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CHAPTER 1 Sev


THEY SAY TO FIND A hero you can’t look to the past. Heroes from stories aren’t real anyway, and that’s what the past is, right? A story told by whoever had the biggest gun. Instead, we’re supposed to find heroes around us.

I have nowhere to look, though, because my body won’t look. It’s made of ashes and wind and dead things, nothing but an echo of a heartbeat left inside me. My life has turned into a dream, every moment I’m Asleep making it harder to remember what it was like to be awake. If there was a hero next to me I wouldn’t know, because all I can see is the dark side of my eyelids, feel the grainy sheet on the bed underneath me. The only things that change are sounds. Temperature. Right now I’m cold. I can hear the steady plink, plink, plink of fluid dripping to my IV.

The door hinge squeaks, and cool air washes over me from the hallway like a breeze from the ocean, vast as a year and deep as the sky. If my body could tense, it would, but instead I’m curled up inside my mind, waiting for whoever it is to poke or prod me. To pick up my dead weight and throw me in a burn pile, mutter ugly things into my dead ears, or touch my dead body because I can’t stop them. Whoever it is stays quiet, lurking near my bed.

You are alive, not dead. It’s a whisper at the back of my mind, crumpled like a wet sheet of paper. Just like the princess in our story. Asleep until someone kisses you awake.

I wish I could grimace, because that’s not the only ending I’ve heard to the sleeping princess’s story. Also, I don’t want anyone in Dr. Yang’s base to kiss me, thank you very much.

The person prowling in my room sits in what I think must be a chair, the legs squeaking under their weight. I hear quick, nervous breaths that are free of a gas mask’s rusty tang. The bit of me that’s still awake braces for violence or worse. No mask means SS now, and SS is a beast that I don’t have the muscles to fight anymore.

“We’ve done everything you asked.” A muffled voice filters through the closed door. Helix, my brain supplies. The Menghu who killed June’s father. The person invading my room bolts up from the chair, footsteps padding to the far side of my bed away from the door. “There isn’t enough Mantis to last us much longer.” Helix’s voice grows louder, though it’s still attempting a respectful tone. “You promised—”

“Don’t argue with me, Captain Lan.” That’s Dr. Yang. The door opens again, his footsteps tapping in, probably here for my weekly checkup. I think it’s weekly. Maybe it’s daily, and I’ve only been lying here for two days. I can’t tell.

He pauses inside the room. “Aren’t you supposed to be sending orders to Dazhai?” Not speaking to me, because he knows I cannot answer.

The intruder by my bed doesn’t move for a good thirty seconds. But then the sound of army boots on concrete rings out as they leave my side and walk out the door.

Eight years my mother survived this. Eight years she listened, keeping her mind awake so she’d be able to pass on the possibility of curing SS. I’m like her, I guess. Dr. Yang put me to Sleep for knowing the truth too. That the note Mother left me in the device we found at Dazhai wasn’t gibberish. It was a clue telling me where to find the cure.

“Medicine is an exact science.” The doctor is speaking again, vague amusement at my unauthorized visitor melting away to leave only clinical precision. “You’ll have to trust me, Helix. I promised you a cure, but you and your soldiers will have to be patient.”

He can’t get the cure. Not unless I tell him where Mother hid it. The tiny living part inside me raises her head, listening to Helix’s silence. It’s heavy. A waiting silence that could end in death or destruction or maybe a cup of tea. It’s hard to tell. All I know is Helix doesn’t ask any more questions.






CHAPTER 2 Tai-ge


THE COT FEELS LIKE SOME kind of canvas. Rough grain, stretched tighter than I’d expect. Of course, all the missions I’ve participated in with the City up until now required specific flight plans, an eye on the clouds, and exactly zero cots. Maybe cots have been this way all along, and I had to sleep on one to know the way the fabric scratches at my skin.

Voices outside my tent draw my spine straight. Each time I inhale, it strains through the filters of my mask, so loud I have to hold my breath to listen. Three voices, coming from the direction of the Chairman’s tent. Female. Two I don’t recognize, harsh and precise as they issue through gas mask filters. The third voice, however, is familiar as the raw-scrubbed lines of my knuckles even through the rasp of a mask.

When the voices draw close, the two unfamiliar ones pass by, leaving a shadow waiting outside the tent flap. I stand, waiting to see if she’ll finally come in. Wanting her to. But not wanting to face her.

An arm pushes aside the untied tent flap, General Hong’s polished boots all I allow myself to look at once she steps inside. The air between us seems to be filled with nothing but disappointment.

“I have an assignment for you, Son.”

I chance raising my eyes past her knees, almost to her belt buckle, the City seal a proud falcon and beaker etched into the metal. Silence is respect. I wait.

“It’s a chance to alleviate some of the difficulty in which we find ourselves.” She sighs, bending until her face comes into view, forcing me to break the boundary between our stations and look her in the eyes. “I’m proud of what you did, Tai-ge.” My chest lifts, some space finally opening inside it, only to turn back to stone when she continues. “It just wasn’t enough.”

Failure. I got into Kamar when it was supposed to be impossible for a Second. I got the device Sev’s mother left behind. And then I let Menghu take it away from me.

“Do we know where they took the cure yet?” I ask, knowing better than to voice the other question that’s been burning inside me since Dr. Yang’s Menghu flew me from Kamar to Dazhai camp, leaving me on the dead airfield and taking everything of value with them.

It’s been two weeks. Two weeks of measuring the gap between my tent and the next. Of eating exactly what I’m rationed and hanging my uniform coat so the wrinkles left from being stuffed under my mother’s bed will smooth. Two weeks of disappointed silence.

“No,” Mother finally responds. “We don’t know where the Menghu took the device you found in Kamar. Dr. Yang has been quite communicative about progress, though.” She sighs, her tone a familiar frustrated cadence. “After Jiang Sev killed her mother with anti–Suspended Sleep serum, apparently the setbacks seemed insurmountable. But, now that he has this new data, Dr. Yang is optimistic we have what we need to cure SS.”

“Sevvy—Jiang Sev—didn’t hurt her mother on purpose. Dr. Yang told her—”

Mother frowns over my slip using Jiang Sev’s nickname, but mercifully doesn’t comment. “There are other patients in a similar state, and he’s had success waking them when using the serum correctly, Tai-ge. That girl never was much for listening. There’s a proper procedure. A dosing schedule. You can’t give it to a patient all at once. If it wasn’t on purpose, then it was incompetency.”

I lick my lips, letting her finish. She’s right about Sevvy. Rules seemed an annoying itch to my friend as we got older.

“Apparently, Jiang Sev can read the data contained on the device, but she won’t cooperate.” Mother’s eyes narrow. “I have no doubt the obstacles will be worn down soon, though.”

Worn down. I keep my eyes focused on Mother, refusing to blink. It doesn’t stop the terrible images that crop up in my head, the tingles of pain that streak down my arms and back that make me wish I hadn’t been a part of putting Sevvy in a cell. But I push that thought aside. Sevvy should know better than to hold back now. We need the cure. The whole world does. We can’t be picky about who is in charge if there’s nothing left to be in charge of, but still it sits wrong in my stomach that I’m here in this tent and she’s being… worn down.

“Is Dr. Yang allowing First and Second involvement?”

“There are Firsts from the Circle, who are being asked to help, but the Chairman won’t relay any details. It is my belief that Dr. Yang isn’t allowing him to do so. The information you brought me before going to Port North regarding Dr. Yang’s true loyalties and Chairman’s actions… You were correct. He has been compromised somehow by Dr. Yang. We have to forge forward ourselves.”

“If Dr. Yang manages to develop a working cure…” I pause, not sure how to phrase what we must both be thinking. “How long do we have before he stops pretending to be a loyal City comrade? He’ll use the cure to compel Seconds and Thirds to support his Menghu forces.”

Mother walks over to my cot and sits down, the frame squeaking. She gestures for me to sit next to her, a smile touching her lips at my automatic hunch. My head higher than hers makes me uncomfortable. “Dr. Yang says he wants to unify us, but I am afraid you are right. He means only to take what we have. I have great admiration for what you were able to accomplish, as I said before. But without the device we need a way to fight. Which brings us to your new assignment.”

Fight? I hold the word inside. There was a time when I could say some of what I thought to my mother. When I could tease her and deviate from what she wanted without repercussions. That was when we had beds, pillows, wooden floors beneath our feet. Walls that isolated our family enough to allow us to be mother and son when no one could hear. Now she’s stepped into Father’s shoes and we live in an open field where every moment we are made from gas masks and metal stars. The fate of the City has slipped from the Chairman’s shoulders to settle on Mother’s.

