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  I dedicate this book to my mama, because she’ll whoop me if I don’t. Thanks for always holding our world together, no matter how badly the men kept breaking things. 
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  I see the world slowly transformed into a wilderness. I hear the approaching thunder that, one day, will destroy us too. I feel the suffering of millions. And yet, when I look up at the sky, I somehow feel that everything will change for the better, that this cruelty too shall end, that peace and tranquility will return once more. 
Anne Frank







  
  1
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Danny stuck the needle in my arm, and the pinch was nothing compared to the burn. He was always apologetic while he killed me, like a doctor administering a vaccine to a child.  Listen, kid, this hurts me more than you. But it wasn’t a vaccine, and it didn’t hurt him. He was the scientist. He had position and power; pumping poison into me and countless others secured that for him.
Danny hung the bag, connected the tube, and the fun began. Drip. Drip. Drip. My hands fisted; muscles twisted, as neon green snaked its way into my system. We didn’t know what it was. We didn’t know where it came from, or why the government wanted it tested. We just knew it hurt like hell: boiling blood, torching organs, devouring us like liquid gangrene. I’d done two bags the day before and barely made it home. It was only half full today, a kindness I’d pay for later.
Six more women made up my group, all at various stages of deterioration. I’d been around longer than any of them. Danny kept me whole. The rest weren’t so lucky. I watched them come and go, one after the other, healthy to half dead to replaced.
Lita, the girl in the next chair, was close to the final stage, and she’d noticed the favoritism I received. I avoided her gaze. I was an enemy, a traitor. I’d found a loophole and sold my soul to jump through it.
“Why does Willow only get half a bag?” It would be a miracle if she made it through the week. Festering sores coated her arms, her neck, her face. They filled the spaces where no hair covered her scalp. Angry, oozing craters marred her near translucent skin as if her body were a war zone. A war already finished. A war she’d lost. The fight should’ve been gone from her, but her question stole the moisture from my mouth. We didn’t get to ask questions. We didn’t get to say anything. I knew her rage. How it built over time, pressurized by the knowledge our world was fucked beyond repair. It was a dangerous mindset we all avoided. It didn’t help. It only sped up the process.
The atmosphere charged as Danny stopped to stare at her.
Lita took a slow, rattling breath. “I have two kids who need me. I’m doing three bags. I’ll barely be able to fill the ration tickets you give for this, let alone make it home and get them fed.” Her voice broke and lifted. “They go to bed every night alone, with their mother passed out. I hear them trying to wake me, but I’m too weak to open my eyes. If I’m doing more, aren’t I more necessary? Shouldn’t I at least receive more tickets than she does?”
Danny shook his head. “These are trials. You knew that when you signed on. The amount we need to administer will vary, and the payment isn’t based upon changes in the research.”
“Bullshit!” She yanked against the straps binding her wrists. “Does this look like a choice? This is just to survive another day!”
“Stop it,” I hissed.
Her gaze met mine, wide and wild. She scanned the other women locked to identical chairs, their faces, their doses, as if it were her first time seeing. She shouldn’t have opened her eyes. She shouldn’t have let it sink in. Her heaving breaths quickened. “This isn’t right.” She scrutinized the group again, pleading to the wrong people.
Heads lowered. Eyes averted. She was already dead, buried too deep to be heard.
“You just sit there,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief. “We all just sit here!” Her gaze centered on Danny. “Undo my straps. I want to leave.”
“For safety reasons, I cannot—”
“I want to leave!” Realization slackened her jaw, crumbled her features, because she knew it was over. She’d collapsed beneath the weight. Now the world would crush her, and the rubble would bury her children. She’d never make it home. She’d never get them fed. They’d never need to wake her again. “I want to leave. I want to leave.” She seemed hypothermic. The way she shook. The way she stuttered.
Danny lifted a hand and rattled off handbook jargon, policies and procedures, scripted and meaningless nothings meant to keep the cattle from stampeding.
When he continued to talk over her, Lita threw her head back and screamed. Then, she kept screaming, as if someone really might help. Like it would make a difference. Perhaps wake the rest of us. Lita wasn’t the only one too weak to open their eyes.
