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			PRAISE FOR WINDERS


			"Clever, kinetic, and personal, O'Nan's prose will keep your bedside lamp burning till the wee hours."

			—Pierce Brown, #1 New York Times bestselling author

			
			"Someone has finally written a novel about how to make the world fairer. Ryan O’Nan has written a book about how to rewrite Time, and save the people we care about. And of course, there’s a price to be paid. The question then becomes: how far would you go, before the powers that really be turn up to lay down the law. Winders is a fast, fun, and intricately-plotted story about fate, second chances, and the risks we have to take to have a life worth having."

			—Simon R. Green, New York Times bestselling author


			"With fast-paced action and intricate plotting, Winders is a Tenet meets The Matrix thrill ride that I could not put down. O'Nan is a rare talent, transitioning seamlessly from script to prose with vibrant characters, addictive world-building, and a story that leaps off the page and onto the screen."

			—Gretchen McNeil, author of Ten, #murdertrending, and Get Even


			“An exciting debut from O’Nan: fast-paced action and dangerous conspiracies that will leave you impatient for book two.”

			—Jim C. Hines, author of Libriomancer

	
			BOOKS BY RYAN O’NAN

			Winders

	
			For Lorraine Maxine O’Nan

	
			Do I dare

			Disturb the universe?

			In a minute there is time

			For decisions and revisions which a minute will reverse.

			~ T. S. Eliot

	

			CHAPTER 1 


			CHARLIE


			My mother died twice.


			This fact, and the brutal, relentless memories tethered to it, lock on to me once again like a familiar firing squad. Some facts are inescapable. Some are not. I’ve learned there’s a difference. Some facts, with the proper motivation, can slip away: like a snake’s tongue they can shoot out, taste the world, then snap back in the blink of an eye. But this isn’t one of those facts. Not even close.


			The memory always begins the same.


			With the ugly, heartbreaking sound of leather hitting leather.


			“Strike three! YOU’RE OUT!” the umpire boomed as hope drained from my dopey ten-year-old face. By the time the humiliation finally ebbed to a breathable level, I looked up and saw the two teams already shaking hands. Game over. We’d lost. By one.


			Leading our side of the handshake line was Donald “Ducky” Jones, the young star of our team, as well as my best friend since we were three. Mere seconds before, Ducky had been poised on third base, waiting to race home and tie the game. He’d nodded to me in that last moment, attempting to beam confidence my way. Ducky was five feet tall, dark-skinned and well on his way to being seriously handsome. His good looks and daddy-longlegs body eclipsed the fact that he wore glasses and got good grades, which I’d always thought was pretty damn unfair. The least he could do was get mercilessly teased for something. Ducky glanced back, making sure I was okay. I could tell by his face that he was seconds from breaking out of the line to check on me, so I started moving. The second I began walking, I felt her eyes on me. 


			My mother never sat in the same spot at my games. She said she liked to keep me guessing, but I always knew exactly where she was—even before she started shouting things like “End that ball’s life, kiddo! NO REMORSE! NO MERCY! YOU EAT BALLS FOR BREAKFAST!!” That last one was one of her personal favorites. I could hear the mischievous smile in her voice no matter how serious she tried to scream it.


			People always loved my mother. There was a gravitational force to her that seemed to be universally understood—a kind of bees’ sense of social order. I knew my mother was beautiful before I even knew what beautiful meant, because people were always instructing me on it: “God, your mom is so hot, Charlie,” Bobby Stugle’s older brother had leaned in close to me and whispered at a Fourth of July party when I was six. “You know, Charlie, some would say that your mother is proof there is a God” had been my Sunday school teacher’s take on the matter. I never thought of her like that. Not that I thought she wasn’t beautiful…just, I guess, maybe if you were born and raised in the Sistine Chapel, you wouldn’t be like, How amazing is my ceiling?! You’d probably be more like, Why aren’t I allowed to hang any of my posters up?


			My mother also did a lot of annoying, gross stuff, too: like announcing to me when it was “time for a good old-fashioned lady poop” (which, to this day, I honestly have no idea if there’s an actual difference between a lady poop and a non-lady poop), or when she’d get nervous, she’d bite her fingernails, then casually slide the shrapnel under whatever she was sitting on. I’m sure she thought no one ever saw her. But I did. I saw everything.


			She also loathed the status quo—especially the unwritten agreements about what constituted “normal” at my school.  Unfortunately for me, the expression of her disdain usually ended with me being morbidly embarrassed. Like the Halloween when all the other mothers at the annual school Patch Picking Party came dressed as sexy cats, and sexy witches, and even one sexy hunchback, and my mother arrived looking like she’d been savagely attacked by fifteen werewolves. There was not a speck of her body not covered in blood and goo. When asked what exactly she was going for with her hideous costume, she had shrugged and said that I had dared her to come as a woman who’d been turned inside out. (If you looked closely, you could make out all of her hanging organs.) The other parents looked at me like I’d thrown the statue of David down fifteen flights of stairs. My mother belly-laughed at their reactions, because, of course, I hadn’t dared her to do anything. She just loved to watch me squirm. She’d say, “We’re a team, kiddo, and part of being a team is making sure we both stay scrappy and on our toes.”


			But that day, as she watched me skulk off the baseball field—the boy who had just shat the bed for his entire team—I could feel her wanting to stand in front of the shame bearing down on me. And knowing that made me not want to look at her. So, I didn’t. I was too busy whispering one sentence repeatedly to myself—a sentence I’d heard Sawyer Siggafus whisper to Ducky last spring when he’d asked him for the fifth time to try out for our team. Sawyer put one of his freakishly long freckled gorilla arms on Ducky’s shoulder and without even the slightest hesitation said: “Fuck baseball.”


			Ten minutes later, the sun had set and the pukey, golden light had all but died away. A few straggling parents were hanging around talking. Ducky’s mom laughed at something my mom said. Mrs. Jones was a voluptuous, stylishly dressed Black woman who had one of those contagious laughs—the full-chested kind that made you feel like you were genuinely funny.


			A car horn honked, and the power trio all waved at a big old burgundy battleship of a Lincoln Town Car as it carved its way across the parking lot toward the exit. Behind the wheel sat “Grams,” Ducky’s grandmother and the matriarch of the Jones family. Grams always treated my mother like a second daughter. My mother lost both of her own parents when she was in her early twenties, so she often turned to Grams for any kind of real mom-ish advice. My mother used to say Grams was the kind of woman who effortlessly commanded respect. One more honk and Grams turned out onto the main road, heading for the turnpike.


			I sat alone at the far end of the bleachers, head hung, one hand picking at the shredded wooden bleacher underneath me, while in my other hand I still held the treasonous bat. By my feet, a small army of ants had covered a discarded popsicle stick, sucking at the dregs. That’s right, I thought; some get the popsicle, and some just get the stick. CLONK. I let the aluminum bat tap against the wooden bleachers, and all the ants began scurrying in every direction. I let it hit again. CLONK. The frenzy turned into an ant riot—all clamoring for safety.


