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      For Cassidy

      

      Not everyone is born with all of their family. Sometimes our closest family is found along the way.

      

      Thank you for always supporting me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: RUBY

          

        

      

    

    
      Dad is working.

      He’s always working.

      My friends’ dads only work during the week. They come home for dinner. Not my dad. He’s always working. Nights. Weekends. All week long.

      “But you promised,” I whine.

      Dad hates it when I whine, but I can’t help it. I can see the beach and the waves and the people through the window. And he did promise we could go to the beach today. He promised.

      Dad crouches down next to me and opens his arms.

      I step into his hug without thinking. He works a lot, but I know he loves me.

      “I did promise, little lamb, and I’m so sorry, but something came up. Something urgent—that means that it can’t wait. Besides, the beach isn’t safe today. There are far too many jellyfish out there.”

      I stiffen. It hurt so bad when that jellyfish stung me last time. I remember the purple flags that were up all over the beach that day. I’ll never ignore that warning again.

      Dad releases me and stands up, turning toward his lab, like always. I drag myself toward the family room. Maybe I can watch a cartoon or something. Except when I pick up the remote for the television, it’s sitting on the windowsill and I look outside.

      There aren’t any purple flags. The flags are green. Bright, dark green. I frown. “Dad?”

      He pauses with his hand on the doorknob—about to disappear. “Yes?”

      “Why do you have to work? What’s wrong?” I don’t ask why it’s more important than I am, but I want to. My lower lip trembles.

      Dad’s sigh is heavy, which probably means he’s mad. His work really is important. I know that, but I’m not sure why. He releases the door and walks toward me. He sits on the couch and pulls me up next to him. “You’ve been sick before. You know how lousy it feels.”

      I nod.

      “Here in the United States, we have medicine when that happens. We have lots of different kinds of medicines, actually. Some help remove the sickness that makes you sick, and some make you feel better while your body eliminates the illness. But in some places, they can’t afford either kind of medicine. In some places, when people get sick, they suffer a lot more than we do. And often, they die.”

      “Like mom died?”

      He swallows. “Not very many people are in a position to help those sick kids or their sick mothers.” He frowns. “People might contribute money to help pay for the medicine, or they could even go overseas to try and help treat a few of them.” He shrugs. “But it doesn’t really solve the problem.”

      “So are we going over to help?”

      Dad squeezes my hand. “Not right now, no, but my training at school makes me uniquely capable of helping people. What I’m trying to do is make medicine that will be cheap, accessible, and that will save those kids’ lives.”

      “Why does it have to be you?” I glance sideways at the green flags flapping happily in the wind. “Why can’t someone else’s dad do it instead? Maybe only this week?”

      “Oh, little lamb.” He scoops me up and puts me on his lap. His hand brushes my hair back behind my ear. “I know you want to see me more often. I know it’s hard for you to understand why I’m always busy. I could spend less time working on this, this week, this month, this year. I won’t lie about that, not to you. But sometimes in life, because of the gift of our intelligence, or because of our hard work, or because of a bizarre fluke of luck, we’re the ones who are in the right place. We’re the ones with the right skillset to do something hard. Sometimes we’re the only ones who can accomplish what needs to be done.”

      “And you’re the lucky one?” It doesn’t feel very lucky.

      He laughs. “Not lucky in the way that you’re thinking. Not like I found a pot of gold.”

      “How then?”

      “I’ll give you an example. If a lady by the name of Marie Curie hadn’t been born in Poland or had scientist parents, and if her mother hadn’t died when she was ten, she might not have worked quite so hard, or learned quite so much. She was so cold one winter—without money for proper lodgings or heating—that she wore all of her clothing at the same time to keep warm. But thanks to her dedication and sacrifice, she was able to discover radioactivity. She was the first woman to receive a Nobel Prize.”

      Marie Curie. That sounds familiar. “Didn’t she die from radiation?”

      Dad looks like he accidentally smashed his finger. “Okay, well how about this one. If two parents by the name of Augusto and Michaela Odone hadn’t had a son with adrenoleukodystrophy, they would never have studied as hard as they did. They never would have financed an international meeting of scientists and discovered a treatment for that rare illness.”

      “They saved a lot of kids? Like millions?”

      Dad frowns. “It’s not always about the total number of people you save. They could have simply enjoyed the time they had with their son. Or they could have had a son who wasn’t sick at all, but neither of those things are what happened. Sometimes the world places us in a position to help others, and when it does, it’s our job—” He shakes his head. “No, not our job. It’s our duty to rise to that call. To do whatever it is that we’re uniquely situated to do.”

      “You have to save the world, because you can?”

      Dad nods slowly. “One day this will make more sense. And one day, you might be in a position to do the same.” He kisses my forehead. “I promise that we’ll go to the beach this week. I’m so close to the answers we need, little lamb. I promise.”

      “Okay.” I turn on cartoons, but I don’t find anything good. While a dumb cat chases a smart mouse all over the screen, I can’t help but hope that I’m never like my dad. I don’t want to be in the right place. I’d prefer not to be lucky.

      Because it sure seems like saving everyone else is a crappy job.
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      When you finally get home after a long day, you sink into a comfortable armchair and put your feet up. You sigh with relief, because the world outside falls away. That’s what home means—the place you belong. The place you can rest.

      I haven’t been home since the day I thought Wesley Marked me.

      My understanding of who I am has fundamentally changed in the past few weeks. I discovered things about my dad, my aunt and uncle, and even about myself that I wish I had never learned. But unlike the old Ruby, I don’t shy away from that kind of thing. Not anymore.

      It was the hardest few weeks of my life, and the cost was devastating, but we saved the Marked kids—mostly.

      For the time being, anyway.

      Now that the threat of Tercera, the virus that has held us all hostage for more than a decade, has been eliminated, I’m not sure who I am or where I belong. For almost my entire life I’ve been Ruby Behl, but now I know that I was born Ruby Ruth Thomas. And worse, more than half a million people insist on calling me Ruby Solomon.

      And Her frigging Majesty.

      For so long, I’ve been taking things one day at a time. One hour at a time. Heck, even sometimes one minute at a time.

      I haven’t had the time to even consider my plan for the future, but now the future is here, so I have to figure it out.

      What comes next, what comes after, may be the scariest thing I’ve ever faced, because I can’t blame anyone else. My next move is entirely up to me.