The Chairman. Anger churns inside me, my teeth clamping so tight my jaw begins to ache. I’ve seen him here in the camp, waving, encouraging. Serving the Seconds and Firsts with a stalwart firmness, a determination that’s meant to be inspiring. As if rationing isn’t a direct result of him handing our supplies to Dr. Yang. Without Chairman Sun, the Menghu would never have invaded the City. We never would have ended up in this cold-water camp, biting our tongues as he opens the gate and lets gores in one by one.

He and Dr. Yang together have much to answer for. But Mother and I are the only ones who know.

“We need to have another way to fight SS until we can take the cure for our own, Tai-ge.” Mother pats the cot next to her again, and this time it’s an order, so my knees bend. “Masks break every day, and we have no way to fix them or build new ones. The Mantis stockpiles are growing thin, disappearing into Menghu camps. The moment Dr. Yang has a working cure, it will be loyalty against an empty stomach and compulsions. Our soldiers and workers will become his slaves.” She touches my shoulder, pushing my hunched shoulders straight. “You remember the medic we sent with you to Kamar who was so easily swayed into betraying you? I doubt we can expect better from most of our ranks. They are frightened.”

My chest clenches over the memory. Xuan tried to kill me. He told Sevvy… I don’t know what he told Sevvy, exactly. Something that made her set him free and turn me out for the gores…

I mean, I do know what he must have said. That I was working with Mother to get the cure. That I meant to take it back to her, to people who could analyze it, reproduce it, and actually use it to save us all from SS. But the way he said it must have cast me as a villain because he didn’t care about saving anyone. All Xuan wanted was to escape from his duty. His expertise was supposed to get us into Kamar’s main city, onto their island, so I could disable the weapons they used to shoot our helis out of the sky. Instead, he left. Landed us all in Kamari jail cells.

Xuan is the reason I failed Mother. Failed my people. Failed Sevvy.

I blink the thought away before it can take over. I don’t owe Sevvy anything. She’s the one who wouldn’t listen to reason. And excuses are for the weak. For those who refuse to take ownership of themselves and their actions. My failures are mine, no matter who else contributed. It was my failing to place trust in Xuan.

Mother leans forward, fingering her mask before letting her hand fall. For a moment I think she means to put a hand on my knee. A comfort. Instead, she stands. “We must be able to protect our people, to give them an alternative to capitulation.” She touches my shoulder, her hand perfectly positioned as if she thought out all the angles and pressure before moving. “So I’m sending you back to the City.”

I push myself up from the cot. Back to the City? We abandoned the City, its labs, and its factories to SS, the disease spreading too quickly to do anything but run.

Lagging a respectful two steps behind my mother, I square my shoulders and follow her out of the tent. The light seems bright outside, cheery after the two weeks of gloomy waiting for judgment inside my tent. I may have listened to Sevvy during the invasion, dirtied my boots with the spoiled world Outside, then failed at the task Mother set me after I tried to make amends. But now I can make up for it.

All the muscles tensed along my shoulders loosen because I’m back where I belong: two steps behind the General. Whatever it is Mother has for me to do, whether it’s in the City, in the camp here, or at the center of the Earth, I will do it if it means she trusts me again.



After the the official meeting with what’s left of the First Circle, my fingers drum against my hip as I walk toward the heli-field. My assignment feels like an anchor in my head, holding me steady. Mother’s at my side, I have something worthwhile to contribute to City objectives, and in just a few minutes I’ll be back in the air where I belong.

The craft set aside for me is a smaller model than the one I flew with Sevvy. Room only for a pilot and a few passengers crammed in behind. To one side there are piles of boxes laced into the harness that will hang beneath the aircraft as we fly. Supplies.

The pilot, copilot, and three of Mother’s entourage stand at attention just outside the door, waiting for Mother and me to climb in. A girl my age is situated closest to the ladder and sneaks a look at me as I ascend, not the least bit embarrassed when I catch her. She’s got two stars on her collar, but the state of her uniform tells me she’s from the outer circles of the camp where supplies are stretched thin. She has dimples and no gas mask.

The lack of mask is jarring at first glance, but then a pleasant change. Even if it does mean she’s a drag on our Mantis supply, it’s been two weeks since I’ve seen someone’s face. Two weeks since someone has smiled at me. She looks nice.

That’s what Mother always wanted: to find a nice Second to add to our family, someone we could train, groom to stand next to me when I took over Father’s place as General. I always smiled back when they appeared across the dinner table, knowing no matter how hard I looked at Sevvy, her traitor scar would never go away.

Only, this girl’s smile brings Sevvy to mind. The way she grinned when she got me to laugh. Or her hidden smile that appeared when the laugh was going to be a surprise. Or at my expense.

The way she screamed at me not to touch her. To get away. The butt of a Menghu gun connecting with her head, and the way she crumpled to the ground.

Not all my failures are irreversible. I want Sevvy to see that I was right, that the City isn’t broken. Since she’s most likely wherever the cure is, that isn’t going to happen until I’ve done what Mother has asked in the City. Once we have a way to fight Dr. Yang’s SS bombs, we’ll be able to launch a mission to take the cure. I will be a part of that mission, and I’ll save Sevvy.

It’s the only logical path forward.

Mother and I sit down next to each other in the heli. As I reach for a headset to protect my hearing from the sound of the heli’s propellers, the girl with the dimples pushes by, knocking my hand aside. She doesn’t apologize, just settles in the seat directly behind me. Mother’s eyes narrow, but she doesn’t say anything, pulling my headset from its tether and handing it to me. After we lift off, I can’t keep my eyes from the pilot’s hands. Watching every button she pushes, every correction she makes. Clouds whip by my window at one hundred knots, the air pressure gauge dancing back and forth, and I find my hands clenching in my lap. It’s hard to watch someone else’s hands be responsible for keeping us in the sky.

By the time Mother touches the crook of my arm, we’ve been flying for quite some time. Her fingers press a button to isolate the connection between our headsets. “There are a few things we couldn’t speak about at Dazhai.” Her voice crackles over the connection between us. “The Chairman’s cronies were listening, so we couched this as a mission to bring food and order to those still trapped inside City walls. To attempt to salvage resources… You know. You were in the meeting.”

I nod, staring straight forward as I listen, my chest hollowing as the pilot adjusts the rotors. Why is she even using them? This craft isn’t optimal for gliding, but the weather outside would have made it a perfect solution to the fuel gauge ticking closer and closer to “empty.” Using the main propellers makes us faster, I suppose, but it seems a waste of fuel.

“I could only persuade the Chairman to send a small unit to scout ahead. They landed three days ago and are clearing a safe place for you to set up a command center. You will need more Seconds to accomplish our true purposes, of which there are three. First, clear and secure a path to the main gates. Once you’ve done that, there are two Red platoons close enough to the City you could request their help without using the broader radio relay system. That way the Chairman won’t know you’re moving them, and he won’t be able to report it to Dr. Yang. Bring in as many as you can.”

Though Mother looks perfectly at ease, I can almost feel the tension—the fear—causing her to fidget. “Second, you’ll need to secure the mask factory. I’m afraid all the Thirds who evacuated were stationed in the upper quarters, so we don’t have any workers who will know how to restart production. I’ll be looking for Seconds who were stationed down there. Keep me posted on your progress, and I’ll send everyone I can find. Once the factory is secure, your last objective will be to clear out one of the Mantis manufacturing labs. I’m afraid that will be the most difficult task, as our information says the First Quarter is where the highest concentration of infected are. We’ll have to use Second medics who trained in the First labs to get things up and running.” She turns toward me, pulling on my arm until I look at her. “Seconds are the backbone of the City. We were everywhere, saw everything.”

I nod. “And the infected? What strategy do we have for helping—”

“Captain Bai, your second-in-command, has specific instructions. We don’t have Mantis to spare at the moment, but hopefully once you’ve accomplished your objectives, that will change. The moment you’ve made progress, notify me over the secure link I’ve given you.” I feel the press of the little device in my pocket, uncomfortable knowing that once I’m in the City, it will be our only reliable way to communicate without being overheard. “We’ll begin hiding raw components and stashing them in supply runs to the City to facilitate successful Mantis manufacture.”

