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				To whoever ﬁnds this:
Here’s a math problem for you.

				Eight kids who cannot be exposed to the air for longer than 30–40 seconds without experiencing horrible, really psychotic consequences set out to travel 67 miles down a dark highway in a school bus that survived a freak hailstorm and crashing through the plate-glass window of a Greenway superstore. The kids are likely to be attacked or detained by an unknown quantity of obstacles including chemically deranged murderers, highway robbers, roadblocks, and other unforseen complications.

				Calculate the odds of their arrival to the Denver International Airport, where, they believe, they will be rescued.

				I know, you’re missing data so you cannot really calculate the odds properly. But if you know anything about math – even the most basic principles of odds and probability – you know this: Our odds suck.

				That’s why I’m writing this letter. So when you find this, you will know who was here.

				On the bus with me are:

				Niko Mills – Our leader. He is (or was) a junior at Lewis Palmer High. He’s also a Boy Scout and has type A blood, which means that if he’s exposed to the air for more than a minute, he will start to blister and die.

				Brayden Cutlass – Junior. Type AB, so will suffer from paranoid delusions but that hardly matters – he’s nearly unconscious. He’s the reason, well, one of the reasons, why we’re trying to get to Denver. He was shot in the shoulder by one of the two outsiders we allowed to enter the Greenway with us. The hospital in Monument is closed, but we have been told there are doctors at DIA, because that’s where the evacuations are taking place.

				Josie Miller – Sophomore. Also type AB. One of the nicest girls I have ever met, not that that matters, but just in case someone reads this.

				Sahalia Wenner – Only 13, but thinks she’s in high school. Type B, like me. We show no obvious visible effects but will suffer from ‘reproductive failure’ so that none of us can ever have a child. Big whoop.

				Batiste Harrison – Second grade. Type B, like Sahalia and me. Can be a bit preachy sometimes. Deﬁnitely goes to church but I don’t know which one.

				Ulysses Dominguez – First grade. Type AB. English not so good.

				Max Skolnik – First grade. Type A. Has wild hair and tells wild stories. Not that you could see his hair or hear his stories now, since he’s bundled up in ﬁve layers of clothing and wearing an air mask. We all are.

				That’s everyone on the bus. But some of us stayed behind. Like my stupid 16-year-old brother, Dean Grieder.

				He stayed in the Greenway on Old Denver Highway in Monument, CO, with the following:

				Astrid Heyman – Senior. Type O. Girl of my brother’s stupid dreams who, by the way, isn’t even nice and I don’t think even likes my brother as a friend, much less anything else.

				Chloe (can’t remember her last name) – Third grader. Type O. Obnoxious.

				Caroline McKinley – Kindergarten and

				Henry McKinley – Kindergarten. They’re twins. Type AB.

				If you have found this notebook, please, please go and rescue my brother and the others. They could still be waiting in the Greenway for help.

				Dean says he stayed because he, Astrid, and Chloe are all type O and will turn into bloodthirsty monsters if they’re exposed to the chemicals, but we were going to tie them up and sedate them. They would have been ﬁne.

				There. Now there’s a record of my brother’s bad decision. Though I guess if you are ﬁshing this out of the charred hulk of our bus and are about to go rescue him, then maybe he made the right choice after all.

				I also want to mention Jake Simonsen. Senior. Type B. Though he abandoned our group while out on a reconnaissance mission, he deserves to be listed here, because he was one of the original Monument 14.

				That ’s it for now.

				Alex Grieder – Age 13. Type B.

				September 28, 2024

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1 DEAN

				IT WAS A LOVELY moment. Astrid hugging little Caroline and Henry. Luna barking and licking all the faces she could reach.

				Of course, we were all wearing five layers of clothing to protect our skin from the compounds. And I had on my air mask. And Chloe was off to the side, masked and layered up and lying in a drugged sleep on an inflatable mattress. But for us, in the Greenway, it was a nice moment.

				Seeing Astrid kiss them all over their little, dirty, freckled faces made me feel hopeful and happy. I guess seeing Astrid expressing love for them made my own feelings for her swell up. I felt like my heart would burst.