Her shrieking sucked the oxygen from the room. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t cope. I sat frozen, doing what we all did, waiting for an end. Softer cries mingled with the noise. The newest girl sniffled and shook, and the woman next to her murmured a sharp command to be quiet. Like me, the rest were wiser. Lita made us invisible. All Danny saw was her. All anyone watching would see was her, but any move or noise could break the spell. Any reaction at all and we would become her: defiant, defective, in need of disposal.
Lita wrenched and roared, bucking hard against the straps. The brackets holding the chair down rattled, and the pole her dosage hung from tipped.
Danny lunged and caught it before it hit the ground.
“Danny,” I urged. For what, I didn’t know. To save her? To make a deal?
He righted the pole and spoke from the side of his mouth. “They already saw.”
To prove his words, three officials rushed into the room.
Wait!  The sound locked at the base of my throat. One word. A humane word. An insane word. A word that would have sealed my fate with hers.
“There is no ‘greater good’!” Lita wailed. “There’s no humanity left to save!”
The men unbuckled Lita’s flailing limbs, ignored her haunting screams, and dragged her away with no remorse. No pause. She’d committed the crime of being human. Human responses got you noticed. Being noticed got you listed. Being listed meant you were unworthy of inhabiting Earth.
A poster of Josef Arogander hung on the inside of the door, and the moment it swung shut behind them, he smiled at us. Approving. Blasting his message even there, even then. Deplete the population. Keep the balance between humanity and nature. Save the planet.
For the greater good.

      [image: ]I pushed through the front door and dropped two grocery bags into Merle’s recliner. “Julia!”
She stepped into view, drying her hands with a dish towel too cheery for my mood; bright yellow baby chicks, smiling cows, and big, red barns. Old. Normal.
“They stopped taking ration tickets for produce.” I motioned toward the bags. “All we can get is that god-awful gelatin shit they’re always pushing.” I kicked off my shoes and hurried for the sofa. The room spun, and my stomach churned, but it could have been worse. Danny had gone easy on me, and guilt about Lita gnawed at my insides. She’d been right. It hadn’t been fair, and if she’d known the truth about Danny and me, she’d have been even more outraged. Her kids were alone now, and, tomorrow morning, they’d be no more.
I’d carry the blame.
Julia dropped the towel onto the counter, then stepped over to Merle’s chair and peeked inside the bags. She grimaced. “I can’t cook this shit.”
Despite my thoughts, my mouth quirked up at one side. She always managed to draw a smile from me when I had no smiles left to give. Then again, you didn’t see too many sixty-five year-old women who sported hot pink skinny jeans, lime green tank tops, and spoke like Julia. “It’s a good thing you don’t have to cook it. It’s ready to eat. I hear the ham flavor is to die for.” Literally.
Her jaw clenched. “Yeah? Well, then, we’ll just let the supreme leader have at it, because there ain’t no way in hell I’m going to eat ham-flavored fucking jello!” She kicked the chair and turned back to the kitchen. “You tell Josef Arogander that my squash grew in just fine, and if he wants a plate, he can meet me over on Kiss-my-wrinkled-ass Blvd.”
I grinned. “Where’s Merle?”
“Where the hell do you think?” She banged pots and pans as she worked to prepare a meal that had nothing to do with what I’d brought home.
I stood, and the neon green was a raging sea with waves large enough to sink me. I waded through the swells and found Merle in his usual spot inside the shed, working in secret. Gas-powered vehicles had been outlawed for years, but they’d have to kill Merle before he gave up his Camaro. Cherry red on the outside, chrome and love on the inside. He’d swapped the vin number with one on a junker when they started the round up, and low and behold, his baby had been hidden away, safe and secure for years.
When I stepped inside, he lifted his head. “Come here, Little Bit.”
Little Bit. He’d been calling me that since the first day we met, and I’d hated it in the beginning. Men always started off with a little bit, then a little more, and more still. I’d have sooner expected to be struck by lightning than meet a man who wanted nothing from me. But then there was Merle, rare as rocking-horse shit, and treating me like his long-lost daughter. I’d been eighteen, just aged out of the system, when I stepped into him and Julia’s diner, asking for a job. They’d given me that and so much more. They’d given me a home, a family, and proof that not all men were the same. So, when the diner shut down with all the others deemed menaces to Mother Nature, producers of too much waste, I made my deal with Danny to keep them alive. And I’d do it again because they were worth more than the entirety of The Greater Good.