			A tall, gangly shadow drifted over the chaos below. “You’re making a lot of traumatized ants,” Ducky said. “You got any idea the kind of funding it takes to provide mental health insurance for that many ants?”


			A silence hung in the air. I wasn’t in the mood. But I knew Ducky well enough to know that he had no intention of leaving. That’s one of the worst things about Ducky: he’s patient. Finally, reluctantly, I glanced up at him.


			“…Like a dollar?”


			“More like five. And who’s gonna pay for that? Not my taxes.”


			“You sound just like your dad.”


			Ducky’s face fell. “I’d take that as a compliment if my dad wasn’t over there undressing your mom with his eyes, like, right in front of my mom.”


			I looked over and sure enough, Ducky’s dad, a towering, former college basketball player, who had been forced to leave the sport at nineteen due to a knee injury, and who managed a bank in Morris County, was trying extremely hard to not look like he was staring at my mother’s body as she and Ducky’s mom talked. And he was totally failing.


			“…So embarrassing, man,” Ducky said, shaking his head.


			I broke down laughing, despite my dark mood, despite my anger and frustration. Ducky laughed with me. More in victory for pulling me out of my dark funk, but regardless, it helped. And as my spirits rose, I instantly felt bad about the ants. Sorry, fellas. Nothing like a crybaby giant, huh?


			Once my mom and I drove away from the park, night wrapped around us, making the New Jersey Turnpike feel like the last highway left on Earth. We rode in silence as I pulled at the stitching of my mitt. I was actually much better at catching than hitting. Why does everyone have to hit? I thought. Can’t there be an exclusion rule for kids who swing at the ball like a schizophrenic trying to club invisible birds? My mother looked over at me.


			“How you doing over there?” she asked, attempting to sound nonchalant.


			“Great,” I said, not looking up.


			“You wanna get ice cream?”


			“I’m not five, Mom.”


			“Is that a no?”


			“I didn’t say that.”


			She smiled at me. More of a smirk, actually. More of a “gotcha.” The smile was crooked and mischievous, and for a moment I wondered what she was like at my age. Was she like me: shy at all the wrong times, vice-president of the Land of Awkward (that’s right, not even president)? I couldn’t imagine her being anything but the confident, striking woman sitting there smiling at me.


			“Ducky said his dad was undressing you with his eyes.”


			She casually glanced in the rearview mirror at the minivan following behind us, containing Ducky and his mom and dad. In the side mirror, I could see that Ducky’s parents were arguing. Possibly a shared theme was being discussed in both vehicles. My mother, who saw the same thing as me, grinned slightly.


			“Did he?” she asked, but I could tell it was one of those questions that doesn’t expect an answer.


			But I wasn’t just delivering compliments; I had an agenda. “Think you might start dating again any time soon? You know, you’re not gonna look like this forever.”


			My mother looked at me, aghast, and for just a moment, guilt yanked at me. In my whiny little anger, I’d been too mean. I’d brought a machete to a needle fight. But then I saw the edge of her mouth curve upward. “Is that a fact?!” she said, giving me her best wounded outrage. “Thank you very much for that reminder. Wow. Did I ever tell you how charming you are?”


			“No.”


			“Good!”


			“Well?”


			She paused. I waited for her inevitable comeback. But then the silence stretched out until I felt compelled to demolish the awkwardness. But she spoke before I could.


			“I don’t know, Charlie… It’s hard to find a good man.” Fascination tore into me. There was a sadness in her voice, which told me one thing: she was thinking about my father. At least, I thought that’s what it meant. My father was something she very rarely talked about. I’d never met him. Never saw a picture of him. Didn’t even know if he was still alive. But he definitely lived inside her in some way, and it was only in rare moments that I’d get a glimpse of the face I’d been trying to piece together in my mind. I know in my heart she didn’t keep him from me to hurt me. But she still kept him from me.


			“Why’s it hard?” I asked, nonchalantly. Keep cool and she might get careless.


			She went quiet again. I was sure she was going to drop it, but then…she didn’t.


			“I’m not sure… Men are always at war with their own fear, Charlie. You hide from that and you hide from life.” She turned to me, and in her eyes it felt like she understood everything that was tumbling around inside of me like a trapeze swinger, and that maybe some part of her wished things could be different, and that there was something she could say to make things easier for me; but instead, she said, “Besides, I already have a man in my life. And he’s horrible at baseball.”


			“Mom!”


			She squealed with laughter.


			“It’s not funny!” I cried, trying to look angry, but it was too late; I was already laughing. Like thousands of others, I found myself utterly disarmed by her.


			“Truth hurts. Don’t it, kiddo?!”


			We laughed our faces pink. Rolling laughter—the kind that ebbs, then relights off the tiniest spark. And in that moment, I loved her so much. More than anything. In that moment, I needed nothing else. Only her. And that’s when I saw the headlights.


			“Mom…” My voice cracked with alarm.


			By the time she turned back, the truck was already in our lane, heading right at us. There was no time to react. The sound was so much louder than I could’ve imagined—having seen a million car crashes in movies. For the briefest of seconds, I focused on the ugly brown paintjob crushing in on us. The hood of the truck had a decal of a tornado on it. Later, I’d learn it was actually a whirlpool—that the owner of the truck worked for a plumbing company which he’d been laid off from earlier that day and had spent several hours prior to our meeting drowning his sorrows at a local bar. The name of our little league team was the Cyclones, and for that eternity of a second, my ten-year-old brain was convinced that it was some kind of dark payback for me striking out. Maybe it was. But if that were true, then why did the steel truck hit almost entirely on the driver’s side?


			My mother was crushed before my eyes. The air filled with a kaleidoscope of shattered glass and deranged high beams, as both our vehicles flipped over the side of the highway, turning end over end, until finally coming to rest at the bottom of a steep hill.


			Thick smoke knifed into my esophagus, burning my eye sockets. Through the shattered window I could barely make out Ducky’s family at the top of the ridge, screaming our names. They sounded so scared. Then I turned toward my mother. She must have turned her head right before impact, because half her face looked normal, while the other half seemed hidden behind some nightmarish mask. Blood streamed from her nose and mouth as her “normal” eye stared vacantly into me.


			“Mom… No. …NO! …Please… Please! MOM!!!” I wailed. Sobs choked my clenching throat. The smell of gasoline was getting stronger and the smoke in the car was growing more opaque. But none of that mattered as long as my mother sat two feet away, hunched and lifeless. I clawed and stabbed at the truth, trying to force it back into whatever cesspool it had crawled from, but it just came at me again and again. With a passion and hatred and force I had never known, I cried out into the suffocating darkness, wrenching my little broken spirit like a sponge.


