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PART ONE














PROLOGUE


Once, a girl lived in a double-wide trailer on ranchland, beneath a wide white sky tumbled with clouds. The Prophet, a scowling crow of a man, presided over everyone and everything. When the girl wasn’t praying or busy with chores, she’d spin in meadows dancing with bees and dandelions, until Father called her name from the porch: “Agnes, back in the house!”


Run.


In Agnes’s world, secular music was forbidden, as was television, radio, and all technologies of sin. She wore homemade dresses that draped every inch of skin, though they were far too hot. At twelve, boys and girls were forbidden to play together, and the Prophet called the children little sinners with a sneer.


Nevertheless, Agnes loved her world. Loved the meadow and the rocky canyon and the hawks that screeched overhead, winging impossibly high.


One day, the meadow spoke. She was dancing when the hum rose up through the bottoms of her feet and into her small, little-girl bones.


It was like a song. An old song. She pressed her ear to the ground and listened. Rocks pulsed, stones echoed, and clouds, trees, leaves rustled with melody. The girl smiled, her heart full, because God had opened her ears. He’d scratched the earth with His fingernail and revealed a hidden world.


The girl was too young to see the danger in being singled out in a land where the Prophet expected his faithful to march like paper dolls, arm in arm, and all the same.


Perfect obedience produces perfect faith.


In Sunday school, Mrs. King asked the children if they remembered to pray.


“I don’t need to pray,” said Agnes. “Because God is singing, everywhere, all the time.”


Children snickered. Their teacher swiftly crossed the room. She grabbed Agnes’s arm, her face purple with anger, and stretched it across the desk. Then she slammed a Bible’s spine across the girl’s knuckles, over and over, until the middle knuckle of her right hand cracked like a nut.


Pain exploded up her arm. She knew better than to scream.


The woman bent and poured poison into her ear. “Insolent child. Only the Prophet hears the voice of God. Lie again and I’ll show you real pain.”


That night, hand throbbing and swollen, the girl told herself she didn’t hear the sky singing or the earth humming. That she’d never heard such lovely, evil things.


Never. Never.


Perfect obedience produces perfect faith.


Agnes pretended so hard not to hear that one day, she didn’t. The world went silent, all song snuffed out like a candle flame.


When she returned, hesitant and barefoot, to the bee-spun meadow, she heard nothing.


Nothing at all.
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AGNES


Sickness is punishment for your rebellion. It must be corrected by prayer alone.


—PROPHET JACOB ROLLINS


Agnes, are you in rebellion?”


The question startled her like a rifle’s crack in the dark. Agnes froze with her hand on the trailer’s doorknob, her backpack slung over her shoulder. It was a quarter to midnight, and her fifteen-year-old sister was sitting bolt upright in bed, staring hungrily at her.


Agnes’s pulse throbbed in the hollow of her throat, beating a single word: Caught.


She’d been sneaking out the last Saturday of every month for two years, and she’d never been seen before.


Such an obedient daughter, the matrons always said.


No one would ever suspect that such a sweet, hardworking girl regularly broke one of Red Creek’s strictest Laws—no contact with Outsiders.


It was an act for which she could be banished, and she never would’ve risked it if her brother’s life weren’t at stake. Luckily, her family were deep sleepers. But some sound—or dark intuition—had woken her sister tonight.


Are you in rebellion?


Agnes shut her eyes, dreading the truth.


She’d always wanted, more than anything, to be good. Would God understand she’d never wanted to break His Laws?


Would the Prophet, if he ever found out?


“You can tell me,” her sister coaxed. “I won’t condemn you. I’m the only one who wouldn’t.”


“Please, Beth,” she pleaded. “Go back to sleep.”


Beth was already standing, shivering barefoot in her white nightgown. Her eyes shone lambent in the dark, and Agnes felt a cold wash of fear. She was well acquainted with her sister’s stubbornness.


Oh, why couldn’t she have slept on, like all the times before?


“Wherever you’re going, take me with you.”


“It’s too dangerous.”


Beth’s eyes flicked over the living room. “I don’t care. I’m bored to death here. Please.”


The twins rolled over in their cot. Agnes held her breath, but the younger girls didn’t wake. In the far corner, a crucifix night-light illuminated Ezekiel’s sleeping face.


For as long as Agnes could remember, she and Beth had shared everything—a bed, a hairbrush, their dreams.


Everything, except this. Agnes’s only secret, too dangerous to share.


Beth’s eyes lit up. “Is it a boy? Is that it?”


Agnes pinched the bridge of her nose. She loved her sister dearly, but people whispered she was trouble waiting to happen. They whispered that she was impulsive, spoiled, vain, and exactly the sort of girl to lead an innocent boy into the shadow of the valley of death.


But Agnes loved her too much to believe it.


“No,” she said miserably. “I’m not meeting a boy. Why would you even ask me that?”


Beth cocked her head, calculating. “If not a boy, then what on earth—?”


Agnes’s cheeks burned. She hated living this shadowy double life—the lies breeding ever more lies, the constant shame like a ball of fire in her chest.


She met Beth’s too-pretty eyes, green as lake shallows, and nearly confessed.


I have no choice, she wanted to say. I sold my soul two years ago. If I hadn’t, we’d have buried Ezekiel in the meadow.


Yet to save his life was a grave-deep sin, and so it must be her cross to bear—hers, alone. As much as she loved her sister, she knew Beth wasn’t strong enough to carry that burden for long.


To save her brother’s life, Agnes bit her tongue.


“If you are in rebellion, I understand,” Beth insisted. “Don’t you know I have doubts, too? Lately, I think Red Creek is—”


“Stop,” Agnes whispered fiercely. She’d had enough of her willful younger sister for one night. “It’s none of your business where I go!”


Beth rocked back like she’d been slapped. Then a chill settled over her fine features, an icy mask of rage, and Agnes trembled despite herself.


“Everyone always says you’re so faithful,” Beth bit out. “But it’s all lies, isn’t it?”


“Beth.” She willed her to understand. “I’m trying my best.”


And not everything is about you.


Agnes glanced at Ezekiel clutching his stuffed toy Sheep, then quickly looked away.


