Looking for my shoe.” I wiggle my bare foot at him. I’d tossed my shoe off before climbing out.

      “Your shoe?” He blinks. “How did your shoe fall down there?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrug. “Someone must have forgotten to close the manhole. Haze and I were walking by, you know, enjoying our last night in the sector, and then I tripped and my shoe just flew right into the hole.”

      Corporal Daniels actually considers the probability of that. He lets out a hearty laugh, then straightens up, clearing his throat. “Look, Brown, I’m just doing my job. Hanging around here, at this hour. It looks suspicious.”

      “Do you remember Liam?” I ask. “Private Liam Moore.”

      He falters. “Of course I remember him. An honorable soldier.”

      “That was his sister you were harassing just now,” I say bitterly.

      “Searching!” he corrects. “I was searching. I have to make sure no civilian’s going around causing trouble, especially when the recruiters are about to arrive.”

      “Yes, of course,” I say. “But try to see it from our side. This is our last day in the sector for at least a couple months. We just wanted to walk around and say goodbye to our favorite places before we leave.”

      Daniels scratches the back of his neck. “All right, Brown. Just ’cause it’s you, I’ll look the other way and pretend I didn’t catch you. But promise you’ll be back home before midnight.”

      “Promise,” I lie, and add an innocent smile while I’m at it.

      He nods, then, with a sigh, turns and walks away. He casts one look at Haze, but says nothing to her.

      Haze watches him with wary eyes, turning as he walks past her. That’s when I see the brick she’s hiding behind her back.

      “Haze?” I whisper-yell. “What the hell are you doing with that?”

      She shrugs. “I had to think of something in case he didn’t leave us alone.”

      My jaw drops. Was she really going to attack him?

      She tosses the brick aside then runs to stuff her belongings into her backpack.

      I thank God in silence it didn’t come to that. We’re breaking enough rules by running away. Assaulting a Spore would only make things worse.

      Haze tugs me by the sleeve of my hoodie. “Move, Ash. We can’t hang back any longer.”

      I run with Haze, and we both climb back down the ladder. I let her guide me through the dim sewers, lit with the weak beams of our flashlights.

      “Up there!” Haze points her flashlight at the end of a blocked tunnel, filled with rubble, save for a hole at the top. The others must have already made it. “We have to block it again once we’re through, that’ll keep them off us for a while.”

      The debris blocking the tunnel is huge, one can’t move it with their bare hands. It’s a miracle it even opened.

      Once we go through the hole, I help Haze cover it again, then we continue running, taking a few turns until distant voices reach us from an open manhole. We climb up the ladder and come out to the surface.

      A cold breeze hits my face, an unfamiliar scent in the air. It has more of a stench to it than anything, but it’s different enough from the air in the sector that I don’t care. Empty buildings wrap around us, the streets inhabited with distant moans of the infected. Thankfully none are in sight.

      “It’s them!” Will’s voice calls from the sidewalk on our right. He rushes to us with Rodent. “What happened? Did the Spore leave?”

      “Yes,” Haze says. “Thanks to Ash⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Regi interrupts. “I think we’ve wasted enough time with chatter, now. Where’s that map?”

      Haze puts her backpack down and digs through it. She pauses, then looks again. “It’s not here…”

      “What?” Regi scoffs. “Are you kidding me?”

      “I must’ve missed it when I was picking up my things.” Haze looks up.

      Oh, no…

      “That’s fantastic,” Regi says. “You and the Doc sure are having a field day sabotaging our plan.”

      “It’s not my fault,” Haze says. “We had to hurry before more Spores showed up.”

      “It’s fine,” Will says. “I think I remember the way. There was an old bank. Really high. If we can get there, we’ll probably have a good view of the place, figure out where we can camp for the night.”

      “We’re not camping,” Haze says as she stands. “We need to go to the press building.”

      “What press building?” Will asks.

      My head’s about to explode. I shut my eyes and take a deep breath, backing away from the group. We can’t go back to grab the map. If another Spore catches us, they might not be as forgiving as Daniels. On the other hand, we’ve marked areas of interest on that map, and if a Spore does find it, they’ll know where to find us. This was a mistake. We’re not ready. We should have taken more time to⁠—

      A hand takes mine and squeezes it. I open my eyes to Rodent standing beside me with a sorry smile. I hold her hand tight and smile back. The others’ voices fade away.

      I take a moment to look around.

      I’m outside. Actually outside. I focus on the breeze on my face. The warmth of Rodent’s hand in mine. The desperate growls and moans of the infected. As though I’m looking upon them off a watchpost.