			And then something happened…


			The world around me began to shift.


			Dark smoke huffed out of my throat. Blood sucked back into my mother’s body. Our car sprang to life, ripped upward by some unseeable force. It felt as if the world was rewinding all around me. Our car spun through the air as it climbed its way out of the ditch and back up the hill. My eyes tried to focus as our two vehicles lunged backward through the broken guardrail and skidded across the highway. We were locked together one second, then we were apart. Our car rebuilt itself as we were yanked in opposite directions across the road. Headlights slid everywhere like prison-break search beams. And then it was over.


			The world began moving forward again.


			A high-pitched squealing sound—almost like guitar feedback—punctured the air (with no apparent origin). And through the harsh noise, I suddenly heard her voice next to me… “Besides, I’ve already got a man in my life. And he’s horrible at baseball.”


			I whipped my head so hard to the left, I felt a muscle in my neck pop, and there was my mother, sitting there, perfectly fine. Not just fine—laughing her ass off. It was a dream, I thought. Some horrific nightmare. I fell asleep in the car, she noticed, and now she’s repeating her words just to mess with me.


			“Truth hurts. Don’t it, kiddo?!” I knew she was going to say that. That’s impossible! What is this? My mind pounded. Please, let this be one of her pranks…


			And then I saw the truck swerve. Its headlights beginning to aim in our direction.


			“Charlie?” she said, sounding concerned by my lack of response. “You okay?” She wasn’t looking at the road. In a kneejerk moment, I reached over and yanked the steering wheel. “Charlie?! What are you doing…” She struggled to regain control. The headlights were seconds away. I yanked harder. Our vehicle skidded, missing the truck by inches.


			I saved our lives, I thought.  It makes absolutely no sense, and I’m probably totally insane, but somehow, I know I saved us.


			My mother slammed on the brakes, swerving toward the side of the road.


			I knew it was coming before I saw it. On some unconscious level, as I turned to look back, it was the only thing that made sense—nothing for free. The putrid, burning smell of our tires sliding across the broken asphalt filled my lungs as I watched the runaway truck plunge into Ducky’s minivan. My mother covered her mouth in disbelief.


			The convulsions came like a flash flood, shaking my body to its core as the veins on my face and neck threatened to burst.


			“Charlie?!” my mother cried out, wrapping me in her arms. “What’s happening?! CHARLIE?!!” Then I was enveloped by black as I hurtled into unconsciousness.


			But the black seemed to last only a second, as if I breathed in darkness, then breathed out blinding light.


			The emergency room was drenched in manic energy. Nurses slammed gurneys down a long corridor as doctors wove in between, searching for answers at breakneck speed. I was strapped down onto a gurney, wearing a plasticky-smelling oxygen mask.


			“How many?” a doctor asked, racing next to one of the EMTs.


			The hefty female EMT barked out facts, “Two adult males: DOA. One adult female: critical. Two children—”


			“Where’s the other child?” the doctor cut in, trying to sound all business, but the fear of seeing a dead kid betrayed him.


			“Minor cuts and abrasions. Running a CAT just in case.”


			An audible sigh of relief escaped the doctor.


			“Where’s my mom?” I moaned.


			“I’m right here, Charlie!” She rushed up next to me. I’d never seen her look so frightened. It made me twice as scared. A nurse tried to aim her out of the way.


			“Ma’am, you’re not allowed past here.”


			“I’m not leaving him!”


			I howled for her not to leave me alone, but the merciless nurse held firm. “He’s going to be okay. Let the doctors take it from here.”


			My mom swore she’d be close by as I was shuttled down the long hallway. Finally, I let my head rest, turning to the side. My cheek scraped against the starchy stiff sheet. Next to me on a separate gurney was Ducky’s mom. She had a huge gash on her forehead, which was bleeding profusely. Her blank eyes stared into me. It was haunting, but I couldn’t turn away. A guilt and sadness I could barely comprehend burned in me, stinging my nose as my eyes filled with tears.


			Ducky’s mom’s heart monitor suddenly flatlined. Just like in every doctor show, there was that listless beeeeeeeeeeeeeeep, and then all sound went extinct—like my ears had simply had enough. As I was hustled down the mint-green corridor, I looked back to see Ducky’s mom’s body arching from the electric paddles over and over. I thought of Ducky. He wouldn’t miss out on the stories that were read to him, or the day his dad taught him how to ride a bike, or the late nights sneaking into his parents’ room after a bad dream—when he’d curl up next to their big, warm bodies and feel completely safe. He’d have all those memories tucked away into the crevices of his soul. But the future: the first loves, the teenage fights, passing his driver’s test, prom photos, and a million seemingly mundane moments between him and the two people he loved most in the world—those moments would never be shared—all because I reached for that steering wheel.


			I faced toward the ceiling and let the hypnotic, recurring overhead fluorescent lamps lull me into submission, pulsing…pulsing…pulsing.


			* * *


			The bus lurches to a stop at a traffic light, causing my face to smash into the seat in front of me, ripping me out of the dark memory. My stomach spasms, but truthfully, I can’t tell whether it’s my body trembling or the old Greyhound bus I’ve been stuck on for the last thirty hours finally shaking my insides loose with its monstrous, gargling motor. Slimy sweat coats the palm of my left hand from white-knuckling the pill bottle for the last five hours. Why didn’t I think about the bus? I hate buses! It was a bus that took me away in the first place. I should’ve done it afterwards. Got home first, then tried to kick this shit… But some part of me knows that plan wouldn’t have worked. I wouldn’t have had the strength to do it later. If I had come home high, that’s exactly where I would’ve stayed. I shake off a chill as it rushes through me, then look around, hoping no one’s noticed my jerky weirdness. The last thing I need is someone to tell the bus driver there’s an eighteen-year-old, junky psycho, dressed like a marine, having a seizure in the back of the bus. That would be bad. But what could they do? They couldn’t send me back. A prison for boys can only keep you as long as you remain just that: a boy.


			The bus moans and hisses as it finally spits me out onto the crumbling sidewalk of my hometown. New Brunswick, New Jersey. It’s night. I didn’t picture myself returning here at night. It was always day in the thousands of times I’d imagined it. The shadows around me feel hostile. I close my eyes, but the second I do, I’m back in that car, watching my mother get crushed. Then she’s not. Then it doesn’t matter—she’s still taken from me.


			I know it wasn’t real. None of it. And I never told anyone but my mother what I thought happened that night, and even to her I only said it once. The look on her face told me it was a horrible thing to say, or to think, or to imagine. And by then, the coughing had already started. I had bigger fish to fry than wondering if I was crazy. My mother would be dead within a month. Cancer. Not the kind in movies, where you basically look the same, minus the hair, and maybe less makeup. The shitty kind. The kind where you get to see the person you care about most rapidly wither away like those videos of decomposing fruit played in fast motion. One day, she was my beautiful, tough, playful mother; then she was fragile and confused by the pain and her quick decline; then she was a living skeleton twisted in agony; then she was gone.