“You think I’m a child.” Beth’s voice smarted with hurt. “But you can’t keep me in the dark forever.”


“Don’t tell,” she said urgently. “Hate me if you want, but don’t tell.”


“Fine.” Beth turned her back, digging under the mattress for her diary. “But I’ll never forgive you for this. Never.”


She scribbled furiously in her book, sheltering in her own little world.


Beth, I love you, Agnes wanted to say, but didn’t. Beth, I’m sorry.


She glanced at the clock, and her heart contracted. It was nearly midnight. She didn’t have much time.


Quietly, Agnes pushed open the trailer door and slipped into the evening air.


The night smelled of lavender, dust, and danger.
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Agnes always met the Outsider in the King family cemetery, at the bottom of the hilly meadow that sprawled like a green carpet from their porch, unrolling all the way to the forest’s edge. The graveyard marked the boundary she absolutely couldn’t cross. The end of her world, before the wild Outside took over.


Holding a flashlight and blue picnic cooler, she hurried towards the small collection of headstones that rose from the ground like rotten teeth. The grass was velvet, the moon a white slice.


The Outsider wasn’t there.


Stomach knotting, Agnes sank among the graves to wait.


The King family had lost five children. The stones read: JEREMIAH, STILLBORN. ANNABELLE, STILLBORN. NOAH, STILLBORN. And JONAH. And RUTH.


Ruth had been a beautiful baby, and Agnes would never forget her funeral. The little wooden casket and how the baby’s tiny fingers curled inwards like petals in a bud. The Prophet said God’s will had been done when the fever took the child, and Agnes believed him. But she ached for the baby and for her mother, whom all of Red Creek blamed. It was a sign the woman had earned God’s wrath that so many children had died, and a judgment she had no choice but to accept.


In the graveyard, an electric certainty struck Agnes like lightning. Keeping Ezekiel alive—administering his shots, checking his blood, praying he wouldn’t collapse when she wasn’t there to revive him—her head swam with the mountainous, unholy difficulty of caring for a child so ill, all on her own.


She should walk away. Go home, confess, and beg God’s forgiveness. If Ezekiel fell sick—died, even—well, it wasn’t her place to interfere.


But she was glued to the earth. She loved her baby brother with her whole soul, and she’d rather lose her chance at heaven than see him so sick again.


“Agnes?”


She spun around and saw the Outsider coming towards her. A middle-aged woman dressed in her cotton nurse’s outfit. Her hair frizzed a halo around her head, and her lips were richly painted. Her skin was darker than any she’d ever seen before—an umber nearly black. The Prophet would call her a child of Cain, a member of a race damned long ago. But Agnes struggled to see her that way, carrying as she was a cooler full of lifesaving medicine in a hand spangled with rings.


Her name was Matilda, and two years ago, she’d saved Ezekiel’s life.


And thrust Agnes into this endless, living nightmare.


“Sorry I’m late.” Matilda paused, catching her breath. “It’s chaos at the hospital. Have you had much trouble here?”


“No trouble, ma’am.”


She blinked. “No sickness? Nothing strange?”


Agnes didn’t know what she was talking about and didn’t care. She wished Matilda would just get on with it, so she could get back to her world and forget all about this.


Or try.


“Oh, sweetheart, you’re pale.” Matilda touched her shoulder. “Everything okay at home? You can tell me, you know.”


Agnes looked away, blinking back tears. It would be so much easier if she could hate the Outsider. But Matilda was gentle, motherly, and Agnes had yearned for a mother ever since her own had taken to her bed. Maybe Matilda knew that. Maybe she was only playing a role. Didn’t the Prophet say Outsiders would try to trick you? That they’d hide their wickedness until it was too late?


“Do you ever wish you could leave this place? Go to school?”


Agnes bristled. “I do go to school. On Sundays.”


Matilda frowned. “I mean a real school, with other kids. A public education.”


“I’d hate that more than anything.” Agnes caught herself, lowered her voice. “Outsider teachings are against our faith.”


Matilda smiled sadly. “You’re a good girl, trying to keep faith and care for your brother, too. But Agnes, obedience and faith aren’t the same thing.”


“You don’t like us.” Agnes felt increasingly defensive. “But we’re following God’s word.”


The nurse shook her head. “Just think about it, okay?”


Outsiders are devious, the Prophet always said. Trust them at your peril.


Agnes glanced back at her trailer, small on the hilltop. Every minute she spent in the cemetery she risked everything. If someone caught her, she might never see her siblings again, and the kids were all she’d ever had.


When daylight came and her brother had his medicine, Agnes swore she’d think of the Outsider as little as humanly possible.


“Insulin for thirty days.” Matilda’s tone turned businesslike. She handed Agnes a blue picnic cooler.


It felt heavy in her hand—sinful. In exchange, Agnes passed her the empty one. Also, the piece of folded notebook paper she kept in her breast pocket: Ezekiel’s diabetes log.


In it, she tracked his blood sugar, carbs, and activity. Her chest tightened while Matilda read it over. Agnes was supposed to keep Ezekiel’s blood glucose between 80 and 130, and she tried her best. But despite constant vigilance, his log showed peaks and valleys as mountainous as Red Creek itself.


Matilda’s eyes softened. “Fluctuation is normal. You’re doing a fine job. Let me guess. You’re probably dreaming in numbers now, right?”


Agnes managed a wan smile, thinking of the carb-counter book Matilda had given her two years ago. She’d practically memorized it.


Matilda held her eyes. “Agnes. If he lived in the world, your brother could have all the power of technology keeping him alive.”


Yes, she thought sadly. But what of his soul?


Matilda sighed, resigned. “Where do you keep his insulin, anyway?”


Agnes chewed her lip, knowing how bizarre it would sound. “I bury it in my garden. Deep, where the earth is cool.”


Matilda looked shocked. “Well. I guess you can’t keep it in the fridge. You’re right that I don’t like what I’ve heard about this place. But I do like you.”


Agnes fought the urge to be flattered, which was only weakness, plain and simple. Quickly, she zipped the cooler into her backpack.


