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This book is for Hudson, who lights up every room he’s in.
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Somebody is going to die tonight.

Preferably, it won’t be me or Gabe. We’ve worked for weeks figuring out how to stay alive, gathering magical items, stocking arrows of all different status types, and cloaking ourselves in armor that will deflect sword points and turn us invisible if necessary. Now we’re waiting to get our hands on the boss ruling over this set of abandoned towers in our unnamed postapocalyptic city.

“You ready?” Gabe asks me over my headset. I flex my fingers, prepping them to dance over my keyboard and punch buttons like they’ve never danced and punched before. My character waits patiently in front of me on the center monitor, her shoulders rising and falling in a way more understated manner than mine would be if I were the one about to put my actual life at risk.

That’s not the only difference between us, of course. She’s tall. Strong. She moves as fast as a whip and says funny, clever things in her smoky voice whenever I give her the command to joke or flirt. Meanwhile, I’m all business. “Ready. Let’s go.”

Gabe is already moving toward the gaping black hole of a door. Gritty sand rises around his character’s combat boots with every step, and the moon shines down on him from overhead, just as it does through my real-life window. “If we can pull this off…,” he says into my ear. It catches me off guard, and I jump a little from surprise, as if he were really standing beside me speaking huskily into my ear. Which he is not, and which he never has, no matter how many times he’s driven me home from school. “It’ll be a realm first. It’ll be worth all those nights of skipping out on my friends to train.”

I give him an unconvincing laugh. “Yeah. I’ve been skipping out on my friends too.”

What friends? he’s polite enough not to say back. It’s hard to lie to someone when your best—and only—friend is their sister. Thank goodness for headphones, or Estella would be rolling her eyes on the other side of their shared bedroom wall right now.

But whatever. We’ve got a boss to kill. I make my character follow his silently, her feet moving so lightly over the dust left behind by a thousand battles that they don’t stir any of it up. That’s our party configuration: Gabe is the warrior who charges in and draws all the attention and the attacks, and I’m the rogue who slinks in behind him and destroys everybody from the dark. Most parties have at least a healer, as well, and we will too, as soon as we can convince Estella to join us.

I direct my character forward, and we disappear into the blackness of the room. I tell Gabe to hold back for a moment so that anything there can show itself before we stumble upon it. In the void I think I can hear my dad’s voice in my ear for a moment. Very smart, playing to your strengths. Though I know it’s in my head, I still jolt, jittery as I am. You’re small and should rely on your speed and your evasiveness, not up-front brute strength.

Those skills were part of the reason I chose to be a rogue in the first place, though much of the reason I love gaming is that I can be anything on that screen. Anything at all.

Besides, who am I kidding? There’s no chance my dad would approve of what I’m doing. I picture him back on the compound my mom and I left him at years ago, a self-sustaining home in the thick of the woods, unmarked on any map. He’s shaking his head at me. Frittering your time away on silly games when there’s a doomsday coming? Can you shoot a bow like your character can? Can you scale the side of a building? Can you creep soundlessly behind your prey before you cut them down? I don’t need to answer him. No. No, you cannot. You’re soft. When doomsday comes, you will fall with all the rest of them.

I realize I’m blinking very fast. “Zara?” Gabe says through my headset. “Are we good?”

“Sorry! Yes!” I send my character rushing forward, and for a while I manage to lose myself in the melee, in the spray of digital blood and the crunch of digital bone. Exhilaration floods hot through me. Gabe cheers in my ear.

“I’ll distract the final guard while you climb up high and attack from above, okay?” he says.

“That’s just what I was about to say.” My character climbs like a spider, digging fingers and toes into almost invisible crevices, and then I settle her on a rafter, where she can peer down on the carnage below. She loads her crossbow. Sets it. Waits. Allows the doubt to creep back in.

Wait. That’s me. You should be exercising more than your fingers, Zara, says my dad, his voice disapproving. Like we used to. Drills with the rising sun. Hunting as that sun beats down on the back of your neck, burning it to a crisp. Falling to bed exhausted and hungry after failing to bag that deer you were hunting, because that is how you learn your lessons.

He wanted what was best for me. I knew that then, and I know that now.

It’s just that his idea of what was best for me was different from the rest of the world’s.

I refocus on the game as the final guard between us and the boss’s chamber lets out a loud roar and charges at Gabe. The guard is almost a boss himself, with impenetrable silver armor covered in swirls of browning blood from his many kills. This is where every party has been wiping so far, because they didn’t notice what we have: the opening in the shoulder of his plate. His only weakness. Since he’s so tall, Gabe and I knew we couldn’t hit that spot from below. Someone would need to climb up high. Someone who has skill with a crossbow.

Gabe’s sword meets the guard’s with a clang and a grunt. I twitch my finger. Thwip.

The guard roars again, only this time it’s in pain. His fingers scrabble at his shoulder, but it’s too late. My arrow landed smack in the middle of his weak spot, and his armor is crumbling, falling off him as fine bits of ash. “Yessss,” I hiss into the headset. “It worked.” Now that his armor is gone, Gabe makes quick work of him, me contributing with arrows to stun and poison from above. When I leap down, a distance that would in real life potentially break an ankle but in the game just takes away a few hit points, he gives me a high five.

“It’s finally time,” I say. Electricity courses through me.