				Then Astrid took in a deep breath.

				And I saw her nostrils flare. She inhaled too long and I knew the rage was kicking in.

				‘Why did you stay?’ she moaned. ‘You dumb, DUMB KIDS. WHY DID YOU STAY?’

				She crushed the twins to her chest, holding one of their red-headed skulls in each hand.

				And then I had to tackle her and hold her down.

				So much for lovely Greenway moments.

				Caroline and Henry were crying as I wrestled Astrid to the ground.

				‘Get her mask,’ I yelled.

				Astrid lashed out, pushing up against me.

				Luna was barking her fluffy white head off.

				‘Caroline,’ I hollered, my voice muffled by my mask. ‘Get her air mask! Bring it here.’

				Astrid had let it fall to the ground when she saw the twins and started hugging and kissing them.

				Caroline brought me the mask, as Astrid kicked and bucked. It took everything I had to keep her down.

				‘Put it on her!’ I shouted.

				Caroline, crying hard, pressed the mask over Astrid’s face. Henry came over and helped her hold it in place.

				‘Stop fighting me!’ I yelled at Astrid. ‘You’re okay. You just got a hit of the compounds. Just breathe.’

				‘Do it harder,’ Henry said to Caroline and she nodded. They crushed the mask down more firmly.

				Astrid looked at us, at me. The fury in her sky-blue eyes receded, slowly, until finally she closed them and her whole body softened underneath me.

				I stayed on top of her until she said hoarsely, ‘I’m all right.’

				I got to my knees, then to my feet.

				Astrid put her hand up and placed it on the mask, gently pushing the twins aside as she sat up.

				Caroline patted Astrid on the back.

				‘It’s okay, we know it wasn’t really you.’

				‘Yeah,’ Henry agreed. ‘It was Monster-Astrid, not Real-Astrid.’

				‘Come on, everyone,’ I said. ‘We gotta fix the gate! Now!’

				We had needed to open the gate to let out the bus with Alex, Niko, Josie, and the rest of them. The layers of blankets and plastic and plywood we’d used to seal the gate and make the store airtight were all messed up now.

				First we had to reseal the gate and then, somehow, purify the air. Would the entire store be contaminated now? I didn’t know.

				I grabbed the blankets and plastic sheeting that hung from the gate and pressed them back into place. ‘Hand me a staple gun!’ I shouted to the twins.

				The staple guns were still there, set to the side, from the first time we’d sealed the gate. I was now glad we were so sloppy as to leave our tools around. Or maybe Niko had left them there on purpose. He was very thorough that way.

				I got the blankets and plastic back up in the time it took for Astrid to get to her feet and drag the first plywood sheet over.

				I tried to staple it but only got three good hits when there was a hollow CLINK-CLINK sound from the staple gun. I was out of staples.

				‘Shoot,’ I mumbled.

				There weren’t any extra staples in the box, either.

				‘Be right back!’ I hollered.

				You had to shout to be understood in the stupid air masks.

				I didn’t want to think about Niko and Josie, and Alex trying to communicate through them on the bus.

				They should never have left and every time it even came into my mind that they had left, I got angry.

				I didn’t need to be angry just then, though. I needed to be smart. We had to get the store sealed up quickly.

				I headed to Home Improvement.

				I passed Chloe on her air mattress. She still had her mask on and all her layers and was totally out cold. The sleeping pill Niko had given her was strong.

				She was going to be so pissed off when she woke up and discovered that Niko and the rest had gone on without her.

				She had missed the whole drama of Astrid and me telling everyone we weren’t going. That it wasn’t safe for us to go out, because of our blood type.

				She certainly hadn’t been consulted when Niko took her off the bus.

				But we were right, I told myself. It was too dangerous for us to go out there. Astrid had gotten just a momentary whiff of the compounds and had gone berserk. Us out in the open air, trying to make it sixty miles to Denver? We would have murdered them.

				I was sure of it. We made the right choice.

