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      It was a chilly Wednesday morning the day they hauled Lark off to prison. Her hands were chained to her feet as the prisoner transport vehicle wound its way east. It was carrying her to the place where she was meant to be punished, but Lark knew that nobody could punish her as much as she’d punished herself.


      The aisle to her left was crowded with shiny black boots, but the bus was silent except for the hum of the engine and the wind whipping against the side of the vehicle.


      It wasn’t a peaceful kind of silence. It was a strained sort of monotony that caused Lark’s mind to wander back to that horrible night that had changed everything for good.


      She’d re-traumatized herself so many times that she could no longer hold the memory in its entirety. It was as if her brain had shattered it into a million tiny impressions, and now that night came to her in painful, disjointed flashes — the whistle of fireworks, the stench of citrus, and the feeling of a smooth wooden handle in her palm.


      For the past three months, Lark had been awaiting sentencing at New Mexico Women’s Correctional Facility. That meant three months crammed inside a cinder-block hellhole with cold-eyed women who would jump an inmate in the showers for the most minor offense. Now she was headed to San Judas Correctional Community — a private prison colony located fifty miles north of Santa Fe in Arroyo Verde, New Mexico.


      San Judas was an experimental community that catered to first-time felons. According to the brochure given to Lark’s public defender by one of the facility’s representatives, the primitive community was ninety-five percent self-sustaining and allowed inmates to learn skills like farming, sewing, and animal husbandry. Prisoners grew their own food, maintained community infrastructure, and resolved all disputes internally.


      Whether or not San Judas was all that the brochure promised, Lark knew that serving her sentence there was a lucky break. There were no cells, no horrible dormitories, and no correctional officers on site. Instead, inmates lived in a community setting and were given free reign of the 16,000-acre grounds. San Judas only admitted inmates they felt were not a threat to themselves or to others, which made Lark think that the other inmates had to be sane, normal people like herself.


      But for all its advantages, accepting a spot in San Judas hadn’t been an easy decision. To be admitted, Lark had been required to plead guilty to her crimes and forgo any chance of parole. And because San Judas operated with minimal oversight, it existed in complete isolation. That meant no visitors, no phone calls, and no television privileges for twenty-five years.


      Lark would be forty-five by the time she got out. Every time she thought about it, her stomach seized violently, and a surge of bile rose up in her throat. But if she had to do the time, she reasoned, it would be better to serve it on the banks of the Embudo River, where she could work the land, feel the sun on her face, and pick up some useful skills in the process.


      An hour or so after they’d left the prison in Grants, the bus made its first stop at the new supermax facility near Albuquerque. She watched out the window as a dozen surly-looking women disembarked and shuffled toward the stark beige building. It had started to drizzle again, and judging by the column of moisture suspended over the mountains, an even bigger storm was rolling in from the east.


      Lark felt simultaneously sick with dread and frantic with impatience. The thought of being trapped someplace for two and a half decades was almost too horrible to bear, but at the same time, she’d developed a manic sort of curiosity about San Judas ever since she’d been accepted.


      When the bus turned back toward the road and merged onto the highway, she realized that the three women left had to be headed the same place she was. She couldn’t see their faces over the tall brown seat backs, but every so often the bus would hit a bump, and she’d catch a glimpse of glossy black hair that belonged to the girl a few rows ahead.


      As the sky outside turned an ominous gunmetal gray and raindrops the size of dimes began to pelt the windows, Lark sank into a pit of misery.


      This was it, she thought. This was the last time she’d ride in a car for the next twenty-five years. She’d already cooked her last meal in her apartment, taken her last drive, and slurped down her last Starbucks Frappuccino. Maybe Starbucks wouldn’t even be a thing in a quarter of a century, she thought glumly. Maybe people in the future would only experience their coffee virtually.


      The storm seemed to grow in fury as they drove toward Arroyo Verde. But through the blurred view outside her window, Lark noticed the vegetation becoming more lush and wild.


      Her heart beat faster. Maybe her time in San Judas wouldn’t be that bad after all. The land there reminded her of the farm where she had lived for several summers with her mother and where she had worked last year from May to July.


      Finally, the endless adobe wall outside San Judas came into view. It would have been impossible to miss. Twenty feet tall and at least twelve inches thick, it wound through the patchy field like a giant clay-colored snake.


      The bus slowed and came to a halt beside a small guard booth with a sliding glass window. Two hundred yards to her left sat three enormous tan buildings surrounded by a rectangle of perfectly manicured grass. At the front of the largest building was a sign that read “GreenSeed Global Research Division” in staid, corporate lettering.


      Lark’s stomach did a funny turn, but she didn’t have time to wonder what GreenSeed was or why their facility was located next to the prison.


      Lark heard the low rumble of male voices as the driver conversed with the security guard in the booth, and another guard inside the bus stood up and began barking orders to Lark and the other inmates.