      As though they’re not so far anymore.

      As though they’re getting closer…

      Between the shouting and arguing, a figure stumbles from behind a building, dressed in shabby clothes, staggering toward us. Another one follows it. A third comes from the opposite side. Out of their mouths comes a jumble of raspy moans.

      My breath catches. I want to warn the others but I can barely utter a syllable.

      Thankfully, Rodent lets out a piercing scream.
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      The infected flood the street.

      Their frail bodies sway left and right as they stumble in our direction, moaning, growling, some faster than others, but not enough to be more than roamers. Dirty and shabby clothes. Bony bodies and pale skins. I’ve always seen them from behind the fence, or from a watchpost. But standing out here in the same street as them, without a barrier keeping them at bay, it’s frightening.

      “They’re slow,” I say, shaking off the trance. “We can outrun them.”

      “Can we outrun that, too?” Regi points ahead.

      An infected leaps off a construction platform from one of the buildings. His big, muscular body lands on an old vehicle with a hard thud.

      I push Rodent behind me, shielding her. Regi pulls out her pocketknife, taking a stance. Will readies a big kitchen knife he stole from the cafeteria. Haze pulls out a metal pipe.

      The muscular infected rolls off to the ground, landing in a crouched position. He looks up as he rises to his feet, determined eyes glued to us. Saliva drips from his mouth.

      That one’s not a roamer.

      That one’s a chaser.

      I scan the sidewalk to our right. There’s an open door leading into one of the buildings. You can’t outrun a chaser on your bare feet, but you can lose it.

      “Run!” I shout as the chaser lunges toward us. I take off toward that building, the others following. “We have to hide.”

      I’m the first one to barge in. It’s a library, judging by the big, dust-coated bookcases and the scattered books on every surface. A stairwell on the left leads to an upper floor. More large bookcases.

      “Up there!” I point.

      Haze and Will bolt for the stairs. I follow them, pulling Rodent with me.

      Regi makes a stop to push the reception desk against the door. “Hide and stay quiet,” she says.

      “If they can’t see or hear us, they’ll leave,” Will finishes.

      I spent days teaching them what Dad had taught me about the infected. I’m glad they paid attention.

      A force pulls me back as I’m climbing the stairs and Rodent lets out a pained scream. I look behind and find her foot plunged through a hole in the wooden stairs.

      Rodent whimpers, hissing as she wiggles her leg around. “It’s stuck.”

      “It’s okay, don’t move.” I crouch beside her. “Will, my backpack!” I brought a weapon too, a surgical saw. We use those at the hospital to amputate the limbs of Spores who get bit.

      Will throws me the backpack. I catch and quickly unzip it, finding the saw. If it can cut through bone, it can cut through rotten wood. I remove a good chunk, expanding the hole enough for Rodent to free her foot. Blood spills from a small cut, tracing her ankle.

      “You’re good,” I reassure her. “Can you walk?”

      She taps her foot slowly on the steps, then nods.

      “Then go,” I say and follow her. Regi climbs up after me.

      We hide behind a bookcase and wait. Rodent slumps on the floor, holding her ankle and biting her lip.

      I steal a peek at the first floor through the railings.

      The chaser stops in front of the library. He slams his body against the door. Regi had stacked some chairs on top of the desk. The chaser tries again, and again, then backs away when the door doesn’t open. He stands in front of the side window, staring for a few seconds, then retreats.

      I let out a relieved breath and give Rodent a reassuring smile.

      Glass shatters downstairs.

      The chaser jumps through the now broken window. I pull myself behind the bookcase, pressing my back to the shelves, and hold my breath.

      Rodent looks at me with a trembling gaze, lips quivering. I hold her hand, hoping to give her some level of comfort.

      Shuffling sounds. Footsteps. Faint growls.

      Will and Haze are hiding behind a bookcase to my right, both looking equally terrified. Will holds the kitchen knife tight, chest rising and falling in panicked breaths. Haze carries the pipe in a shaky grip, silently mumbling something. Regi’s the only one who’s wearing her fighting face, clutching the small pocketknife in a firm grasp, ready to make a move.

      I brace myself and slowly lean sideways to peek at the first floor.

      No chaser in sight.

      The stairwell is clear too.

      The chaser’s gone.

      I’m about to announce that we’re safe when a new figure stumbles toward the library. A lean woman with an arched back and long shaggy hair that covers most of her face. She feels the walls with her hands and steps through the broken window, into the library.