His character gives me a bow. “You do the honor.”

I trot forward, door key—which was a whole other quest to obtain—in my hand. My heart thumps. My fingers tingle. The door flies open and the boss cries out. We lunge in, ready to do battle, and—

Everything goes black.
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There are definitely worse times to lose power. Like, I could be splayed on a cold steel operating table, blades and fingers probing my heart, tiny electrical pulses the only thing keeping my blood going glub-glub.

But I’m not. I’m in my bedroom, seated in the cushioned black chair that spins so I can go back and forth between my three computer screens. All of which are currently black.

We were so close to finishing that battle. So close. As much as I try to tell myself things could be worse, that I could be bleeding out during surgery, I still release a string of curses loud enough to wake the dead. My fists ball at my sides, and I push my chair back so I don’t put them through the center screen.

I hear my mom’s feet hit the ground from the other side of the house, and all my muscles tense at once. Like magic, she appears in my doorway. She’s nothing more than a shadow, at least until she speaks. Her voice is low and deadly. “Zara. Elizabeth. Ross.”

I kind of wish I’d woken the dead instead.

“I’m sorry—” I start, but she bulldozes right over me.

“Do you realize that this is the first good night’s sleep I’ve been able to get all week thanks to the budget crisis at city hall? Did I not tell you to keep quiet unless the house was on fire and you couldn’t figure out a way to quietly put it out?”

I want to apologize again, but I know better than to interrupt her once she starts going. We’re alike in that way: when we’re onto something, we don’t let it go till we run out of energy, which is great when it comes to studying for a test or defeating bosses, but less great when you’re on the wrong end of a lecture.

My mom takes a deep breath. I brace myself, but something catches her eye outside my window, and she squints. I can just barely see the lines of her face and the wild tangle of her hair. “Did the power go out or just the streetlight?”

I seize upon any opportunity to spin a bit of her rage off me. “Yes! The power. Can you believe it?” I wave my arm at the window, which is a square of darkness, the moon a pearl in the top corner. “It’s not even raining or anything.” I glance at her sidelong to see if she’s buying it. Her lips are set in a thin line, and her eyes are still slits. “Our power company is the worst.”

I hold my breath for a moment, and then she sighs. I sigh with her. Lecture averted.

“They are the worst,” she says. “But let’s look at it as a positive: they got you off your computer.”

I roll my eyes. “Very funny.”

“I’m not joking,” she says. “Don’t you have to wake up in seven hours?”

“It’s easier to wake up early if you don’t go to sleep at all. It’s just like one very long night.”

“Zara!”

“Fine.” I glance at my screens. They’re still all too blank. “I’ll go to bed, even though I won’t be able to fall asleep. I’ll lie there and stare so hard at the ceiling that I might light it on fire, but don’t worry. I won’t scream and wake you up. I’ll just quietly burn to death.”

“I take it back,” my mom says, eyebrow raised. “The power company isn’t the worst. You are.”

“Good night, Mom.” I step forward and let her kiss my forehead, then wrap her arms around my shoulders and squeeze tightly.

“Good night, Zara,” she says, and she lingers a moment, like she wants to say something else. But she doesn’t. She knocks a hand on the edge of the doorframe, then turns and leaves. Her footsteps pad back down the hall, her door creaks closed, and I’m alone again in the darkness.

My fingers itch. Everything itches. It’s been only maybe ten minutes, but I miss my screens so fiercely that I don’t know what to do with all the energy coursing through me. We were so close. How can anyone expect me to relax?

I grab for my phone; the itching calms a bit as its cool glass slides into my hand. It vibrates as soon as it hits skin; it’s Estella. I picture her hunched over her phone, long black hair tied in a messy bun that wobbles on top of her head. I hear Gabe cursing through the wall, I assume you’re cursing too?

I send her a frowny face and, just for good measure, the bursting-into-tears face. Then the crossbow. She gets it and responds immediately. Sounds like it’s time to blow up the power company.

I hide a smile. Some of the tension drains away. I don’t think that will help the situation. She sends only a shrug in response.

I let out a groan and flop facedown on my bed with my phone still gripped in my hand. It feels good to have the only working device held tight against my chest—almost like a security blanket. I curl up around it and bury my face in my old stuffed walrus, letting exhaustion carry me off to sleep.
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I wake to the jaunty tune of my phone alarm, sweat matting my hair to the back of my neck. I grab for it and switch it off, then remember the whole power outage thing. I hop up, ignoring the dizzy tilt to the room that reminds me how stupid early it is, and settle back into my computer chair.

The screen blinks on. Relief washes over me as my computer runs through its system diagnostics. Power’s back. Everything’s okay again.

And school can wait a little while. I’ll skip my shower this morning. I’ll eat my Pop-Tart cold on the bus instead of taking the time to heat it up in the microwave.

After clicking into the game, I scroll through the logs from last night and swear. Several hours after we were kicked off, some other party achieved our achievement. We could log back on tonight and try again, but we’ll no longer be the realm’s first.

I have to kill something right now. I port my character into the nearest free-for-all arena, where I content myself by mercilessly slaughtering some other players, which gives me a surprise quest, so I might as well—

“Zara Elizabeth Ross.”

I jump a little in my seat. It takes a moment to disconnect from the world of the game, to transport myself from the gritty, bomb-blasted arena to the bland eggshell-white walls of my suburban Los Angeles home. Another moment to translate the ominous in-game music to the stern voice of my mom. “What?” I say, irritated.