“Which will allow us to have some autonomy from the Chairman and, therefore, Dr. Yang. You’ve thought of everything.” I say it quietly.

She smiles patiently before turning straight-ahead again. “There’s one thing I couldn’t help.” Her mouth hardly moves as she speaks, almost as if she’s humming to herself. “Dr. Yang is very suspicious of this venture. He doesn’t believe our comrades trapped in the City deserve relief. When I insisted, he allowed the Chairman to relent. However…” She picks an imaginary speck of dust from her sleeve, rubbing it between her fingers. “The next day, Chairman Sun insisted on providing you with proper support.”

“What do you mean?”

“A handpicked assistant. A specially trained Second to represent his personal stamp of approval on the effort to save the people trapped inside City walls.”

Saving people who are trapped. What would Sevvy think of that? It’s difficult to feel the glow of being right, because she isn’t here to see that her ridiculous fears about the City leaving behind anyone who will be a drag on our resources were unwarranted. But it does make me feel a little bit of pride in the midst of our awful situation in this war. I am the hands of the City, and I will do what it takes to rescue anyone who still has enough left of them to save. I was right about that at least, whatever Sevvy might think.

Or whatever Howl taught her to think. After all, Xuan wasn’t the instigator of Sevvy turning traitor.

Mother’s words sink a layer deeper. A handpicked assistant from our Chairman, who is under Dr. Yang’s thumb. I can feel the girl behind me staring into the back of my head, her attention like the brush of a razor against my skin. She doesn’t fit in with Mother’s people. I definitely didn’t ask her to come. Which leaves one empty space for her to fill. I’m suddenly glad for the heli propeller roar, keeping this conversation private. “My assistant is the Second sitting behind me, right?”

Mother nods.

“She’s… Menghu?” Hot anger floods my throat, folding in on itself over and over. Menghu destroyed the City. Menghu slaughter us, steal our food, our masks, our Mantis. Menghu are Dr. Yang’s bloody fingers disassembling everything in the world I love.

Mother’s miniscule nod confirms my suspicions. “I’d bet my favorite star pins on it. You can’t let Captain Bai know.…” I nod, unable to hear the words just as much as Mother can’t bear to say them. If our soldiers knew the Chairman is dancing to an Outsider’s tune, that would be the end—or, perhaps, a very bloody beginning, and we aren’t ready for either of those outcomes. “You need to take care of her,” Mother’s gas-mask whisper rasps through the headset. “Before she sees what we are doing, but after you’ve found her method of communicating and can mimic her.”

My stomach clenches. Take care of her. A dome of rock appears through the cockpit window, an island of stone floating in a sea of cloud, smoke still billowing up from it in ugly charcoal streaks. My home, polluted by SS and Menghu filth. The pistol holstered under my coat presses into my side, begging to be set free. We could take care of this right now.

I can feel the girl shift behind me, all of my muscles tensing in response. A softer thought comes underneath, though. The Menghu have Sevvy and everything she knows about the cure. That’s the battle coming next, the one that’s going to matter.

Is there a chance this girl knows where Sevvy is?

“I can trust you with this, can’t I?” Mother looks over at me, her expression etched in steel, and it kills me that she feels the need to ask, as if I’m a young child who doesn’t understand the importance of this task.

“Of course you—” The heli drops, taking my stomach with it. I glare at the pilot as she fiddles furiously with her controls until we’re out of the updraft she should have seen coming.

Mother puts a hand on mine as a sort of reassurance, and shame blossoms inside me. She thinks I’m scared, not indignant the General of the People’s Army is stuck behind an inferior pilot. I pull my hand out from under hers, collecting myself.

“I can do this, General.” The staccato rhythm of my heart quickens when her steely expression doesn’t change. As if she handed me Father’s boots and has already decided they’re too big. “I won’t make any more mistakes.”






CHAPTER 3 Howl


THE WORLD IS GORE-HOLE BLACK around me.

I have cause to know just how black that is. Of course, I don’t mean the hole most people think of when you say “gore hole.” I’m unfortunately acquainted with the mouth and throat portion, but I’ve been lucky enough to stay away from the other end.

Taking a deep breath through my nose doesn’t do much to calm the steady thump of my heart. Where am I? The room is too quiet, no buzz of electricity waiting to be used, no whine of air through a duct. It’s as if I’ve been completely disconnected, put in a not-place in a not-world where there isn’t anything but the mat I’m lying on.

Pain from my shoulder bites through me and down my side. My fingers slide across the raw wound over my collarbone and the thick string threading it together, as if I somehow got switched with a Jiaoyang mending project and the kids sewed me up instead of old Menghu uniforms.

Broken collarbone. Gore bite. The thought comes with unwelcome memories: the smell of death enveloping me, teeth fencing me in. Of June, tears streaming down her face, her mask lying next to her on the floor. Sev pressed up against me, stone dust falling around us as the walls tried to shake themselves apart. Luokai with his teeth bared. The island, Port North, surrounded by waves, the whole world pulsing as a heli falls from the sky. The cure, on a paper that we sent to Sole… something about a device with more information. Sev climbing.

I sit up, ignoring the pain and the wave of nausea that sweeps over me. Sev left me. I mean, of course she did. I couldn’t climb, and we had to get up to that tower to find some device her mom left to make sure we got everything Jiang Gui-hua recorded about the cure.

Rolling onto my knees is difficult, and I have to hold my arm close against my ribs, the sling Sev made for me gone. But once the pain dies down, I begin pulling at the rough braids of the mat until the itching, straw-like strands unravel. I break the strands into six-inch pieces, then tightly bind them so the sharp, severed ends stick out at either side.

Not much of a weapon, but enough to surprise someone if they think I’m unarmed.

Just as I’m finishing, there’s a stone-on-stone click. Light makes a line on the floor that expands as a door slides into the wall, the person who opened it casting a shadow into the darkness of the room.

Surely no one here is dumb enough to walk into a dark room without backup. My muscles tense, ready to launch myself at the stranger. Just as it becomes apparent that this person is that stupid, light blasts from every direction, blinding me. I throw my arm over my eyes.

“You were going to stab me?” A voice asks. “With straw?”

My brother Luokai’s voice.

“It seemed better than trying to strangle you with the blanket.” My shirt would have made a better strangulation device, but strangling people isn’t very useful if there’s more than one to fight.

I let myself slump down to the ground, willing my eyes to adjust to the light as I hold my injured arm close. Pain stabs through me over and over, but I don’t let go of my bunch of straw. The last time I saw my brother, he was trying to take a bite out of my leg, and the only reason he stopped was because I gave him the bruise still shadowing his temple.

And then he apparently locked me in a room underground when I was supposed to be escaping with Sev. Where is she?

I hold still, waiting for the adrenaline surge to calm before I say anything. If I can’t control the information I give by regulating my tone of voice, then I cannot afford to speak.

By the time my eyes are properly adjusted, Luokai is standing above me, his face bled dry of any feeling. “Feeling a little better, I think?”

“Where’s Sev? And June? Is she awake yet?” Swallow. Maintain eye contact. Watch his hands, his feet, his eyes…

“June’s safe. Jiang Sev is…” His eyes narrow a fraction. “Gone. I would have told you sooner, but they were keeping you under until they were sure you were stable.”

“I’ve been drugged? When did Sev leave?” I catch myself leaning forward and force myself to slump back, adopting a calmer tone. If Luokai knows what matters to me most, he could use it to take more from me than he already has. “How long have I been down here?”

“A while.” He smooths his robes across his knees. “And our deal is at risk of not being fulfilled.”

“Our deal?” This time my hands clench down to keep me from doing something I’ll regret. “The one where you infected my friend in exchange for giving Sev the cure her mother explicitly set aside for her?”

“It wasn’t the cure. At least, the notes I gave you weren’t.” Luokai puts a hand in his pocket and draws out the link he took from me, hesitation a heavy weight on what he’s about to say. “Sole says the formula we sent was something to do with long-term Sleep.”

“Why am I down here, Luokai?” I’m out of patience. “Where did Sev go? Was the cure on the device?”

“I sent Baohujia—our soldiers—to find you once the bombs stopped. Both of us are down here because Gao Shun—the Baohujia leader—knows we were exposed to contagious SS.”

“I’m immune!”

“Yes, well, Gao Shun isn’t willing to take chances. She wasn’t happy about me setting the two of you free the day the Reds came since you both were exposed to me when I was contagious. The right formula for the cure had to have been on the device Jiang Sev was supposed to get from her.”