When she looked up, Matilda was frowning again, and Agnes’s stomach clenched.


“Listen,” Matilda said. “I can’t make it next month. I’m taking on more hospital shifts.”


She froze, remembering Ezekiel’s first crisis. How close death had come.


“Sweetheart, I’m sending someone else. My son. Danny.”


Her son?


Was she insane?


She opened her mouth to protest, to tell Matilda that she couldn’t under any circumstances sneak out at night to meet a boy. God would surely destroy her for that, if Father didn’t first.


She heard Beth’s voice, rebelliously eager: Is it a boy? Is that it?


Inwardly, she groaned. But the Outsider was already fishing in her purse for car keys. She left her alone and dazed among the graves.


Beneath the stars, Agnes bowed her head to pray.


God forgive me.


The Prophet was right about Outsiders. They tricked you with kindness, and nothing they said was as simple as it seemed.


If she had to meet a boy in the dark next month—a faithless, Gentile boy—she’d bring Father’s gun along with her.


In the meantime, she’d bury her secret deeper than the insulin cooler. She’d pretend she’d never met Matilda or witnessed the miracle of her medicine. When she administered Ezekiel’s shots, she’d watch the needle with only half her mind, keeping the other half pure and clean.


Every day, she’d be so faithful that God might overlook this trespass. Might even decide it was finally time to cure Ezekiel.


What a miracle it would be, Agnes thought fervently, trudging up the steep hill. If God took his sickness away.
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AGNES


Until marriage, stay chaste. Treat the other sex like snakes.


—PROPHET JACOB ROLLINS


At dawn the next day, Agnes drew Ezekiel into the bathroom and carefully locked the door. She drew up her skirt to unstrap the glucose meter from her thigh, wincing as the tape tugged at sensitive skin.


Solemnly, Ezekiel extended the third finger of his left hand for her to prick.


The sinful screen flashed. His morning blood glucose—a safe 95.


She recorded the number in his log while he played silently with his stuffed Sheep. Then she prepared his basal insulin. With a steady hand, she plunged the syringe into his arm.


“Thumbs-up if you feel high today, okay?” she said. “Thumbs-down, if you feel—”


“Low, I know.” He chewed his lip, pouting. “But Agnes, why should I?”


She frowned. “Why signal me, you mean?”


He shook his head vigorously. “I mean, why am I sick? Why is God mad at me?”


Her chest tightened. “Oh, Ezekiel. I truly don’t know.”


His features firmed with resolve. “I’ll pray extra hard in church today. I swear.”


Tenderly, Agnes kissed his forehead—her own body burning with grief and guilt.


“Our secret, remember,” she reminded him.


He nodded. “Our secret.”


Thanks to the Outsider, he had enough insulin to survive another thirty days.


In the kitchen, Beth speared Agnes with a look so meaningful it bordered on sinful.


A look that said, You’ll regret keeping secrets from me, sister.


“Mary, go brush your teeth!” Agnes shouted, ignoring her. “Sam, help your sisters tie their shoes. I mean it.”


If they didn’t hurry, they’d be late for church.


Bells tolled and the screen door slammed. They followed Father to Red Creek’s dusty road, joining a procession of other families on their way to the white clapboard church. On the first of July, the air shimmered with unrelenting heat.


Only Agnes’s mother stayed behind. She never went to church anymore—never went anywhere. Father lied, told their neighbors she was infirm. In truth, she indulged the sin of despair, staring blankly at the bedroom ceiling, day after day.


She only came out to shower when everyone slept.


Agnes had discovered her once, her frail mother standing in the hallway, her hair lank and damp. She wished she’d never seen her mother scuttle back to her room. It was the first time she’d laid eyes on her in weeks.


Afterwards, Agnes made a point of staying in bed when she heard running water.


Father often wondered aloud when the Prophet would gift him with another, better wife. A real helpmate, this time.


“It’s a great blessing I have Agnes to keep house,” he told approving church matrons. “Honestly, I don’t know what I’d do without her.”


The road was more alive on Sundays than on any other day. Agnes loved to see three hundred of God’s faithful in their starched collars and hear all the children’s voices rising high. And there were plenty of children. Most Red Creek families were bursting at the seams. The Prophet himself had twenty-one children and eleven exalted wives.


Father hadn’t been so lucky. Agnes and Beth wondered, beneath the bedcovers, what marked him for such misfortune.


“God must’ve told Prophet Rollins that Father isn’t ready to take another wife,” Agnes said. “Maybe there’s some stain on his soul?”


“I don’t want another mother, anyway.”


“She could help with chores,” Agnes pointed out.


“Or she could be spiteful,” Beth replied. “And cause more trouble than she’s worth.”


The words made Agnes squirm, because they sounded like rebellion. God would give them another mother or not, just as He would give them away in marriage or not. But Beth had always struggled with her woman’s role.


I made the right choice, keeping Ezekiel’s secret to myself, she thought. Perfectly right.


On the road, Agnes held Ezekiel’s hand, and Ezekiel cradled his Sheep. Sam hurried to catch up with them, cheeks ruddy under the high desert sun.


“Will the Prophet preach the Rapture today? I want to hear about fire and brimstone and what will happen to the Outsiders!”


Sam couldn’t get enough of avenging angels with flaming swords.


A smile touched Agnes’s lips. “The Prophet will preach what God wills.”


“But the Rapture is so exciting! I wish the apocalypse was happening today.”


Ezekiel tugged Agnes’s hand, her cue to bend so he could speak into her ear.


“I don’t like the Rapture sermon,” he whispered gravely. “It gives me nightmares.”


“Only Outsiders need fear the Rapture,” she whispered back.


“And the rebellious, right?” Ezekiel squinted, anxious. “Won’t they be struck down, too?”


Moonlight on the King family gravestones. A syringe in her hand. And Beth asking, Agnes, are you in rebellion?


Unsettled, Agnes entered the church.


The building had been constructed in the time of the Prophet’s grandfather, with pews to seat the three hundred people of Red Creek. No windows—the Prophet said earthly light was a needless distraction. An enormous cross hung from a wire, twisting slowly on its bearings. The bronze symbol made her anxious, looking as if it were always about to fall. She soothed herself that the wire was strong.