      “STAY SEATED! NO TALKING! DO NOT — MOVE — UNTIL I GIVE YOU SPECIFIC INSTRUCTIONS!”


      But Lark could hardly absorb any of it. She was too busy craning her neck to get her first glimpse of San Judas.


      She heard the loud thud of boots moving in her direction and nearly gagged at the overpowering stench of aftershave.


      “INMATE!”


      Lark jumped in her seat and turned to look up at the guard glaring down at her. He was black and had a shiny bald head framed by a ring of short hair.


      “Yes, sir?” Lark choked. She’d learned very quickly that it was best to keep replies short when talking to a guard and to end each statement with “sir” or “ma’am.”


      “NAME!”


      “Roland, sir.”


      “THEN ANSWER ME NEXT TIME I CALL YOU!”


      “Yes, sir.”


      The guard let out a few irritated huffs before checking her name off his clipboard and moving back toward the front.


      “LISTEN UP, PEOPLE!” he barked, turning to look at the three frozen inmates sitting before him. “When we get to processing, you will — disembark — in — an — order-ly fa-shion — and follow me down the blue line — to — be — admitted. You will be searched for contraband and given new uniforms. There shall be no PUSHING, no TALKING — absolutely NO funny business. IS THAT UNDERSTOOD?”


      “Yessir,” mumbled Lark and the others.


      “Ex-cuse me?”


      “YES, SIR!” they yelled in unison.


      The guard sneered and glanced around as if searching for trouble. “Very good.”


      Lark watched through the window as he disembarked and handed his clipboard to the man outside. They seemed to come to an agreement, and the guard got back on the bus.


      They began to move again toward a heavy-duty metal gate sandwiched between two segments of the adobe wall. Just beyond the gate, Lark could see an electric fence topped with razor wire. Her heart sank.


      On the other side of the fence was a place like nothing she’d ever imagined. Instead of lush rolling valleys with a beautiful river running through the middle, all she could see was a huge stretch of dirt with hundreds of tiny adobe structures arranged in a block.


      Sweaty tattooed men in dirty clothing were milling around a much larger building in the center of the square, and she wondered vaguely where they were supposed to grow anything to eat.


      Suddenly the gate began to move, and the bus rolled forward. They came to a halt in a sort of no-man’s land between the adobe wall and the chain-link fence, and the guard herded them outside with their belongings.


      Each inmate going into San Judas was allowed one plastic bag full of personal effects, as long as they did not include food, clothing, or anything on the D.O.C.’s list of contraband items.


      It had stopped raining, but the sky was still dark and cloudy. Lark was so busy craning her neck to look at the grounds and the squat tan building inside the walls that she walked right into the girl in front of her.


      “S —” she began.


      But the girl’s back had gone ramrod straight, and she whipped around to glare at Lark with eyes that were cold and murderous. It was the girl that guard had called “Wong.” She looked Asian — maybe Thai or Vietnamese — and she was furious.


      “Bitch!” she hissed.


      “HEY!” barked the guard, his wary eyes latching on to Lark and the girl at once. “WHAT DID I SAY?”


      Lark hesitated. She’d learned that most of the time when a guard asked a rhetorical question, it was almost always followed by some kind of punishment. She stood stock-still, hoping and praying that he would decide simply to brush her off as somebody else’s problem once they entered the building.


      “NO TALKING, NO PUSHING, NO SHOVING!”


      Lark put her head down and continued to shuffle forward with the other two inmates. It was slow going with her feet still chained to her wrists. She could feel the anger and hatred pouring off the Wong girl, and she dreaded the sort of welcome she could expect considering she’d already made one enemy.


      They shuffled down a narrow concrete path painted with a blue line toward a heavy steel door on the east side of the building. One of the guards swiped them inside, and they found themselves in a long, narrow hallway where the blue line continued.


      The girl at the front of the line stumbled, and Lark heard the Wong girl scoff as she rammed into the other girl’s back. Lark swallowed, but the other two continued their slow march forward.


      They wound through the building for what felt like miles, passing dozens of locked doors with little brass plaques stuck next to them on the wall. The plaques bore numbers but no descriptions, so Lark had no way of knowing what offices might be housed there.


      Finally, they reached the end of the hallway, where they found their path blocked by another locked door. The guard swiped his keycard, and they were ushered into a sterile-looking room lit by a single strip of fluorescent lighting with yellowish-gray tile and puke-green walls. The room reeked of bleach, but it was a welcome alternative to the stench of urine, body odor, and stale corn chips that had permeated the walls of the women’s prison in Grants.


      One leering male guard with a patchy beard and thinning brown hair collected their bags to be searched and told them all to wait. Lark stood with the others in silence, shifting her weight from one foot to the other.


      She really had to go to the bathroom, but she knew there was no use asking one of the guards. The bearded one looked as though it would only add to his enjoyment to see her wriggling in discomfort, so she had no choice but to stand there as the first girl was called behind the steel door for processing.