				And we had enough supplies in the Greenway to last us for weeks or months. Long enough for the others to make it to DIA and arrange some kind of a rescue. Or long enough to wait out the compounds – we had heard the effects would only last for three to six months . . .

				As I got back with my reloaded staple gun, I saw that Caroline and Henry were gently bouncing next to Chloe’s slumbering form on the air mattress. Luna was curled up next to them.

				They looked like three little aliens and their pet dog, out to sea on a raft.

				Then there came a loud THUNK from the gate.

				Astrid jumped and looked at me.

				The THUNK came again.

				‘Hey!’ came a voice.

				‘Hello?’ Astrid yelled.

				‘I knew it! I knew I saw a light! Hey, Jeff, I was right! There’s somebody in there!’

				‘Who are you?’ I shouted.

				‘Name’s Scott Fisher. Open the gate and let us in, would ya?’

				‘Sorry,’ I lied. ‘We can’t open it.’

				‘Oh, sure, you can. You just did. It was just open a minute ago. We saw the light! Come on!’

				‘Yeah! Let us in,’ echoed another voice. Jeff, I presumed.

				‘Dude, you have to let us in. It’s like an emergency out here!’

				Dur.

				‘Yeah, I know,’ I said. ‘But we can’t.’

				‘Well, why the hell not?’ he demanded.

				Astrid came next to me.

				‘Because we let two grown-ups in before and one of them molested a girl and tried to shoot our leader!’ she shouted through her mask.

				‘Well, now we’re not like that. We’re real nice.’

				‘Sorry,’ Astrid said. She patted the plywood and nodded for me to nail it.

				‘Come on!’ he yelled. ‘We’re thirsty and hungry. People are dying out here! Let us in.’

				‘Sorry,’ I yelled.

				I shot a staple in.

				Scott and Jeff rattled the gate some and cursed a fair amount, but by the time we got the rest of the plywood back up, we could hardly hear them.

				I was examining the wall, and had made up my mind to add another layer of plastic sheeting, after we got the purifiers running, when Astrid tugged on my arm.

				‘While we’re all geared up, let’s go throw some food down to that guy from the roof.’

				‘What?’ I asked.

				‘Let’s throw them down some food and water!’ she yelled.

				‘Why?’ I asked.

				She shrugged.

				‘We have so much and they have nothing. We should help them.’

				Aargh, I didn’t want to go up on the roof. Not at all.

				I was exhausted and I wanted to get the air purifiers set up.

				But Astrid stood there looking at me like it was obviously a good idea. Like it was obviously the right thing to do.

				‘I want to get air purifiers set up, first,’ I argued.

				‘Me and the kids will do that,’ she yelled through her mask. ‘You should take the food up while the guys are still outside.’

				‘But—’

				I couldn’t think straight enough to tell her why it wasn’t a good idea. Maybe she’d think I was lazy or scared to go on the roof or something.

				‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll do it.’

				She turned toward the kids without even, I don’t know, saying thanks.

				‘Caroline and Henry,’ she called. ‘Grab a cart and come with me.’

				‘Wait,’ I said. ‘First we get the purifiers running. Then I take the food.’

				Astrid looked at me and sighed.

				Okay, it’s hard to read expressions through the plastic visor of an industrial face mask, but what I read in her expression went something like:

				Ah, this dumb kid feels like he’s getting pushed around so he’s taking a stand on a small, insignificant detail. But I guess if he needs to win this little victory for the sake of his pride, then I will give in.

				Then she said, ‘Fine, but let’s hurry.’

				We had eight different models of air purifiers in the Greenway and four to six units of each. Astrid and I set up the larger ones, and Caroline and Henry were in charge of putting the smaller ones around the store.

				We used a lot of extension cords, as most of the outlets were on the walls.

				I headed to the Pizza Shack. We had moved all the food into the big refrigerators there when we realized we’d be staying for a while.

				I grabbed some EZ cans of tuna and a bunch of old bread and some fibre breakfast bars no one liked and some horrible Popsicles not even the least discriminating of our kids would eat. And a couple gallons of store-brand lemonade.