      At least for now, I’m not alone making it. Every day, Aunt Anne and Job and I work to make sure the Marked kids have the medical support they need to survive their recovery and transition to adulthood. Now that they’re off the suppressant, most of them are dealing with malnutrition, the surges of adolescence, and the ravages of damage from year two of Tercera.

      Some of them are recovering well—some are pretty rough. But at least World Peace Now, often shortened by citizens of the Unmarked to WPN, has sent consistent supplies and we have a facility set up to help. Even so, every night, we’re exhausted. We could reclaim an empty building somewhere in New Orleans, but the Marked have already claimed most of the ones in the best shape—and we can’t really justify ousting them.

      The weather has been nice enough that it’s easier to camp out behind the clinic in tents also sent by WPN. We’re all so tired by the time the sun sets that we usually make dinner over a campfire and relax. It will get old eventually, but for now it’s been an adventure. It’s nice not to be running from anything, or desperately working under some kind of time crunch. When he has time, Sam’s brother Rafe comes and joins us. The conversations are never boring, not with Rhonda and Job and Rafe around to keep things interesting.

      “So we all know that Ruby has kissed two guys,” Rhonda says. “But what about you, Sam? Is Ruby the only person you’ve ever kissed?”

      How did I never think to ask that question?

      Sam tenses, like a bird about to take flight. “Does it matter?”

      Oh, now I really want to know the answer. Is he nervous that I’m the only person he’s kissed? Or is he embarrassed that he’s kissed a lot?

      “I think it does,” Rhonda says. “The entire world knows about Ruby’s infamous kiss with Wesley.”

      “Not the whole world,” I say. “I mean—”

      Rafe laughs. “Well, the Marked all know. It’s all the guy talked about. And I bet the Unmarked have all heard, since Fairchild’s son was Marked and left as a result of it.”

      I shake my head. “I had nothing to do with him being Marked.”

      “But you were miraculously spared,” Rafe says. “Tell me that hasn’t made the rounds.”

      “Okay, but what you asked about was me,” Sam says. He might have avoided the question initially, but he’ll step up to spare me harassment. Bless Sam.

      “True,” Rhonda says. “And you still haven’t said.”

      “A few women have tried to catch my attention,” he says.

      That’s an understatement. He was practically hunted back among the Unmarked. As a legend in the competitions there, and with his good looks, not to mention his dad’s position as their leader, Sam was quite a catch.

      “But I managed to avoid being kissed by any of them.”

      Probably by hiding and never speaking a word that wasn’t strictly necessary.

      “However, Ruby wasn’t my first kiss.”

      I straighten in my chair. “I wasn’t?”

      He swallows, his eyes meeting mine and then flitting away.

      “Who else?” Part of me wishes we weren’t sitting around a fire with three other people. I wish I’d thought to ask this before now, when we were alone. “Do I know her?” Please don’t let it be Rhonda. Surely she wouldn’t have asked if it was her.

      “I don’t think so,” Sam says, “though Rhonda has met her. She was in the clinical trial with me—her name’s Lydia.”

      I blink. “She contracted Tercera.” He said so. In the middle of the trial. He wasn’t sure whether it had been given to her, or whether it was an accident. He never mentioned that he liked her. But I’m suddenly scrambling to do mental math. Is there any way she survived? Could Aunt Anne have given her the cure? Sam’s cure? Any way I look at the timeline—I don’t see how that could be possible. It’s been just over three years, and it’s a three-year course.

      “I thought you liked Ruby from the time we were children,” Job says.

      Sam rolls his eyes. “I’ve always admired her, but I wasn’t gross. It didn’t turn into more until fairly recently.”

      Oh. So he did like this Lydia.

      “You had a lot in common,” Rhonda says. “You both received top marks in everything—that’s why she was selected to join the trial.”

      “And she only accepted because I did.” Sam’s lips are tightly pressed—he feels guilty about it.

      I don’t mention that both Sam and I have only kissed one other person—and both those people are now dead. I’m sure he’s thinking the same thing. I’ll ask him more questions later, but for now, it’s time to somehow change to a happier topic. “Yellow,” I say.

      Sam’s head whips toward mine. The flames from the fire cast shadows across his perfect jaw. His eyes glow golden in this light.

      “For our house, I mean.” I smile. “You asked me yesterday what color we should paint our future home.”

      He blinks.

      “Dude, your hotdog is on fire.” Rafe sounds almost gleeful. He’s got a weird sense of humor.

      Sam snatches it back and blows out the flames licking its surface, swearing under his breath. “I was making that one for Ruby.”

      “I like mine lightly toasted,” I say. “With the surface just barely wrinkled, not charbroiled.”

      My huge boyfriend stuffs the entire thing in his mouth at once, licking his fingers one at a time. “You distracted me.”

      Which was my intention. “Sorry about that,” I say. “But I’ve been thinking about it, and I think that would be a fun color. If you hate it, I guess blue is fine.”

      His lips curl into a beautiful smile. “I’d like a sunny yellow.”

      “Oh please,” Rafe says. “You wouldn’t like it. If it were up to you, you’d live in a cave. And if any part of it was painted, you’d choose pitch black.”

      “Or camouflage,” Rhonda says. “So no one would ever find it.”

      Job laughs.

      “Not anymore,” Sam says. “First, I’m not twelve, and second, thanks to our efforts of the last few weeks, we no longer have to live in fear.”

      “Right now Her Royal Majesty’s house is white,” Job says, “with huge columns and a massive wraparound porch.”

      My hand tightens on the stick I’ve been using to roast my dinner for the past few days. I know he’s kidding with the ‘Her Majesty’ stuff, but it still annoys me. And that house is not my house. “What do you think these hotdogs that WPN sent are made of?”

      Rhonda frowns. “What were they ever made from?” She shrugs. “Innards no one wants to eat? Bits of meat all mashed together with glue.”

      I hand my stick to Sam.

      “You have to eat something,” Sam says.

      I grab a can of baked beans. The more I think about meat, the more disgusting it seems. “I’m fine.”

      He frowns, but doesn’t argue.

      “So tell me more about this house,” Rafe says. “The one you two are going to live in together. Where exactly is it located?” His eyes twinkle, as if he’s asking us about the magical island on which we ride friendly, fire-breathing dragons.

      “It’s got a porch,” I say. “But it’s much, much smaller than the terrible house Solomon built back on Galveston Island.”

      “I like that palace,” Job says. “If Adam doesn’t want it when he steps in for you, I’d be willing to take it off his hands.”

      “Her mom lives there, dummy. And stop distracting her,” Rhonda says. “I want more details about this perfect dream life.”