      The whole ordeal took a surprisingly long time. Lark had undergone extensive physical and psychological testing to be considered for San Judas, and she assumed the other inmates had as well. She’d already been photographed, fingerprinted, examined, and tested for all sorts of infectious diseases. Surely they didn’t need to do all of that again.


      Forty minutes later, it was Lark’s turn. The guard ushered her forward along the thick blue line, his beady brown eyes following her every move. The door shut behind her with a loud slam, and Lark found herself standing in a small, cold room with the same hospital-green walls.


      In the corner stood an ancient computer operated by a Latina with sharply penciled eyebrows. The name tag pinned to her ugly tan polo just said “M. Ríos,” and she didn’t bother to introduce herself as she began firing off questions.


      “Name?” she asked, not taking her eyes off the screen.


      “Roland,” said Lark.


      “Your full name.”


      “Lark Roland.”


      M. Ríos asked Lark several more basic questions. She pressed each one of Lark’s fingers onto the electronic fingerprint scanner and photographed her for the prison database.


      It all seemed standard and repetitive until the woman removed Lark’s shackles and coaxed a pair of latex gloves out of a box on the counter. Lark froze.


      M. Ríos was fiddling with something green and silver that was sealed in a plastic sleeve the size of a Band-Aid. It looked like an extra-thick safety pin, except there was a sensor where the spring would be on one end and a computer chip on the other.


      “Arm,” she barked.


      “What is that?”


      “Your sensor,” said the woman, annoyed that Lark wanted to know what was about to happen to her.


      “Arm!”


      “But —”


      Lark didn’t have another chance to protest. The woman grabbed her roughly by the wrist and dragged a disinfecting swab along the inside of her forearm.


      She fitted the sensor into a silver instrument that looked a lot like a spring-loaded utility knife and slid it along the inside of Lark’s wrist.


      Lark yelped as something sharp pierced her skin. She tried to jerk her arm away, but M. Ríos was too strong. Something thin and razor-like slid under her skin, and Lark’s arm burned as if the instrument was squeezing past all the tendons and sinew. Then, just as quickly, M. Ríos withdrew it.


      Lark touched the spot where the instrument had been, reeling from shock and nausea. She could actually feel the sensor beneath her skin — two long pieces of metal attached to a mini computer.


      A triangular squiggle of blood blossomed from her arm, and the woman slapped her hand away so she could swab the cut with alcohol and tape a piece of cotton over the incision.


      Lark sat frozen as M. Ríos held some kind of scanner over her forearm and waited for the sensor inside her body to respond. Then, to Lark’s astonishment, a pale green dot of light appeared beneath her skin.


      “What the hell is that thing?” Lark croaked.


      “I told you,” said the woman. “It’s the sensor we’ll be using to monitor your health while you’re here. It reads your vital signs every twenty seconds, measures blood sugar every half hour, monitors your activity level, sleep health . . . you name it.”


      Lark stared at the blinking green dot on her arm, astonished that no one had ever told her about this part of San Judas.


      M. Ríos let out a sigh, and Lark’s stomach flipped over. She knew what was coming next.


      “Strip.”


      The next few minutes were . . . uncomfortable. Goosebumps sprang up all over Lark’s skin as she bent her body into awkward positions and coughed on the woman’s command. When M. Ríos seemed satisfied that Lark wasn’t concealing drugs, weapons, or a phone anywhere on or in her body, she tossed her a bundle of clothes and told her to get dressed.


      Lark’s new outfit wasn’t the typical prison uniform. Instead of scratchy polyester pants and a boxy shirt that was three sizes too big, the San Judas uniform was a gray scoop-neck T-shirt, a pair of brown ripstop cargo pants, and a canvas jacket that hit her right at the hips. She was also given socks, underwear, a plain white bra, and a pair of brown leather work boots with silver eyelets.


      As soon as Lark had changed, the woman shoved her forward into another room with a long laminate counter, a sliding glass window, and a door that seemed to lead outside. It looked just like all the other doors Lark had been ushered through so far, but Lark could see daylight leaking through the crack at the bottom.


      As she watched, M. Ríos unlocked the glass window and withdrew a shallow rubber bin like the kind they used for airport security. Inside was the plastic bag containing all of Lark’s belongings: a thin photo album, her mother’s silver bracelet, an embroidered pillowcase that her grandmother had made, two pairs of sunglasses, Classic Hikes of North America by Peter Potterfield, and a field guide to native plants.


      She gave the bag to Lark and walked back the way she’d come, leaving Lark alone in the room.


      “Hey!” Lark called, feeling a sudden jolt of nerves.


      But it was too late. The door leading back to intake had slammed behind M. Ríos.


      Lark swallowed. What was she supposed to do now?


      Then a low beep sounded somewhere above her head, and she heard a heavy metallic click that sounded like a bolt being thrown back in a lock.