      I back away behind the bookcase again, watching from the corner of my eye.

      She’s moving slowly, dragging her feet across the floor. A roamer. If we’re careful enough, we can probably take her out and leave⁠—

      She stops walking and leans forward, making loud sniffing noises. Her head lifts enough for me to see the whiteness of her eyes.

      My throat goes dry.

      She sniffs again, then heads toward the staircase.

      I look at Rodent, her hand, clutched around her ankle, all stained with blood. I look at the infected, who’s stopped at one of the steps—the one that had broken—sniffing.

      Not a roamer. It’s a tracker, and it can smell Rodent’s blood.

      Regi’s grip tightens around her knife and she makes to come out of cover, but I shake my head at her. She stops.

      I nod at Rodent to stay put as I move to a bookcase closer to the stairwell, then the next one ahead of it. The tracker’s a couple steps away from making it upstairs. I lean against the shelves and hold out the saw in front of me. Swallowing a lump, I raise my other hand and stare at my palm.

      Once trackers find the source of the blood, they call for other infected in the area to attack the prey. That prey is Rodent right now.

      I grit my teeth and open a cut across my palm with the saw. The first trickle of blood traces my hand. But I need more than a trickle. I cut deeper, and my throat constricts as I bite back the urge to scream.

      Trackers can follow one trail of blood, usually the freshest and closest one. Even when there’s more than one trail to follow, they’ll go with the more convenient one. I guess even after you turn, you can’t get rid of that lazy human nature.

      I wipe my bloody palm over the bookcase, trying not to think about all kinds of bacteria I’m getting into my system. I have a medkit, I can clean my wound later.

      The tracker’s footsteps draw close. I peek through the tiniest crack between books on the shelf. The moment the tracker passes by, I push the bookcase. It tips forward then falls, knocking down the tracker and trapping it underneath.

      I stumble back as it claws on the wooden floorboards with dirty, chipped nails, trying to crawl out, but it can barely move with its frail body. I ready my saw, bracing to deliver a fatal blow to its neck before it calls for help.

      The tracker’s white eyes shoot up to meet mine, horrifyingly wide and hauntingly desperate. It doesn’t actually see me. Trackers are visually impaired. But there is something about the way it looks at me, like a call for help, a plea for mercy.

      I freeze.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Regi pushes me aside.

      The tracker starts to scream, but Regi stabs her pocketknife into its head, cutting its scream as it falls limp.

      “You idiot!” She turns to me furiously and grabs me by the collar. “You froze! You’re not supposed to freeze! Wasn’t that the first thing you taught us? That’s what gets you killed. That’s what gets all of us killed.”

      “I-I…” I stutter.

      I’ve never killed anyone before. I’ve swatted flies and mosquitoes, sure. Probably stepped on ants by accident. I don’t even kill the spiders that creep into my room. I just carefully escort them outside. And yeah, maybe the infected aren’t human anymore but … they look human. Most importantly, they’re alive. How the hell am I supposed to kill a living being?

      “Let’s get out of here.” Will grabs Regi’s wrist, forcing her to release me, before he taps me on the shoulder. He has Rodent with him. Behind him, Haze carries our loaded backpacks. She throws me mine. I catch it, and we take off.

      The street is crawling with roamers.

      “Hey, up there!” Will makes a sharp turn into an alleyway, running for a fire exit ladder. “We climb to the rooftop, get a good view of the place, and figure out which way is safe to go.”

      Solid plan, and we do exactly that. Once we all make it to the first balcony, Regi pulls up the ladder, then we take the stairs all the way up. We arrive panting and gasping.

      I rest my hands on my knees as I catch my breath. Rodent sits on the floor next to me.

      “Haze, where’s that building you were talking about?” Will asks, walking to the ledge.

      “You see that star logo over there?” She points ahead of us. Behind several tall buildings, a silver star logo pokes the sky. “That’s where we’re going.”

      Regi places a hand on her hip. “When did we decide that?”

      And here I thought I was blanking on something.

      “Haze, that’s too close to the sector.” I straighten up. “Wasn’t the plan to get as far away as possible?”

      “Yeah,” Will says. “I thought you said we weren’t camping?”

      So none of us know what she’s on about.

      “Who said anything about camping?” Haze says. “That building is safe. We’ll be just fine.”

      “How do you know that?” Regi folds her arms.

      Haze’s shoulders fall. She looks at us one by one, then says, “It’s our rendezvous point.”

      “Rendezvous point?” I repeat, but it makes even less sense than when she said it.