      I roll my eyes, but I kind of like talking about it. “It’s only one story, so I’m not always climbing up and down stairs. The kitchen is small, but has great storage so I can make whatever I want without walking all over the place.”

      “There’s a smokehouse out back,” Sam says. “For me to cure meat from the animals I hunt. We might even set up a little roadside stand somewhere if traffic between settlements picks up enough to justify it.”

      “And do the birds and rabbits come do the housecleaning?” Rafe snorts. “Because I feel like I’ve heard this fairy tale somewhere.”

      “Hilarious,” I say. “I plan to do my own cleaning, but I do want a little mailbox near the road that has a built in birdhouse and feeder above it. Sam will not kill any little critters that come to live on our property.”

      “Unless they’re ruining your greenhouse,” Sam says. “Then all bets are off.”

      “And we live on the same street as Uncle Dan and Aunt Anne and Rose.”

      “What about us?” Job asks. “Rhonda and I are welcome, right?”

      “Depends who you marry,” I say. “But if they don’t annoy me, then yes.”

      “What about me?” Rafe asks. “Are men-children welcome in this post-pandemic Disney World of yours?”

      “Of course,” I say. “In fact, you can stay with us until you find or build your own place.”

      “How magnanimous of you,” Rafe says. “But none of this is ever going to happen.”

      “Why not?” Sam’s scowl isn’t playful.

      “You’re an attack dog,” Rafe says. “No matter how long you pretend you aren’t, you’ll never fit on someone’s lap. And you won’t ever end up living in a little yellow house on the end of a street full of smokehouses and cupcake bakeries.”

      “I didn’t say anything about a cupcake shop,” I say. “I don’t even like cupcakes.”

      “Everyone likes cupcakes,” Rhonda says.

      “The point is that this is never going to happen,” Rafe says. “None of it. Tercera may be gone, but the world is in a shambles. Who do you think is going to be cleaning up the mess while you two are hiding away on your idyllic street?”

      Sam shrugs. “Don’t know, don’t care.”

      I’m not sure whether he means that, but for the first time, I wonder. Can I really hide while someone else fixes things? Is our job really done? Because as much as I want that little yellow house on the perfect street . . . I’m worried it’s not realistic. I’m worried Rafe is right.

      I deserve a home after the misery I’ve endured, but sometimes we don’t get what we deserve.
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      Ruby’s delicate, perfectly proportioned hands are scrubbing the spatula all wrong. Plus, she made dinner, so she shouldn’t be washing dishes.

      “Here.” I bump her hip with my own and snatch the crusted spatula out of her hands. “Let me.” The casual contact between us isn’t a surprise anymore, but it still sends a thrill through me. Mine. Something primal inside of me smiles smugly.

      I’ve finally gotten every single thing I ever wanted.

      I still wake up at least once a night in a cold sweat, worried it’s some kind of trick, but every time I do, things are fine. Ruby’s close, just like she is right now, and all is right with my world.

      Even if she’s scowling at me.

      “You’re just as pretty when you frown, you know.”

      “Sam, you always do the dishes.” Her voice is accusatory.

      Because I do them the right way. “I don’t mind.”

      “You will, eventually,” she says.

      “I won’t.” I’d never be annoyed by anything as inane as dishes. “Go sit down.”

      She rolls her eyes and huffs, and I want to toss the dishes back into the soapy water and pull her into my arms. But then, I always want to do that. It’s where she belongs: with me, safe and treasured.

      “I don’t want to sit down. I want—”

      “Ruby?” Mr. Fairchild, Port Gibson’s mayor, walks toward our tiny campfire from the main hub behind us.

      I’m sick of being stuck in a campsite that essentially doubles as Grand Central Station, but Anne took over the plasma center and is ruling it with an iron stethoscope. Ruby’s older half brother Adam sent pretty nice tents and gear, so I can’t complain too much, but people just come and go without much concern over a perimeter or security.

      Not that we’re really in much danger anymore.

      But if you’re always vigilant, you’re less likely to get ambushed. And I had no idea Mr. Fairchild was even in Baton Rouge, much less on his way to see us. Frank is going to get an earful later. Maybe an extra five-mile run and a few hundred push-ups will help him remember to follow the protocols.

      I dry my hands and force a smile. “Mr. Fairchild.”

      “Hey.” The haunted look is back in Ruby’s eyes—the hollow, pained look that always surfaces when she thinks about Wesley.

      I hate it.

      “Someone in a WPN uniform, named Frank, maybe? He said you’d be over here.”

      Yep, Frank is in very, very warm water.

      Mr. Fairchild’s hair sticks up on one side, and he looks thinner than he did the last time I saw him, which wasn’t even that long ago. He’s not handling Wesley’s death any better than Ruby.

      “Take a seat, please.” Ruby waves at the stumps we’ve positioned around the fire. Somehow she always makes everything seem so natural, so right.

      “I’m sure you’re busy.” Mr. Fairchild shoves his hands in his pockets, his breath coming out in puffs in the brisk evening air. “I don’t mean to keep you. And actually, I came to see Sam, mostly.” His face swivels toward me.

      My eyebrows lift.

      “You may not have heard, but Gavin Quinn is the interim chancellor, and—”

      I grunt. “Kang said.”

      “Right.” His feet shuffle in the dirt around our campfire. “The thing is, he’s a bad person.” He looks up at me quickly and then drops his eyes again. As if he’s afraid of me.

      Maybe he is. My dad was far worse than a ‘bad person,’ and I’m his blood, like it or not. “Okay.” I wish I knew how to put people at ease like Ruby, but that’s never been one of my strengths. He’s either going to spit it out, or he isn’t.

      “Adrien Kang asked Sam to come,” Ruby says. “He strongly suggested that he’d like to nominate Sam as the next chancellor.”

      Mr. Fairchild’s eyes widen. “Are you interested in that?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “Right. I didn’t think so, but it’s good to hear.”

      Ruby puts her hands on her hips. “Good to hear? Sam would make an excellent chancellor.” Since I know she has no aspirations for me to rule at all, I’m not sure why she’s so upset, but it’s cute that she’s defensive.

      Mr. Fairchild frowns. “It’s not that Sam wouldn’t be great, but I was hoping he might support me.”

      “You want to be the next chancellor?” Ruby’s hands fall from her hips and her shoulders droop. “Really?”