				I threw the stuff into an empty plastic storage bin that was sitting around from before and carried it back to the storeroom.

				We’d been alone in the store for all of two hours and already she was bossing me around as if I were some little kid or something. Not good.

				Holding the tub in my arms, I entered the storeroom backward, nudging the doors open with my back.

				I turned and nearly dropped the tub.

				I was so wrapped up in thinking about Astrid I had forgotten about the bodies.

				It was bloody back there. Robbie’s body lay half off the air mattress. The air had mostly gone out of the mattress, so his bloody corpse was just lying on a flattish rubber mat. The blanket we’d thrown over top of him was saturated with blood in a couple of places.

				Just beyond him lay Mr Appleton, who had died in his sleep. A more peaceful way to go, to be sure. As if to prove it, his air mattress was still pleasantly inflated.

				The outsiders who had come and torn our group apart were now dead in the storeroom.

				I hadn’t had time to really think about Robbie and the way he betrayed us.

				He and Mr Appleton had come to the store and we had let them in. But when it came time for them to leave, Robbie hadn’t wanted to. Mr Appleton fell ill and then, later that night, we had found Robbie with Sahalia.

				In the scuffle, Brayden had been shot and Robbie had been killed.

				Mr Appleton died later in the night. There wasn’t much we could have done to change that, I don’t think.

				But Robbie …

				I could have looked at Robbie there and been angry. As far as I understood it, he had tried to get Sahalia to sleep with him. Whether by force or by manipulation, I’m not sure. But he showed his true colours and they were disgusting. A, like, fifty-year-old man with a thirteen-year-old? Disgusting. We thought he was a loving father-type guy and he turned out to be a letch.

				And if Robbie hadn’t assaulted Sahalia, Brayden would still be okay. Niko and Alex and the rest wouldn’t have had to try to make it to Denver.

				But I just felt sad.

				Robbie and Mr Appleton were just two more people dead from this chain of disasters.

				The little kids knew nothing about what had happened and I had to keep it that way.

				I added ‘Hide the bodies’ to my mental list of things to do.

				After I fed the stupid strangers outside the store.

				The hatch to the roof was easy to unlock. Niko had fixed sheeting over it with Velcro, so you could just rip it open and it would hang off to the side. And the padlock had the key right in it.

				I set the bin down on the step in front of me and pushed the hatch up and open.

				The last time I’d been on this roof we hadn’t known anything about the compounds. We had watched the cloud going up from NORAD, thirty miles away.

				The last time I’d been on this roof I tried to kill my brother.

				It was dark now. The air seemed to absorb the light seeping out from the hatch. The sky above was opaque black. No stars. No clouds. Just black mud suspended in the air.

				I cursed myself for not bringing a flashlight.

				I didn’t want to go all the way back for one, though, so what I did was set the box down on the roof and scooted it toward the edge, crawling behind it.

				I sure as hell didn’t want to fall off the roof in the dark.

				After a minute of undignified crawling and scooting, the bin came up against the edge of the roof. I tipped it up and over and listened to it come crashing down.

				‘Hey!’ I heard Scott Fisher yell.

				‘You’re welcome!’ I hollered.

				They’d find the loot. And I’d be inside by the time they did.

				They were lucky Astrid had a nice streak in her and that I was such a pushover.

				I edged my way back toward the light coming from the hatch. I couldn’t wait to take the air mask off.

				The whole mask/glasses combo was driving me crazy. The mask was large enough to fit over my glasses, but it made them cut into the bridge of my nose. And my nose was still battered from when Jake had beat me up, so that hurt. A lot.

				And I wanted to get my layers off. The layers were starting to bunch up under my arms and behind my knees.

				Again, I tried not to think about Alex and Niko and the rest.

				They had sixty miles to cover, wearing their layers and air masks, on a half-fixed school bus on a dangerous and dark highway. And I was whining to myself about a couple of hours in layers and a mask.

				I got to my feet and started to make my way, slowly, back toward the hatch. In a dark world, that leaked light looked really bright, I tell you.