      “We’re meeting with someone?” Regi asks.

      “Yes,” Haze says. “There’s this group. They live outside the sectors…”

      There are no sectors north of here, nothing except for the Pit, which is more of a wreck of debris and rubble than a sector now. But I heard rumors before, about small camps outside of the sectors, formed by the Exiled—people who were kicked out of the sectors for committing crimes and breaking laws.

      How would Haze have gotten in contact with the Exiled? When did this happen? And why not tell us about it until now? Stealing resources is a big crime, running away is even worse, and getting in contact with the Exiled? At this point the Spores will shoot us on sight without attempting to arrest us first. Man, I really had no idea what I was getting myself into.

      “You said we had no time to change our plan,” I say. “But this wasn’t the plan, Haze. We were going to the Pit.”

      “No, Ash, you were going to the Pit,” Haze says. “What about after that? After the Pit? We have to survive out here somehow. We can’t do it by ourselves.”

      “I don’t disagree,” Regi says. “But we didn’t escape one control-obsessed government just to fall into another. What do we even know about these people? How do you know them?”

      “That’s not important now,” Haze says. “What’s important is that we get away from here.”

      Rodent sits quietly by herself, rubbing her ankle. My palm is still covered in blood, stinging.

      “First,” I say. “We need to patch some wounds.”

      Rodent looks at me with big eyes.

      I crouch before her and get out a medkit from my backpack. “Let me take a look. I’ll clean it up and bandage it for you, okay?”

      “Okay.” She nods, smiling widely. “Thank you.”
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      “That doesn’t look stable.” Regi looks down at a construction platform on the other side of the building.

      “It’s not,” Will says. “But it’s still safer than the streets.”

      The platform has multiple levels made of long wooden planks, held together by metal bars. Some of the planks look old and rotten, but most of them seem sturdy enough. If we’re careful, we can cross safely and jump to the next building. Aside from chasers, infected can’t climb, and we should be out of their reach for the most part.

      “I’ll go first,” I say. “I’m the skinniest.”

      “More like smallest,” Regi says.

      “Hey, that’s not true,” I argue, then, less confidently, I add, “Rodent is the smallest.” The others snicker at that. Even Rodent. The audacity.

      “I’ll still bet the ten-year-old weighs more than you do,” Regi says, then gestures at the platform in a courteous manner. “By all means, I’m not stopping you.”

      I give her a daring grin then step up onto the ledge. I lower myself until I’m dangling on the other side. A flash passes me from my earlier attempt to jump rooftops. My leg still hurts from the fall, and the cut on my hand doesn’t make this any easier.

      But the platform isn’t that far. I can do it this time. I know it.

      A breath in. Another out. I push my feet against the wall, then boost myself toward the platform.

      My arms slam against a wooden plank, and I hold on tight. The entire structure shakes at the impact. I stay still until everything stops moving. Reaching for the metal pole in the corner, I hoist myself onto the platform.

      Once on my feet, I turn and give the others a thumbs-up. Will’s the next to go. He makes a confident jump right off the ledge, and he’s lucky enough to stick the landing. He winks at me as he stands.

      “Show-off,” I tease, though a smile creeps onto my face nonetheless.

      He kisses me on the cheek and whispers back, “I know you like it, Hash Browns.”

      I blush. Not wrong.

      Next is Regi. Instead of jumping to the platform we’re on, she climbs down the wall using windowsills and trims, until she reaches a lower platform that is connected to the building. She lands on it, then takes a ladder in the back to where Will and I are.

      “You guys trying to bring this thing down on us?” Regi says, twirling her pocketknife around her fingers. “Show-offs.”

      Will and I exchange an amused look, and simultaneously mutter, “Coward.”

      “Guys!” Haze calls.

      I turn back to the roof to Rodent slowly stepping onto the ledge with Haze’s help. Rodent’s eyes dart up and down between the platform and the gap in the middle.

      “Ro, look at me,” I call. “Look at where you want to be, not where you’re scared to end up, okay?”

      Rodent swallows.

      “I’ll catch you,” I say.

      “So will I!” Will joins in.

      Rodent puts on a brave face and nods, fixing her gaze on me.

      “One,” Haze counts behind her. “Two. THREE!”

      Rodent jumps, screaming at the top of her lungs and flailing her arms and legs about.

      I stand at the edge of the platform, holding onto a metal pole with one hand, and reaching out with the other, ready to meet Rodent halfway.

      But she doesn’t even make it halfway.

      She falls straight down.