			And I must have known. I must have heard the coughing before that night on that highway and pushed away its potential. It makes too much sense. My hallucination: the reeling mind of a young boy, terrified of losing his mother, imagines her destruction and gives himself incredible powers to reverse it. A great fairy tale. The metaphor is so pathetically simple, it’s crippling.


			So, here I am, back on this familiar street corner, staring down a place I once wanted to flee so badly—a land of ghosts—where everything reminds me of her. I sit down on the bus stop bench. My hand won’t stop shaking. I don’t think I can do this. I can’t let them see me like this. They wouldn’t want to see me like this. I don’t want to hurt them. And this would. I know it would. So much easier to just escape.


			Slowly, I reach into my pocket and pull out the bottle of pills, my last parting gift from Camp Lazarus—a military-style jail for minors convicted of violent crimes. Three years ago, I almost killed somebody. Put a kid in a coma. Now I’m back, and this next part is going to be really fucking hard. I don’t think I can do it. I thought I could when I got on the bus, but now the thought of coming home feels impossible. I only know one reliable way to strip away all the depth and definition from these phantoms bashing around inside my head. I shake the little plastic pill bottle. Lots left. Plenty.


	

			CHAPTER 2


			JUNIPER


			They’re after me. I know they are. The roar of the subway car barreling through the station momentarily masks any approach I might hear from behind. So, I risk a look back. Nothing. I don’t see anyone out of place—no one that doesn’t belong—no one except me. Part of me expects every face of the crowd that I’m walking with to be staring at me—sensing the intruder among them. But not one of the weary black and brown faces emerging out of the darkness, trudging their way up the filthy concrete steps toward the exit, gives me even a glance. It makes sense. I look like them. My father’s people came to this country from Haiti, while my mother’s face could’ve been on the Scottish flag. Throw them in a chromosomal blender and you get me—just another thin, eighteen-year-old girl in New York City. I saw four different versions of myself just on my journey here alone. My dark green eyes might be a more identifiable trait, but no one’s looking that close.


			I pull my hands from the pockets of my black hoody and grip the straps of my backpack. Its contents bounce against my spine as I climb the stairs. Rain pours down outside the exit. People around me groan at the weather. The few that have umbrellas open them. But I know I’m lucky for the rain. Rain makes people lazy. Makes them try just a little less.


			Others rush out into the downpour, getting it over with. An older man swears as he holds a newspaper above his head and reluctantly exits. I take a moment to check behind me one last time, then I walk into the wet.


			Even in the harsh weather, this part of the city feels dangerous. To my left, drunken patrons stand under the awning of a seedy bar, smoking, laughing and shouting. Makeshift tents cover the homeless along my side of the sidewalk. Loud music blares from a speaker attached with bungee cables to a bicycle. A patchwork of faded stickers from the 2012 presidential election covers almost the entirety of the speaker. The bike is leaned under a bus stop where its rider, an obese man with a thick, black mustache, chats with an old woman in Spanish. I watch them both glance across the street to the black-and-white police cruiser. Their gaze moves up to the two uniformed officers standing under the entryway to a crumbing old apartment building, drinking coffee out of blue paper cups. One officer is tall and lanky; the other resembles a bulldog with his slouching cheeks and squat posture. I wonder if they’re ours.


			I feel the chipped brick wall against my back as I crouch in the shadows, getting more and more waterlogged by the second. I keep swallowing, choking back my gag reflex at the putrid, acidic smell of urine surrounding me. Apparently, I’m not the first person to find this hiding spot suitable for their needs. How are these people allowed to live like this? It’s cruel. Not that we’ve done anything to help them. But to be so discarded by their own kind… I try to focus and breathe, then immediately regret the breathing part as the stench overwhelms me again.


			This was a horrible idea. I feel stupid for coming here. But I have to know.


			I maneuver myself closer, doing everything in my power to remain silent and hidden. I’m not sure how well-trained these two police officers are. I’m hoping for not very well. Now I can clearly hear their voices.


			“Someone oughta burn this neighborhood to the ground,” the short officer says.


			The lanky officer looks over. “Didn’t you grow up on this block?”


			“Yeah. What about it?”


			The lanky officer laughs and the shorter man smiles at having amused his partner. They’re not ours.


			“I’LL KILL YOU, BITCH!”


			My body floods with adrenaline as my attention snaps toward the belligerent scream. Under one of the bar awnings, two drunk women, their faces almost pressed together, yell incoherent profanities at each other. The heftier drunk shoves the other woman, who’s covered in tattoos and wearing what looks like a hundred bracelets, out into the pouring rain. The wet, tattooed drunk comes back fast, swinging wildly. They slam into the small crowd watching them, and both get shoved back into the downpour.


			None of this makes sense. What the hell were you doing here, Elijah?


			The women tear each other’s faces bloody using what’s left of their long multicolored nails. Their complete lack of technique makes me feel like I’m watching two blind people fight. I might laugh if my impatience weren’t bursting at the seams. To make matters worse, the police are just watching. Cowards. I’ve heard of things like this but never seen it with my own eyes. It’s sad how little solidarity exists in the human world. I don’t want to watch anymore, but I can’t leave. Focus. Count your breaths. Slow in, slow out. The childhood habit calms me. I get to ten by the time the big girl gets Bracelets down on the ground. Fifteen when she starts kicking her in the stomach. Even in the storm, I hear the bracelets jingle with each impact. When I get to twenty-one, the two negligent officers finally toss their coffees and run toward the brawl. As they pass me, I slip behind them, making my way up the stone stairs and into the tenement building they’ve been impassively guarding.


			Inside, the only sound is the dripping of my soaked clothes onto the grimy, cracked tile floor. God, it smells terrible in here, too. Not like urine, thankfully, but there’s a stale, choked odor. Probably mold. A lot of it. A light flickers overhead, giving my movements the feeling of slow motion. I’ve barely taken ten steps into this coffin of a building and I already feel claustrophobic. The thought of encountering an adversary here terrifies me. Just keep moving.


			Then I see what I’m looking for: yellow police tape blocks the stairs leading up to the second floor. I focus all my senses, listening up the dark stairwell, but I hear only the muffled drone of televisions inside apartments. This building may be old, but the walls are thick. They must have been. They said there were no witnesses. Hesitation grips me. I’ll be trapped up there if things go bad. I tell myself I don’t have a choice at this point, but I know that’s not true. I could leave right now—save myself this last part. No one would blame me. That’s not true; I would. And I would be brutal. I duck under the tape and climb.