“Aren’t you going to miss your bus?”

As if on cue, the roar of the bus echoes from down the street. I jump to my feet. “Crap.” So much for a Pop-Tart at any temperature. I grab my backpack, wash some toothpaste around in my mouth, allow a precious second for my mom to kiss me on the forehead, and make it out front just in time to stumble up those gum-crusted steps.

Estella’s already in our seat in the safe back-middle: not far enough up front to be smirked at, but not in the best places in the back (the best, at least, until senior year finally rolls around and we’re allowed to drive to school).

“You look grungy today,” she says in greeting. She is the opposite of grungy, as always: her eyelashes are dark and full against her light brown skin, and her thick black hair is tied back in two long, frizz-free braids. “Have you ever heard of a brush?”

I flop down in our seat. “Good morning to you too.”

She graciously grants me use of the comb she keeps in her purse along with some of her mascara. By the time we rumble into the school parking lot, I feel like a vaguely presentable human being.

“This is a waste of time,” I say as we push our way through the crowd. Cigarette smoke drifts inward from the edges somewhere. The main school building looms above us, a monstrosity in white stone and peach stucco. Estella stops occasionally to wave at someone she knows or greet somebody with a “Did you do the homework?” while I wait silently at her side.

“Being here is always a waste of time,” Estella agrees.

“It’s so stupid that they make us come in these last few weeks. We don’t actually have anything to do.” We pass through the front doors. The air-conditioning hits us in the face with a wave of cool air; it should smell sweet and sterile, like air-conditioning everywhere, but instead it always smells faintly of dirty socks and floor polish and whiteboard markers. “It’s June. AP tests are over. All the teachers are phoning it in.” We’re both in as many AP classes as we could fit into our schedules, the exception being gym (not offered as an AP class, which is good, because I’d probably want to take it for the GPA boost, and I don’t know if I could handle AP gym). “Can’t wait to watch more movies from the nineties.”

“We’ve been doing stuff in comp sci.”

“Yeah, but that’s hardly work.” Estella and I are the only girls in AP Computer Science, and we’re partners for basically every project we’ve needed a partner for.

Funnily enough, I feel brighter and more alert today than I ever have at school—guess that’s what happens when you get more than five hours of sleep on a school night. Too bad it’s wasted mostly on pretending to watch movies. AP Bio’s film of choice is some documentary about cells, which plays at the front of the room as our teacher snores on his stool and kids whisper around me. I keep my eyes on my phone in my lap, fingers dashing over the screen. Estella is off in chemistry “watching” a movie about genetics or eugenics or something, but really she’s sending me snapshots of her face through different filters. Estella as a dog. Estella with heart eyes. Estella with rainbows pouring out of her mouth.

And then a notification pops up from Gabe. He drives me home sometimes, so it’s practical to have his number in my phone in case I have to let him know I’m running late or ask him how long he’s staying after school. We don’t text each other much, sticking generally to talking in the world of our game. Giving each other battle advice. Planning strategy for the fights ahead. It feels strange to say that my voice sticks in my throat around him when we’re together in real life, given how easily it comes out over the headset.

We’re both different in the game than we are in real life. Him? He plays sports, goes to parties, has a million friends. Sometimes I see him walking through the halls with his arm thrown around a pretty girl’s shoulders, even though he doesn’t have a girlfriend right now. He doesn’t, right? I would know. Estella would tell me. Wouldn’t she?

And me? Do I really even have to say it? Just look at me sitting here in AP Bio. Everybody around me is buzzing to one another, whirling with activity: showing each other things on their phones; whispering in friends’ ears; making plans to do something later. They’re like a school of fish, and I’m like a fish that’s not part of their—no, I’m more like a rock. Or a sea cucumber. I’m here, alive, but I can’t even communicate with all the other fish.

My phone buzzes again. Another message from Gabe. I bow my head to read it. How you doing today?

Bent double under the crushing weight of my disappointment, but I’ll probably survive, is what I want to say, but I’m already second-guessing myself. Does it make me sound too weird? Probably. So what I actually send is, I’ll live. How about you?

Hobbling around under the crushing weight of my disappointment, he says. A smile tugs at the corners of my lips. But I think I’ll probably live too. Carry on!

I send back a fist-pump emoji, then tuck my phone away and sigh. Gabe and I have been playing together since the night almost a year ago that I slept over Estella’s house and heard him shouting at the screen through their shared bedroom wall. He padded out for breakfast in the morning, yawning and scratching, and maybe it was the fact that he was still half-asleep that gave me the courage to ask him what game he played. Apparently, he’d just begun the journey into Dark Avengers, and I offered to help him level up. Of course, I didn’t tell him I had to pay real money to transfer to his server. The rest is history.

My hands fidget in my lap. I wish I could go to comp sci early and work on one of my passion projects, but that’s during last period. I reach for my phone again, thinking maybe I’ll send Estella some funky selfies of my own, when a ball of paper hits me on the side of the head.

The situation deserves an annoyed look and maybe a scowl in the direction of the thrower. I know that. It’s just a ball of paper, and it didn’t hurt me.