      “Ro!” I scream.

      Rodent hits the lower platform with a hard thud, causing the whole construct to shudder. I trip forward and nearly fall, but Will tugs me back by the hoodie. Rodent dangles off the edge of the platform with both her hands.

      “Rodent!” I call. “Hold on. We’ll come get you.” I hurry to climb down the ladder with Regi.

      Rodent’s small, twitchy fingers grab onto the platform, but they’re slowly slipping. “Help!” she screams. “Ash!”

      “Rodent!” I carefully trudge on the unstable platform. “Don’t move, all right? I’m almost there.”

      “I’m sorry!” she cries. “My leg hurt. I couldn’t jump!”

      “It’s okay…” I say. “It’s okay, we’re⁠—”

      The platform shakes violently. The plank on which I’m standing sways left and right. I grab onto a pole to my right, balancing myself. The infected gather in the street below Rodent, reaching for her with their hands.

      I keep moving. “Ro, I’m almost there.”

      The structure shakes again.

      “Ash,” Regi calls, her voice falling behind.

      “Almost there…” I trudge forward.

      A snap, then crack, then the plank comes down and swallows a screaming Rodent.

      “No!” I shout. “Ro!”

      I brace myself to run, but the platform beneath me tilts downward. I lose my footing, almost slip, but a force yanks me back by the collar. I fall next to Regi.

      The infected’s growls and moans intensify, drowning out Rodent’s desperate, pained screams.

      I sit still.

      Paralyzed.

      Rodent’s screams stop.

      I look up at Haze on the rooftop, her wide eyes fixed on the street. She slaps a hand over her mouth and turns away, retching.

      My eyes sting.

      “W-we…” Regi’s broken voice says as she scrambles to her feet, “should move…”

      A pang sounds from behind us. I turn around as a pair of dirty hands grabs onto one of the platforms, then a head pokes out, baring its teeth and growling. A chaser climbs onto the platform and lunges at us. Regi blocks it with her body and pushes it hard off the edge.

      “Get up!” she shouts.

      I shoot to my feet.

      A thump comes from above. I look up—through the cracks in the panels I see Haze, who’s made the jump across.

      Another chaser climbs onto the platform.

      The structure shakes.

      “Get off!” Regi screams as she lunges at the chaser again.

      A third one grabs onto the edge.

      I stomp on his fingers, but he doesn’t let go. He continues climbing.

      “Ash!” Haze’s voice calls from above. “Regi, get up here. What’re you⁠—”

      The whole structure collapses in a second, and the four of us fall with it, screaming.

      I hit my head on something hard when I fall. Heavy objects drop on top of me, pressing me down. I spit out a cough and try to move. I can’t. Only one of my arms is free, and I’m able to stretch it out, but there’s nothing in reach for me to hold onto and pull myself out. I try to push whatever object is on top of me, reaching behind me, but I can’t get a firm hold on it without twisting my arm.

      “Ash!” Haze calls. She picks herself up and stumbles toward me. Will follows her. “Oh my God! We have to get her out of here.”

      “You grab her,” Will says. “I’m gonna try to get this off.”

      A loud scream erupts from my right. I trace it to Regi. A pole sticks out of her torso. She tries to pull herself up. The infected draw closer to her.

      “Help Regi first,” I whisper in a weak voice as Haze takes my hand.

      “Ready?” Will says, ignoring me. “One, two, three. Go!”

      The lightest weight lifts off my back. Haze pulls me. I’m able to free my other arm, and I hold onto her with both hands. She pulls harder.

      Sharp pain strikes the length of my leg. I let out a scream and release Haze.

      Will drops the weight and backs away. “What’s wrong? Ash?”

      “My…” I manage. “My leg’s stuck on something. I can’t get it out.”

      “Okay,” Will says. “Okay, we’ll try again. Don’t think about the pain. Just focus on freeing yourself.”

      My eyes go back to Regi. Blood pools all over her body as she slumps, clutching the pipe. She grits her teeth, choking on a cough as red fluid trickles from her mouth.

      “Help Regi first, please.”

      “Get ready again,” Will says. “One, two, three!”

      Haze pulls me harder this time.

      The muscles in my foot strain, and I feel my entire leg cramping, but it’s still stuck. Another agonizing scream escapes me.

      Will drops the weight again. Haze’s hand tightens around me.

      The infected’s growls surround us. Some must have been buried under the fallen platforms, but more are coming in the distance.

      I look toward Regi again, and my body goes rigid.