She glanced at Ezekiel, alive by the grace of a dozen broken Laws, and swallowed.


What if her wires were faulty? What if she was the one about to fall?


She opened her well-loved Bible with shaking hands. It fell open to a familiar passage:


I have gone astray like a lost sheep; seek thy servant; for I do not forget thy commandments.


“Amen,” she whispered while the cross twisted this way and that.
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After the sermon, the girls filed into one annex, the boys into another.


Agnes’s eyes lingered on Ezekiel’s thin back as he disappeared behind the boys’ door. She’d stuffed his pockets, as usual, with homemade granola bars in case his blood sugar dipped low. She told herself he’d be fine, that God would watch over him. But her stomach twisted anyway.


In the girls’ room, Agnes pulled out her notebook to copy the name of the lesson scrawled on the chalkboard—Why Perfect Obedience Produces Perfect Faith.


Beth yanked Agnes’s braid and passed her a folded paper.


“I wish you wouldn’t pass notes,” Agnes murmured irritably.


But their Sunday school teacher hadn’t arrived yet. The other girls were busily chattering, enjoying their time away from chores.


The note, written in Beth’s bubbly cursive, was short and sweet:


I forgive you.


Agnes looked into her wide green eyes, surprised. Beth smiled so graciously that Agnes couldn’t help but smile back. Her sister had a good heart. Of course one single secret wouldn’t come between them.


Beth turned away, and Magda Jameson tapped Agnes’s shoulder.


Agnes felt an inwards curl of disgust.


Magda was Red Creek’s most vicious gossip. She was prone to mincing, fussing, and looking down on anyone whose father owned less land and fewer livestock. Though Agnes braced herself, nothing could’ve prepared her for the lash of Magda’s poisoned tongue.


“I heard your sister’s been tempting my brother Cory.”


Her pencil clattered to the floor. “What?”


Magda wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Everyone says she’s utterly shameless. Practically in rebellion.”


Agnes wanted to shake her for saying such a thing. Girls had been shunned, humiliated, banished for less.


“That’s vile gossip and you know it.”


Magda only smirked. Agnes was grateful when Mrs. King marched into the room, angling her hips between rows of identical desks.


“Well, girls? Who’d like to share her summary of the sermon?” Mrs. King’s eyes roamed across their faces and, finally, with a cruel glittering, fell on hers. “Agnes? Will you?”


Her stomach dropped.


Since childhood, she’d dreaded public speaking.


She looked helplessly at her hands. On her right was the ugly broken knuckle, never properly healed. She didn’t blame Mrs. King for breaking it. Her methods may have been harsh, but Agnes had dearly needed the correction.


She had spoken blasphemy, claiming to hear God—but never again.


Mrs. King sighed. “Well. I see the cat’s got her tongue.”


The other girls tittered, and Agnes could’ve died.


“You know she can’t answer in front of everyone.” Beth’s voice rang clear as a bell. “So why do you keep calling on her?”


Mrs. King’s face darkened. Agnes held her breath.


Rebellion, her heart beat. Beth, are you in rebellion?


“If you object to how I run my class, you can leave it,” spat Mrs. King. “I’m sure the Prophet will be happy to see you in his office.”


Fear buried itself in Agnes’s chest like an arrow. Beth must not choose this path. Didn’t she know what was at stake?


Punishment. Exile.


And worst of all, the wrath of God.


A long, tense pause, while the other girls watched, curious as crows.


“I only mean, it seems unfair,” Beth said—but repentantly enough.


Agnes slumped with relief.


“Careful, young lady,” Mrs. King warned her sister. “Now. Who will summarize?”


Magda’s hand shot up, and Agnes grimaced.


“The sermon was on the role of the sexes.” That mincing voice, sickly sweet and taunting. “The Prophet says that until marriage, girls must keep themselves pure and chaste, and treat men as if they were snakes.”


Beth laughed, a punched, angry sound.


Mrs. King whirled. “Who’s laughing? Raise your hand.”


Beth stared innocently at the chalkboard. No girl proved brave enough to point a finger. But the damage was done, her reputation further sullied.


Agnes squirmed, underlining the lesson’s title over and over: Why Perfect Obedience Produces Perfect Faith.


Then came a bitter rush of guilt. Beth was toying with rebellious urges—Agnes saw that quite clearly now. For years, she’d been entirely focused on Ezekiel’s illness. But all along, something dark and equally dangerous had been happening inside Beth.


She remembered her sister saying, If you are in rebellion, I understand. Don’t you know I have doubts, too?


At the first opportunity, Agnes promised herself she’d speak to her sister. She hoped it wasn’t too late to stop her from doing something stupid, or dangerous, or both.
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AGNES


Women are wholly incapable of interpreting God’s word.


—PROPHET JACOB ROLLINS


Sundays are a day of rest.


Fortunately for the people of Red Creek, however, God Himself had revealed to the Prophet that women could still perform housework.


For Agnes, that meant mountains of laundry followed by the dull, repetitive work of ironing. Afterwards, she and Beth baked crackers for the week ahead. If they had time, they tackled mending—loose buttons, torn hems.


Today she planned to corner Beth while the crackers baked. Father had gone to his Scripture meeting. If she sent the kids outside, they could talk—really talk—alone. But when it came time to heat the oven, her sister was nowhere to be found. Not in the living room or the bathroom (where she often lingered before the mirror), or in the meadow.


While Agnes searched, her throat tightening, the twins, Mary and Faith, perched outside the screen door, practicing their reading.


“M is for Mary, the Mother of our God,” they recited from a tattered workbook. “And N is for Noah, who saved the Naughty world.”


Beth disappeared sometimes. Probably, she was only scribbling in her diary at the forest’s edge. But she’d never abandoned Agnes on a busy Sunday before. Glancing at the laundry heaped on the kitchen table, she frowned.


“O is for Obadiah,” intoned the twins, “who hid the prophets from Oppression.”


“Have you seen Beth?” she asked Sam.


He glanced at her, face troubled. “Something’s wrong with Ezekiel.”