			The door I’m looking for stands ajar. I push it the rest of the way, ready for an attack. Nothing comes. The rundown studio apartment is completely empty except for a single occupant: a lone wooden chair. Lit by moonlight from a large window, the chair sits at the center of a trapezoid of yellow tape, surrounded by tiny numbered evidence markers. The tape says caution over and over. What exactly are you cautioning against? Your “crime scene” is an iceberg, and none of you can swim, so good luck seeing beneath the surface.


			But then I remember what brought me here in the first place. Am I any less ignorant? I didn’t get here by accident. Someone knows much more than me, and I need to learn everything I can—very quickly. I force my eyes back to the chair.


			They found you here, Elijah. “Broken,” I heard someone say. “Shattered” was my father’s description. They murdered you. My Teacher...my friend. And where was I? Where were any of us? They’re calling it an assassination—possibly the Japanese or Swedish Chapter. Both have been bitterly vocal lately regarding our Chapter’s trade policies. But it doesn’t matter what they call it; you’re gone. And I want to hurt whoever did this to you. I don’t make friends easily.


			I stare at the wide bloodstain on the wall. Big gun. Most likely a shotgun.


			I step over the police tape, eyeing the brackish crimson gore behind the wooden legs of the chair. I’m careful not to step in anything. The chair seems to stare at me. Its stillness feels hostile. I take in every inch, swallowing the scene whole with my eyes.


			My hand traces along the arm of the chair, fingertips probing tiny grooves newly carved into the wood. Matching grooves on the other arm as well.


			Your arms were bound. Rope wouldn’t have made these marks. Not handcuffs, either—there’d be bigger gouges in the wood—less symmetrical. Plastic, I think. Zip ties. It would’ve taken a while to cut into the surface like this. Why? What were they trying to get from you? Why did they need so much time?


			And for a moment, I can almost see him there, Elijah Spencer, clean-shaven and handsome, his tender eyes edged with wrinkles from thirty-eight years of smiling his pale, Irish skin into crows’ feet. And then I see him broken and bloody, zip-tied to the chair, struggling, needing help that will never come.


			I shut my eyes against the image, then lower myself into the chair. The hard wood presses against my body. Through the window, I see a tall skyscraper in the near distance across the New York City skyline. Red lettering at the very top reads ValCorp.


			They wanted you to know how close you were to home. But that means they had to know what ValCorp Tower really is: a sovereign nation. Father must be right; this was an act of war.


			As I clutch the rounded ends of the armrests where Elijah’s hands would’ve been holding on, I suddenly feel something. I get up and bend low, looking under the armrests. Scratch marks cut into the wood where Elijah’s fingertips would’ve been curled under. Just like when I first met you, Elijah. Too similar. You seemed so enormous then, so unbreakable.


			I was five and a half, sitting in that little white chair, facing the corner of my room. It’d been three days since my father told me my mother was dead. I don’t know how many times my father turned my chair back around that day. Maybe the image of his little daughter facing the wall was too much for him. He didn’t understand that it felt better to see less—to only have that long crease where the wallpaper bunched at the corner to look at—to have that crease be my whole world.


			My tiny fingertips were raw, fingernails cracked. I’d clawed the wood into rivets under each armrest. I’d been at it for days. When I heard multiple footsteps behind me, I didn’t turn around. My father, Cameron Trask, loomed above me, tall and elegant, his rich mahogany skin and big, golden-brown eyes heavy with grief. I remember he smelled like peppermint.


			“You have a visitor, Juniper,” he said.


			My eyes didn’t leave the crease. I heard Elijah set something down; then he slid a chair across the floor and sat down next me. My father quietly left the room. Elijah spoke with a light Alabama accent. His eyes were the purest blue I’d ever seen, and there was honest kindness in them.


			“Hi there, Juniper. I’m a friend of your daddy’s.”


			“You’re from the Leadership Council,” I said, softly. “I’ve seen your picture.”


			“That’s right. I heard you’ve had a hard couple days.” I said nothing, so eventually he continued. “I don’t mean to bother you. I was just wondering if you’d do me a big favor. See, I’ve got a friend...” Elijah reached into the little plastic carrying case I’d heard him set down and pulled out a young cat. Not a kitten. About a year old. Grey, with orange-brown stripes in its fluffy, chaotic fur. It took me completely by surprise. I’m not sure I’d even seen an animal so close up at that age. I just remember staring at it in wonder as Elijah petted the creature on his lap. Every part of me wanted to reach out and touch it. It looked so soft but also so foreign. I hesitated. Then it looked up into my eyes, and I suddenly realized it was just as scared as me.


			“...He lost his mama too,” Elijah said, “and he needs someone to look after him.”


			I watched Elijah register the lack of emotion I’d managed to achieve. Even then, I was working to keep myself controlled, protected. Plus, he didn’t know the truth. So, I told him:


			“All things die,” I said.


			Elijah didn’t look scared, or angry. He simply nodded. “That’s true, Juniper. I wish it weren’t, but it is.” He looked contemplative. “But I like to think that maybe, as long as we get a little love along the way, maybe that part ain’t so bad.”


			I looked at the cat again, then at Elijah, then spoke in a whisper, making sure my father couldn’t hear, assuming he was listening outside the door. “They told us in training that weaker creatures die easier. Because they’re less important.”


			He didn’t say anything at first. I was afraid he wouldn’t, and I needed to know if this was actually true. Because if it was true, then it explained a lot. Finally, he leaned close and whispered back, “Yeah, they told me that, too. But you know what? I got a feeling you’re a little too smart for that. I read a book once that said the meek shall inherit the Earth. Wouldn’t that make us all look a bit silly?” At five and a half, it was the most blasphemous thing I’d ever heard spoken, and I was completely floored—the idea that the strong weren’t simply entitled to the world by evolutionary right.


			Elijah slipped the cat into my arms. I didn’t resist. In fact, as soon as I held it, I felt like I never wanted to let it go—like we belonged together. Letting my fingers gently slide through its gossamer fur, I felt how thin it really was beneath all that fluff. It began to purr. That little rumble filled me in a way I can’t quite express.


			“But here’s the thing, Juniper,” Elijah said. “This little guy’s gonna need a friend. He ain’t a baby, so he don’t need to be treated like one; but he’s had a pretty hard time, so he’s gonna need someone strong. Do you think you could manage that?”


			I thought about it. I didn’t want to lie. Finally, I said, “I can do my best.”


			Elijah stood up and smiled down at me.


			“That’ll be enough. I’m gonna keep an eye on you two, if that’s all right with you.”


			I gave him a little nod, not wanting to move too much and disturb the amazing creature contently purring on my lap. Elijah turned and left.


			It would be two years before I saw him again. Seven years before he’d save me from myself for the second time.


			Now, here, in this dank and filthy room, staring at the same shredded claw marks on this lonely wooden chair, my face burns with hatred. “Who the fuck tortured you, Elijah?” I hear my words echo in the hollow space.