				But I went slowly, because the roof was uneven and dented in places from the hailstorm a million years ago that had landed us safely in the Greenway.

				I was thinking about the hailstorm and about how lucky we were that the grade-school bus driver, Mrs Wooly, had not only thought to drive the bus into the store to get the little kids out of the hail, but had then returned to rescue us high school kids. I was thinking about Mrs Wooly and wondering what had happened to her in the end. Had she made it to safety? Had she even thought about returning for us, as she promised, or had she just decided to fend for herself?

				I was thinking about Mrs Wooly when the light from the hatch went out.

				I was alone, on the roof, in the dark.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				2 ALEX

				THIS IS SLOW GOING.

				In 3 hours, we have gone approximately 8 miles.

				Denver International Airport is more than 60 miles away.

				This is going to take longer than I had hoped. It took us 20 minutes just to get from the Greenway parking lot onto I-25.

				It’s hard to see out of the windows because of the Plexiglas, which is not clear like regular glass. It’s like driving through fog.

				The highway is cracked in places. Sometimes there are gaps and craters in the asphalt. But so far there’s been nothing the bus couldn’t make it over.

				Every 200 yards or so, there are big, battery-powered floodlights. These are good:

				1.	They lead the way.

				2.	They help us to see better as we pass.

				3.	They give us hope that there’s someone looking out for us.

				There are cars densely packed on each side of the highway and just one lane going through the middle. My best guess is that the military came along and cleared a path through. In some places, cars have just been lifted up and pushed on their sides to make room.

				The cars are not what is scary, of course. Nobody would just get scared in a long, weird parking lot like the I-25.

				It’s the bodies.

				We see them, dead where they were crawling out of their cars.

				Some are just bloody messes – they must have been type A, like Niko and Max.

				In some cars, as we pass by, our headlights shine on slick black liquid splashed all over the inside of the car. It’s blood. I guess those people were type A, too. Or maybe those cars had two people in them, a type O and something else, and the O just ripped them apart or something.

				The other thing that’s scary is the white mould.

				There is a kind of white foamy substance growing up over the car tyres and up onto the bodies of the cars.

				It looks almost like the car tyres have frozen, with snowdrifts of ice particles covering them, but we had to drive through some of it at one point and it didn’t seem like ice when we drove through. It seemed wet and dense, like mould.

				I think it’s a rubber-eating fungus.

				Anyway, it explains why we’re not seeing more cars out driving.

				Only tyres that have been kept out of the air aren’t covered in the mould.

				We just drove over a body lying right in the road. The thumps were sick and though we couldn’t hear them over the engine, we could feel them. The body had a heavy give to it as we went over it.

				A meaty, heavy give, if that even makes sense.

				These are the kinds of things I get to think about, Dean, while you are lazing about in the Greenway, eating Whitman’s Sampler chocolates with Astrid and Chloe and the twins.

				Max, Ulysses, and Batiste are sitting crammed together in one double seat. It’s a funny sight to me – behind them there are all these containers filled with food, boxes with gallons of water – all these supplies jammed in a big jumble, and then in front of the mess are these three boys, all padded up, wearing masks. And they’re playing Matchbox cars.

				I guess one of them (probably Max) stashed the cars in his backpack. And now they’re having races on the seat back in front of them and crashing the cars and making those car-driving noises little boys make.

				Sahalia is with Brayden in the front seat.

				He’s in bad shape.

				Sahalia keeps saying urgent things to Niko and Josie and me about Brayden. Probably things like He’s weak. He’s grey. He looks like he’s going to die. But we can’t really hear her.

				That’s because of the air masks. They make it almost impossible to hear, over the engine noise and the sound of our own heartbeats hammering in our ears.

				I think Sahalia’s crying under her mask.

				(later)

				Right before Castle Rock, there was a long stretch of open highway (‘open’ meaning that there was one clear lane with no obstacles to go around).

				We got up to 20 miles an hour, which felt like flying.