      “Exit the building and follow the blue line,” came M. Ríos’s voice.


      Glancing up toward the ceiling, Lark’s eyes locked on a domed fisheye camera. She blinked at it for half a second before stepping forward and pulling down on the heavy metal handle.


      The door swung open with a gust of wind, and daylight flooded into the room. Lark squinted and stepped outside, searching the ground for the thick blue line. Outside, the line was sun faded and chipped, but it was definitely there. It led her away from the building along a crumbling concrete path, through an outdoor corridor contained by chain-link fencing.


      Lark noticed at once that she was being led around the perimeter of the men’s colony. The corridor wound along a wide field, where neat rows of leeks or onions were sprouting from the soil.


      She stopped. A man was standing about twenty yards ahead, and he was looking right at her. He was dressed in brown trousers similar to hers and a wide-brimmed hat. His bare chest was covered in dizzying swirls of ink, and his dark shoulders were speckled from the sun.


      Trembling slightly, Lark started to walk again, and several more field workers turned to stare at her. One of the men pushed up the brim of his hat to get a better look, and she heard a distant whistle and several muted catcalls.


      Even though there was a tall fence standing between Lark and the men, she felt uneasy as she continued her march toward the women’s colony. The arm holding her bag was sticky with sweat, and she could feel her face and neck burning with nerves.


      Finally, her little concrete path dead-ended at another gate, and her eyes located the camera mounted just above her head. Somebody back at intake must have seen Lark, because she heard another beep, and the gate slid open of its own accord.


      Taking a deep breath, Lark stepped through the gate into the prison. The gate closed behind her automatically, and the world grew very quiet as Lark drank in the place where she’d be living for the next twenty-five years.


      The land there was green and wild, shaded by a smattering of deciduous trees leading toward the river. She followed the dirt path to a caged metal gangway some thirty feet long suspended over the rushing water.


      The river seemed to split San Judas right down the middle, dividing the men’s and women’s colonies. The gangway clanged and swayed as she crossed, but she was so fixated on the river and the trees that she almost walked right into another gate. The heavy steel poles were camouflaged by trees, and a hundred yards up the bank, she could make out a path leading through the forest.


      Lark heard the beep of the gate, and a second later, it unlocked. Her skin tingled as she stepped into the women’s colony, and her chest constricted with nerves.


      Lark walked toward the path, wondering what sort of reception she could expect, when a sharp, blunt pain shot through the back of her head.


      Her knees hit the hard dirt, and the heels of her hands scraped the earth as she collapsed. Lark shook her head, trying to jolt her brain back to normal function, but she was too dizzy and disoriented to stand.


      Lark looked up to see what had hit her. She didn’t see the boot slam into her belly until she was lying flat on the ground.


      Rough hands flipped her over, and another boot shot out of nowhere and collided with her ribs. Lark sucked in a scream of agony and squinted up at her attacker.


      She half expected to see the Wong girl, but to her surprise, four strangers were hovering over her, their faces hidden in shadow. Two of the women were black, one was Hispanic, and another was so pale she looked almost albino.


      “Fresh meat,” said the pale girl, bending down to pick something up off the ground. It was Lark’s bag of belongings.


      “Give that back,” Lark growled, trying to sit up but failing to lift her head more than a few inches. It was throbbing in pain, and she felt as if she was on the verge of a blackout.


      The women fell into a chorus of cruel laughter, and the girl who’d grabbed Lark’s things tore the bag open and began rifling through it.


      “Awww, you gonna be in trouble,” said the Hispanic girl, looking concerned for the first time since they’d ambushed Lark. “You know Mercy likes first dibs . . .”


      “I know,” said the pale girl. “I’m just lookin’ to see what she’s got.”


      “Hand it over, Amber-Lee,” came a cool, commanding voice from behind her.


      Several of the women stiffened, and two of them stepped aside and turned to look at the newcomer.


      A large, imposing figure in a floor-length skirt was walking toward them, leaning heavily on a cane. Upside down, the woman resembled an angry black lion. She had a wild mane of curly hair, wide-set shoulders, and narrow, predatory eyes. When her lips parted, Lark could see that she had a small gap between her two front teeth.


      “Well?” said the woman, turning to the others expectantly.


      “Here you are, Mother,” said Amber-Lee, handing over Lark’s effects with a sheepish expression.


      “Don’t be greedy,” said the woman, snatching the bag out of Amber-Lee’s pale hands and sticking her nose inside.


      She rifled through Lark’s possessions for several minutes, examining the books she’d brought with disinterest and pocketing the silver cuff that had belonged to Lark’s mother.


      Lark’s insides bubbled with fury.


      Finally, the woman whom Amber-Lee had called “Mother” turned her attention back to Lark and examined her with a calculating expression.


      “What’s your name?” she asked.


      “Roland,” Lark choked, still trying to steady her head long enough to stand.