I go up on my knees, anger poking through the holes pain is making in my wall of self-control. “Where is Sev?”

Luokai licks his lips, slipping the link back into his pocket before meeting my eyes. “Soldiers from the helis took her. And the device.”

The words sting inside me, numbing everything so I can’t speak, can’t think.

“From what I gather, there was an incident up in the tower—” Luokai’s still talking, but the words fall flat in my head, meaningless in the face of the plans I need to start making.

“Who took her? Menghu? Reds? Which one?”

Luokai takes being cut off gracefully, merely inclining his head. “By the time Gao Shun woke up, there was no one left alive to identify the aggressors. They were definitely not from our island, but they were all dressed like Baohujia.”

The hairs on my arms stand up. Using enemy uniforms in order to access a secured place sounds like a Menghu tactic if I know anything. Dr. Yang announced the mission to invade Port North to a bunch of Reds, but there’s no way he sent just Red soldiers here. He has only managed to keep Reds in check because he has some kind of hold on the Chairman. It was that hold that allowed Menghu to invade the City, that allowed them to take masks and Mantis directly from Red camps after contagious SS began to spread, all because of some picture.

A picture that makes Chairman Sun obey Dr. Yang. It could be anything. A past indiscretion, a medical implant waiting to kill him—it could be a picture of his dead wife in the ground for all I know. The days when I could have snooped until I found the answer then used it as leverage myself are long gone.

Dr. Yang must know that whatever his hold is on the Chairman, it couldn’t possibly be absolute. If, during the invasion, Red soldiers managed to get the cure to Chairman Sun or General Hong, it probably would have destroyed any power Dr. Yang had over City forces. My guess is the doctor sent Menghu in to make sure that wasn’t a possibility.

So Menghu probably have the cure. They probably have Sev, too. The information sits like a bomb inside me, fuse already ignited and burning fast.

“As I said, our deal is in jeopardy.” Luokai’s face is closed enough I can’t read it. No convenient eyebrow furrows or looking away from eye contact. No fidgeting or adjusting his position. Is it possible this man has no tells? “We need to get you out of here as soon as possible to recover the cure.”

“Just so we’re clear. You’re saying if I don’t bring a cure back to you, you’re going to hurt June?” I watch him. Wait.

Luokai doesn’t break eye contact, sitting up straighter if anything. “I am not a monster, Howl. But without a cure, she’s probably better off here with people who know how to take care of her.”

“I want to see her.”

Luokai shakes his head. “I can’t facilitate that. I’m sorry.”

My hands twitch toward my side as if there’s a weapon I can use to persuade him, but all I have is straw. “You touch a hair on that girl’s head and you won’t live to be cured.”

The corner of Luokai’s mouth curls into a smile. “We’re clear, Howl.” He pulls himself up from the floor and goes to the door. “There’s a group of Islanders that set out for the mountains this morning. If you can walk, you should be able to catch up with them and get into the thick of things quicker than you would be able to alone. Sole is still holding out under the Mountain. If you go to her, I’m sure she’ll help you find where they took the cure, and then we can get it back.”

What’s the likelihood that Sev and the cure are in two different places? The thought feels almost like hope. Jiang Gui-hua wanted Sev to find the cure. It’s probably coded for her somehow. Dr. Yang has to be trying to force Sev to work with him.

I sit back, trying to think through the gaps. To find reasons why I could be wrong. But it’s the only information I have, so there isn’t much else I can do but hope I’m correct and act accordingly. My mind begins worrying on the next question: the quickest way to Dr. Yang and, probably, Sev. Attempting to join an Islander caravan could help—then I wouldn’t have to scavenge for food or wander through territory I’m not familiar with. But that plan comes with problems. “You think they’ll just welcome me into their group?” I put my hands up, showing him my First mark. “I don’t know about you, but I tend to be choosy about the people allowed near me while I sleep.”

He smiles. “You will be exactly what they want. You can’t tell them you came from the island or quarantine. About me. But if they believe you to be a First who is sympathetic to the island, then they will take you exactly where you need to go.”

A wave of nausea pulses from my core to my throat as I push myself up from the ground on shaky legs, but it doesn’t have much to do with the pain. If the Menghu really do have Sev, this isn’t going to be pretty.

We’ve lived very different lives. Had very different choices. Sev said it before she left me to climb up the island, helis buzzing in the sky. She stopped me before I could tell her the rest, what Sole and the rest of the Menghu believe of me. That I didn’t just kill Reds. That I’d destroy anyone who rubbed me the wrong way, friend, enemy, or anything in between.

I trust you, Sev said.

Taking a deep breath doesn’t help, the words like a knife in my brain. I trust you.

I knew the things the Menghu said about me, but I never countered them. I never told them that Tali was killed because of a sniper hiding in a tree, not because we argued two nights earlier. Or that Gaohua made the mistake of going off alone and was cornered by gores. That Helan, who told everyone he was as good as dead after I disagreed with him rather violently about tactics, went down under a Red bullet. No odd circumstances, any of them, and yet somehow their murders belong to me.

I didn’t do it. Not on purpose, in any case. But I let everyone else believe it, even Sole. When the other Menghu thought I was someone to fear, there weren’t any sideways looks, no references to where I came from. The Chairman and I shared a name. My reputation made me more than my dead parents. Dangerous. In control.

I had to be a gore, I thought, to survive.

A memory of a little girl bleeds up into my mind. No, not the girl, but the husk I left of her, blood-splattered hands still clutching her doll. I take a long, deep breath and then another, trying to make it go away. To somehow make it not true.

Luokai’s face is blank, watching me impassively.

Two years in the City taught me to see more than uniforms when I looked into a crowd, that people weren’t bad or good or enemies or friends just because of the insignia they wore. But right now those same people, no matter what it is they believe, have Sev.

Where does that leave me?

The air inside me is the only thing holding me up. I know what it means to go up against Menghu, and if it means Sev gets to live, then that’s what I’m going to do. I know how to be a gore.

“I can walk.” My legs shake under my weight, but I tell myself it’s the truth. “Let’s go.”






CHAPTER 4 Tai-ge


WHEN THE HELI LANDS, I find myself listening for the Menghu girl behind me, keeping track of her without actually watching her. But the moment I climb out of the heli, all thoughts of Menghu blow away in a swell of smoke. The market, a warren of wooden dens and stalls—a place I’m accustomed to elbowing through the crowds, weaving through lines of workers waiting to exchange their ration cards—is nothing but charred bits of kindling. The square above it is white with ash, right to the base of the only thing that remains upright—Yuan Zhiwei’s statue at its center. It’s dusted over with the tiny particles of ash, the marble scorched by flame. Up the hill, where the City Center once stood, there are only blasted remains, stones blackened and strewn in every direction, though the Arch still stands.

Every swallowful of air feels as if it should burn, but my mask keeps the taste of chemicals and death out. It’s as if I’m here, but not here at all, removed from this place that used to be my home. Whatever caused the fire must have started on the southern edge where the damage is worst, eating through the booths only to lose its teeth the closer it got to the wall dividing the Third Quarter from the Aihu River and the Second Quarter beyond. There are still ghostly remains of structures on that side, the wood cracked and teetering as if it means to give out at any second.

Mother is silent next to me, her eyes on my fingers as they tap against my leg. Waiting to see if I fold or hold strong.

“What happened here?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “Is that the first question you should be asking, Major Hong?” Mother’s eyes weigh on me until I realize she’s talking to me. Major? A ripple of alarm finds my chest, but I smooth it down. Major. I can do this.

A man in full Outside patrol fatigues detaches from the line of soldiers waiting at attention between us and the ashy remains of the market. “This is your second-in-command,” Mother continues. “Captain Bai.”

Captain Bai gives an exact bow, head still and low until Mother nods, releasing him from the subservient pose. “We’ve secured the square and a ring of buildings beyond.” He keeps his eyes politely lowered as he speaks. “As advised by the Firsts, we first cleared a cannery and used the chemicals to make torches. They’ll keep back anyone lacking a mask.”

Something moves just out of my line of sight, a feeling rather than something I can see. The dimpled Menghu is just behind me. “Good work, Captain Bai. I look forward to working with you. Shall we debrief—”

Mother clears her throat, and I pull back, waiting for her to speak. “You’ve done an excellent job, Captain Bai. You will find the resources you requested here.” She gestures to the pallets of supplies we brought along with us. The boxes seem too small to shore up our cover mission to help the people stuck here in the City. “I have all confidence you and my son will get the situation here under control.”