      “It’s not that I want to run things, exactly,” Mr. Fairchild says. “It’s more that I don’t see anyone else who would do any better. The thing is, leaders usually come from one of two places. People who want the power, who want to control things. Those are people like Quinn or Roth.” He clears his throat and glances my way apologetically.

      It’s unnecessary. I know what he means.

      “But the other camp—well, that’s people like me. People who don’t really want to run things, but they know that someone has to do it, and they want to help people.” He looks down at his shoes and kicks at a hard patch of dirt. “Without Wesley, I don’t have much reason to—I don’t have . . . ” He clears his throat again. “It might give me some purpose. And I think I can help.” He glances out at the Marked—er, formerly Marked—kids walking down the street past our campsite.

      They’re no longer dying imminently of Tercera, but they were all on a hormone suppressant for close to a decade—that doesn’t come without repercussions. There’s no telling how they’ll recover from whatever damage the virus did before it was halted. Some of them will deal with permanent organ damage. And, of course, they have no real support system. They’ve been living in a weird limbo, and now they have nowhere to go and no one to help them. Unless someone steps up. It seems like Mr. Fairchild may be offering to do just that.

      “Your son was Marked.”

      “Only for a few hours,” Mr. Fairchild says, “if what he said about how Ruby’s blood saved him was true.”

      “It’s enough,” I say. “You thought he was infected for much longer.”

      “He lived among them and fought for them,” Ruby says. She’s so ridiculously smart—on the exact same page as I am already, without any discussion.

      “Did that time help you feel some compassion for them?”

      He nods slowly. “I think it’s our duty to integrate them into our communities in whatever way they want to join us. We can provide jobs, food, training, and shelter.”

      “Medical attention?” Ruby asks. “Because that’s going to be ongoing—some of them suffer from permanent conditions.”

      “And the babies,” I say.

      Ruby closes her eyes, and I know she’s thinking about Libby and her baby, Rose. Libby died, but Rose survived. She’s not the only baby who made it through . . . without a parent. Or with only one parent. “You’ll help them?”

      “What about WPN?” Mr. Fairchild asks. “I’m not trying to worm out of helping them, but surely WPN will do its part.”

      Ruby sighs. “I don’t know how long I’ll have any say in what they do.”

      “You’re their queen,” Mr. Fairchild says. “Aren’t you?”

      “For the time being,” she says, “but I’ve spent less than a week in Galveston in the past decade.”

      “It does seem strange,” Mr. Fairchild says, “that they’d choose you, but they’re an odd people. They sent that air strike and that enormous force to Nashville to defend you. It seems they accept you as their leader.”

      No one can say they didn’t come through for Ruby, that’s for sure.

      “You won’t be alone in helping the Marked,” Ruby says, “but if you can reassure us that, if you’re voted in as chancellor, you’ll do whatever needs to be done for those who can’t take care of themselves in any form, you’ll have our support.” She walks toward me, and I lift my arm without thought.

      She nestles her head against my chest and my world is right.

      “Is that correct?” Mr. Fairchild pins me with an earnest look.

      I nod.

      “You’ll come to Nashville and speak on my behalf?” he asks.

      “It’s in two weeks or something now?” Ruby asks.

      “The actual vote is set to take place in twelve days, but the nomination requires twenty members of the Centi-Council to vouch for you. I think I’ll get that many, but it might be close.”

      “Which means you may need us earlier?” Ruby asks. “Like in the next ten days.”

      “Eight would be better,” Mr. Fairchild says.

      Ruby nods. “Alright. We’ll head that direction as soon as we can.” Her lips twist a bit, and she says, “We just ate, but are you hungry? We can—”

      “Thank you.” Mr. Fairchild shakes his head. “I’m going to head straight back. I forgive you for Wesley.” His face crumples and I realize he’s fighting back tears. “But I can’t—”

      Ruby steps away from me and hugs him. “It’s too hard,” she whispers. “I understand.”

      I wish I could effortlessly comfort people. I wish I knew the right things to do or say. After a moment, she steps back and Mr. Fairchild turns to leave. He reaches the edge of the campfire’s glow and spins on his heel. “Thank you, Ruby, for remembering him. And for everything you’ve done.”

      She nods and her lips flatten together. “Of course.”

      Very, very few people have thanked her for what she risked, what she sacrificed, and what she accomplished. She hates when it happens, but it hasn’t occurred nearly enough in my opinion. It raises my impression of Mr. Fairchild a bit.

      I finish up the dishes to give her a chance to recover.

      But of course, she’s not doing that. She’s looking over some kind of spreadsheet under the light of a lantern and fretting instead—I can tell because she’s biting her lip. “What’s wrong now?”

      She doesn’t even hear me.

      I sit next to her on a campstool and lean toward the spreadsheets.

      “Oh.” She blinks. “Sam. I forgot about the dishes and you did them all again, didn’t you?”

      I shrug.

      “I’m sorry. It’s just that Adam asked me to look over these trade agreements, and I swear, they make no sense. The projections Aunt Anne has been bringing for the recovery on the Marked and the supply lists or items and provisions we’ll need, those I understand. But this?” She leans back and her campstool wobbles.

      I wrap an arm around her. “Is this what we’re going to be doing now?” I shift a little to catch her attention. “Trade agreements?”

      She frowns. “Not, like, forever, no. But for right now—”

      “A day turns into a week. A week turns into a month. That’s how they get you.”

      “Who?” She smiles. “Who’s going to get us, exactly?”

      “We need to decide what we want, and then we need to make a plan for how to get it.”

      “What do you want?” Ruby’s index finger traces down the side of my face.

      I can’t think when she touches me, especially not when she touches me like that. Innocent, light, but with purpose. My mouth goes dry. I inhale sharply.

      Long, heavy strides come toward us from the main campfire and I stifle a groan. I can’t get a single second alone with Ruby. Ever. “Hey, Rhonda.” If my words are clipped and a little unfriendly, well. She should learn to read the room.

      Or, you know. A small, outer campfire.

      “Don’t mind me, you two.” She’s like a toddler with a pocketful of gummy bears. “Carry on, carry on. I’m just tired and I have early shift tomorrow, so.” She points at the tent she shares with Ruby.

      “Have I mentioned how annoyed I am that your aunt won’t let me sleep next to you?” I arch one eyebrow. “As if I’d do something inappropriate.”

      Ruby giggles. “I wish you would.”

      My heart hammers, but now is not the time. Not for fingers against my jaw. Not for lips pressed against her neck. Not for my hands around her waist. I inhale to clear my mind. “Look, as long as we whisper, Rhonda can’t hear us. And we need to talk about this.”