      “Not your last name,” said Mercy. “We don’t follow those barbaric prison traditions in San Judas. We’re family here.”


      “Lark,” she spat.


      The woman seemed unfazed by Lark’s tone. “Nice to meet you, Lark,” she said. “You may call me Mother Mercy.”


      “Give me back my things,” said Lark, pushing herself into a seated position and glaring at Mercy.


      “You’ll want to show a little more respect for me and my daughters,” said the woman in a calm but deadly voice. “Otherwise, things could get rough for you in here.”


      She flashed a smug gap-toothed smile and then strode away with Lark’s bag under her arm. Lark struggled to stand — summoning up the courage to run after Mercy — when the nasty face of one of her “daughters” appeared in front of her own.


      Lark had only a second to take in the girl’s violent flashing eyes and demented smile before a fist flew toward her face.


      “Welcome to San Judas, bitch.”
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      Five years later.


      Lark awoke slowly with the very odd feeling that she was being watched. She could feel the flutter of hot breath on her face, and someone — or something — was perched on her narrow cot.


      “What the —”


      Lark sat up with a start. She was staring directly into a pair of wild blue eyes, which were positioned just above a drooling mouth and two sharp, pointed teeth.


      She let out a sigh of relief. The hot breath she’d felt belonged to Denali — the dog who’d latched on to Lark during her first year in San Judas.


      He was some kind of blue heeler mix with large pointed ears and a splotch of black fur that fell over the left side of his face like an eye patch. He must have descended from the dogs that were placed in the colony years before to herd cattle. Most of the dogs had been killed off by inmates for their meat, and the few that were left were regarded as pests who chased off the colony’s goats.


      Still, Lark couldn’t help loving Denali.


      All of a sudden, the shanty door burst open, and Bernie bounded inside.


      “Moooor-ning, sun-shiiiine,” she trilled in a musical voice, jumping onto Lark’s bed and pulling off the threadbare blanket. “Up and at ’em!”


      Lark groaned and snatched the blanket back as cold morning air made goosebumps erupt all over her body.


      As usual, Bernie looked as if she’d just stepped out of a magazine. She was fresh faced and rosy cheeked, with honey-blond waves that were always perfectly tussled and big brown eyes that screamed mischief. She didn’t look at all like an engineering major turned ecoterrorist.


      In her enthusiasm, Bernie seemed to fill the entire house — not that it was difficult. The adobe structure they shared was tiny and very simple. Their cots were pushed up against the walls on either side of the small window, leaving just enough room for a rough wooden nightstand that held a kerosene lamp.


      On the opposite end, several crude wooden pegs held nearly every item of clothing they owned. Their boots sat on a raised platform to keep out the spiders, and their extra socks were laid flat on the window sill to dry.


      There were no dressers, no closets — nowhere they could possibly conceal anything. Mother Mercy did not tolerate hoarding, and her daughters were known to perform random house checks to make sure no one was hiding anything of value.


      “I made you something,” said Bernie in a cajoling voice.


      Lark looked down. She hadn’t noticed the slight bulge in Bernie’s pocket, but when she pulled out a tiny parcel wrapped in burlap, Lark felt a lump form in her throat.


      “Happy fifth year served!” Bernie squeaked, opening the flaps of burlap to reveal a lopsided amaranth-flour cake roughly the size of a coaster. It was golden brown and slightly crusty, with a sprinkling of crushed pecans on top.


      Lark gave Bernie a half-grateful, half-reproving look. “You didn’t.”


      “I didn’t steal it!” said Bernie quickly. “Kira, er, lent me the ingredients.”


      Lark let out a sigh of relief. Her position as a field hand dictated that she be served evening mess next to last, but Kira, the head cook, always gave her a big pile of rice and saved the nicest meat scraps for Denali.


      Lark supposed that Bernie had started to grow on Kira, too, but her suspicions weren’t unfounded. Bernie worked in Salvage and was known to have sticky fingers. Her job was to round up threadbare clothing and broken equipment and make them like new again, but she had a talent for scavenging interesting materials and turning them into really cool shit.


      In the two years she’d been in San Judas, Bernie had gotten into trouble several times for “liberating” swatches of fabric from the scrap pile and turning them into things she could barter for food. She’d made Lark the leather pouch she used to gather herbs, and she made all of Mother Mercy’s clothing.


      “Thanks,” said Lark, eyeing the little cake with fondness. “But I’m not sure my fifth year in prison is really something to celebrate.”


      “Of course it is!” said Bernie. “Five down, twenty to go!”


      There was a long awkward pause as Bernie realized what she’d said. The prospect of twenty more years in San Judas certainly wasn’t the best way to get Lark in a celebratory mood, but she knew Bernie had meant well.


      “It looks great,” Lark managed, squeezing off a piece of the cake and taking a bite. It was a little bit grainy — as though Bernie had cut the flour with sand — but it was sweet, and it was food.