I peeked inside the trunk: duffel bags, a hand saw, a box of nails, a hammer, a flashlight. “What’s this?”
“A plan.” He pulled the lid shut and turned to face me. “An old buddy of mine told me about a couple of uninhabitable spots marked by the government.”
I stared at him. “And?”
“We should go there.”
I snorted. He was joking. Of course he was joking, but the longer I stood waiting for him to laugh, the more apparent it became he was, in fact, not joking at all. “You know we can’t actually do that, right? If it’s uninhabitable, that means you can’t inhabit it.”
“That’s the thing.” He pulled a folded map from his jean pocket and smoothed it out onto the rear of the car. “There’s two of them that they know of.” He pointed to the first spot, circled in red grease pencil, then followed a line drawn down the river and into the canals where another circle had been marked. “Him and his gang are already living in this one,” he said, thumping the page.
I raised an eyebrow. It was no secret Merle had been involved in some less than wholesome activities in his past. Hell, even now, he looked ready to hop on a Harley and live free or die.
“They saw the same signs marking this other while scavenging for supplies. It’s not that far from us.”
“It’s not close either,” I said. “How do you propose we get there? Get in our flying machine? We can’t drive this car. They’d stop us within five minutes and take us all to the recycling bin.”
Now he laughed. “With what? Those little fucking electric soapboxes they beep around in? Only way they’ll stop me is if I choose to stop. No. We just go, haul fucking ass. From what Tex tells me—”
“Tex?”
He chuffed a breath, then glanced over with a stern jaw and crinkled eyes. “Yeah, his name’s Tex. What’s wrong with that?”
“We’re taking advice about a place that may or may not exist, that apparently isn’t inhabitable, from a man named Tex?”
“Look here, Little Bit. Men with names like Tex will be the only motherfuckers alive after this shit show is over. Now—” he turned back to the map “—from what Tex tells me, all we have to do is make it inside, and the officials won’t follow. They’re dumping shit in these remote locations, and whatever it is, they’re scared to death of it. Won’t even go in with a hazmat suit on.”
Men like Tex were probably already lying dead in a puddle of neon green. “What does that tell you?”
Merle turned and gripped my shoulder. “It tells me we’ve got a chance there. You think we’ll last here? What about when your teeth fall out like all the other lab rats? They call you necessary, but they aren’t skipping this house during the raids because they need you alive. They skip this house because you’re already letting them kill you.”
I swallowed hard, my argument dead in the face of his honesty. They were killing me. I could feel it. I’d seen it happen to the other girls. It had happened today. My thoughts drifted back to Lita. I thought about her children, orphaned. I knew how that felt. Home alone. Waiting. Already condemned to be rounded up and executed. Unworthy. Unnecessary.
Unless…
I could save them, make it right, fix one thing about this ugly world. “One condition,” I said, heart accelerating even at the thought of such a massive decision. It was absurd. It was suicide. But there were worse fates than death on my terms. My choice, not theirs. Then at least I wouldn’t be dragged away, thrown onto some inhuman heap, and forgotten. At least I’d die having done something. “We’d have to leave tonight.”
Merle’s lips thinned; one eye squinted. The expression he made anytime there was bad news. “Why the sudden rush? Did something happen?”
“They took a woman from the lab today. She has two kids somewhere.” I paused. My fault. My deal with Danny pushed her over the edge. She’d pleaded for an ally, and I’d said nothing. I’d watched, unblinking, as she was carted away to slaughter. Her kids were alone because of me. They would die because of me. “We bring them with us.”
Merle barked a laugh. “There’s that fuck-the-government attitude I was looking for!” He ruffled my hair and pulled me into a tight hug. “Can you find them?”
I sighed and nodded slowly. “I think so. I can ask Danny to check her chart and give me the address.”
His smile faded, eyes dulled. Reality was a shadow even Merle’s light couldn’t survive. “Be careful. Don’t trust anyone who works for them. If at any point it feels like things are off, you hightail it out of there and get your ass home. I’ll get Julia tied up to make it easier to leave.” He winked.
I laughed, but it was hollow. I had a bad feeling. It was risky, and risky equaled stupid, but I didn’t have a choice. I had to do something. Something human. I had to do something sane before I lost what little sanity I had left.