      “You’re not usually so serious.” Ruby rubs her lips together, with her eyes on my mouth, which she always does when she wants to kiss me.

      “I am serious.” I take her hands in mine to give myself something else to look at. If she keeps staring at me like that, I’ll kiss her again and we’ll never discuss any of this at all.

      And we need to make a plan. Without an objective, we’ll drift along, buffeted by whatever winds and waves crash over us. “What do you want?”

      “Well.” Ruby stands up.

      I straighten. Her head isn’t far above mine, even with me sitting and her standing.

      She braces her hands against my chest and then trails her fingers slowly across my collarbones to my shoulders. “I want to see you every day.”

      I want to stay on task, but my brain has gone on strike. Every muscle in my body has frozen in place. The place where her fingers rest against my shoulders tingles, and I want—more.

      She squeezes my shoulders, and leans down until we’re eye level. “I want to feel your lips against mine.” She presses her mouth against me and I’m gone. Vapor. Defenseless, for once in my life. Her mouth only moves against mine for a moment before she straightens. “I want you with me all the time. And I don’t want to get badgered, and bothered, and dinged, and pestered every second of every day, not anymore.”

      “So you don’t want to rule WPN?” My eyes can’t seem to leave her mouth.

      She shakes her head. “Not at all, no.”

      “Do you want to live in a small town? Or a large one?”

      She shrugs. “As long as we have our yellow house, together, I don’t care.”

      “What do you want to do all day?”

      She smirks. “I have a few ideas.”

      I groan. “I mean, what do you want to do with your life.”

      She beams. “I knew what you meant, but man this is fun. You fill me with light and joy, Samuel Roth. Some days, I still can’t believe you like me.”

      It’s my turn this time. I lean close, gather her against me, and whisper against her ear. “I don’t like you, Ruby Behl. I love you.”

      She stiffens. I know why—I called her Behl. But honestly, I have no idea what to call her. Her name at birth, Thomas? What everyone from WPN calls her, Solomon? What Dan and Anne usually call her, Behl? Or Carillon, her adoptive father’s real last name? It’s a confusing mess.

      “I don’t care what your last name is,” I whisper. “And one day soon, I hope it’ll be Roth and we won’t need to worry.”

      She relaxes against me then. “That’s what I want in my future.” She slides onto my lap, and the world is right again. “I want to be Ruby Roth.” She freezes. “I never realized quite how corny that sounds until right now.”

      My arms tighten. “It’s not corny. It’s perfect.”

      She laughs. “Alliteration isn’t perfect. It’s corny, but I love you too much to care.”

      “Good.”

      “So here’s our plan, Mr. Organized.”

      “Tell me.”

      “We head back to WPN tomorrow.”

      I lean back enough so that I can see her face. “Tomorrow?”

      “We have to be in Nashville in eight days. We have reliable transportation and fuel now, and we don’t need to worry about Marked attacks, but it’ll still be a full day trip.”

      “Okay. And what do we do for the next week, then?”

      “We figure out how to get Adam to agree to take over for me.” Ruby shifts and lays her head against my chest. “Right?”

      “And once we’ve foisted rule of WPN onto Adam permanently, and we’ve helped Mr. Fairchild become Chancellor Fairchild, what then?”

      “What do you want?” Her voice is soft, and I realize she’s tired. “Because I bet I’ll like it, whatever it is.”

      “I’d like to live somewhere small,” I say. “Somewhere simple—somewhere we can both have jobs that mean something. Maybe you do research or become a physician and help people who have the flu, or who broke an arm. And I can . . . I don’t know what. Set up home alarms.”

      She laughs. “Yeah, right.”

      “I’ll find something,” I say. “Now that defense from a hostile enemy and infected rogue teens isn’t an issue, I’m sure I’ll find something else I’m suited for.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      “But I want a family with you, someday, when you’re ready, and I want it in a small town, without a lot of huge problems.”

      Ruby nods her head. “That sounds nice. I think we’ve dealt with our allotment of huge problems for both our lifetimes.” She looks up at me. “Don’t you?”

      “Couldn’t agree more.” I wrap my arms around her tightly and she snuggles against my chest, her face pressed against my heart.

      After she falls asleep, I carry her into her tent and tuck her in next to Rhonda. I can’t keep myself from pressing a kiss to her forehead before I leave. After the last few weeks, sometimes the state of the world today doesn’t seem real. I don’t go very far to reach my own cot. Job and I are sharing a tent six feet away. He’s brushing his teeth with water from a tin cup when I come out of Ruby’s and Rhonda’s tent.

      “The girls are out?”

      I nod.

      “You make her happy,” Job says. “I haven’t really acknowledged that, but I probably should. I was worried at first, for both of you, but I’m glad I didn’t stop you from dating her.”

      Job? Stop me? I don’t laugh, but it’s hard. “Uh, thanks.”

      “You going to sleep?”

      I shake my head. “Ruby and I are heading to Galveston tomorrow. I ought to let Rafe know. Can you keep an eye on her for a few minutes?”

      “She’s not in danger, you know,” Job says.

      I don’t bother arguing. If he’s not going to be vigilant, I’ll find someone who will be. Ruby hates when they hover, so I keep the WPN guards a few dozen yards out. I stop on my way to Rafe’s and let them know to fall in closer. Frank annoys Ruby to death, but he’s very dedicated. And he’s not a bad shot, either.

      Even knowing she’s safe, I hate leaving Ruby alone. Too many rotten things keep happening around her. I jog to the hospital where Rafe is still presiding, and I don’t slow down until I round the corner to his room.

      “Sam?” Rafe’s eyes widen when I push through his door. He’s looking over papers at his desk, but he shoves his chair back and stands up.

      “Hey.”

      “What’s wrong?” He frowns.

      “Nothing.” I wish I knew how to talk to him. It’s not like I was ever going to be a champion conversationalist, but the years when I had food and a roof and safety and he was on his own, clawing out some kind of survival . . . Well. Thinking about the disparity between our past doesn’t help. He knows I’m glad he’s alive. He knows I feel guilty. Rehashing it is pointless. “I’m leaving tomorrow.”

      “You’re here to say goodbye.” His tone is flat, borderline angry.

      “Well, not goodbye. I’ll be back in under two weeks, I imagine.”

      “You’re going with Ruby?” Rafe’s eyes flash. “To Galveston again?”

      I nod.

      “Of course you are.” He sits back down and turns his attention back to whatever document he was reading.

      “Are you angry about that?”