      “Delicious,” she said around her mouthful of cake.


      Bernie snorted and took a bite herself. Denali’s eyes shifted hungrily from one to the other. When he realized they wouldn’t be sharing, he jumped off of Lark’s bed and squeezed out the door to look for scraps Kira might have dropped on her way to the compost pile.


      It took less than two minutes for Bernie and Lark to polish off the tiny cake. Then Lark pulled on some clothes, and they made their way to morning mess through the rows of identical adobe buildings.


      The sun had risen high enough to warm their faces, but there was still a bitter chill in the air that told Lark it was too cold to plant cabbage.


      Most of the women were still bundled in heavy coats and homemade hats as they hauled water, weeds, and food scraps to the livestock pens, and even the skinny chickens pecking at the dirt looked chilly.


      The last few stragglers were already heading out to the fields to work, but Lark had foraging duty, which meant she could eat a late breakfast with the repair crew and healers.


      When they reached the square, Lark spotted Kira smoking in the doorway of the mess hall, taking a brief respite between meals. Her heavy smock was caked in grease and soot, but her hair still looked impeccable in the neat twists she wore under her colorful silk scarf. Like nearly all the inmates, at least a third of Kira’s visible skin was covered in tattoos, but they didn’t stand out the way they did on Lark’s pale skin.


      Lark gave Kira a grateful nod, and she could have sworn she saw Kira crack the ghost of a smile.


      Like her, Kira had been in San Judas a long time. Lark and Kira had both been there two years ago, when the sweet corn disintegrated before it could be harvested. They were there the season an herbicide turned everyone’s legs an alarming shade of orange and the year a certain pesticide had made everyone’s hair fall out in clumps.


      Lark still had a spot on the left side of her head where hair wouldn’t grow, so she wore the top half in a braid that wound around to join a longer twist that rested over her right shoulder. It added to her somewhat severe appearance that caused minor offenders to avert their gaze whenever she passed, but Lark knew her weird hairdo wasn’t the reason the other inmates gave her a wide berth.


      The rumors surrounding her sentence — while often more absurd than the truth — had earned Lark instant respect and a healthy amount of fear.


      To get to San Judas, an inmate had to stand trial twice: once in front of a judge and jury and once in front of Mother Mercy. Mercy Peters knew everything each woman had done to land herself in prison, but she never shared that information with the other inmates.


      Most women played up their crimes to advance their status, but Lark had stayed silent. She’d seen the looks the other women had given her at New Mexico Women’s Correctional Facility when she’d blurted out what she’d done, and she didn’t like it.


      Only Bernie knew the truth about Lark’s conviction, but it didn’t matter. Somehow word had leaked out, and when Lark didn’t fill in the blanks, the rumor mill went to work churning out the ugly details.


      The other inmates’ whispers grew deafening as they approached the mess line, but for once they didn’t seem to be talking about Lark. The snippets she heard were rumors about who was stealing from whom, which friends were fighting, and which inmate had recently fallen out of favor with Mercy and why.


      Still, Bernie and Lark ate their bowls of morning mush under a juniper tree far away from the other inmates. Bernie had always said that she didn’t like gossip, but Lark knew the other women steered clear of Bernie because of her.


      That morning, breakfast tasted like mashed turnips flavored with sage. There were little round pellets mixed in, which made Lark think that Kira had added some quinoa for protein.


      When they finished, they dumped their bowls off with the dishwashers and went their separate ways. Bernie headed straight across the square to the workshop she shared with Rita, the leader of their little family, and Lark headed west toward the river.


      On the way, she had to pass Mother Mercy’s compound in the very center of the square. Mercy controlled several buildings behind the raised wooden platform where women gathered for meetings and public floggings.


      When Lark passed, Mercy and her daughters were lounging under a pergola, fanning themselves as mess workers passed with teetering baskets of vegetables balanced on their heads. None of the so-called daughters were related to Mercy by blood; they were her servants, enforcers, and spies.


      Sitting in the center of the group in her long, billowing skirts, Mother Mercy looked like royalty. It wasn’t far from the truth.


      Before she’d become queen of San Judas, Mercy Peters had been the queen of smack. She and her three biological sons had made millions smuggling heroin up from Mexico, but Lark knew Mercy had to have a pretty long rap sheet to land herself seventy-five years in prison.


      Hudson, Clarence, and Zachariah were all doing time over in the men’s colony, which meant that Mercy’s influence didn’t stop at the river. A staggeringly long sentence and a reputation for violence gave Mercy immeasurable clout within San Judas. And with such a large “family” behind her, few dared to challenge her orders.


      Lark’s fingers balled into fists at the sight of Portia lurking under the pergola. Portia Wong had arrived at San Judas the very same day as Lark, but her crimes were much less severe. She had long, flowing black hair and eyes that could cut glass.