My time was running out.
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The hallway was all creams and whites, smooth like velvet and immaculate. Vases of fresh flowers sat upon stone pillars, and paintings of peaceful landscapes hung perfectly spaced along the walls. Hell wasn’t supposed to be beautiful, but it was. It didn’t stink of sulfur or death. Little air fresheners, tucked discreetly into corners, misted the atmosphere with fresh rain. Murderer wasn’t sprawled in blood across the last door. Instead, a gold plate engraved in pristine script read Dr. Daniel Clyde, Head of Chemical Therapy.
Therapy. Another ridiculous word to cover up another. The world was shaded in antonyms. Hot was cold. Up was down, and therapy was purgatory. Who were they lying to? Us or themselves? Perhaps it was simply an illusion to draw the holy into the fire. Regardless, I walked the hall each week, and tonight, I walked it again, dangerously unannounced. Most people didn’t know the devil required an appointment, but he did, and showing up without one was a good way to die. I knocked twice and ignored the instinctive urge to turn back.
Danny wrenched the door open, saw me standing there, and scanned the hallway. His pallor reddened, a glimpse of his true form, then he pulled me inside and shoved the door shut. “Are you insane?”
“I know.”
He pivoted and strode over to the window, checked the lot below, then twisted the blinds closed.
I stood silent, choosing my words. It had to be tonight. There was no time to wait, and I couldn’t let those children die. Things like that happened all the time, and just like everyone else, I didn’t look. I stepped back, sinking deeper inside the bubble we all kept around ourselves, focusing only on the survival of myself and those closest to me. I couldn’t look away this time. I’d never even seen their faces, yet they dominated my focus. I saw myself, a child without a family, begging any who would listen for love and protection. I’d orphaned them. If that was the person I needed to be to survive, I didn’t want to live. Not anymore. I’d had enough. “I wanted to ask for a favor.”
“A favor?” He turned, posture rigid. “I just did you a favor this morning. You think it’s easy to explain why I’m giving you a quarter of the dosage?”
The urge to laugh brewed, but my chest was blessedly too tight to oblige. What difference did one more lie make? Compared to all the others, this one was easy. But I didn’t say that, because that would have been too honest, and honesty would have clashed with the carpet. “This isn’t about treatment. The woman who was taken—”
He waved me off. “She’s already gone.”
He said it so casually, as if she were a bag of trash already disposed. A spark formed in the pit of my stomach and flared before I could snub it out. “I know that, Danny. I watched them drag her away.”
His attention dropped to the cellphone on his desk. I tensed. He wouldn’t make the call unless he absolutely had to. He knew, if he did, he’d risk having his own dealings questioned.
“You aren’t losing it on me, are you, Willow?” His voice was another lie, low and calm.
“No.” The sunlight filtering through the cracks in the blinds dulled, gray mixing into gold. I was taking too long. This was taking too much time, and we hadn’t even started yet. I stepped forward, closer to him, arms loose, face relaxed, pliant and obedient, just like they wanted us. “I need her address.”
“Her address…” He looked me over, from my worn shoes to my plain, white T-shirt, and one corner of his mouth twitched. “You want to loot her house?”
“I want to check on her kids.”
“Ah, I see.” He grinned as if I’d told a joke. “They’ll be gone tonight. You know that.”
“I want to get them out.”
His head shook.
He didn’t say what I already knew, but I heard him as if he had. They were already listed. The minute she was taken in, their fate was sealed. It wasn’t like the government would just give up when they weren’t there. They’d come looking, and anyone with a connection would be searched. Me and everyone in the same clinical group would be suspected.
He tutted and collected a stray chunk of my hair between his fingers. “It’s noble of you, truly, but impossible.”
Impossible. Didn’t he know? Impossible was our reality. One central government was impossible, until it wasn’t. Mass killing people based off criminal record, class, financial status, education, was impossible, until it wasn’t. Impossible was just another illusion, the worst one of all. “I understand the risk.” I held his gaze levelly and swallowed all the words I wanted to say. “I’m willing to pay, the same as always.”
His interest drifted to my lips. It was the deal we’d made. Favor for a favor. He’d allow me to keep my body whole if I allowed him to use that body at his request. It kept Merle and Julia alive, and it was all I had to trade for the lives of two more.