Again, a deep bow. “For the City, everything is possible, General.”

“I’ll expect a full report this evening.” Mother walks back to the heli and boards without looking back.

The Menghu girl eases over to stand directly at my side. “I’ll be your contact point in consulting with Major Hong.” Her dimpled smile seems sharp, cutting between me and Captain Bai.

Inwardly, I roll my eyes. How am I supposed to pretend that this girl is my assistant or anything other than what is glaringly obvious: a gore attempting to fit into a City uniform?

What does she know? I can’t help but think it again. Does she know where Dr. Yang’s base is? Where they took Sevvy and the device? If only I could reason with this girl. Then this whole war could be different. No scrambling to manufacture masks or reopen Mantis labs, for starters.

I focus on Captain Bai. “It won’t be necessary for you to communicate through my assistant, Captain. I’d like a full account of what we’re up against here.”

Captain Bai’s face doesn’t move as he speaks, every word perfectly square. “Yes, sir. I’ll take you to the building we’ve cleared for headquarters.”

The Menghu sticks close behind me as I follow Captain Bai. When we get to the building he’s chosen, I can’t help but want to laugh. Or cry—it’s hard to tell which as the orphanage’s thick windows stare down at me. Sevvy’s old home.

“Is there a problem, Major Hong?” Captain Bai keeps his eyes averted.

I inhale, imagining the ash-soaked air scrubbing clean through my mask filters. “No. It’s a good choice, Captain.”

The door used to sag to the side, rattling with every gust of wind, but it’s been replaced with what looks like a factory door: heavy wood that turns easily on thick hinges. Captain Bai leads the way inside. The polished-cement floor is still cracked down the center, and the low desk and locking cage of a door installed just behind it are exactly as I remember. There’s no reason it would change, I suppose, but without orphans or nuns—and with the market square a pile of ash and the City an SS bomb waiting to explode—somehow I expected this to be different too.

It just feels empty.

“The cafeteria on floor one is large enough for briefings. And there’s a smaller office just next to it that will do for strategy sessions and any of your other needs.” Captain Bai opens the grate that blocks access to the stairs, waiting for me to walk through. “We thought quartering you on the third floor would be safest.”

Of course that’s where he wants me. Maybe he’ll read into my past somehow and suggest I sleep in Sevvy’s room, in her old bed. Her last ugly look of betrayal still sits in my brain as she fought to get away from me. Blamed me when it was Menghu who came for us. Acted as if I weren’t trying same as her to get the cure to a safe place. A place were we could all use it.

I shake my head, wishing I could control her touch on my thoughts the same way I can control the number of wrinkles in my uniform coat. Even with reality laid out clear before her, Sevvy didn’t want to give me the device. Didn’t trust me to know the difference between right and wrong when it was obvious she was the one who hadn’t properly evaluated the situation.

The things Sevvy said to me feel like scars now. She practically accused me of being less than human, unworthy of her friendship or love. But scars are what they are, fading over time. I know I chose the right thing, whatever she might have thought. And so I keep walking, refusing to let this place hurt like an open wound.

When we get to the third floor, I stop at the fourth door down, feet stalling out of habit before Sevvy’s old room. There’s an orphaned shoe on the ground in front of it, laces undone.

Captain Bai stops at attention by the door, taking the pause as my choice of rooms. Inside, the room is worse than I expect. White plaster. Bare floor. Naked mattresses on battered wooden frames. No chests full of possessions, no shoes or coats, no clothes hanging over the bedposts or from the hooks on the walls. I walk into the room and lower myself onto the bed that used to be Sevvy’s, the springs squeaking under my weight.

What was I expecting? That finding something of her here would smooth out my memories of her? So many of her smiles have now been painted over in my mind to be a gritting of teeth instead.

There’s not so much as a strand of hair in this room to say Sevvy has ever been here.

“I’ll take this one.” The Menghu sits on the other bed, crossing her ankles.

“Sir?” Captain Bai asks.

“That will be fine.” If Dr. Yang wanted me dead, he would have told his soldiers to kill me back on the tower in Kamar. If the Menghu’s here, I’ll be able to watch her just the way she’s meant to watch me.

My skin prickles as I look her over, wondering where this girl’s bloody set of bones are—Menghu wear the trigger fingers of those they’ve killed like jewelry, according to Sevvy. She smiles at me, kicking her feet from her seat on the bed because they don’t quite reach the floor. She doesn’t look like a killer. But a face does nothing but shield the truth of a person.

Captain Bai’s surprised expression at the unconventional sleeping arrangement makes me squirm inside as it occurs to me what he must see. A young man less than half his age. A Major, though he’s done nothing to earn the station except be related to the General. Sharing a room with his pretty “assistant.” A mockery of everything a Second should stand for.

I close my eyes for a second, wishing I could take back letting the Menghu stay in here, but not sure how to fix it without losing face.

Captain Bai keeps his eyes respectfully lowered. “General Hong mentioned that you’ve only been given our primary goals. Her specific implementation plans are below, and there is some urgency in beginning our—”

Just as I bring up a hand to stop him, the Menghu interrupts. “You’ll have my things brought up with his? And I’m thirsty.”

“I’ll take care of my own things, and so will she,” I answer before the captain can respond. “As for orders, let’s talk downstairs. Could you give me a few minutes and I’ll meet you in the cafeteria?”

He gives a gruff sort of nod, lowering it into a bow at exact regulation angles before backing through the doorway. Once he’s out of sight, I turn to the girl, my fingertips brushing the gun holstered at my side. “If you want to play a convincing Second, I’d start with—”

The Menghu springs off the bed, and I barely have time to pull my gun before her knife presses into my collarbone through my thick winter uniform. We stand there staring at each other, her knife at my throat, my gun pushed up against the fabric over her heart.

“If you want to play a convincing Second, I’d start with at least pretending to respect people who outrank you,” I finish. My voice sounds much steadier than I can account for. “And you can get your own water.”

Her full mouth widens into a smile, her dimples a sharp slash across each cheek. “You think I’m the one alienating Captain Bai?” The edge of her knife clicks against the two metal stars pinned to my collar. “Can’t you see how much he hates that Mommy sent you here to temper-tantrum at him when there’s real work to be done?”

“I don’t think—”

“You’ve probably never had to do any real work before. Lucky for you, I’ll be here to help you get through it. In all your meetings, every mission. Every meal. Every moment.” She leans a hair closer. “I’ll be right by your side, just like the Chairman asked.”

I edge back from her knife, keeping my gun firm against her coat. “If you’re going to make an attempt on my life, get on with it. You might get to see some of my blood, but it’ll be the last thing you do.”

She presses against my weapon, as if she’s daring me to fire. “You kill me, then my friend bunked with the Reds downstairs will kill you back. You do anything but what I say, this whole unit will be dead.”

I pull the gun away from her, letting it hang by my side. She doesn’t move the knife, so I swat it away with the flat of my hand. “Want to try this again? I’m Major Hong.” The title hangs crooked when I say it out loud. “What’s your name?”

“Mei.” She relishes saying it, licking her lips and watching me closely, as if it’s supposed to mean something to me.

Clearing my throat again, I occupy myself with holstering my weapon. “What can I do for you, Mei? There’s a pressing need for food outside this safe zone, and I’d like to get started distributing it.” I take a step toward the door, pausing with my hand against the frame. “Unless you were hoping I’d be the one to fetch your water?”

Mei’s smile never detaches, scarred into her face as if she couldn’t let it slip if she wanted to. She folds the knife up into her coat sleeve and laughs, one hand brushing the hair out of her eyes in a horrifyingly girlish gesture. “That would be nice, but I’m getting a when-the-sky-turns-to-flame sort of vibe. I was expecting to sneak a little more. For you to pretend you didn’t know where I came from and for me to pretend you’re worthy of being spat on.”

“I trust you have adequate Mantis supplies?” I ask, when it seems she doesn’t have anything else to add. At least she isn’t trying to pretend she’s civil. “We don’t have any for you to steal.”

The laugh slides right out from her throat, her face going hard. “You came to help the infected trapped here but forgot to bring Mantis?”

“There’s only so much we can do with Dr. Yang redirecting most of our stockpiles toward Menghu.” I rack my brain, thinking of all the other things Captain Bai is probably waiting to discuss. Things we won’t be able to say if Mei is standing at my shoulder, not unless we want Dr. Yang to stop this mission before it starts.