      He snorts. “No.”

      “You sound angry.”

      He spins around and stands again. “And you’re acting like your girlfriend, now. Poke, poke, poke.”

      “I wish I could talk to people like she can,” I say. “Then maybe . . . ”

      “Maybe what?” Rafe squares his shoulders, his feet set shoulder width apart.

      “Maybe I could talk to you.”

      Like a kite with its string cut, all the tension evaporates. “What?”

      I think hard. What would Ruby say? “I’m sorry we abandoned you. I’m sorry you were alone.” My voice drops. “I’m sorry I failed you.”

      Rafe’s boots clomp across the tile floor. “You’re an idiot. You should apologize for that, too.” His lips twist up and his arms cross over his chest.

      “I am sorry,” I say. “For all of it.”

      “You’re an idiot for thinking I blame you for any of that.” Rafe sighs. “I’ve spent ten years being angry all the time, and sometimes I think it’s the only thing I really know how to do anymore. Even when I’m not mad, I can’t seem to help myself.”

      “I’m sorr—”

      “Stop,” Rafe says. “I was angry all the time . . . so I wouldn’t feel scared and sad and alone.”

      Now I really have no idea what to say.

      “So if you want to apologize for anything at all, you should apologize for leaving me tomorrow, for running after your girlfriend, wherever she goes, instead of staying with your family now that you have one.”

      She is my family, more even than Rafe, but pointing that out won’t likely improve his mood. “I’ll be back,” I say instead. “I do love you.”

      Rafe nods. “I know you do.” But he also knows I love her more, and that hurts him. I’m sorry about that too, but it doesn’t change the reality. He turns back around and walks across the room to his desk robotically, then sits down and picks up his papers. “Be careful.”

      “I’m always careful.”

      “You’re never careful.” When he turns to face me this time, he’s smiling.

      “I need to be alive to keep her safe.”

      “Maybe one day I’ll meet someone I care about like you love her.”

      “Doubtful,” I say.

      Rafe throws a stapler at me.

      I snap one hand out and catch it. “Thanks. Ruby’s been saying how she wanted—”

      He whips a wadded up ball of paper at me next. “Has she been wanting garbage too?” He rolls his eyes. “Get out of here, big brother.” His voice is barely a whisper when he says, “But come back soon. I’ll miss you.”

      That’s the hard thing about having people you love. It gives you more to worry about. We leave first thing the next morning. The fifty WPN guards Adam insisted on leaving are delighted to pull up stakes and return home. There’s not a soul on the road between here and there—although crossing the Atchafalaya swamp is still harrowing, especially as we pass the sections where the road on the other side has crumbled away, the enormous, compromised concrete pylons jutting up from the swamp like jagged teeth badly in need of a dentist.

      “We need to put maintenance on this road at the top of Adam’s list,” I say.

      “Agreed.” Ruby’s hand finally releases mine as we exit the bridge.

      It’s nice to cross the bridge from Texas City to Galveston without worrying about armed guards or David Solomon, but I don’t expect Adam to be waiting for us on the steps of Josephine’s palace when we pull up.

      Ruby wastes no time hopping out of the side door of the SUV. “What’s wrong?” She slams the door.

      I jump out of my side and circle around.

      He has bags under his bloodshot eyes. “What took you so long?”

      “I know I was supposed to be here a while ago,” Ruby says, “but I sent you a message. I said I’d be delayed.”

      Adam frowns. “But I replied and said it was urgent and you needed to come immediately.”

      Ruby’s eyes meet mine and she looks as confused as I feel. “Huh?”

      Adam gestures. “Never mind. Let’s just go. They’re inside right now, waiting, and they’re all angry.”

      “Whoa,” Ruby says. “I didn’t get another message from you. I told you we’d be delayed and that you’d have to deal with Sawyer yourself.” She blinks.

      “It’s not only Sawyer. That’s the reason I said I couldn’t handle it alone.”

      Ruby grips my hand in hers. “We didn’t get another letter from you. Who exactly is waiting?”

      “All seven Port Heads,” Adam says.
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      Adam pivots on his heel and starts for the stairs.

      “Wait.” I throw up my hands. “Adam.”

      He spins around, his eyes wide.

      “What’s going on? Why are they all here?”

      “Did you really not get any messages from me?” Adam blinks. “I’ve sent not one, but two separate messengers. The Port Heads have been insisting on a celebration and they . . . ” He shakes his head. “I explained all of it, in great detail.”

      Sam shrugs.

      Adam swallows slowly. “Two messengers have gone awry? The roads aren’t bad between here and there and . . . that’s bad.” He walks toward me and drops his voice. “Look, the Port Heads have been getting my updates and they all know about your miraculous healing of the Marked kids.”

      “First of all, I didn’t heal them—”

      Adam shakes his head. “You stood up in front of twenty thousand WPN citizens and allowed yourself to be Marked. You pled for a cessation to your father’s plans to wipe them out. You claimed we could heal the illness that decimated the world—and for the first time in more than ten years of desperate hope, you did what you promised, what no one else could do—not scientists, not men of God, no one.”

      “And now the Port Heads want to steal the credit.” Sam slings an arm around my shoulders.

      “That’s about it,” Adam says.

      I think about two messengers going missing—possibly a runaway if only one disappeared, but two? I’ve grown to love my WPN guards, even the awkward ones like Frank, but that doesn’t mean I can trust them all. “Let’s go inside. We can talk it over.”

      Adam clears his throat. “They’re meeting together right now—discussing the plans for a celebration tour.”

      The audacity. “Here? At my mom’s house?”

      Adam shifts awkwardly. “King Solomon’s residence always served as a sort of—”

      “Palace.” It’s only a vastly oversized colonial-style mansion, but I always kind of thought it kind of looked like one. I exhale. “Fine. So they’re waiting to ambush me.”

      “Not exactly.” Adam shoots a knowing look at Sam. “I think they’re glad you’re not back. Two days ago, Sawyer Blevins arrived from New Orleans. Rosa Alvarez arrived later the same day. Then yesterday Terry Williams from Tampa and Quentin Clarke from Savannah showed up. Dolores Peabody got in some time late last night, and Steve Young’s and Jose Fuerte’s boats docked early this morning.”

      “They coordinated it,” Sam says. “There’s no way they didn’t.”

      “It seems likely,” Adam says. “And they say that since you’re still too busy, they should move ahead with the celebrations among WPN without you.”

      “I don’t really mind,” I say. “So what if the people credit them?”