Panic swooped in on black wings. “Where is he?”


He pointed. “He said he was too tired to come up the hill. I called him a wimp, but—”


It was low blood glucose, had to be. Agnes felt inside her pockets, where she kept hard candies, each fifteen carbs exactly. She brushed past Sam and raced outdoors, pulse throbbing in her temples, glucose meter cutting into her thigh. She found her little brother slouched beneath a tree. Deep circles had etched themselves around his eyes. He looked like a puppet whose strings had been cut.


“Agnes?” he slurred.


“Here.” She handed him a candy. “Eat this.”


With her back turned to the trailer, she reached under her skirt and unstrapped the meter for a check. She’d assumed he was low, but still the number shocked her.


65!


If Sam hadn’t warned her—if he’d passed out, all alone…


Try not to scare him, Matilda had said. But understand, a low could kill him faster than you’d believe.


“Why didn’t you eat one of your granola bars?”


“Tommy King took them,” Ezekiel whispered.


Agnes shuddered, hating that little bully. But her feelings weren’t fair. No one but her and Ezekiel knew anything about his dangerous illness.


It had all started when Ezekiel was five years old. Suddenly, he couldn’t get enough to drink. He hogged the bathroom all day and wet the bed every night. He grew as sinewy as a starving lamb.


“You’re praying to God, aren’t you?” she’d asked while tightening his leather belt around his disappearing waist. “You’re asking for forgiveness, for Him to make you well?”


He’d opened his mouth as if to answer, and viscous, black vomit spilled out.


Vomit that smelled of acid and, very clearly, of death.


Terror had seized Agnes then. She’d screamed for her mother, who stumbled bleary-eyed from her bedroom. She’d taken one look at Ezekiel, her last baby, trembling in Agnes’s arms, and did what only a woman raised Outside would ever think to do.


Called the hospital.


“Don’t send an ambulance,” she’d said curtly into the phone. “The neighbors can’t know.” A pause. “Yes, we’re in Red Creek. No, we aren’t allowed to leave.”


Matilda, the nurse on the phone, volunteered to come herself.


By the time she arrived, Agnes’s mother had retreated back into her bedroom. So it was Agnes who learned that Ezekiel had something called type 1 diabetes, and that he’d die without insulin, no matter how hard she prayed. It was Agnes who arranged for Matilda to visit every day whenever Father was out, until she’d wrestled Ezekiel’s blood sugar back under control.


In a week’s time, Ezekiel was playing outside with Sam and the twins again, and Agnes understood what she must do—what she must sacrifice—if she meant to keep him alive.


She couldn’t bear to watch him suffer. Not him, the baby of the family—and, since his mother had abandoned him as an infant, her baby, almost.


In the meadow, Agnes shook away that dark memory and fished a granola bar out of her pocket.


Ezekiel took a bite, chewed, and dissolved into hiccups and sobs.


“Ezekiel,” she said, alarmed. “What’s wrong?”


“Tommy King.”


She scowled. “Don’t worry. I’ll speak with his mother. I’ll—”


Ezekiel shook his head. “No. Agnes, he said there’s sickness among the Outsiders. Plague!”


Instinctively, they both looked east. The Underground Temple lay that way—a hidden bunker, where the faithful would one day shelter from the apocalypse.


Hadn’t Matilda said something about sickness? About taking on extra shifts?


Agnes kept her voice carefully neutral. “Where did Tommy hear that?”


“He heard it from his father,” Ezekiel whispered. “He said the Outsiders are dying and we’ll all be in the Temple soon.” The color drained from his face. “He said we’d better not be afraid of the dark!”


Agnes rubbed his back in rhythmic circles. “Don’t get upset. Remember, your blood sugar—”


He cried ever harder, and what could she say to soothe him?


She only knew what she believed, in her heart’s core.


Gently, she prompted, “Do you know why the Prophet’s grandfather chose this land for us, so many years ago?”


“Because he was persecuted,” Ezekiel mumbled.


“That’s right. The Outsiders believe plural marriage is wrong. So he found a land far from the wicked, with a forest protecting it on one side and a canyon on the other. And that’s where we stay.”


“Except when we need something from Walmart.” He brightened at the familiar story. “Like shoes, or crayons.”


“Exactly. There are lots of sicknesses Outside, Ezekiel. And violence, thieving, and adultery. But as long as you’re in Red Creek, the Prophet will keep you safe.”


Ezekiel wiped his eyes. “Promise?”


Her baby brother, so small and trusting. She held him close, inhaling his scent.


“The Rapture won’t be a surprise. The Prophet will warn us, because God will warn him. I promise, you won’t hear it from Tommy King first. Now, let’s get you inside.”


Wending her way to the porch stoop with Ezekiel’s hand in hers, Agnes truly believed her own words. There was always chaos among Outsiders, because they chose to live in sin. But Red Creek was just the opposite: a land of peace and order. Even if sickness raged elsewhere, Agnes knew the Prophet would protect them. As long as they remained here, they’d be safe.


Under the wide white sky, Sam and the twins whooped and laughed, gleefully playing the Apocalypse Game. In the game, two children—the “angels”—chased after “sinners.” When they caught them, they pierced their hearts with an invisible blade.


Mary shrieked, “Down, blasphemer!”


Sam crumpled, gripping his chest in imaginary agony.


The evening bell tolled. The sound spread like ink through the darkening sky, and Agnes’s heart plummeted. Beth had been missing far too long. It was nearly sunset, the meadow’s edges tinted red, and Father would be home soon.


In the meadow, the game burned on, blazing with make-believe brimstone. Agnes kept her eyes on the horizon, feeling obscurely frightened.


A crow lighted on their trailer’s tin roof, claws clicking. Her hands clenched into fists at her sides.


Where are you, sister? Oh, Beth, where have you gone?
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BETH


Endure hardship without complaint. Your reward awaits you at life’s end.


—PROPHET JACOB ROLLINS


After suffering the longest, most boring Sunday school lesson imaginable, Beth lingered with her family in the church lobby just long enough to catch Cory Jameson’s eye.