				I laughed and I think Niko was grinning under his mask, but I could only tell by the corner of his eye that I could see.

				Josie was smiling and she turned and gave me a big thumbs-up. She looked funny – we all did – with her five layers of sweatpants and sweatshirts and then a large orange slicker on top of it all. But she looked hopeful and I smiled at her and gave her thumbs-up back.

				When Josie was happy, it made everyone happy. And this made sense, because she was like the mom of the group. Everyone depended on her for her good, easy way of being.

				Max came up and asked Josie to make him some lunch.

				‘We’re hungry!’ he shouted.

				‘You’ll have to wait, honey!’ Josie shouted back.

				‘But we’re hungry!’

				Josie took Max by the hand and led him to the back of the bus. She was trying to tell him it was too dangerous to remove his mask to eat when Sahalia screamed.

				Brayden had slumped to the floor.

				Sahalia was screaming his name and pulling at his body, trying to lug him back onto the seat, I guess.

				Josie came back up the aisle.

				‘How long has he been unconscious?’ Josie asked Sahalia.

				Sahalia said something back but I couldn’t hear what it was.

				‘Brayden, Brayden! You’ve got to stick with us!’ Josie yelled. ‘We’re trying to get you—’

				‘He knows all that. I’ve been telling him that but then he fell asleep and you have to help him!’ Sahalia was freaking out.

				‘Sahalia, listen to me—’ Josie pleaded.

				‘We have to pull off and get help!’ Sahalia was screeching.

				‘Stop screaming!’ Josie shouted. She was getting mad.

				Suddenly Josie pulled off her mask. Then the ski mask she’d had over it.

				‘I can’t understand you, Sahalia,’ Josie said. ‘Calm down and speak more slowly.’

				She was holding on to Sahalia’s arms. Kindly, but firmly. That’s how Josie is.

				Then Sahalia took off her masks and fleece mask.

				The little boys started to yell. I think they were saying something like, ‘No fair’. They wanted to take their masks off, too.

				I knew Sahalia was type B, like me. Type Bs suffered the least serious of the four effects – loss of sexual function.

				And Josie was type AB – so unless she got her mask on soon, she would start hallucinating and accusing us all of trying to kill her or something.

				‘He’s dying. He’s dying and you two are going too slow!’ Sahalia shouted.

				Her eyes were red from crying and she looked thin-faced.

				She was acting mad, but I have noticed that Sahalia usually acts mad, even if she’s feeling something else. Like being scared or even happy.

				Niko yelled something muffled from the driver’s seat. Most likely something like, ‘What’s happening back there?’

				He didn’t stop driving. That was the right decision, given the circumstances. Brayden might be shot and he might be dying, but if we didn’t keep moving and get him to Denver, Brayden would die for sure, along with the rest of us.

				‘Brayden!’ Josie said. She snuffled a little. ‘Can you hear me?’

				I was watching and I saw it happen.

				Josie shook her head. She looked like she had a mosquito buzzing around her. She shook her head and stumbled backward onto her heels.

				Josie put her hands up to her head and started laughing. Laughing mean.

				‘Ew,’ Sahalia sniped. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

				Then Josie lunged at Sahalia. The two of them fell into the aisle and Sahalia started screaming.

				Niko stopped the bus. ‘What’s going on back there?’ he yelled. Niko came hurrying back and grabbed Josie, trying to get her off Sahalia.

				Josie wasn’t AB. She was O!

				Why had I thought . . . why had I been certain she was AB?

				She was type O and she was trying to kill Sahalia.

				‘Get rope!’ Niko yelled but I couldn’t remember where the rope was.

				The boxes were not in good order. Food was in with medical supplies and batteries were in with the tarps and I couldn’t find the rope.

				And all the while I was looking, the little boys were screaming and clutching one another and sobbing, and Niko was trying to drag Josie off Sahalia and I still couldn’t find the rope.

				Then I found it. (Under the seat in front of the little boys.)

				I ripped the package open and I got the end free and by this time Josie had raked him across his face and his mask was pushed aside.

				‘Your mask!’ I shouted.