And yet I overcorrect, nearly falling off my chair, making its legs squeal nearly as loud as the sound that comes tearing out of my throat, because for a second my lizard brain thinks I might have to fight. My head falls into my hands, and I make myself take deep breaths, trying both to calm myself down and to avoid the stares of the suddenly silent room. “Hey,” says Mitch Brown, who was almost certainly the thrower. “You okay? It was just a ball of paper. I was trying to throw it at Josh and missed, not—”

He stops short, as if someone’s elbowed him in the side. And then someone hisses, “Stop talking, you’ll make it worse.”

I know that voice: it’s Callie Everett, who has extremely shiny hair and even more extremely white teeth. I smile into my hands in appreciation for her words, and then she continues. Quietly, like she thinks I can’t hear her. “Did you not go to our middle school? She’s the one who used to have panic attacks all the time. The more you focus on her, the worse she gets. Just stop.”

Murmurs rise again, and the blackness of the backs of my eyelids is soothing, and chairs start to screech, and soon it’s like Mitch never threw anything at all.

My phone buzzes again, but I don’t even reach for it this time. Callie’s words are still spinning around in my head.

Panic attacks. Middle school. All the time.

A beat of silence. The thud of my stomach dropping. The feeling of my father’s ghostly fingers digging into my shoulder and squeezing hard.

No. Think about your projects. The coding you’re going to do later. Make up for all the time you missed with your fingers around tree branches instead of on keyboards. Staring at screens is as far away from your past as you can get, and that’s what you need right now.

But his fingers are still on my shoulder, and with them comes his voice.…

For a while after we moved, I’d hear my dad whispering in my head—the only place I’d heard him since I left, as he has no phone out there in the middle of the woods. You must prepare yourself, Zara, for the end of the world. It is coming. The world is not ready. You must be ready.

It took a long time for a flick of a switch turning into light, or the ease of plucking food off supermarket shelves, to stop being new and exciting. The sheer variety of food out here in the real world was something amazing—the first time I had french fries was a transcendent experience. And other kids? Well. There weren’t any other kids on the compound; I grew up rarely speaking to anyone besides my parents. I didn’t know how to play the games they played, or the jokes they had, or the strange rituals of beauty the girls were just beginning to participate in. Between those and the stress of being thrown into a world I’d always been told was about to end, it’s no wonder I had panic attacks in middle school all the time.

Electricity was the thing he always said would get me. It made people soft, and he didn’t want me to be soft. And it was too easy to lose. Much easier than people always thought.

One day my dad and I were on the perimeter of the compound, building traps. My dad was in the process of digging a deep hole we’d cover with brush. I was whiny and hot and impatient and wouldn’t stop asking him when we’d be done so I could go for a swim in our cool, clear lake.

If I’d been needling my mom, she would’ve snapped at me. But my dad only looked at me gravely. “Almost, Zara. We cannot get impatient. We must make sure everything is done properly, so that, come the end, we are not left flailing in the dark. Pay attention to what I’m doing.”

I paid attention for about two seconds and then started whining again, my foot kicking at the edge of the hole. “I don’t know why we even need traps.” My dad had been very clear these weren’t for hunting; they were for security. “We’re in the middle of nowhere, Dad. Nobody ever comes here!”

“They will.” He pointed at my feet. “You are standing on the edge of that hole, Zara. What happens if you fall in?”

I was not in the mood for a lesson. “I don’t know, I break my neck?”

“Exactly. Humanity lives on a knife’s edge, dependent on their creature comforts. Without those, they will fall.”

He reached for me. Thinking he needed me to help him out of the hole—which meant we were done!—I grabbed his hand, but he didn’t just grab back; he yanked hard. Already balancing on the edge, my feet went skidding over the side and into the emptiness.

He caught me, of course. One second I was falling and the next I was cradled in his arms, my cheek on his broad shoulder. He leaned in to whisper in my ear. “That’s how easy it is, Zara. That’s how everyone will fall. And the things I’ve taught you here? They will catch you.”

Only they didn’t catch me, did they? I was thrown here into this world I wasn’t prepared for, and now I feel like I’m always falling.
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I’m mostly feeling better by the time AP Computer Science rolls around at the end of the day; as much as I hate gym, being forced to jog around the track did release enough endorphins to chill me out a little. Still, I walk into comp sci and dramatically collapse into my chair anyway, because sometimes dramatically collapsing into chairs is fun.

“Rough day?” Estella says sympathetically.

I shrug. It hasn’t really been that bad. I’ve definitely been through worse.

She takes her seat beside me. Unlike my other classes, AP Comp Sci doesn’t have the standard school-issue desks attached to chairs with metal baskets for your stuff underneath; the room is set up with hexagon-shaped terminals topped by computers, the chairs regular and basketless. In front, the teacher has his own computer hooked up to the SMART Board so that we can see his coding demonstrated in real time. “My English class turned into an arm-wrestling tournament. I could barely breathe through all the testosterone and Axe.”

I rest my head on her shoulder in support. “At least you didn’t miss out on a realm first like me and Gabe.”

Her shoulder bounces up and down as she shakes her head. “Could’ve been worse. My cousin out in Barstow had her power go out while she was in the elevator. She was stuck there for three hours. Had to pee in her water bottle in front of some random guy.”

“Gross.” I wince.

“And did you hear about the people who got stuck on the roller coaster at Six Flags?” she asks. “Some kid threw up on them. I’d say you got off lightly compared to that.”