      An infected is tearing right into her neck with its teeth, ripping off a giant piece of flesh. She’s not screaming. Not struggling. Not fighting. Her eyes are wide open, hollow, staring at me.

      I turn away from the sight, back to Haze’s desperate gaze as she looks at me. I squeeze her hands in mine.

      “Haze.” Will picks up a discarded backpack and throws it over his shoulder. He grabs Haze’s arm and pulls her. Her hand releases mine. “Let’s go.”

      “What?” Haze says, her other hand still firm around mine. “No. We have to get her out. We can’t⁠—”

      “We can’t get her out. She can’t get out.” Will looks at me. “Can you?”

      I open my mouth to answer, but he doesn’t even wait for me to say a thing.

      Will releases Haze’s arm and holds her face. “Look at me.” She does. “Let’s go.”

      “W-wait…” I say weakly.

      Haze’s grip loosens.

      “No, wait,” I beg. “I can try again. Please.”

      Haze doesn’t look at me. I clutch her hand with all I’ve got.

      “We don’t have a choice, otherwise we all die,” Will says. I can’t believe how cold-heartedly those words leave his mouth. How his eyes barely glaze over me, like I’m already dead. “I’m sorry, Hash Browns.”

      I look at Haze instead. “Haze, please⁠—”

      She doesn’t look at me, just struggles against my grip to free her hand and, slowly, weakness consumes me, my fingers uncurl, and her hand slips out from mine.

      She turns away and retrieves her backpack from the ground.

      “Come on.” Will pushes her forward.

      Choking silence chains my throat. I can barely make a noise.

      Will takes Haze’s hand and pulls her along as they start running.

      Away.

      From me.

      My hands rest on the hard floor. Blood trickles out of my palm, where my bandages have come undone. My wound stings, my eyes burn, and my chest threatens to explode.

      “You can’t—” I whisper to myself “—leave me here.”

      Not once do they look back.

      “You can’t.”

      Not once.

      All the growls around me turn into background noise. Regi’s impaled body stares at me mockingly. Rodent’s buried screams of pain creep behind me. Will and Haze disappear.

      My heart sinks. My body surrenders. I lie still.

      The infected walk toward me.

      Every inch of me is sore.

      A chaser—the one from the library—stands in the distance across from me.

      I close my eyes and take in a deep breath, pressing my forehead to the harsh concrete.

      Friends.

      “You can’t.” I punch a fist into the ground.

      Partners.

      And another.

      It’s all the same after all, isn’t it?

      I pull my shattered strength together and try, one last time, to free myself.

      Dad?

      A desperate scream bursts out of me, releasing the pain, the exhaustion, the tears, and every little piece of hope I’d held onto until now.

      They all leave us behind.

      My body barely budges. I slump against the ground and let go.

      The chaser falls right in front of me, what’s left of his face inches away from mine. He watches me with eyes that aren’t there anymore. The front of his face exploded.

      I think I can see his brain.

      A rain of gunfire ensues.

      Thud.

      Pop.

      Thud.

      Pop.

      Thud.

      The gunfire continues as the infected around me drop one after the other.

      I lift myself up and look ahead. Dark figures approach. Distant voices draw close. Not growls or moans. Distinct, human voices.

      A black uniform runs toward me, holding an assault rifle.

      “We’ve got a survivor!” the figure shouts.

      Spores.

      The Spores are here.
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      “This one is self-inflicted,” the Spore medic says as she inspects my palm wound. Her eyes snap to mine pointedly, and I can tell she’s questioning whether I’m worth wasting yet another medical resource.

      “I was luring a tracker away fr—” The rest of the words never come out of my mouth. Ro’s scream resonates in my ears. I chew on my lip.

      The medic furrows suspicious brows at me. “Blood lures a tracker toward you, not away from you. Where’d you even learn this?”

      “I know how trackers work,” I mutter, triggering a cold staring contest between me and the medic.

      We have a billion classes and lessons to attend, but not a single one of them is about studying the infected. Sure, most of them mention how terrifying and dangerous they are, how we shouldn’t interact with them at all, how, if ever we encounter one, we should immediately call for a Spore to intervene.

      They never teach the civilians how to protect themselves from the infected, much less how to fight them. Not unless they join the training program and basically hand over the rest of their lives to the Spores.

      I break eye contact, looking instead at the Spore guarding the door, watching me as though he’s more worried about me getting out than the infected coming in.

      “Clear the way,” a voice calls. The guard steps aside and two more Spores walk in, carrying two huge black bags.
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