He sucked in a breath, mulling over the risks. It didn’t take him long. He ran his fingers deeper into my hair. “What do I get?”
Bile rose, but I swallowed it. “Same as always.”
“No. This is different. I need more from you.”
A shiver raced down my spine, freezing me until I was cold and solid, impenetrable. Ice formed into blocks and piled high inside my mind, building a wall for me to hide behind. He wanted more, and my cup was drained. I’d already given him all I had, all that was left. “How much more?”
“Whatever I want.”

      [image: ]Back on the empty street, back to reality, where the roads were coated in dirt. The trash twisted and twirled as a smoggy breeze carried it off to nowhere. That was me: trash on the road, used and discarded, left to decompose until someone made me disappear. Each move I made was accompanied by a sharp ache, like salt on a burn or sweat in a cut. My legs wobbled, stretched too far. Knots throbbed on my arms where his fingers had dug in and searched for bone. He’d burned me with his touch, left me charred, and I could smell him on my skin. Heady and thick, the putrid scent of smoke masked by men’s cologne. I’d missed curfew, and the officials were already silently working their way around the city. That was probably Danny’s intention. I get caught. I get killed. He doesn’t have to worry about me just showing up at his office again.
He’d kept me too long and demanded everything. He’d taken and done until each step I took was a shadow of his torture. Still, I pushed on. The address he’d given me wasn’t far from home. If I moved quickly, I had a chance.
I cut through yards and in between houses, ducking into the shadows each time a set of headlights shone on the street. The dull hum of electric trucks, the jangling clatter of their bulk rumbling over the potholes, the squeal of breaks. They sounded how the school buses used to, back before public schools had been considered unnecessary. But they weren’t school buses. They were death. A distant cry echoed into the night, followed by a jumble of words spoken through haunting sobs. A scuffle. Shouts. Whoever they were taking was putting up a fight. I hurried to the next yard and toward my destination, away from the sound, praying they’d be able to hold them up long enough for me to accomplish my task.
Lita’s house was small and dilapidated. The remains of once-white paint coated the worn wood in splotches, and the roof to a small porch hung low to one side, ready to collapse. The steps groaned at my weight. “Hello?” I tapped on the door. “Kids? If you’re in there, I need you to open up.”
Silence. I wasn’t surprised. No doubt Lita had taught her children to hide, to stay quiet, to never open the door for anyone but her. But when the officials arrived, there’d be no hiding, and the flimsy lock wasn’t enough to keep the flies from coming inside. I pulled out my ID, wedged it into the crack of the doorframe, then jerked on the handle. It gave a click, then swung open to reveal the dark squalor within. Toys and clothes were strewn around the room, trash and soiled dishes left to lay wherever they’d landed. A mixture of spoiled milk and mildew singed my nostrils, and I tripped over a bowl, the remains of whatever was inside spilling out onto my shoe.
“Kids?” I hissed, creeping through the living space. “Your mother sent me. We have to get out of here before the bad people come.”
A soft thud sounded from the next room, and I rushed toward it, stepping over and around obstacles, heart pounding in my ears, until everything froze. I stared, dazed. Both children were there, huddled together, little mice amongst the filth, and for a moment, I had no idea what to do. I’d been so focused on saving them but seeing them changed everything. It made them real. It gave them life, and I was the only thing standing between them and their deaths. I couldn’t fuck it up. I couldn’t fail.
My gaze locked with the wide, frightened eyes of a girl no older than six. She looked like a ghost, lit up by a rising moon, her eyes inky black and alert. Behind her back, she shielded a boy even smaller than herself. He gripped something small and square with chubby, cherub fists as if whatever it was would grant them invisibility.
“It’s okay,” I whispered as serene as I could manage. “I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here to help.”
She searched the room as if planning an escape, but she didn’t move. My heart cracked at the sight of them, lost, abandoned, scared enough to know something was wrong but too young to know what to do.
“I know you’re scared, but—”
Voices drifted toward us from the front door. I didn’t think. I gripped their wrists and hoisted one onto each arm, tight against my sore hips as I tilted and stumbled in an unbalanced sprint for the back. They didn’t cry, didn’t scream or beg to be put down. They remained frozen solid against my sides, matching the cold leftover from Danny. Only they were different. Innocent. Deserving. Precious ice sculptures who would shatter if I let them fall.