			From the pocket of my hoody I pull out a piece of damp, folded paper. I can see the words bleeding through. Two smudged, dark, hand-written sentences stare up at me:


			Go to the place where it happened. There’s another layer.


			I have no idea who left the note under my chamber door tonight, or why; but I’m here, and if there’s something to find, please let me find it.


			I shove the note back in my pocket and approach the wall, facing the epicenter of the bloodstain. It’s gruesome. But it’s also purposeful. I lean in close, my face less than an inch from the wall, and inhale deeply. Beneath the ugly sour smell of decaying blood and tissue, another scent is very faint, but unmistakable. Bleach. This was us. This diorama of a crime scene was carefully curated—staged to look like a suicide—probably by shotgun—to even close examination (which it would never receive). It would’ve been reported; the information would have reached those of us working within the police department; then we would’ve been here first to shape the story. They went with suicide; a murder would’ve begged too many questions. I feel my clinical nature swelling to the surface again, divorcing me from my fury. Good. I don’t want to miss anything.


			I look for the edge of the mask, trying to peek at the skin beneath. Where the wall meets the floor, I find what I’m looking for: a tiny faded red dot. I scratch at it, but nothing comes off. There’s no blood on the surface here, just a stain. It could be old. Maybe it’s not even blood—spaghetti sauce, perhaps—remnants of a messy child.


			Unzipping my backpack, I pray the contents haven’t gotten wet. I pull out the camera device. From the front pocket, I withdraw a small tablet and attach them together. Both devices power up. I breathe a sigh of relief.


			Police spray Luminol to discover hidden bloodstains. When it interacts with blood, it glows blue. But the kind of bleach used here wouldn’t have left anything to be detected, or more precisely, the entire wall would’ve glowed blue. But the note had specifically said: There’s another layer. I knew Luminol wouldn’t work here, but there’s no hiding from infrared. I aim the IR camera at the little red stain. On the tablet, I see patches of infrared imagery. It’s definitely blood. Blood that was there before our people cleaned up. So, what did they clean? I slowly tilt the lens up and my heart starts hammering in my chest. On the screen, I see four words slashed across the wall in Elijah’s blood:


			MAY FATE BE RESTORED


			My head jerks up, looking at the bloodstained wall. There’s not a trace of the hidden message. I look back at the screen. Dark, curdling thoughts slam into my mind as the truth about Elijah’s killers hits me. Then I hear the voices coming up the stairs and my mind fills with panic.


			“I ain’t sitting out there in the goddam rain! It’s 2014! Ain’t no law says a cop gotta get soaked.” I dodge into the shadows just as the two officers enter. I’m trapped! So stupid! How could I let myself get so distracted? “I think that bitch broke my goddamn pinky.” The portly officer shakes his wounded hand.


			“We could hang down in the car. I got some Oxy,” says the lanky officer.


			“Shit. Some insomniac detective rolls by to take a second look...”


			“Why the hell they got us watching this place, anyway? Dude offed himself with a shotgun. Case closed. Another rich prick gets caught doing some dark shit—takes a one-way trip on the bullet train.” My heartbeat slows as ice enters my veins.


			“And what’s he doing down here in this hood in first place? Probably banging some tranny hooker and getting tied down like a piñata.”


			“You don’t tie down piñatas, idiot.”


			“Man, you got no idea what I do with piñatas!”


			The two wet imbeciles die laughing—laughing at Elijah—mocking his death. They don’t deserve to breathe the same air that Elijah did. Before I can stop myself, I’m already moving.


			They reach for their weapons as I step out of the shadows. They see me and relax.


			“Jesus, kid!” the portly officer barks. “You scared the shit outta us!”


			“Damn, she’s hot,” lanky officer says, elbowing his partner. “Got like a young Beyoncé thing going on.”


			“Don’t be an asshole. She’s your daughter’s age.”


			“And my daughter’s friends are hot.” He looks at me and grins. “How’d you get up here, beautiful? You live in the building?”


			I walk toward them. I know I shouldn’t, but I seem to have lost the ability to care.


			The fat policeman takes a step back. “All right, J-Lo. Slow your roll.”


			But I keep coming at these pitiful men who talked about Elijah like he was something disgusting. They are disgusting.


			The taller one steps forward. “Hey! The officer said stop! Whatchu think you’re doing?”


			“I’m going to hurt you,” I say, keeping all emotion out of my words—allowing them to be mere observations, facts. The squat, piggish man’s eyes go wide as he raises his gun…


	

			CHAPTER 3


			JUNIPER


			Exiting the building, I know I have to move fast. Anyone outside would’ve heard the officers’ two gunshots. I count again in my head. Yes, two. After several tries, it was best I could manage. Plus, I needed to save my strength for anything I might encounter afterward.


			The rain washes the blood off my hands as I walk down the block. My knuckles are throbbing. I walk faster.


			“Juniper!” a voice calls out. I know who it is before I even turn. They found me. He knew I’d come here. My body sags. Two black SUVs are stopped in the street just past the patrol car. One of the tinted windows of the first SUV is rolled down. My father stares out at me. “Are they dead?” he asks.


			“They should be. But they’re not.” And now something burns in my mind, and I have to know the truth. Did my father leave the note? “Was it you? Did you want me to see this?”


			He looks at me, confused and angry. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. What the hell were you thinking, coming here? This building has already been cleaned.”


			“It wasn’t another Chapter. It was the Faters. They killed him.”


			My father stares at me. I can’t read the expression on his face. Did he know? If so, why did he lie to me? I don’t understand, and I hate not understanding.


			“Juniper…I know he was your Teacher—”


			“He was my friend! They tortured him. Why? They’ve never done that before.”


			He looks around, nervous. There’s no telling who could be listening. I don’t care.


			“This is not the place for this. Get in the car.”


			“I prefer to walk.” My voice sounds young and petulant. It disgusts me. Why can’t the way I feel on the inside ever match the way I look on the outside? Just once!


			Then something strange happens. He doesn’t get angry. His expression grows oddly neutral, as if he’s performing for someone.


			“I’m afraid it’s no longer up to you,” he says. I couldn’t be more confused.


			The doors to the second SUV open, and several men in black suits step out. Enforcers. I take a step back. Why would my father bring Enforcers to retrieve me? Does he think that low of me? Is my coming here being treated as some kind of a crime?


			“What is this?” I try to keep my tone even, but my words come out shaky.


			I see fear in his eyes. This is really happening. I’m being arrested for wanting to know the truth. I will fight this with everything in me. Damn it, Elijah! You would never have let something like this happen! But then I see something else in my father’s eyes—something I don’t understand. It looks like…pride?


			“You’ve been chosen, Juniper.”


			I just stare. Thunderstruck. He glances at the Enforcers. “We’re here to escort you back. Preparations for the ceremony are already underway. It’s terrible it happened like this. Still, Elijah would be proud. You know he would be. The youngest ever.”