				Niko had Josie facedown in the aisle. Her face was pressed onto the floor mat and she was snarling and bucking.

				He reached up and pushed the mask back over his face.

				Josie elbowed him in the side of the head and tried to throw him off her.

				I didn’t know what to do with the rope so I just handed it to Niko.

				‘TIE. HER. FEET!’ he shouted.

				Josie kicked me in the head but I got her feet tied up.

				Niko had one of her hands in his and her other was pinned under her.

				He jerked her hand out from under her body and somehow got her two hands tied together. Now she couldn’t do so much damage.

				No matter how she writhed and raged, she couldn’t get free.

				Niko didn’t have to tell me, I knew what we needed: the sleeping pills. It took me ages to find them. But I found a new packet of the sleeping pills and popped one out of its pouch and gave it to Niko.

				He smothered it into her mouth and motioned for me to give him another. I did. A few moments later, she went still.

				Sahalia still had her mask off. She was lying on the floor between the second and third seats, crying.

				Niko went and helped her up.

				‘I thought she was type B, like me,’ Sahalia said.

				Niko said something that sounded like, ‘We didn’t know.’

				‘I thought she was type AB,’ I said.

				‘She said she knew her type,’ Niko told us. ‘She was sure she was B.’

				How could we not have known for sure? I tried to remember. I guess when we’d all been exposed to the chemical warfare compounds, Josie had not been there.

				Niko coughed and Sahalia leaned forward, concerned.

				There was blood on the inside of his air mask.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				3 DEAN

				I  FUMBLED TOWARD THE HATCH, feet catching on the dents from the long-ago hailstorm.

				Had Astrid shut me out? No. It couldn’t be that.

				My heart was in my mouth and my face sweaty and cold.

				Was someone up there with me? NO.

				My foot tapped against the door frame. I felt down with my fingers.

				The hatch was open.

				The lights had just gone out below.

				And then I realized how stupid we had been.

				For most of the two weeks we’d been in the Greenway, we had had almost all the lights off to conserve power.

				My little brother, Alex, the tech genius, had figured out how to work the complicated control panel for the store’s solar power system. He isolated the lighting just to the Kitchen and the Train (our makeshift bedroom in the back corner of the store). But for the last – I don’t know – two or three hours the lights had been on at full power.

				And we had hooked up about thirty air purifiers to the system all at once.

				We were out of juice. Pure and simple.

				I sealed the hatch behind me and made my way down the stairs in pitch blackness.

				I edged toward the door, skirting the area with the blood and the bodies. I did not want to tumble onto Robbie’s dead body.

				They were calling for me. Astrid and Caroline and Henry, sounding frantic and scared.

				‘I’m here! I’m okay!’ I called.

				‘Where are you?’ Astrid yelled.

				‘I’ll come to you,’ I shouted back. ‘Where are you?’

				‘We’re in the Train!’

				I was used to getting around the store in the dark, but this was different. Before there was always a glow coming from the Kitchen and the Train area. Now the whole store was pitch black.

				I went first to the Automotive aisle. I knew there were some flashlights on the floor, because that was where we had been tending to Mr Appleton and Brayden before.

				I found a headlamp and two flashlights and clicked them on.

				As I got closer to the Train, Henry called out: ‘We can see you!’

				‘We see your lights bouncing,’ Caroline added.

				‘We blew the system, didn’t we?’ Astrid called.

				I could tell from the quality of her voice that she had her mask off.

				‘It’s safe?’ I asked her, pointing to my own.

				‘I don’t know about up front. But back here, it’s okay.’

				I handed her a flashlight and took my mask off. Removing my glasses for a moment, I rubbed the bridge of my nose.

				‘Oh, Dean,’ Astrid said. ‘Your face.’

				Maybe she’d forgotten that I had the two black eyes. Maybe she’d also forgotten that it was her boyfriend (ex-boyfriend, I hoped), Jake, who’d given them to me.

				Truth is, I deserved those black eyes, though that didn’t make me feel charitable toward Jake. He was handsome and popular
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