      Ordinarily, her life as a smuggler’s bitch would have placed her near the bottom of the social ladder, but Portia had gained favor with Mother Mercy and clawed her way to the top. She detested the way the other inmates had revered Lark in those first few months, so she’d made it her mission to torment Lark and bully the others into shunning her.


      When she saw Lark, Portia tucked a strand of hair behind her ear in a very purposeful way, and the silver bracelet on her wrist caught the light.


      A murderous rage rose up Lark’s chest. She knew that bracelet. It was her mother’s — a delicate silver cuff from the 1940s with moons carved along the sides and a pretty piece of turquoise set in the middle. Her mother had always said it was her good luck charm, and now that conniving bitch was wearing it.


      Lark swallowed several times to keep herself from throwing up. She wanted nothing more than to march over there, grab a fistful of Portia’s perfect hair, and smash her head into the wall, but attacking one of Mercy’s own would have been the deadliest sort of foolishness.


      The comforting warmth of Denali’s breath on her hand was the only thing that could have drawn Lark out of her murderous spiral. She glanced down and smiled.


      Denali seemed to know Lark’s routine by heart, and he usually turned up after morning mess to follow her into the fields. He’d mill around, sniff the dirt, and scamper off after small animals. But on days Lark ventured into the woods to forage edible and medicinal plants, his long bushy tail would go haywire, and he’d stay by her side the entire day.


      As they made their way toward the trees, several pairs of eyes followed Lark enviously. Even though Lark worked among the field hands most days during the planting and harvest, she wasn’t really one of them.


      They all slept in skid-row shanties and were served their dinner next to last, but Lark had been singled out by Mother Mercy for her knowledge of wild herbs and her experience nursing problematic plants back to health.


      Lark was the only one Mercy trusted to monitor the health of the colony’s crops, and she was the one Mercy sent to scavenge gumweed from the woods to soothe her cough. Lark wasn’t one of Mercy’s favorites, but she was useful to her.


      As much as Lark hated Mercy, she looked forward to the days she was sent to forage. The moment she left the colony behind and entered the disordered thicket of trees, the ugliness of San Judas fell away, leaving only a peaceful emptiness behind.


      It reminded her of all the places her mother had told her about from her travels: the windy solitude atop Wheeler Peak, the staggering vastness of the Grand Canyon, and the glorious away-from-it-all-ness of the Teton Wilderness.


      When she was twenty-one, Lark’s mother had dropped out of school, sold all her belongings, and used her tuition money to hike the Appalachian Trail. She’d found it so addictive and romantic that she’d gone on to hike the Pacific Crest Trail and had attempted to hike the Continental Divide.


      Checking off all three was considered the Triple Crown for thru-hikers, but a month into her journey, Lark’s mother had realized she was pregnant. Single and broke from her travels, she’d settled in New Mexico and had picked up odd jobs to support herself.


      Lark had never been to the places her mother had, but she’d always dreamed of exploring them and completing her mother’s journey on the Continental Divide. She’d thought she’d have plenty of time to do it, but her freedom had been stolen from her before her life had really begun.


      Over the past five years, Lark had become so obsessed with those adventures that she often felt as though she’d actually stood at the bottom of the Grand Canyon or the top of Mount Katahdin — the northern terminus of the Appalachian Trail.


      After a few minutes, the gentle rush of the river reached Lark’s ears, and Denali’s bushy silver tail swayed from side to side. His mouth fell open in a heavy pant, and it looked as though he was smiling.


      As they drew closer to the water, Lark saw that the river already looked high. Over the years, the snowmelt had diminished bit by bit. But the past winter had brought plenty of precipitation, which meant the crops wouldn’t go thirsty.


      Crystal-clear water rushed over the dark rainbow of rocks, sparkling in the soft dappled sunlight trickling through the trees. Toward the middle of the river, the water changed from a gentle flow to a tumultuous rush, and on the opposite bank, a steep rocky gorge rose up at least two hundred feet.


      If Lark focused on the dancing water, the rocks, and the soothing rush of the current, she could almost ignore the ugly metal fence that separated the women’s colony from the men’s. It ran along the length of the river, which meant Lark couldn’t even wade into the water.


      On the other side, she could just make out an identical fence running along the edge of the gorge to keep male inmates from climbing down the Seam. It was a perilous rocky descent that nearly always ended in death, but every year at least one or two men attempted the climb.


      Most of the jumpers made it over the twelve-foot fence on the men’s side without a problem. It was the treacherous journey down the gorge that sent most men to their deaths.


      In the five years Lark had been at San Judas, only one had survived the fall. Several had been injured or killed when they hit the jagged rocks below, and another had drowned in the river.


      After a few minutes, Lark resigned herself to searching for Mercy’s gumweed. It wasn’t usually too hard to spot. Its sticky little stems could stretch more than three feet high, and the buds bloomed a brilliant gold.


      Lark searched along the bank for nearly an hour, taking extra care in the low areas where water liked to pool. Finally she found some, and she bent down to cut a few sprigs to take back to Mercy.