The kitchen was in the rear of the house, and the backdoor stood off to one side. The voices swelled as I fought to turn the knob without relinquishing my grip, and the conversation drew nearer.
“I hate taking the kids,” a man rumbled.
“They’re better off. Look at this place.” Something clanged as if kicked or tossed.
I flinched and gripped the door harder, but my fingers had liquefied, and they slipped and rolled like drops of rain on a windowpane.
“Besides,” the same one continued, “they kill the young ones different. They give them a cup of juice that just puts them to sleep. They even let them pick a toy to keep until it’s over. At least, that’s what I heard.”
I held my breath, eyes burning, shaking so hard I could barely keep my grip on the two kids, let alone manage the door. Each boot step in our direction was like the ticking of an old clock. At any moment, its hands would align, and the bell signaling our final hour would sound.
The little girl reached out and quietly turned the handle for me. I wanted to praise her, give her a shake and whoop until the fear left her face.
But I didn’t. I couldn’t, and as the door swung inwards, and footsteps echoed back from where we’d been, I stumbled into the night and broke into a full sprint across the back yard. Sore limbs and battered muscles burned in protest. My stomach churned with neon green, but I refused to stop. Refused to slow. The children hung on for dear life, their fingers too small and delicate for the force in which they used.
A break in the fence was too narrow for us to fit through together, so I released them and directed them forward, following behind with a grunt as splintered wood ripped clothes and tore skin. “It’s okay,” I reassured, gathering them back up with quivering arms.
The voices grew distant as I cut down the next street toward home.
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Iran through a vortex. My brain couldn’t focus on anything other than the smallest actions. I was hyper aware each time my shoe hit the pavement, the thud, the cracks and dips embedded in the road. The neon green still burned through my veins, hollowing me out. Without time to rest and heal, I had nothing left to give. I was out of sorts, out of fuel, but filled to the max with basic animal instinct. 
Run. Run. Run to stay alive.
It wasn’t enough. I stumbled and collapsed, smashing my knees against the hard cement. My stomach rolled, and sharp pain ricocheted from my head to my toes.
Tiny cherub fingers curled against the back of my neck and tangled with the hair that’d broken free from my ponytail. I looked over in surprise, having forgotten the two children still locked within my arms. They were secure against me, held up by a strength I didn’t know I possessed.
The little boy met my gaze. Somber. Solemn. Too aware for his age. I heaved a wheezing breath that broke apart inside my chest.
“I think I can,” he whispered.
My brow furrowed.
“I think I can.” He held up the block he still gripped in his hand. It wasn’t a block, but a small, thick book. I peered at it, straining to read the cover. A brightly smiling train chugged up a hill, fluffy smoke billowing out behind it. The Little Engine That Could. “I think I can,” the boy repeated louder. “I think I can. I think I can!”
“The train,” his sister said, gripping tighter to my opposite side.
My eyes widened, mouth opened, and I could have laughed—could have cried—at the beautiful innocence trapped within such an ugly moment.
“I think I can,” I said back, pushing through the pain and back to my feet. I hoisted them up, re-secured my grip, then chanted the phrase beneath my breath as I pushed the final stretch. “I think I can. I think I can.” Tiny voices echoed at either side, forming a strange, chaotic harmony.
When we reached the backyard to Julia and Merle’s home, an almost insane laugh bubbled out of my throat. “We made it.” I squeezed them both. “We made it.”
A gunshot fired.
I jolted and stared wide eyed at the light shining through Julia’s cheery, yellow curtains. For that split second, it was the loudest sound I’d ever heard, but the quiet that followed was deafening. “No,” I whispered, lowering the children to their feet as I stared unblinking at the windows. “No.”
The back door flew open with a bang, and Julia rushed out. Something dark coated the front of her shirt, and her arms shook uncontrollably as she stumbled across the porch and down the stairs.
Her gaze caught onto the sight of me, frozen in the yard, two small children at my sides, and her shaking stopped. “The shed!” Her steps quickened.
“Merle—”
“The shed!” She pointed toward it, already only a few feet from reaching us.
I grabbed the hands of both kids and tugged them toward the structure.