			There’s nothing I can say. No words will come. Chosen? Me? I feel nothing but the rain as it beats down on me.


			“The vote was unanimous,” he says.


			This snaps me out of it. “We both know that’s not possible,” I say.


			“Well…almost unanimous. Still, Trevor saw logic in the end.”


			Two of the four men in black suits pull out pistols with silencers screwed on. They head toward the building. I look at my father. “Where are they going?”


			“To clean up after you. Those two didn’t belong to us. No room for sloppiness, my love.”


			I watch in dismay as the Enforcers disappear into the building. I know that what’s about to happen is my fault. I tell myself those officers should’ve stayed downstairs, that they should’ve kept their depraved mouths shut, that they deserve what’s about to happen to them. But I don’t believe it. One of the Enforcers holds the SUV door open for me. We look almost the same age. He has blond curly hair and a subtle arrogance to him. He offers me a reverent little bow of his head. Earlier today, he would’ve never lowered his head to me. If anything, he might have whispered to his friend, Look at the prissy little dreamer standing out in the rain. Who let her out of the lab? But everything has changed. I’ve just gotten everything I’ve ever wanted, and it makes me feel sick to my stomach. I get in the car.


	

			CHAPTER 4


			CHARLIE


			The early morning sun begins to warm my clenched body. My back is not happy. I slept through the night, curled up on this hard-as-hell bench. The ache I can already feel is just the tip of the iceberg, I have no doubt. I’m cold and hungry, but there’s something else—something feels different. My head feels clearer. Cleaner. I sit up, moaning the whole way, and notice that I’m still clenching the little orange bottle of pills. The bottle hasn’t been opened. Every pill still accounted for. I made it. Somehow. I can already feel the clutching, clawing hands falling away from me, and with them the grey dullness. I have a headache, but I’ve had worse headaches.


			At the edge of the bench, I see a wire trash barrel. I take a deep breath then toss the pill bottle inside. It rattles to the bottom. As I climb to my feet, my muscles roar with fatigue. I must have trembled through most of the night. I leave behind the wire barrel and my little bottle of escape hatches nestled at the bottom. But drugs were never going to help with this next part. Not the part I’m walking toward right now. Probably nothing will.


			It takes me thirty minutes to walk from the bus stop to my old street. The neighborhood’s gotten worse in the three years I’ve been gone. The sour, stale scent of trash cans and cheap marijuana drifts through the musty air. Loose asphalt and broken glass crunch under my feet as I step off the sidewalk onto the road, narrowly avoiding a busted sprinkler geysering in the opposite direction from the dying lawn it was built to protect.


			A cluster of teens, with visible gang tattoos, posts up in front of a tricked-out lowrider. They eye me like wolves. My military haircut isn’t doing me any favors right now. It would be insanely ironic if I got jumped for looking like a skinhead on this street, the day I return home, since nearly killing a skinhead on this street was what got me shipped away in the first place. I almost want it to happen—just for the brutal symmetry, if nothing else. Come on, boys, make me a palindrome.


			“You lost, white boy?” the smallest of them calls out. He has ENANO tattooed above his left eyebrow. It’s always the smallest ones that are the most dangerous—always fighting to justify their place in the group. I keep walking, eyes forward. A cursory glance at their size and posture tells me I could take even the biggest of them one on one, but that’s not how these things go. Gangs fight together; that way, no one gets too much glory, and no one’s allowed to be a coward.


			They begin walking behind me. I can hear their menacing footsteps crunching on the asphalt. My breathing ramps up. A bottle is flung. It shatters on the ground to my right side. I flinch a little. Laughter erupts behind me. They could’ve hit me if they wanted to. They’re enjoying messing with me. I keep moving, not looking back. Their footsteps grow closer. Shit. I take it back. Fuck symmetry. This doesn’t need to go down today. I’m waiting for a kick from behind or a bottle to the head. Five more seconds, I think, then I’ll turn and run at them—hope that none of them are carrying a knife or a gun. If I can take the biggest one out quick, it might stun them long enough for me to try and escape. My fists clench and unclench. Whether or not I’m ready, I’m ready. I start to count. 3, 2, 1… But then my eyes land on something that might just save me.


			Up ahead, on the opposite side of the street, a small pack of girls struts around the corner. Half the girls sport visible tattoos, and all of them walk with a decent amount of swagger. They’re on their own turf. Behind me, I feel the thugs slow down, then break away. And just like that, I’m forgotten. I risk a glance back as I reach the end of the block, and I’m relieved to see the two groups smiling and flirting. The only stranger around is me, but they don’t look over. Even when I walk through the waist-high chain-link gate in front of the last house on the block, they don’t take any notice.


			The metal gate clinks closed behind me as I cross the yard. The tiny brown house, with its warped garage door and its weather-cracked driveway is one of the few with flowers in the yard and a freshly painted number by the door. I take the four creaky front steps in two strides, landing on the wide, wooden porch, where I freeze. I hold my breath as I step forward and knock on the door. Thick iron bars crisscross the front windows—a new decorative feature. Worry creeps into my heart. Did something happen? Something I could have stopped…if I hadn’t gotten myself thrown into a prison for boys halfway across the country?


			Suddenly, I want to bolt. I take a step back. Why did I come back here? What made me think I’d be welcomed back to a place where I caused so much pain? Go, Charlie! Go! I start to move, then I hear the distinct sound of a chain lock sliding free, and the release of a heavy deadbolt, and I know it’s too late. The door opens and I turn into the awestruck face of Grams. Her mouth forms a shocked O of surprise and she slaps her leg with a crisp smack.


			“My lord, Charlie Ryan, you walk into my arms this very instant!”


			“Hi, Grams,” I say, falling into her embrace. I stay there for a long time. Her arms are always warm, built for spectacular hugs. She steps back, smiling, still holding my hands in hers—taking me in piece by piece. Finally, she lands on my face.


			“I was afraid I’d be sleeping in a pine box next time I saw you, child.”


			“Pretty sure if anyone’s gonna live forever, it’s you, Grams.”


			A tall, handsome young man in a shirt and tie, wearing glasses, and sporting thin, stylish dreadlocks appears behind her. Our eyes meet, and in spite of the guilt sloshing around inside me, I smile. “Hi, Ducky.”


			Part of me hopes he won’t smile back. It’s been three years without me around. Ample time for him to finally decide that if I hadn’t yanked that steering wheel that night, his parents would still be alive. I wait for judgment, a bullfighter anticipating the charge. Only, I won’t dodge. No sliding to the right at the last second for me. You mess with the bull, you get the horns.


			But then a crooked smile spreads across Ducky’s face, crushing all my well-made plans of martyrdom. “Welcome home, Rambo.” His face says we’re friends. Brothers. We were both ten when we came to live with Grams—two traumatized orphans with nothing left in the world but each other and an old woman with a heart so big, its edges can’t be seen. Emotion swells inside me, threatening to tumble out. I force it back down.