“Maybe,” I say dubiously, but then another thought occurs to me. “Wait, was that all last night?”

“Yeah, the power went out in bits and pieces all over the area,” Estella says airily. “Weird, right? You’d think either we’d all lose it or none of us would lose it.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Weird.”

Mr. Miller starts talking about our final projects, his voice a drone like a fly in my ear. I half turn toward my station, pretending to be looking at something on my screen as I pull my phone out of my pocket.

It’s probably nothing—no, almost definitely nothing. Estella was just mentioning some offhand information to make me feel better about what happened last night.

And yet as I google it, I realize I’m holding my breath.

She was right. I squint at the map as I scroll through article after article. The power outages last night made for a weird swiss cheese of electricity, with some neighborhoods and communities still with power and others beside them left without. It’s probably nothing. Some quirk with the wires. And yet…

As I walked back to the compound with my dad after building traps that day, I was in a sour mood. Not just because I’d scraped my arm falling into the pit before my dad caught me, but because he said it was too late for us to go for a swim. Mom was waiting with dinner back at the house, and “you wouldn’t want dinner to get cold, would you, Zara?”

“I’d rather eat cold food than hot food today,” I grumbled, flicking the sweat out of my eyes before it could burn. I didn’t particularly want my dad to teach me another “lesson”—falling into the pit and getting a scraped arm was pretty mild as far as his teaching methods went, and many of them ended with way more bruises of my own making—but I was annoyed, ready to hear about people who would have it way worse than me. Ready to hear why all these bruises and scrapes would be worth it. “How is everyone out there going to fall?”

My dad loped along easily, his eyes set straight ahead. Somehow he never stumbled over dead branches or hit his head on living ones, unlike me. “They will never see it coming. It will happen little by little—an attack here, an attack there. They will be tested, and they will fail because they will not be paying attention. You must always pay attention to your patterns, Zara.”

“My patterns,” I said obediently. “Right.”

He waved his arm in the direction of the deep woods. Shadows mottled his front with splotches of gray. “If you stumbled upon a large pool of blood on the leaves, with a trail leading away, what would you think?”

It strikes me now how blasé I was talking about large pools of blood. “I’d think that something started bleeding there, maybe a deer, and then tried to crawl away?”

He nodded, and I preened. “Right. That’s a natural pattern, one that doesn’t draw suspicion.”

Again: large pools of blood should probably draw suspicion. I’m aware of that now. But things were different then.

“But say that you stumbled upon several small pools of blood, with no trails anywhere. What do you think then?”

“Something’s fishy,” I say.

“Yes. Something happened there that is not usual. Not natural. You will want to stay alert. Pay attention.”

“But what would cause that?”

“People,” said my dad. “But it isn’t important. It was only an example.”

Just then I caught sight of our house through the trees, and all thoughts of patterns fled from my mind as I skipped forward. My mom was waiting on the front stoop. Her eyebrows were knotted anxiously together, but as soon as she saw me, her face relaxed into a smile. “Did you have a nice day, Zara?” Her hair was tied back in a loose knot, her apron speckled with something brown.

I nodded. “Dad was telling me about how everybody who’s not on the compound is going to die when doomsday comes. And it’s going to be bad when they all try to come here, so we have to protect ourselves.”

A wince crossed her face for a split second, just quick enough that I wasn’t sure whether I’d seen it at all. She glanced behind me—Dad had stopped out on the boundary to fiddle with one of our traps—then crouched down to look me in the eye. “There’s not going to be a doomsday. Don’t stress out about it too much.”

I blinked. “Of course there’s going to be a doomsday. That’s the whole reason we’re here.”

My mom glanced over my shoulder again, then licked her lips. She reached out to pat my arm, and her sleeve fell down to reveal bruises around her wrist. It was weird how she ended up with bruises like me, even though she didn’t run around in the woods and fall out of trees like I did. She asked about mine sometimes, asking over and over how I’d gotten them, but she never answered my own questions about hers. “We’re here because we love your dad, and because being here makes him happy. Everybody out there is not going to die.”

She’s wrong was what immediately crossed my mind. Obviously she was wrong. Because Dad said there was going to be a doomsday, and Dad knew everything.

But I wouldn’t tell her that she was wrong. Like Dad never straight-up told me when I was wrong. He’d say I had to figure it out for myself, because otherwise it wasn’t a real lesson.

Just as I was thinking that, my mom stood up so fast her knees cracked. “Don’t tell your father I said that,” she said quietly, and then her lips broke out in a wide smile. “Welcome back!”

I stepped away so that my parents could embrace, my mind buzzing. Just like my mind is buzzing now. And not just my mind. My stomach squirms. My throat dries out. My toes clench up in my shoes.

And all the while my parents’ words war in my mind.

Doomsday is coming.

There’s not going to be a doomsday.

Doomsday is coming.

It wouldn’t hurt to do a little more digging, would it? It’s probably nothing. Almost definitely nothing.

“Zara?” Estella asks. She’s leaning in, obscuring the lines of code already scrolling down her screen. “You okay? Are you having trouble with the problem?”

“No!” I say, feeling scandalized. Not about the “okay” thing, but about the idea that I might be having trouble with the computer problem. “I could solve this in my sleep!”