“It gives you all a taste of your own medicine.” She smirks. “Or the taste of no medicine, I guess.”

“Let’s make this easy. What is it you want? I’ll do my best to be accommodating. No one wants a repeat of what happened at Dazhai.” The massacre. Menghu running with their guns drawn through a Red camp.

“I want the first fifteen years of my life back, Major Hong.” The way she leers over my title makes it plain she means to pay no respect. “That, or I want to watch the pedestal you’re standing on crumble.”

I try to keep my teeth from clamping down together, the muscles in my jaw sore. Perhaps this is the beginning of my newest failure. Not doing exactly as Mother said and finding she was right after all. I should have waited, watched, and then taken care of this girl. I never much understood spies and lying, though. It doesn’t fit together in my head, because the world is made up of truth no matter how much you try to twist it into something else. It never even occurred to me to do anything but confront Mei. People who lie hardly seem like people at all, as if they exist on some other plane where reality depends on the way you word it.

The thought smolders for a moment in my mind because it’s not true. I know how to lie. I lied to Sev about what I really wanted to do with the cure. It was necessary. There was no other way she’d let me stay with her. She was being unreasonable, twisted by the Outsiders she’d fallen in with.

Does that mean lying is all right so long as the end in mind is worth it? I’m not sure.

I step into the hall, ready to be done talking. “You’re welcome to watch whatever you like. But Captain Bai is waiting for me, so you’ll have to do it at a quick walk.”

Mei gives me a nose-wrinkled smile, full to the brim with disingenuous excitement. She has freckles all across her nose.






CHAPTER 5 Howl


THE SHORES OF THE ISLAND seem to be made from broken tiles and crumbling stone. There’s a heli lying on its back like a dead fly just outside the doorway from which we emerge. Luokai eyes the aircraft as we pick our way around it, our pace much slower than I’d like. Unfortunately, I’m the one who’s slow. Luokai found me a sling, so moving I can handle, but everything still hurts. At least the bite has healed over. Luokai called in a medic to cut out the stitches outlining gore teeth in my shoulder, leaving nothing but scabs and ugly red lines to remember.

“There are still Reds in the settlements rounding people up.” Luokai’s voice is soft as he leads me down the steep switchbacks toward a long white bridge that spans the distance between the island and the beach. “We haven’t had any on the island itself in about a week—”

“A week? How long was I out?”

Luokai licks his lips. “You weren’t… out exactly. ‘Subdued’ is more like it.”

“That’s right. You said they drugged me.”

“For your safety. Your wounds broke open while you were trying to help Sev find Gao Shun.”

“You sure it wasn’t because I had to fight off a compulsing Seph?” I give Luokai a pointed look.

Which he misses completely because he’s watching his footing. Still, he nods in acknowledgment as if fighting him off that night was an unfortunate given. “The medics worried you’d break them again if you woke up confined.”

“How long have I been subdued, then?”

“Twenty-three days.”

“Twenty…” The number won’t even come out of my mouth, stuck inside me. The whole world could have burned in twenty-three days. Everyone I know could have gone out in one violent flash. Twenty-three days is a lifetime that I’ve just lost.

“Keep your eyes open out there.” Luokai is still talking, as if he can’t see what the medics—no, what he has done to me. “You’ll be an asset to Reifa’s team.”

He’s so calm. Ruining lives, condemning civilizations as if the ground under him is solid enough he’ll never fall. Shaking my head, I try to concentrate on what he’s saying. Reifa. The one leading the group of Islanders I’m supposed to catch up with. “What am I supposed to say to her again?”

“I think you will find your connections to the Mountain and knowledge of Red camps will be a good start.”

I try to quicken my pace as we negotiate a set of stairs, but still have to take them one at a time like an old man. “How’s Sole doing?” I ask, eyeing the pocket where Luokai stowed the link after telling me the cure we sent her was bad.

“I don’t know. She thinks I’m you, and I don’t know how to ask questions the way you would.”

“You haven’t told her who you are?” The words come out sharp as knives, and I have to bite the rest back. Losing my temper won’t help anything. Just think of the last time.…

But then I do think of the last time. Sev all curled in on herself, her eyes wide and scared as if she was waiting for my head to split in two, for the gore she was sure lived inside my skin to come out. I swallow the thought back, continuing down the stairs.

When we get to the wide bridge that links the island to where the settlements lie empty up the shore, Luokai stops, handing over the rucksack he’s been carrying. I can only carry it on one shoulder because of my wounds, so I’ll be sore by the end of the day, but if it comes down to a choice between a sore back and an empty stomach, I’ll always choose food.

“There’s some medicine in the front pocket to fight the bacteria from the gore bite. Not the same kind they were giving you in quarantine. I couldn’t take that without anyone noticing.” Luokai points at the battered bag. “It’s stronger, I think. Take the pills twice a day. We can’t have you relapse out there.”

My hand absently touches the pocket he indicated as I look out at the bridge, the stone bright white and exposed in the sunlight. Anyone on the other side will be able to see me as I cross. When I was with Tai-ge, Sev, and June in the heli, it took us, what, ten hours to fly here? So, at the roughly fifty-five-knot speed Tai-ge had us gliding at, the old farm from where we took off has got to be at least six hundred miles away. Which means walking back there will take approximately the rest of my life.

My foot catches on the ground, and I stumble forward. A month of walking, maybe. If I find this Islander group and we make good time. Manage to find food along the way and don’t get completely lost. Six hundred miles in a heli could be twice as long on the ground, accounting for mountains and rivers. Gorges and cliffs. Soldiers and gores.

Sev’s a prisoner somewhere. I need to be there now.

Hefting the rucksack, I look back at Luokai. “There’s a lot riding on me finding her and the cure.”

“Yes.”

“Not just your sanity. Not just June’s. If Dr. Yang has the cure, he’s going to come root out the last person hiding here. He’ll take control of everything.”

Luokai nods. “I wish it were not so.”

I point to the bridge. “Is this the best you can do? Doesn’t this place have helis, soldiers, food reserves… You know the way to the mountains, but you’re sending me alone?”

Frowning a little, Luokai takes a step closer to me. “There’s not much I can do, Howl. I have to take care of June until you return.”

June. Her name on his lips makes my blood begin to simmer again, as if he weren’t the one who turned her Seph. I turn back to face the bridge, afraid if I look at Luokai anymore I’ll hit him. It’s been a long time since I’ve fought someone just to make myself feel better. Doesn’t seem smart at the moment, especially going after an infected person who a) won’t remember that aiming for a snapped collarbone is fighting dirty, and b) might eat the broken pieces if he wins.

So instead of hitting Luokai, I start walking. There’s wind skimming my ears, the crash of water below me, bits and pieces of broken stone that skid under my feet across the white of the bridge. A long shadow from the statue that stands at the bridge’s head stretches over me, Luokai’s hidden inside it, the two of them darkening my path across.

He doesn’t speak again, not enough left between us even for a good-bye. There’s a hole in my chest where I’ve kept my brother all these years, hoping he was out here. That one member of my family hadn’t melted away, unable to survive the heat of a life at war like the rest. But now I know the truth, and I don’t look back.

I find new tracks from the bridge easy enough, a small group that passed through within the last few hours, one with a shaved heel that sticks out like strawberries in winter. It gets more complicated as I creep through the structures lined up beyond the beach, their stone walls scorched and the ground saturated by many, many booted footprints. It’s not long before I have to take cover inside one of the little stone houses, a heli buzzing overhead. The bite in my shoulder throbs.

Sheltering under the eaves, I pull out the bottle of medicine Luokai left in the rucksack. Twice a day, he said, so I put one white pill in my mouth, hoping it kills pain and gore diseases. My collarbone isn’t grating painfully the way it was when I first woke up with Sev, but it still hurts.

Once the heli is gone, I manage to find prints from the shaved heel again and follow it into the trees. The tracks aren’t too hard to follow in the tall grass, and I’m beginning to wonder how helpful traveling with this group could be if they’re leaving such obvious trails for Reds to find, when a voice stops me cold.

“This way. Looks like there are five, maybe. Four?”