			“Is this your sexy professor look?” I ask.


			“You know how I do. Gotta keep it real for all the females with high hopes of finding a man of honor. Don’t you worry; I’ll catch you up. You get the books I sent you?”


			I nod. One of my favorite things about Ducky is we don’t always have to talk. We’ve spent countless hours sitting side-by-side in Grams’s “study,” which is really just two torn-up armchairs by the living room window, next to her rickety bookshelf filled with a rotating collection of library books, birthday/Christmas presents (always books—sometimes graphic novels) as well as whatever gems we’d found at the used bookstore downtown. As kids, Ducky managed to power through novels while also balancing a vibrant social life, between sports and girls; but I’ve always gotten lost in books. They consume me. I want the worlds I feverishly ingest to be real so bad. I’d gladly shed this skin and emerge inside the constructions of Hemmingway, Salinger, Vonnegut, Twain, Tolkien, King, Gaiman, Le Guin, Fitzgerald…hell, I’d even take Orwell. Ducky’s latest gift was Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. For hours, I soaked myself in the mind of Shelley’s monster—the loneliness, the rage. I read it twice, back to back, lying on my bunk at Lazarus. Yes, I’d even trade places with Frankenstein’s poor, brutalized monster, chasing its creator across that icy tundra. Anything but this. Anything but me.


			I’m suddenly impaled by a thought: Ducky might have sent that book as an accusation. A thinly veiled indictment. Am I the monster in his life—the past that relentlessly stalks him?


			Ducky sees my hesitancy and pulls me into a ruthless bear hug. Every part of it feels effortless for him. No delay, not an ounce of wavering, and just like that, my fear slides off my shoulders.


			“Missed you, man,” I say, my words muffled in his shoulder.


			“I miss your old hair. This neo-Nazi look gots to go.”


			I laugh, pulling away and running a hand through my short hair. Ducky loops his arm around my neck as Grams ushers us both inside.


				

		CHAPTER 5


			JUNIPER


			Only the steady clacking of the guards’ steps behind me can be heard as I walk down the dim torchlit hallway. The black reflective marble floor spanning out beneath my feet makes it seem like I’m walking across a liquid surface. I glance up at the flickering torches. I can’t help it; it all feels painfully archaic, as if someone came up with this ritual hundreds of years ago and no one has thought to update it since. Still, I’m on the top floor of Thessaly Tower. Just thinking about that takes my breath away. I’ve lived in Thessaly all my life, but I’ve never been up here. I’ve never been allowed. This floor is for the Council only. No one else is allowed up here without strict permission. The one exception is the ceremony.


			Ahead of me, the hallway culminates in a round chamber. As I reach the threshold, I stop and look back. The guards stop as well. The reverent nod I received from the young Enforcer last night is not echoed here. These men are mostly veterans, and every molecule in their bodies is saying it shouldn’t be me standing here. So, I focus on the only friendly face in the pack—a tall, broad-shouldered man with a thick grey mustache—my father’s personal guard, Jeffrey.


			“Through here?” I ask, trying to sound merely curious. The little smile at the corner of Jeffrey’s mouth tells me he’s not buying my nonchalance for a second.


			“Yes, Miss Trask.”


			Jeffrey has been with my father for the last fifteen years. I’ve known him almost my entire life. In any other situation, he’d call me Juniper. The formality in his voice reminds me just how rare this moment is, and for the first time since my father told me I’d been chosen, I stop feeling confused and disbelieving, and I start to feel afraid.


			“You’re gonna be great, kid,” Jeffrey says, his thick Brooklyn accent slipping through. I love his accent. It feels like he’s actually from somewhere. I’ve lived in New York my whole life, but I don’t sound like I’m from New York. I don’t sound like I’m from anywhere. I love that Jeffrey does.


			Someone clears their throat in the line of Enforcers, and I see Jeffrey stiffen. He is by far the lowest-ranked Enforcer standing in this hallway; he really shouldn’t be here at all, but my father must’ve wanted him close to me. Maybe for moral support. Maybe just in case I decided to run.


			I step into the round chamber. Darkness envelops me as I enter. The door slides closed, cutting me off from my escort. The shock I see on Jeffrey and the other guards’ faces tells me they weren’t expecting to be cut off from me either. This actually makes me feel better—at least I’m not the only one who has no idea what to expect today. The darkness doesn’t frighten me. For the brief second it lasts, it feels like I’m inside a cocoon. Safe. Protected. Then a little light on the far wall illuminates a stylish white uniform hanging there. It’s beautiful in its simplicity. I’ve only seen an outfit like this once before. Elijah and the rest of the Council wore something similar on the day I watched them hold a criminal trial for my brother. I can still see my father’s clenched jaw and the thick bags under his eyes that day—the shame. I remember thinking how much his heavy, weathered look stood in stark contrast to the elegance of the uniform he wore. And now a similar garment waits for me in the muted little light.


			It’s clear I’m meant to put it on, so I do. I slip out of my clothes. The fabric feels silky smooth to the touch. The fit is perfect. I’ve never felt something so nice against my skin.


			The second I finish dressing, the door blocking the guards slides open. The timing tells me one thing: someone just watched me get undressed. The idea makes my skin crawl. The guards all file inside. I look from face to face. No one knows what to do next. They were told only to bring me here. I recognize the youngest guard among them. A ropy, pale kid, maybe three years older than me. He’s avoiding eye contact. I wonder if he’s thinking about the time he and several of his friends held me underwater during swim training. How I cried and coughed up water for ten minutes while the instructor berated me for being a weak swimmer. I hope he is. I really hope he is. Around me, the guards begin to fidget uncomfortably, waiting for something to happen. And then, finally, something does.


			The entire wall, opposite where we entered, slides open and blinding light pours in on us. And with the light comes a booming voice: “Once, we were tribeless! Floundering about. Striking at the world around us in solitude.” The voice is powerful, but there’s also a distinct rasp to it, a scratchiness, the sound of a seasoned orator. “Our ancestors spent a millennium claiming their evolutionary right like sneak-thieves. And we would have remained that way, fragmented and crippled. The Code brought us together. Shaped us. And in return we give our service to the whole, striving boldly forward into our collective destiny. We are more than one. We are a Council. We are a Wing. We are a Chapter. We are the Leadership.”


			I’ve heard a version of this speech my entire life. The history lesson goes: Once, we were men, then we were more, then we were alone, then we fought against each other, trusting no one, then we agreed on the rules, then one became many and many became one. Every Chapter is taught this. The part they leave out is that today those Chapters barely trust one another—feuding and infighting—just like the men we evolved from. Life is an inescapable circle. We think we’re better just because we say we are.
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"Clever, kinetic, and personal, O'Nan's prose will keep your bedside lamp
burning till the wee hours."— Plerce Browr, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Red Rising
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