When I left the compound and touched down here in LA, I wasn’t entirely sure what to make of screens and computers. At first, the light radiating off them hurt my eyes, gave me headaches. My mom enrolled me in classes, saying that I had to catch up… and I realized it was the only thing I did that didn’t remind me of all I’d left. The sports she tried enrolling me in made me flash back to running through the woods, dodging branches or firing my crossbow. Artistic and cooking projects made me think about canning fruit or the colors of the trees in autumn. I had no previous associations with screens. They didn’t give me panic attacks. I could disappear into them, and I did.

Estella holds up her hands in surrender. “Okay, just asking.”

She returns to the problem, and I return to obsessing over something that’s probably, almost definitely—could be?—not happening.
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The end of the day finds me trailing after Estella as she chats her way through the crowds in the hallway as we head out. She’s bubbly. I’m determined. To get home. To figure out what’s going on. To make my dad’s voice in my head shut up about doomsday. To convince myself that I’m seeing things that aren’t there.

Estella does not understand my urgency. She’s talking to some girl from her art class, laughing over something the teacher did today, as I chew on the inside of my mouth and jiggle my foot beside her. Finally the girl says goodbye and speeds off to band practice. I exhale with relief as Estella and I take a few more precious steps toward the front doors, only to have her stopped by some guy who claims he wants to ask her what the homework is in calc but clearly just wants to flip his hair and flash his dimples and hope she notices. I glare at him until he goes away.

He does me the honor of casting a confused glance, one so quick that I know he doesn’t mean me to notice. I do, though, and I know what he’s thinking: Why does she hang out with her? The subject being Estella, the object being me. It’s a fair question.

A couple of weeks into high school, I was pretty sure I’d be equally as friendless as I was in middle school. Which was fine. (Or so I told myself.) I was used to sitting alone at the lunch table and being stranded in class when we all had to pair up.

And then I went to the bathroom. Which is not generally a momentous decision. But my mom had made me drink a lot of orange juice that morning because she thought I was coming down with a cold, even though excess vitamin C doesn’t actually do anything to heal the sick. So I found myself in the second-floor bathroom reading Sharpied back-of-the-door scrawls about who’d done what with whom (very informative) when a voice boomed from the loudspeaker: “Initiate lockdown. Initiate lockdown. This is not a drill. This is NOT a drill.”

I sighed. Cleaned myself up. Left the stall.

Was met by a glare from the area of the sinks. “What are you doing?” The girl’s voice ended in a squeak. I’d seen her around, but I didn’t know her name, just that she was always surrounded by a group of girls with equally shiny hair and smiles. “Someone might have heard that!”

Spoiler alert: it was Estella.

I went to sidestep her so I could wash my hands, but she got in my way again. “There might be a shooter out there. We can’t make any noise!” Her arms were shaking, and her eyes were currently shinier than her hair or her teeth. At that point I wasn’t so great at reading emotions in other people, but even I could tell she was terrified.

I softened. Sometimes I still forgot that everybody else hadn’t gone through combat training the way I had. And she was right to be terrified of a school shooter. I’d seen way too many smiling faces of kids my age on the news to take that lightly. “Say there’s a shooter,” I said, then lowered my voice to a whisper as her eyes widened. I watched my face in the mirror over her shoulder as I spoke, trying to make sure I looked sympathetic. Trying to make my dark eyes kind, my lips curve into a smile. It was hard to tell if it was working. “That would be bad. But the chance that they’ve been tactically trained and really know what they’re doing is very small.” I wasn’t going to have a panic attack for this, ironically enough. Even if I hadn’t gone through years of therapy to help me with them, my panic attacks in middle school had been saved for things that felt almost random, like wind hitting me at a certain angle. Not things I’d been trained to deal with.

Estella gestured around her, arm still shaking. “B-but look at this! It’s not like we could even run!”

That was true. The bathroom was a small one: three stalls (one out of order), two sinks, a tiny window high up on the wall that I wouldn’t have been able to fit through even as a toddler. “We wouldn’t need to run,” I told her, trying to sound as soothing as I could. Even if my stomach was starting to dance a bit nervously. If someone did actually come in here with a gun, we’d be in a bad position. But I’d spent so many years waiting for doomsday to come to me that now I was calmer than she was, she who hadn’t thought about it at all. And the most important thing was that I keep her calm so that she wouldn’t yell out and notify anyone seeking to do us harm.

She looked at me like I’d told her I took a sip of the toilet water and it was delicious. “What are you going to do? Fight?”

“Well, yeah,” I said. “I…” I trailed off. She was still giving me that toilet-water look, and I realized she thought I’d lost my mind. She’d think it even harder if I went on and told her all about my past and how it had prepared me for something like this. I had to pick an excuse. “I… did a lot of martial arts as a kid.”

Her voice rose to a fever pitch. “So you’re going to karate-chop the gunman? Do you really think that’s—”

A popping noise from outside cut her off. Whatever she was about to say turned into a shrill shriek as she dove into my arms. I stumbled back into one of the bathroom doors. “Those were shots!” she cried into my shoulder. Her hair was sticking to the sweat on my cheek. “We’re going to die, we’re going to—”

They hadn’t sounded like shots to me, but I didn’t want to say that and get her hopes up, just in case. I pushed her back by her shoulders so that I could look her in the eye. “We are not going to die,” I said, and I must have sounded commanding, because she stopped crying immediately. “Come on. Come with me.” I grabbed her arm and pulled her against the wall next to the bathroom door. If anyone opened the door, we’d be hidden behind it for a moment. Enough time for me to surprise them.