Once inside, Julia didn’t explain. She moved like a woman half her age. She acted like she’d rehearsed this moment a thousand times before. “Get them in the backseat.” She rummaged through the shelves of Merle’s work area.
I did as she asked, stealing glances as she manically moved about the room. My fingers fumbled on the seatbelt; eyes burned with unshed tears. It couldn’t be real. They couldn’t have suspected me so soon. I’d escaped one level of hell only to emerge deeper into the pits. The blood on Julia’s shirt turned her lime green a foreboding burnt, red orange, and I blinked hard, wishing I’d wake up and find all of it a nightmare.
By the time I’d fastened both belts, Julia was jumping into the driver’s seat. “Get in!”
I faced the house, even though I couldn’t see it through the walls of the shed. Merle.
“Dammit, Willow! Get in the fucking car!”
I slid inside, breathing hard against the sobs so ready to steal my last bit of strength. My brain rejected the obvious. It wasn’t true. Merle was okay. We’d pull the car out, and he’d be ready to go. Julia would climb into the back, and we’d drive out of there together.
But she didn’t stop. She didn’t slow. When Julia revved the engine to life, it roared with an intensity that drowned out the world, and she tore from the shed without bothering to open the doors. They splintered and broke away, and the car teetered and bounced as we drove over their remains.
We sped down the driveway in reverse, and as we made it to the street, I saw him. Merle. He stood beneath the glow of the porch light, covered in blood, a shotgun clutched in both hands, and a man bleeding out at his feet.
I sobbed as Julia stopped, and he started in our direction.
The high-pitched blaring of sirens sounded in the distance. Too close. The next street over at most.
“Hurry!” I shouted.
Merle ran the short distance and jerked my door open, but when I moved to climb into the back, he stopped me. His expression was fierce, a glimpse of the man he’d once been. “I’ll find a way,” he said, sole focus fixed on Julia.
I shook my head. “No! Get in! We can go together.”
“They’ll be more focused on a man with a gun than two women in a car.” He laid his big hand on my head, eyes never leaving his wife’s. “I love you, old lady.”
“I love you too, you dirty old bastard.” Her voice shook.
The sirens intensified. They were almost there. Flashing yellow lights preceded the two cars that whipped onto the street.
Merle’s jaw tensed. “Drive the hell out of it!” Then he stormed toward the approaching vehicles and fired both shells into the windshield of the first car.
I didn’t see the rest. The car roared as Julia tore backwards onto the road and pulled the gear into drive. Tires squealed, rubber burned, and Merle disappeared into a cloud of smoke behind us.

      [image: ]Merle was right about the Camaro. The little electric cars the officials used didn’t stand a chance against catching us. Julia drove full speed until we made it onto the abandoned highway, then she slowed to a steady eighty miles an hour and stared blankly out the windshield.
Darkness filled the car, even after the sun rose to chase the night away. My mind spun, envisioning him, imagining how it had all gone down, clinging to the scenarios that left him alive.
We drove for hours before Julia reached into her pocket and pulled out the folded map. She held it out to me and shook it. “Navigate.” Her tone was hollow.
I took it and unfolded the square, smoothing it across my lap with lethargic motions. “We’re on Interstate ten, now,” I said. “We can take this all the way to Interstate fifty-five. That will lead us almost straight to where he marked.”
She took a deep breath. “Good.” She glanced in the rear view and studied the children sitting stoically in the back. “If Merle said he’d find a way, he will.”
I nodded, though I couldn’t quite find it in myself to believe the dream. How could he? We took the car. We took the escape. Merle was in decent shape for his years, but he was still an old man. Sixty-eight year olds couldn’t walk all the way across states, let alone with an entire government working against them.
Julia reached over and poked me one time, hard, in the shoulder. “If he said he’d find a way, he will. Us mourning a man who isn’t dead won’t do us any good. Merle wasn’t always the papa figure you know. He’ll be okay.” She shook her head and squared her shoulders. “Right now, we need to focus on getting ourselves and those kids to that marker. That’s it. You hear me?” Her head turned, allowing me the full effect of her stern argue-and-I’ll-slap-you look.
I nodded again. Perhaps she was right. Merle had seemed to have it pretty well under control, at least, for the fraction of a second I had seen him.
“Willow?”
I looked back at her.
“Everything’s gonna be fine,” she said. “I can feel it. Things will get better now.”
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