      As she worked, the steady rush of water was loud enough to drown out most of Lark’s darkest thoughts, but it wasn’t loud enough to obscure the crack of rock from the opposite bank.


      Lark froze, still bent at the waist. It happened so fast that she might have imagined it, but she could have sworn she saw a flicker of movement along the craggy rocks.


      She stood perfectly still, not wanting to scare whatever it was. She didn’t think it had been an animal, which left only one other option. A man was watching from the other side of the river, waiting for her to move.


      For several minutes, Lark stared at the mosaic of rock, daring the watcher to show himself. She knew he couldn’t have left. She would have seen him moving along the bank.


      Finally, Lark straightened up and turned her head slowly to scan the mess of rock and shrubs crowding the foot of the gorge. Every hair on the back of her neck was standing on end. She knew she was being watched.


      Her trance was broken by Denali crashing through the underbrush. Lark turned just in time to see a rabbit disappear under a fallen log, and Denali let out a loud, excited bark. Suddenly he was in full chase mode, and nothing else mattered.


      Out of the corner of her eye, Lark saw another flicker of movement. She whipped her head around to catch the watcher, but he’d already disappeared.


      “Thanks a lot,” she called to Denali, who was too far upstream to hear.


      Still fighting the nagging feeling that she was being watched, Lark started back up the bank toward the colony. It was foolish, but somewhere in the back of her mind, she’d already made the decision to return to the river to see if she could lure the watcher out of hiding.


      Whoever he was, whatever he wanted, Lark was determined to catch him in the act.
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      Soren was awoken before dawn by a series of loud, grating snores from the bunk across the room. For several seconds he grappled with his subconscious, fighting to stay immersed in his spectacular dream.


      In his sleep, he could see the girl’s face. She was standing on the riverbank, looking up at him with a pair of striking amber eyes. Her knees were slightly bent as if she were preparing to take flight, and her long dark hair was fluttering in the breeze.


      Soren hadn’t gone looking for the girl — at least not the first time he’d laid eyes on her.


      One day last spring, he’d stalked a buck deep into the woods — his mind focused only on the gnawing hunger in his belly. The buck seemed to sense that he was being followed. He picked his way down the gorge along a rocky path that Soren had never noticed. Soren followed him all the way to the river, where the buck took a long, lazy drink from the freezing water.


      Soren had hid among the rocks, preparing to take his shot, when he saw a flicker of movement on the opposite bank. He lowered his bow and stared across the water at a young woman standing on the other side.


      Soren had never seen anything quite like her. She was tall and willowy with a tattoo of a bird beneath her clavicle. The level of detail was astounding for a prison tattoo, but it wasn’t the girl’s ink that left him transfixed.


      She wasn’t out there looking for a place to shoot up, and she wasn’t trying to cross the river. Her eyes were fixated on the shallows, where a lone gray crane was ambling gracefully through the water.


      The next week and every week after, Soren had looked for any excuse to sneak down to the river. Searching for the girl was dangerous — not to mention creepy — but he felt himself drawn to her by some unknown force.


      She wasn’t like any other woman in San Judas that he’d glimpsed through the fence. She wasn’t jaded and aggressive or meek and forlorn. She was thoughtful and independent, practically one with the forest as she searched the treetops for interesting birds and scavenged plants from the forest floor.


      What struck him most about the girl was that she hadn’t been consumed by prison life. She was trapped there just as he was, but his instincts told him that she’d focused her energies outward — to the freedom of a world just beyond the walls.


      He hadn’t meant to reveal himself the day before. He’d gotten reckless, and she’d almost spotted him. Soren knew he must have spooked her, but he thought he’d seen a flicker of excitement in her eyes. It felt almost as though she’d been looking for him — an idea that gave him a tremendous thrill.


      In his dream, Soren opened his mouth to call to her, but no words came out. Instead he heard a jarring snore, and Soren felt his dream world disappear.


      He wasn’t standing in the forest. He was lying on top of his creaky bunk bed in the smelly ten-by-thirteen room he shared with five other guys. Below him, his best friend Shep was snoozing on his stomach, his enormous head hidden under a musty pillow to keep out unwanted noise.


      Soren admired his ingenuity. He’d been pulled from his dream by a snore that sounded as though somebody had stuffed a handful of gravel into a coffee grinder and turned it on full blast.


      The offending snorer was Axel — the beefy hillbilly from Louisiana who farted more than he breathed. He’d been busted for misdemeanor assault several years back, but he’d gotten tangled up in a bad bar fight while on parole and had landed himself three years in San Judas.


      Axel was sloppy, smelly, and belligerent, but he was the type of guy you wanted on your side in a fight. He hit with the force of a Mack truck and was impossible to knock out. At that moment, Axel was sprawled on his back completely naked, swatting his nose to shoo away a fly that was using his face for landing practice.
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