She followed, but she was trembling. “Hey, if you keep hyperventilating like that, we’re going to run out of air in here.” She looked at me with those glassy eyes, not even a hint of a smile on her face. “I’m joking,” I said hastily. “But you do need to calm down or you’re going to have a panic attack.”

She fixed me with a glare. Her hyperventilating was such that she must not have been able to speak with her voice, but her eyes spoke for her. They said, The only way I’m going to be able to stop hyperventilating is if I literally drop dead right now.

“Listen to me. Look me in the eye,” I said. I stared right at her. She stared right back. This wasn’t about respect or anything—it was about getting her to focus on one thing. To concentrate. No matter how much looking a stranger in the eye made my spine tingle with nerves. “Tell me what color my eyes are.”

She had to take a few shaky breaths before she could force the words out. “Brown.”

“They’re not just solid brown,” I said. “Look closer.”

She looked closer. Without her even realizing it, her breathing was beginning to slow. “I see… a streak or two of green. Black. Lighter brown.”

“Good. Good.” Her breathing was slowing even more. I took a deep, slow breath of my own. When I had been in a situation like this on the compound, whether I was stuck in the root cellar with the grumbling of what had to be a bear overhead or whether I was up in a tree hiding from the bad things my dad said were coming, I would focus on one thing to help calm me down. The repetitive whoop of a whip-poor-will out in the dark trees. The knot on a potato rough under my thumb. Filling your mind up with that one thing crowded out the other things, the stressful things. One of the reasons I’d had so many panic attacks here was because there was always so much going on around me in this new world.

But Estella’s breaths were already beginning to quicken again. She hadn’t done this before. There was only so long she could keep the terror away once she’d solved the puzzle I’d given her. “Now we’re going to breathe together,” I directed. I took another deep breath, but not deep enough where it made me dizzy. I glared at her until she took one too. “Good. Now another. Match me and count them. Tap me on the shoulder at every fifth breath.”

Tap.… Tap.… Tap.

She opened her mouth between breaths. “But what if—”

“Breathing, not talking.”

She didn’t listen. “What if he does come in here?”

“Breathe,” I said. She breathed, but she squinted at me at the same time. Again, her eyes spoke for her. No amount of breathing is going to protect us against a gun.

I dropped my voice, made it low and deadly. “If he comes in here, I will destroy him.”

She nodded. Her eyes weren’t quite calm, but they were a whole lot calmer than they’d been before. She trusted me. Somehow she trusted me.

We huddled together in that bathroom for a hundred breaths, two hundred breaths. We didn’t hear any more pops. We found out later that they’d come from a car backfiring and that the lockdown was called because a kid had snuck out to smoke earlier, gotten locked out, broken back in through an emergency exit, and tried to run and hide from the security guards. All we knew then, though, was that when the voice came back over the loudspeaker to announce that all was clear and we could proceed with our day, we were safe. Estella attacked me with the fiercest hug I’d ever received.

“If it wasn’t for you, I probably would have had a panic attack,” she said, her voice muffled by my shoulder. “Maybe even died. Thank you.”

I squirmed in her grip, exhaling in relief when she backed away. “Um, I don’t think you can die from a panic attack. But, um, you’re welcome.”

She left the bathroom first. I followed behind. We both nearly bumped into a group of kids coming our way. The boy at the front of the group gave me an annoyed look. “Watch where you’re going.”

My cheeks warmed. You’re the one who almost walked into me, was what I wanted to say, but when I opened my mouth, nothing came out.

A presence at my side. Estella. She’d harnessed the fierceness of that hug and was projecting it now at that kid. He seemed to shrink back. I expected to feel her hair crackle with lightning, hear thunder roar from her throat. “Back off,” she said, and she slung an arm over my shoulder. “Unless you want to try and fight her. I wouldn’t try it. She’d destroy you.”

He didn’t even reply, just scurried off with his tail between his legs. Estella stepped away and flashed me her brilliant smile. “Well,” she said. “Shall we go to class?”

So that day—and every other day since—is why I don’t begrudge her this dallying on the way out, no matter how much my mind is stewing with thoughts of the potential coming apocalypse. I don’t know where I’d be without her. She says the same about me, but it’s hard to believe her.

She finally finishes with the guy trying to flirt and turns to me. “Want to get a ride home from Gabe?” she asks. “He had to leave too early this morning for me to hitch a ride, but for once we’re both not staying after at the same time. He can drop you off, or you can come over.”

Getting a ride with Gabe would get me home probably ten minutes sooner than the bus. And there are… other benefits. That don’t include rehashing our loss last night. “Sure!” Am I blushing? I’m pretty sure I’m already blushing. “I should get home. Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me, thank him.”

The crowd in the hallway’s thinned out a bit, leaving enough room for us to walk through it rather than shove. She flings the door at the end of the hall open, and bright sunshine pours in. Walking into it almost feels like walking into another world. Cars zip past, too fast for the parking lot; the high white sun glitters off shining paint and hurts my eyes.