      “They argued against the whole thing,” Sam says. “They tried to kill you instead of letting you rule, and then when you outsmarted them, they came while you were in quarantine and told you that sparing the Marked was a huge mistake. If you hadn’t defeated them, they’d have killed them all, and they certainly wouldn’t have made any effort to heal them.”

      “The one who ought to take the credit for all this is Adam,” I say. “He sent the air strike that freed Aunt Anne, and then he sent the supplies to the Marked—when we needed to distribute the cure, and again over and over since. Plus, if he takes the credit, the people will be happy when he takes over.”

      My half brother scrunches his nose. “About that.”

      “About what?” The last time this came up, he didn’t seem to hate the idea of ruling in my place. Wesley was concerned he’d usurp my crown—not that I’d mind as long as he was a good ruler.

      “I hate all of this,” Adam says. “Not to mention, the people don’t like me.”

      “You’ll only need to handle things for a while,” I say reasonably. “Until you can transition the government to some form of democracy.”

      Adam laughs. “Okay.”

      “I mean it,” I say.

      “The citizens of WPN practically worshipped David Solomon,” Adam says softly. “He saved them from Tercera, you know. These communities are composed of people who listened to his warnings and joined his followers. Then they all watched as the rest of the world, people who called him a lunatic, died en masse.”

      I haven’t spent much time thinking about what the early days would have been like here in Galveston. My family and I mostly hid in a tiny cabin on the edge of civilization, and even there, Uncle Dan said it was scary. Really scary. But these ports are major hubs. David Solomon secured them, wiped out the government, and took whatever they needed to keep his people safe. He was a sociopath, and a narcissist too, but he was also an effective leader for an apocalypse, I guess.

      “He was like George Washington,” Sam says. “They say that the early Americans would have made Washington king if he’d been willing to accept it.”

      “Solomon was no George Washington,” I say. “He didn’t stand for freedom or—”

      “The point,” Adam says, “is that as much as they loved your father, and they did love him . . . they love you even more.”

      I blink.

      “He kept them safe, but you eliminated the threat that put them at risk, not just here, but for the entire world.”

      “Did they get the memo where my dad, like the man who raised me, is the one who created Tercera in the first place?”

      Adam’s smile’s sad. “The truth doesn’t matter nearly as much as the perception. You went to the Marked camp and came back unmarked. You opted for a Trial by Fire, which you escaped unharmed. You went back to New Orleans with the specific purpose of helping those kids . . . and you asked for our help in bringing the Unmarked, the only other real political force in America, to heel. They obeyed your orders each time, and you succeeded in negotiating your aunt’s release and healing the Marked kids—an uncontested miracle. Even your boyfriend was miraculously healed after being shot. That story kind of primed the pump, you know.”

      Sam whistles. “Yeah. If they revered Solomon, they’re going to adore you.”

      “They do.” Adam shrugs. “Your approval ratings, if something like that existed here, would be through the roof.”

      “I don’t see why that would bring the Port Heads down on us.” I can’t put off facing them for much longer. They’ll have noticed the cars and the guards and realize I’m here. I still can’t think of the two missing messengers without becoming quite uneasy. “What do they really want? They can’t be this upset and bothered by the lack of a party.”

      “The Port Heads have been King Solomon’s delegates in each major WPN hub, and by extension, they enjoy his popularity.” Adam glances over his shoulder.

      The front door’s opening, Dolores’ severe grey bun clear even in silhouette. Ugh.

      “The people didn’t like how they tried to take you down,” Adam whispers. “Word got out after their test questions that they tried to harm you.”

      “So they’re here to what? Convince me to like them?”

      “Or at least get the people to think you do,” Adam says.

      “I don’t like them much,” I say. “Except for maybe Quentin, Jose, and Terry.”

      “You should replace them,” Sam says, “if you don’t think you can trust them.”

      “We may have to do that.” My head begins to ache, and I haven’t even walked into Mom’s house yet. I’ve never been more sure that I need to pass this mess off to Adam. “But for now, let’s hear them out.”

      “Ruby? Is that you?” Dolores’ voice causes my eye to twitch.

      I force a smile and march toward the front of the house, hiking up the stairs purposefully, Adam on one side, Sam on the other, my guards falling in ahead of and behind me.

      “You have quite the honor guard.” Sawyer Blevins’ voice is droll. Almost bored. “Which I hear are no longer necessary, now that the Marked pose no threat.”

      I’m pretty sure I’m staring at my major threat right now. “Hopefully I won’t need guards at all very soon.” I glance sideways at Sam—our little yellow house is coming up quickly. Please, oh please.

      Sam shrugs. “It wasn’t Tercera that made the world a dangerous place.”

      I barely keep from rolling my eyes. I reach the top step and look past Dolores and Sawyer to the other five Port Heads, crowded into the entryway, peering around to see me. “To what do I owe the pleasure of all of you, here in Galveston? Another test, perhaps? Or are you here to whip the citizens of WPN into a frenzy in the hopes they’ll oust me themselves?”

      Adam’s jaw drops.

      I might be a little more annoyed than I realized. “I won’t beat around the bush. You weren’t invited. You aren’t welcome, and I’m irritated that you’re all here.”

      Jose Fuerte laughs from the very back: deep, hearty, and full.

      A few of my guards snicker, but at a baleful glare from Adam they fall silent.

      “Since no one seems to have any explanations handy, why don’t we head for the Garden room, where we can discuss it privately.” I shove past Dolores and Sawyer, and the others shift out of the way. Sam and Adam shoulder their way past as well.

      “That was awesome,” Frank whispers.

      I nearly trip over him, but I don’t slow down until I’ve swung past my superfluous butler, inherited from my ridiculous bio father, and into the idiotic ‘garden’ room where he always held large meetings. The conference table is polished to the same high sheen it always has been—from the day good old Solomon demanded my blood to heal himself from the Tercera I infected him with, to the day I met my charming Port Heads for the very first time. I march to the front of the table and take a seat.

      My heart twinges as Adam and Sam take up seats on either side of me.

      I miss Wesley.

      Sometimes it crashes over me like a wave. Like a tidal wave. I draw in a ragged breath.

      The Port Heads filter through the door slowly, shooting forward in abrupt fits and starts. I only sat in a bumper car once Before—before the world collapsed, before life as everyone knew it died—but this reminds me of that. As if they’re all moving toward me against their will, jolted forward by the person to their left, to their right, and directly behind them.