She was wearing her favorite prairie dress—a pale blue that felt like wearing the sky—and had loosed a few locks of hair, the better to highlight the gold flecks in her eyes. She’d also viciously pinched her cheeks to bring out the blush. While technically she wasn’t breaking the Law—no painted faces or unbraided hair—she felt no compunction about bending rules that struck her, increasingly, as senselessly unfair.


Nosy matrons shot her sidelong looks, but it was worth it to see Cory’s jaw drop, ever so slightly, at the sight of her. Pride straightened her spine—a rare sense of power, like a firework going off in her chest.


Cory winked, and she winked back.


Their signal.


A smile broke over his face like a shaft of sun through parted clouds. He was easily the handsomest boy in Red Creek, and all the girls mooned over him (except Agnes, of course). Better still, Cory’s father, the powerful Matthew Jameson, had declared that he’d be a great patriarch one day, the inheritor of his lands. Cory was Matthew’s seventh boy child, but like Joseph in the Bible, he was the favorite. And everyone knew it.


Watching him slip away, Beth smiled like a satisfied cat. Then she caught sight of her oh-so-dutiful older sister, who was showing the young Mrs. Hearn (a fourteen-year-old new mother clearly on the verge of tears) how to swaddle her baby.


Beth’s heart squeezed small as a pomegranate seed. The truth was, she’d been thrilled to catch Agnes sneaking out last night, because Agnes rebelling meant Beth was free to tell her everything—about Cory, and about her own rebellious thoughts—without fear of disapproval. She’d even allowed herself to hope that they’d be confidantes again. Beth couldn’t think of anything she wanted more.


But Agnes had cut her dead.


It’s none of your business where I go, she’d said.


Well. Her sister wasn’t the only one with a secret, and Beth, smarting from rejection, meant to indulge her own in full today.


After all, why should Agnes get to have all the fun?
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Cory waited for her beneath their juniper tree, at the canyon’s edge.


There the earth plummeted into a sunset-colored abyss, a gash yawning wide and vast. When the wild winds swept it, the earth itself seemed to howl.


Most girls feared the canyon, and the coyotes and catamounts that made it their home, but the canyon was the most adventuresome, romantic setting Beth could picture. She loved it.


Only sometimes, like now, the sight of its vastness saddened her. Made her think how small her life was. How suffocating.


But Beth never stayed melancholy long. She took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of warm earth, and when Cory emerged from behind their tree with a rakish grin, she pressed herself against him and kissed him hard.


“Wow,” he said when they broke away. “What was that for?”


“I guess I missed you.”


Cory frowned, then cursed vehemently under his breath. “What a fucking mess we’re in.”


She raised an eyebrow. Red Creek’s golden boy liked to sling Outsider curses when they were alone. He learned them from the television at the nearby gas station, where the owner let him watch shows for a quarter. He often “borrowed” his father’s truck to get there.


Beth felt a tug of jealousy, thinking of the freedoms he enjoyed. Cory’s forays were secret, but even if he were found out—well—who wouldn’t forgive the golden boy for breaking a rule here or there?


Boys will be boys—especially the golden ones.


Yet Beth often felt she’d been buried alive.


“So, you didn’t miss me?”


His eyes blazed in a way that made her belly clench. “I couldn’t think of anything but you all week.”


“Is that so bad?”


“What we’re doing is wrong.” She heard the conflict in his voice, the yearning. “Beth, I think we’d better stop meeting.”


Though she kept her face serene, on the inside she panicked.


She’d known Cory Jameson since childhood. He’d always accepted her, flaws and all.


And the kissing was lovely.


Sometimes she’d lean against the juniper tree, just letting herself be kissed while he murmured: I love you, God help me, but I love you. At night, she’d write all about it in her diary, which she kept hidden beneath her side of the mattress, replaying every delicious moment before she fell asleep.


“You don’t mean that.”


“I do.” He ran a hand through his sun-kissed hair. “I can’t keep doing what I know to be a sin. I’ll have responsibilities soon.”


She tipped her head back to look at him, aware of the afternoon light prettily illuminating her brow.


“We’re not hurting anyone. Anyway, if it wasn’t a little sinful, it wouldn’t be any fun, would it?”


He laughed, and looked more like himself.


“Beth, you’re a hell of a girl,” he said, surely quoting some secular movie he’d caught on the gas station television set. “But it’s the hereafter that matters. We’ve had our fun, and we’ve got to start taking eternal life seriously. Before it’s too late.”


She slipped from his grip, irritated by the mention of the hereafter—that vague concept around which her life was forced to revolve.


“If that’s how you feel, then why did you ever want me?”


He winced. “There’s no harm in sinning when you’re young, as long as it doesn’t mean anything. But now it does. We were never supposed to choose each other. We ought to have waited for God.”


“Oh, that’s only about marriage,” she said airily.


“Treat the other sex like snakes,” he shot back. “And stay chaste.”


“Is this about your father? Did he say something?”


He scowled, trying to decide how much to tell. Now that she felt on the brink of losing him, he looked more handsome than ever.


So don’t lose him, she chided herself.


“You know I’m meant to inherit the homestead?”


She rolled her eyes. “Everybody knows.”


“Yesterday, Father said God would surely bless me with many wives—as soon as I’m old enough to marry. Can you even imagine what a huge responsibility that is? I’ll be a patriarch, Beth. And not later. Soon.”


A burst of pain, swift and sharp. Girls married as young as fourteen, but boys, as heads of households, waited until eighteen.


Cory was seventeen already.


“Is that what you want?” she demanded. “To be a big exalted patriarch with dozens of dull, obedient wives?”


“I want to be a righteous man.”


She stamped her foot—she couldn’t help it. “Cory Jameson, you’re boring! You’re smart enough to be anything, do anything. You could leave, if you wanted. Have a life Outside.”


The word quivered on her tongue like a breathless dream.


“But then I’d be damned,” he said. “If it’s here or the lake of fire, I’d much rather stay where I am.”


She crossed her arms over her chest and turned her eyes towards the canyon.


What was wrong with her, that she didn’t give a damn about being damned?