Creeping into the shelter of a tree trunk, I listen for a moment before I move closer. Not that it matters. The two men ahead of me are making so much noise themselves, there’s little chance they’d hear me even if I were kicking my way through the dead grass like a little kid. When I’m close enough to see the City’s falcon and beaker emblazoned across their backs, I let myself lag behind, listening for evidence of more soldiers. No other tracks mar the ground this way, so they must have been scouting and happened upon the same Islander tracks I’ve been following. The next time the two Reds pause, I get a good look at their guns, a nauseous revulsion swirling with an awful kind of longing inside me. If I had a weapon, all this would be so much easier.

A gun.

The little girl I killed skips across my thoughts, the memory of her cracked and torn at the edges from years of trying to repress it. I haven’t shot a gun since…

I jam a different image in front of that bloody little girl: Sev, tied up in Dr. Yang’s lab. If these two Reds are trying to shoot up the Islanders who are supposed to get me back to Sev, then I have to take this situation in hand. I made mistakes before, yes. But if I let my past dictate what I can and can’t do, Sev will be sitting right next to that little girl in the dark recesses of my mind, peering at me whenever I close my eyes. This is an emergency.

I crouch, touching the damp ground next to one of the Islander boot prints, trying to decide how fast they were moving and how long ago it was they passed. But, as I lean closer, everything in front of me blurs. My mind seems too heavy, sliding this way and that, threatening to tip me over onto the cold ground.

One of the Reds looks back, his hands idly touching the gun as he scans the trees around me. I dig my fingers into the grass, command every muscle of mine to freeze, to become a blade of grass, a bit of bark, but my lungs turn slick and wet, refusing air.

He takes a step in my direction, craning his neck as if his mind can sense something amiss, but his eyes can’t see it. I can’t spare a thought for shoddy training practices in the City, though. My body is trying to slip apart into bloody pieces right here, to do this man’s job for him.

Breathe. In. Out. But the air won’t come, and my eyes go gray, blocking out the trees, the grass, even the Red and his gun. What is happening to me? A voice inside me screams. Panic, every soldier’s most familiar enemy.

A mouthful of air finally slides into my lungs, and the world around me snaps back into focus. The Red has already turned away and is following his partner into the trees.

What was that? I creep up from the ground, gauging my balance, my body, and what it is or isn’t capable of at the moment. Take a step. I can walk, but fuzziness still lurks at the edges of my vision. Whatever it was, I don’t have the luxury of time to be sick right now. I need to find these Islanders now. Before the Reds do.

Legs shaking, I follow the Islander trail a little farther, looking for a good spot to break away so I can get around the Reds, when my eyes find another broken path through the grass. A gore trail.

It crosses the line of broken grass stems left by the Islanders, then continues into the trees in a different direction, but there’s something funny about it, some of the grass bent in places a gore wouldn’t have touched.…

A slow smile pulls at my mouth. I switch to following the gore track, nose almost to the ground until I find it. A footprint, the heel worn on one side. I start moving faster, and the fuzziness swirling at the edges of my vision turns to darkness. Overtaxed, I tell myself. First time up in weeks; it’s no wonder I’m a little shaky. I take off down the trail, dull panic unfolding inside me as every step gets harder.

By the time I find the Islander camp, twilight makes it hard to see—at least I think it’s twilight blurring the two tents ahead into one brownish smudge. Based on the way my legs are shaking, I’ve maybe got an hour before I go from impaired to unconscious. I prop myself against a rock shielded by a bush and blink until my eyes clear enough to case the campsite. I don’t recognize any markings on either tent. No numbers, no City mark, no hammocks.

Also, no lookouts.

I scrub my good hand through my hair. This is the group Luokai seemed to think will get me to the mountains safely? They might have done a good misdirect back there, hiding their trail in the gore track, but whatever advantage it would have given them has been destroyed by this campsite. There’s a fire. With smoke.

Making a mistake like that in the mountains would be asking for a knife between your ribs. Here with Reds prowling, looking for people to take away in their helis? I shake my head, wishing it would stop spinning. I can’t risk my life, Sev’s, June, the cure, on the chance that no one else has noticed these idiots are here. I can, however, take any supplies they have to offer. Namely food, water purifiers, a hammock. Maps, maybe.

A weapon.

Two men emerge from one of the tents, the first with many years of good food evident on all parts of him. He stops at the edge of the fire to prod at the steaming packets nestled at the base. The second man is closer to my age, his eyes scanning the darkness beyond the camp. His eyes stop on the bush blocking me, but he turns away, not experienced enough to know that when you have a gut feeling you’re being watched, you either find the person watching you or run. Two others come out, but I don’t stop to watch them. There were tracks for four. That means no one is in the tents.

I slide my weight from behind the cover of brush, circling around until the Islanders are hidden by canvas walls. Out of sight, I crawl to the back side of the tent they’ve just emptied.

Stay out of the tent. Maybe if I wish it hard enough, some god of nature will hear me and keep them distracted. Keep poking at that fire and planning for whatever it is you’re doing out here.

If you stay out, I won’t have to kill any of you.

The tent base doesn’t connect to the walls, so sneaking in is easier than boiling noodles over a fire. Packs sit just inside, a long knife that looks as if it has seen a century of wear sitting on the ground next to them, but the edge is sharp.

A glance inside the first pack gives me a little more hope, familiar shapes of dried fruits and vegetables as well as something that looks like protein rations packed together inside. Just as I persuade my shaking fingers to clench around one of the straps, footsteps swish through the grass outside toward the tent door.

Sweat from my hand slips between my fingers as I grip the knife.

The flap opens, light streaming directly into my eyes. The shape in the doorway could only belong to the wary young man, the moment of shock at finding a stranger where a stranger shouldn’t be, freezing him in place. It’s the breath between finding the world is much more dangerous than you thought and a scream. An old friend of mine.

I drop the pack and dart toward the young man, but every movement oozes as if I’m stuck in mud, squelching through every moment in slow motion. The long knife feels like confidence in my hand as it catches on something, tearing like material instead of flesh. But I can’t see—I can’t see?—anything but what’s directly in front of me.

And what is directly in front of me? Nothing. My knees are in the dirt when I should be on my feet. Time seems to have skipped over me, because the young man is already outside, calling for help.

The ground feels too dusty and dry when it hits my cheek, though I can’t remember the time between kneeling and falling. My brain doesn’t blank out, though, letting me feel every moment as four people crowd around me, the knife I’d held coming to rest on my neck.






CHAPTER 6 June


THE WORLD IS SUPPOSED TO be a circle around me. Above the circle, there’s sky and clouds and sometimes stars, and then inside of it there’s mountains and hills and maybe some water or we’d all be thirsty. And inside those mountains and hills, there’s birds and trees and people and rocks. But instead of being up there in the circle where I belong, I’m Underneath.

It’s sure as a day’s worth of sun. I know how long it takes for people to wake up from SS, and my eyelids are stuck tight. Sun, moon, and stars’ll come up over and over like they always do, and I’ll just be down here waiting for my bones to rot.

Do bones rot? I think back to the bodies I’ve seen, but my memory feels too sticky to be sure.

“June?” Warm air brushes across my face, the sound like an erhu. I try to turn my head away from the man’s breath, but my body doesn’t much care what I want. Another voice, different from the first, says, “We’ll tell you when she wakes up, Speaker Luokai.”

“How much longer do you think? She still has a chance?”

Luokai. The man who looks like Howl but old and sad, and also evilish. He made me take off my mask. Once again, I tell my head to move, my arms to push me up from this bed, my legs to run. It’s because of him that everything inside my circle—the sky, the mountains, the whole world—is now nothing but a tiny, black cave.

“Could you give me a moment alone with her?” At least I think that’s what he says. They speak funny, like the people in my memories. He sighs as the other men go, and it seems to hover over me, condensing down by my toes, making them tingle.

“You have to wake up,” Luokai whispers. It’s almost as if I can feel the shape of him, even without eyes or a face or body or the rest of it, trapped the way I am in my brain. “I’ll never forgive myself if you don’t.

“Your friends are…” Luokai’s pause is enough to tell me what he’s got to say is either bad or a lie, maybe both. I try to jerk my hands up again, to move my head, maybe swing my foot to kick Luokai in the head. The thought stirs the tingles in my toe, and they race up from my feet into my legs and then to my stomach and chest, battling across me like ants on dead meat. Dad used to call that feeling “fishing for spears,” and he laughed when he said it, but I still don’t know why.

By the time I was old enough to ask, he was too dead to tell me.

“Howl left just this morning.” My ears open at the sound of my friend’s name. “He’s better than he was before. He’s going to help your other friend, Jiang Sev, because the helis took her. Hopefully, they’ll both be back soon.”