      Eventually, Jose takes the seat closest to Sam, and Steve takes the seat next to Adam. The others pull out chairs up and down each side, the wooden legs scraping against the hard floors.

      “I suppose this is where a good leader would set you at ease,” I say. “I should apologize for snapping at you and tell you that, of course I’m always happy to see you.” I cross my arms and lean back in my seat. “But no one has ever called me a good leader, and I won’t lie and tell you that I have no idea why you’re here. You’re in disfavor with the people for your pernicious attempt to end my life and grab more power for yourselves. You came to counsel me not to try and save the hundred thousand Marked children who were eking out an existence to the north of your cities and settlements, no thanks to any of you Godly people, and I ignored your hideous advice. At great risk to myself—” I nearly stumble, thinking of Wesley’s death. “And at great cost, we found a cure to the virus that has stalked us all for more than ten years. You’d like to claim credit.” I stand up and brace my hands against the tabletop. “But I won’t allow that travesty.”

      Seven sets of eyes widen in alarm. Seven heads start to turn toward one another for support, but think better of it. They stare at me in horror instead, as if their own worst nightmares are being shoved in their faces.

      We’ve lived through an apocalypse, and they’re afraid of little old me. I won’t lie and say I don’t enjoy it a little.

      I sit back down. “Why don’t you each tell me why I shouldn’t eliminate you right here and right now, and replace you with people who respect me. People who care about others. People I can trust.”

      No one says a word.

      I lift my eyebrows.

      Seven people begin to talk at once.

      “Let’s start with you, Jose, the person I dislike the least.” I lean forward and rest my forearms on the table. “Why should you keep your job?”

      “Your Majesty—”

      “Also, no one should call me that. Plain old ‘Ruby’ is fine. The ‘Majesty’ and ‘Highness’ and all the other queen words and what-have-you are all nonsense.”

      Jose clears his throat. “Ruby, I’ve never done anything but support you. I never tried to overthrow you. I believe if you check the record, you’ll see that you answered each of my questions during the trial correctly. As I believe your father intended, I asked questions to test your intentions and your ability—not your functional knowledge of Biblical trivia.”

      “You aren’t on trial here,” I say. “And I asked you to go first precisely because I recall that exact thing. But Jose, I want you to tell me what you do to serve, and how you act as the best leader for your port and your people. Why are you the best person to rule them?”

      Jose swallows. “I’d love to bring you out to Carmen to see.” He spreads his hands out. “I can say many wonderful things, but if you come to see our port, our people, and our commerce, I think you’ll understand. And you can ask my people yourself. If they didn’t want me to lead them, I would gladly step down.”

      An idea strikes me then. A beautiful, perfect idea. I’m embarrassed I didn’t think of it sooner. “Jose, you’re brilliant.”

      I pause for a moment. With their notoriety, they’ll undeniably have a leg up in any kind of election we hold . . . but that doesn’t mean they can’t lose. And it doesn’t mean we shouldn’t let the people decide whom they want. Plus, it’ll be the big first step toward freeing all of WPN from the ridiculous monarchy Solomon created. “I’ve decided that we will have a celebration after all—in each and every port. I’ll come out to visit, and I’ll let you show me the job you’ve done.” Another idea strikes me then—a way to use my popularity to ease this transition . . . and oust the lousy Port Heads too. I can’t quite suppress my smile. “And once I’ve had my tour, and a celebration in each location, we’ll hold an election.”

      “An election?” Sawyer coughs. “An election for what?”

      “Why, for the position of Port Head,” I say, “of course.”

      “We’re going to have to win an election?” Rosa’s eyes dart right, then left, then back to mine. “In our own ports?”

      “Does that really alarm you?” I feign complete innocence. “I’ll give each of you the chance to show me exactly what you do, how you run the area, and what your goals are. Once that’s done, if I don’t deem you utterly unfit, then you’ll be one of the names on a ballot and we’ll let the people decide.”

      “That’s a horrible idea,” Dolores says. “It undermines your authority.”

      I very much hope it does, but I don’t say that. “How so?” I shrug. “Do you think I wouldn’t win an election? Do the people not have confidence in my leadership?”

      No one else says a word. Adam’s beaming when I leave—dismissing the Port Heads to their residences on the island. Except one of them doesn’t leave. He remains seated. Adam and Sam stand up, and so do I, but he stays in his seat even then.

      My cousin, Sawyer Blevins, clears his throat. “I was hoping to have a word with Ruby.”

      Sam opens his mouth, but I shake my head. “It’s fine.”

      He and Adam walk toward the door. “We’ll be right out here, in case you need us.” Sam holds my gaze for a few beats, letting me know he’ll be listening. I nod, and he steps out.

      “Thank you,” Sawyer says.

      “Did the others ask you to stay behind and plead their case?” I arch one eyebrow.

      Sawyer frowns and pats the seat next to him. “Nothing like that. In fact, I’m not on especially close terms with the others.”

      “No?” I find that hard to believe. “You’re the Port Head closest to me. You were Solomon’s blood relative. You’re saying the others don’t sort of look to you as their de facto leader?”

      He shrugs. “If they do, they’ve never been good at showing it.”

      I finally sit. “What do you want, then?”

      “I’m worried about you,” he says softly. “I know you don’t want this—”

      “Oh.” I snort. “This is where you offer to step in and help me. To guide me. To be a good cousin.”

      He shakes his head. “Young people always know everything.” He sighs. “No. I don’t even want that. I’m too old and too tired to want to deal with all the nonsense. Part of me doesn’t even want to rule New Orleans anymore.”

      There’s an exhaustion underlying his words that actually convinces me more effectively than an hour of talking could. In spite of myself, I actually believe him. “Okay. Then what?”

      “Did your father ever tell you about our history? Our time together?”

      I shake my head. I don’t really want to hear about Solomon, thank you very much. I almost open my mouth to tell him that, but I can’t quite bring myself to do it. As much as I hate my biological father, I suppose part of me wants to hear something positive.

      “Your grandfather, my uncle, was a moving man of God. People came from hundreds of miles away to hear him preach.” Sawyer’s eyes glaze over and he gazes out the window. “He moved people. He changed them. Not, like, they felt something and moved on. No, people gave up things after meeting him, after hearing him speak. He was that powerful.”

      “My grandfather?”

      “My mother’s brother,” Sawyer says. “That’s how I’m related to your father, and to you. He was my first cousin. His father and my mother were siblings—very close, in fact. Best friends.”

      It’s hard for me to think about that—about having a whole family I never knew.
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