I just want to live, she thought desperately. To kiss a boy, see new things, have real friends…


The tears streamed hot and sudden down her cheeks.


In an instant, poor, conflicted Cory had her in his arms. “Oh, there. Don’t cry. Please don’t.”


She rested her cheek against his collarbone. “I hope you’re happy with your dozen wives,” she said bitterly. “I hope they’re god-awful nags.”


He stroked her hair. “Let’s not think about it now. As long as I’m free, we can keep meeting. But you know, if anyone ever found out—”


Beth thought of Agnes—her sister, hoarding her secrets—and cried harder.


“You knew it wasn’t forever when we began,” he said. “So what’s really bothering you?”


“It’s Agnes,” she cried. “She’s been sneaking out!”


He frowned. “Which one is Agnes?”


“It’s because she’s plain you haven’t noticed her,” she said accusingly, pushing back. “You know all the pretty girls by name.”


He blushed. “Not all.”


But Beth knew she was right. It was the strangest thing, because to her, Agnes possessed a striking beauty. There was something in the way she held herself. Something in the tilt of her head. Her features were undeniably coarse and square, and yet sometimes Beth found herself unable to take her eyes off her.


She’d always thought privately (and with mild irritation) that to a certain kind of man, her sister would eclipse her entirely.


“Agnes is my elder sister,” she said, her voice shifting to irony. “The paragon of virtue.”


“Oh, right.” Cory sounded amused. When he wasn’t in high-holy mode, amusement was his default position towards life. “So, she has a secret boyfriend?”


“I don’t think so.” Beth bit her lip, pondering. “I don’t think she’s ever sinned, even inside her own head.”


“What do you think she’s up to, then?”


She chewed her thumbnail. “I’m afraid she might be doing something noble.”


“Really? Like what?” As a future upstanding patriarch, Cory was always interested in gallantry. “No offense, but what can a girl do that’s noble?”


“I don’t know,” she snapped, faintly bothered.


For all that the faithful praised Agnes’s piety, no one seemed to see what Beth did—that her sister was special.


When she bowed her head for prayers, the craziest thought sometimes leapt into Beth’s mind: that Agnes was like an ancient prophet. The thought would overwhelm her like the vapor of a numinous cloud, then quickly pass, and she’d only see her plain-faced sister praying once more. She’d half forget the unsettling suspicion that Agnes was destined for greatness.


Real greatness.


Beth wouldn’t mind that she was destined for greatness, if only she’d share it. But last night, Agnes had slammed a door in her face.


And why? Hadn’t she always tried to be a good sister?


Beth broke away from her bleak thoughts and looked ardently at Cory, enjoying the way her gaze made him blush to the tips of his ears.


Despite his grand intentions, he was helpless to resist her.


“Let’s not talk about Agnes anymore,” she whispered.


Cory groaned, quickly conquered.


Under the juniper tree, they kissed until they were starved for breath, utterly consumed by their shared fire at the crimson edge of the earth.
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BETH


Vanity on the part of a woman is whoredom. An affront to God.


—PROPHET JACOB ROLLINS


The bell tolled at sunset. Beth remembered: I’ve got to get home.


She pressed away from Cory, feeling the vise grip of panic.


It wasn’t just that Father would punish her if she were late for prayers. On this holy day of chores, there was one task that only she could perform.


Their mother—who Cory had explained might be depressed, according to a commercial he’d seen—refused to take food from anyone but Beth.


“She’ll be starving,” she muttered to herself.


“Who?” Cory’s lips looked bee-stung.


“Never mind, we’d better run.”


He glanced at the sun, barely clinging to a lavender sky, and blanched. They clasped hands once, then broke away, hurrying in opposite directions.


Beth raced through the far pastures, where the scent of manure assaulted her senses, and past the brackish baptismal lake. She cursed the heavy prairie skirt she clutched in one hand, while on the other side of town Cory sprinted unencumbered. She decided to cut through the western fields to avoid being seen on Church Street. Then she followed the green forest line to her own meadow and the hill that led her home.


She hoped to just beat Father, but dreaded Agnes’s cutting disappointment. Would she scold her in front of the kids? Or simply refuse to speak to her at all?


No one knew what a pain it was to have a perfect older sister. No one knew—


She slowed at the top of the hill, sighting Agnes on the porch stoop. Her sister’s arms were wrapped about herself like she was trying to keep out the cold. She looked exhausted, ancient.


Beth stepped onto the porch, automatically stamping her boots on the mat. Red canyon dust betrayed where she’d been. She froze midstamp.


Agnes displayed not a trace of anger or disappointment or even grief. She smiled kindly, with only the hint of a question in her eyes.


A look that said: If you want, you can tell me. If not, I understand.


No reaction could’ve made Beth feel more like slime. Her stomach turned in on itself, contorting with shame.


“Dinner’s on the stove. Mother’s waiting.” Agnes hesitated. “I’m so sorry that chore always falls to you.”


The screen door smacked behind her, and she was gone.


Beth doubled over, groaning her frustration.


Oh, why couldn’t Agnes shout and scold like other sisters? Why did she have to be so damned forgiving?


Insufferable. Infuriating.


Her sister, whom she couldn’t hate for loving so.
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Their mother was born an Outsider.


Years ago, she’d come to Red Creek in search of a more spiritual way of life. Red Creek didn’t usually permit strangers onto the land, but their mother was persistent. Then Father fell in love with her and vouched for her purity of spirit. She’d already given birth to Agnes and Beth when it became clear she’d never fit in at Red Creek. In theory, she’d embraced their Laws; in practice, living among them was torture to her.


“I always thought she’d adjust to our ways,” Father had once told Beth, rubbing his bearded jaw bemusedly. “But she never did. She believed her opinions should matter as much as a man’s, and never understood that you can’t argue with God’s Law.”


Beth loaded a tray with homemade macaroni and cheese—Ezekiel’s favorite. Only the noodles were whole wheat now, which Agnes claimed was healthier. She was obsessive about caring for the baby of the family. Beth couldn’t help the rusty jealousy that hooked her heart. After all, Agnes didn’t care what she ate. Didn’t even care to ask where she’d been all afternoon.