The helis took her? I knew Howl and Sev weren’t supposed to be here anymore. We’d all still be locked in Luokai’s prison cell of a sleeping room if I hadn’t taken off my gas mask and let him infect me. But the blood and spit and fear gummed up around those words—they took her—fill my lungs with an inch more of water. Every bit of my new family, the ones who can’t get sick so they can’t forget that they like me. Gone.

Then my toe twitches—and every inch of me freezes, more freezing than SS could ever do to me. My toe moved because I told it to.

The tingling passes my torso and sneaks into my heart. Then past my neck, all the way to my face. And suddenly I realize that moving might be a possible thing, at least a little, if I wanted to.

It’s the choice of it that lets me stay still. I could move—but I won’t, not yet.

Open your eyes. There’s a voice in my head, and it sounds like a gore, but I ignore it. Not yet, I repeat to it. I know how to stay still even if the gore inside me doesn’t.

“I’m going to take care of you, June. You’ll be safe until they get back, I promise.” Luokai must be bored. Winding down a conversation he didn’t mean to get into with a person who can’t talk back. That was the same before he breathed SS into my mouth and locked me away. People forget you’re there, get bored, and wander away when you don’t talk back. Luokai’s knees crack as he stands. Not yet. He takes three steps to the door, each swish of his robe like thunder in my ears. Not yet. A faint hush when the door begins to slide open.

Now. I roll off the table and am out the door before it can shut again.

The blanket I have clutched around me wards off the wind pushing behind me as I run—try to run, my legs shaking like new workers at a City farm. Light is like a knife in my eyes. You’re going to fall, the gore howls inside me. They’ll catch you, and you’ll be stuck here forever. Staying isn’t an option, so I make my legs move, my feet dragging sideways across the stone. Hands grab fistfuls of my blanket, so I let it go, sending one of the Baohujia off-balance, the others stumbling over him.

Which lets me run. Toward the brightest, glaring light. A window.

Luokai’s erhu voice shouts, commanding me to stop or someone to stop me, though I sort of think if he wanted either of those things to happen, he’d probably do better trying them himself. I climb up on the windowsill, no glass to keep me back. Escape sings in me like the sun about to rise from behind the mountain in the air. But then my fuzzy eyes manage to focus on the ground. Fifty feet below. Jagged rock cut into tiered paths that promise no soft landings. No reliable handholds until at least fifteen feet below the window.

Footsteps behind me, my whole body tense as a gore ready to pounce. You’ll die either way. The gore doesn’t seem very concerned about this. Die on the rocks or locked in a room by a Seph.

The thought seems to go clear in my head like good bottle glass. I can’t be trapped again. Not by someone with SS. I can still feel water closing over my head, cold as a snow angel’s bum. Dad’s fingers pressing hard into my shoulders as he held me down.

Everything around me seems to fade: just me and the drop below.

My foot skids across the stone windowsill, the rest of me following, poised over the drop like a boulder at the top of a cliff that you just want to push. JUMP, something inside me says. It’s a new voice, one that sets the gore’s hackles up inside me. JUMP, it says, taking hold of my muscles. And while I usually ignore the gore, this voice seems to know about life and the circle and things. It’s showing me the path I can run, the way out of this trap, the way to safety, never mind the drop. So I jump.






CHAPTER 7 Tai-ge


WATCHING CAPTAIN BAI’S FACE GO blank—his opinion of me sinking with every word that comes out of my mouth—is almost physically painful. He agrees to take me on a tour of the perimeter instead of briefing me on Mother’s specific plans. Despite the urgency of the situation. Despite direct orders.

Every time he begins on that subject, I interrupt, trying not to acknowledge Mei listening intently at my elbow. The buildings feel so close together in the Third Quarter, clustering like comrades at the end of a factory shift. It makes it difficult to see the physical boundary of the area Captain Bai has cleared—torches set in concrete-filled buckets that form a line between us and the infected—until we’re right on it, the smoky blast from the torches an instant change from clear air to poison.

Mei draws in a shaky breath, her uncovered nose twitching.

Putting a hand on Captain Bai’s shoulder, I keep walking, focused forward as if I can’t see her struggle to inhale.

“I need…” She gasps, wet, ugly sounds that shake her solid frame. “Major Hong, give me a…”

I wave at the two soldiers trailing along behind us to pull her out of the gas cloud—“Find her a mask, would you?”—even as I push Captain Bai around the edge of the building where the torches start, each about ten feet apart.

“It’s unwise to bring your assistant any closer—” Captain Bai shuts his mouth when I put a hand up, leaning to peer around the old bricklayer housing to check that she can’t come any closer. Mei resists the soldiers, her eyes furious as she tries to follow us with an elbow shielding her nose and mouth. She stumbles to her knees, coughs racking her chest.

“I’d rather keep the General’s orders between the two of us.” I turn back to him. “Tell me the details of the directives she gave you. I want to start with distributing supplies, because I feel coordination with the people stuck here will be better facilitated if—”

Captain Bai’s head gives a jerky shake. “They didn’t send us supplies to feed anyone but ourselves, Major Hong.” He looks out at the buildings, everything beyond the torches that I can see silent. Waiting.

“What do you mean?”

The captain abruptly pulls his gaze back from the street winding between the crumbling brick of the buildings and stares fixedly at my collar, his eyes a little too hard.

The change is so abrupt it has me searching the worn cobblestones for an assailant or something that could elicit such a strong reaction from a hardened patroller. All I see is a bit of torn fabric on the street. Something black and fuzzy mixed with red… it takes a moment before my eyes sew the pieces together, the bits all that’s left of a doll. A comrade in uniform, the same ones factories turn out by the hundreds.

How did such a thing come to be shredded just on the other side of the torch line? I look back at Captain Bai, his eyes still focused on my collar, my stars. “What is it the General asked you to tell me?”

The Captain draws a heavy plastic envelope out of his coat, almost like a packet of water purifier but as long and wide as my hand. “Open it. But be careful not to get it on you.”

I turn it over, looking for a way to open it, but it’s sealed on all edges. The captain waits a moment before impatiently taking it back and pulling a knife from his coat pocket. “Don’t you have a knife? Standard issue for patrollers.”

Yet another thing wrong with me. I think back to the knife Sevvy and I passed around in the heli. I gave it to her when we were young as a way to defend herself. Back then, she treasured it because it was something of mine. I look down, forcing myself to focus as Captain Bai slits the envelope, then holds it open to reveal the brown powder inside.

The next time I saw that knife, it came out of Howl’s pocket. At first I’d thought he took it from her. That it was one of the reasons he frightened her. But after a while, it was apparent that she’d given it to him. Allowed him to swap out the unassuming blade to turn it into a true weapon. Something that had once been mine, and he made it his.

Sevvy was also mine, or so I’d supposed.

What does that even mean? Mine. I’d always thought the expression was supposed to be sweet, but maybe it never was.

“What is it?” I ask, watching the careful way Captain Bai holds the package.

“Growth regulators, sir.”

I rack my brain, trying to understand. The weaker variety can be used to ignite an explosion when paired with heli fuel, as I did back when Sevvy and I were breaking into the camp at Dazhai. But one explosion wouldn’t…

But then it hits me. In concentrated forms, growth regulators combined with water form a toxic gas cloud. Death within twenty-four hours for anyone who breathes it. “Growth regulators?” I almost can’t say it. We’re here on a mission to help people, and Mother sent me with poison?

“They’re diluted. Only enough to cloud a few blocks at a time. We’re meant to put them at strategic positions down the Aihu River, which, with our gas masks, will give us a clear path to the wall. Once on the wall, we can secure the gate. Then, after we’ve radioed for extra units to come, we’ll use the torches to push out from the river to enter the mask factory.” Captain Bai blinks a few too many times. “If we don’t contact the two units within range within the next forty-eight hours, they could move too far for us to reach. General Hong has, understandably, not shared our plans with anyone other than me.”

My mind spins, remembering the inadequate-looking piles of boxes we brought with us under the heli. Poison. It’s fast. Efficient. But my chest seems to clench at the thought of using it on infected here in the City. The people I came to help.

“Let me think.” I look back out into the quiet buildings past the torch line. Isn’t staff part of what we need? Thirds who know what materials are required to make masks and how to use the equipment in the mask factory? “Have you had a chance to communicate with the people here? There must be someone out there of rank who could help us coordinate clearing a safe pathway to the gate. They’re our people.”
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