Not that Beth owed her an explanation.


She walked the short hallway to the trailer’s back room, hardly aware that her hands were shaking, rattling the dishes balanced on their tray.


Once upon a time, Beth had loved being her mother’s special favorite. But as the years went on, her feelings had spoiled. Father claimed Beth was the spitting image of her mother when she was younger, a fact that disturbed her deeply. What if she’d inherited some kind of Outsider curse? What if that was why she was so unhappy living here, among God’s chosen?


She shook her head, clearing the doubts and fears, thick as cobwebs inside her skull.


I’m not in love, and that’s the main thing.


Cory couldn’t break her heart, as Father had broken her mother’s. She swore she’d never let herself love him so much that it destroyed her.


But she did love her family.


Even in her most selfish moments, her love for Mary, Faith, Ezekiel, and Sam remained like an inner ocean, sometimes ebbing, sometimes swelling—always there. And how could it be otherwise? She remembered the kids as toddlers, when they’d wandered about the trailer like clumsy bumblebees. She’d heard them speak their first words.


Mama, Sam had said, back when their mother was well.


May-ee, said Faith, and Fate, echoed Mary.


Aggie, cooed Ezekiel.


But love in the Prophet’s land was a treacherous thing, unstable as dynamite.


Beth took a breath at her mother’s door and knocked.


A wheezing whisper. “Beth? Is that you?”


Beth glanced back, and her eyes locked with Agnes’s. She hated her sister’s compassion—the way she tilted her chin, encouraging her.


Hated it and needed it, because Beth loved Agnes like the parched earth thirsts for rain. Her first word had been Aggie, too.


“Yes, Mother. It’s me.”


Beth swam through shadows to her mother’s bedside, her eyes slowly adjusting to the dark. There were only two other pieces of furniture in the room: a nightstand with the phone on it—for emergencies and for Father—and a dresser with an Outsider record player. The turntable was always loaded with Amazing Grace. Her mother had brought other records, but Father had broken them over his knee when Beth was five, because the lyrics were secular.


Music of the damned, Father had said. Trust me, this hurts me as much as it hurts you.


Her mother had kept the broken pieces of those tracks, and the record player balanced on their sharp, daggerlike remains. Seeing them always made Beth shiver, because they looked like an accusation.


And like regret.


Her mother hauled herself upright and patted her tangled, unwashed hair. Beth winced to see the mirror of her own glossy locks so badly neglected.


“I was pretty like you once, you know,” her mother snapped, pettish with hunger. “I had the most beautiful hair.…”


Beth’s chest ached.


Her mother used to tell stories about the Outside.


From her, Beth had heard wonders the others could never dream of: all about amusement parks and shopping malls and movie theaters. She’d learned about televangelists and soap operas, public high schools and monogamy. She’d even learned about other faiths her mother had tried before finally landing in Red Creek—the Moonies and the Hare Krishna.


These days, there were fewer stories and more hazards. She had to be careful. Her mother’s tongue, like hers, could cut like razor wire.


“Macaroni and cheese.”


Her mother stared at the steaming food, her eyes hollows.


Desperately, Beth wished for the canyon. For Cory’s warm touch and the wind in her hair. For life.


Get in and get out. No need to linger.


Her mother’s hand shot out of the dark, gripping her wrist with surprising strength.


“Mother!” she gasped.


“It’s time for you to leave this place, daughter. Time for you to run.”


Beth held her breath, shocked and afraid.


“They’ll want to marry you soon. Chances are a patriarch already has his eye on you. Don’t fool yourself that it will be some handsome boy you could come to love—the young ones never get the pretty girls, and even when they do, they turn hard fast. Like your father.” Her mother smacked her chapped lips together. She’d chewed them until they bled.


“The Outside is better, safer. Everything the Prophet taught you is a lie.”


Beth couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard her mother speak so many words together. So many forbidden words. The Prophet would say she was a snake hissing in Beth’s ear. The Prophet would say she was a demon.


And Agnes—she’d tell her to gird herself from this spiritual threat with prayer. But suddenly, Beth couldn’t recall a single verse or psalm.


Her thoughts pitching and churning, she tried to back away.


Her mother dug her fingernails into the skin of her wrist.


“If you find some money, you can check into a motel in Holden. One of those with a little pool. Stay until you find a job.”


She let go and Beth stumbled back.


“You have roses in your cheeks,” her mother said. “Your foolish sister is already lost, but you—you can still be found.” Her tone turned black and cold as road ice. “Get out, my dear. Get out while you still can.…”


Beth fled the room like she was chased and took shelter in the arms she knew were always open to her.


“My God, your heart is pounding out of your chest!” Agnes said.


“It’s Mother.” Beth spoke into Agnes’s collar. Her sister smelled reassuringly of work—of sweat and sunshine.


“What did she say to you?” Agnes demanded.


Beth shook her head. It was too painful to tell.


The trailer had gone eerily silent.


Embracing, Beth and Agnes were like a lodestar for the other kids, who slowly came to wrap their own small arms around them. They didn’t understand all that went on in this house—not even Sam—but they soaked up its grief like sponges. Sam tucked his head against Beth’s rib cage, and Ezekiel clung to her leg. Mary and Faith cried softly, frightened to see their elder sisters upset. Their hands tugged at the waist of Beth’s dress. She repressed a vain thought—It’s my favorite, don’t tear!—then let herself be enveloped by the only people in the world who could ever know what it was like to lose a mother as they had.


Agnes’s cheek pressed against hers. They held each other like shipwreck survivors, and time melted away.


When Beth pulled back, her face was damp. “I’m still mad at you,” she whispered.


Agnes winced. “I know.”


It’s time for you to leave this place. Time for you to run.


There was so much vast life she yearned for but could never, ever have.


Because of them. Because of love.


She watched the kids scatter to their books and games, her anger cut with sadness and grief. Her feelings layered in a dizzying array of colors, like the layers of canyon rock.


“Beth, I need to talk to you. About Magda. What you said about rebellion—” Agnes began, but Father blew through the door, looking stern as a minor Abraham.


Time for prayers.
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