Gabe’s shiny silver car is parked all the way at the end of the last row, an island unto itself. He’s leaning against the hood, eyes closed and head tilted back. Sunlight washes his brown skin, his black curls. His Adam’s apple stands out in sharp relief, and his legs, muscled—but not too muscled—from playing soccer, are on display from the shorts he always wears, even during the winter. His eyes drift open as he hears our footsteps approaching. “It’s about time,” he says. “What, did you crawl here?”

Estella presses the back of her hand against her forehead. “You’re lucky we made it here at all. We were almost flattened by the thousands of cars we had to dodge on this endless journey.”

Gabe’s hand darts out and lands on Estella’s head. She squeals and jerks away, but it’s too late—he ruffles her hair, making her braids go lopsided. “You jerk!” she says, but she doesn’t sound especially angry about it.

She goes to toss her backpack in the trunk. I hang on to mine so I don’t have to make Gabe open his trunk when he stops at my house. The trunk slams shut, and Gabe steps around to the side of the car. I expect him to get into the front seat, but instead he opens the back door and does a funny sort of bow. “It’s not quite a spectral warplane, but I hope it’ll do.”

The spectral warplane was a potential item drop from the boss we didn’t destroy last night. “I guess we won’t be able to fly over the line to get out of the parking lot, then.” I climb inside as he flashes me a brilliant smile, like he’s pleased I played along.

My cheeks are ablaze.

“That’s fine, your own flesh and blood will just open her own door!” Estella says from the other side of the car.

Gabe and Estella keep ribbing each other in the front as we start driving, until Estella finally concedes. “Maybe I’ll finally join up as your healer.”

She won’t. We know she won’t. But we nod anyway. “Should we try again tonight?” I ask Gabe. Because I’ll definitely finish up my power outage research early. I’ll realize nothing is wrong, and then I’ll be ready for round two.

He clicks his tongue. “I wish. But I have a college thing tonight. Some kind of virtual orientation for club soccer.”

I droop, hoping he can’t see me in the rearview mirror. I keep forgetting that he’ll be going off to college after the summer: UC Berkeley, five and a half hours north of here. Will he still have time for me when he’s at college, surrounded by new and exciting people and things?

“No worries,” I tell him. “Have fun.”

“I will,” he says breezily. I don’t think I’ve ever been that breezy. About anything. “As long as the power doesn’t go out in the middle.”

“We just had a power outage,” Estella says. “They must have fixed whatever went wrong. I don’t think you have to worry.”

“You don’t know that.” The words burst out of me. “Maybe next time the power won’t come back on at all.”

Silence hangs in the car. Gabe clears his throat. My cheeks flame again, this time from embarrassment. Estella slowly turns to look at me.

“Sorry,” I say before she can say anything.

“Don’t be sorry,” she says. “But… I don’t think you have to worry about something like that.”

Estella doesn’t have my dad’s voice living in the back of her head. She didn’t grow up for ten years waiting for the world to end.

I venture, “It’s my dad. I’ve been thinking about him a lot today. He was kind of into all that… doomsday stuff.”

I hold my breath as she stares at me. “You never told me that,” she says. She sounds mildly interested, and the thought that she might spin it off into more questions makes my heart thump. I could tell her. I could tell her everything.

I wanted to tell her when we were younger. I planned on it for ages, at every sleepover we had after I “saved” her from that car backfire. I did trust her. But I kept stopping, afraid that she’d think I was weird or too different after all, and I’d lose the one real friend I had. So I didn’t tell her, and then too much time had passed and it just felt weird to come out with something like, Hey, I spent my entire childhood on a hidden compound in the woods, waiting for the world to end. Want to go get frozen yogurt? All she knows is that my parents got divorced when I was young and my dad still lives out east.

“I know. It’s kind of hard to talk about,” I say quietly. Sympathy dawns over her face, but I’m unmoved.

I’ll tell her next time.

“You know, if you ever want to talk about it, I’m here,” she says just as quietly. Her smile is tiny. “I always thought your story about knowing martial arts was bull.”

I nod. I don’t know if I can speak around the sudden lump in my throat. So I pull out my phone and pretend that I’m texting my mom until she turns around.

I hug her before I get out of the car. Just a tiny squeeze, one arm from the back seat, and I’m gone before she can touch me back. I shut the door after me, and it’s like I leave the incident behind.






6

At home I eat the Pop-Tart I didn’t eat that morning. I wash my hands carefully in the sink, whooshing every crumb down the drain. I take a deep breath before settling into command central.

And then the entire world opens up to me. My fingers dance over the keyboard, and with every click there’s something new: new information, a new map. You might think it’s different from the compound, that I’ve learned more in my short years with access to school and the internet than I did in all my time there. But I was learning all those years too. Aside from the homeschooling I received from my parents, teaching me math and reading and writing, I was learning about insect migration, and preserving food, and the precise slant of light through the leaves at every hour of the day.

I was learning about paying attention to something that doesn’t look right. Because out there, alone in the middle of the woods, something that’s off can get you killed.

So I load up a map and search for all of last night’s power outages, then layer them onto the map, one on top of another. I see the outage in my part of LA, the outage around Six Flags Magic Mountain, the outage that made Estella’s cousin pee in her water bottle out in Barstow. And those aren’t the only ones. There were outages in Needles, in Palo Verde, in Carlsbad. In Ridgecrest, in Shafter, in Lompoc. None of the towns between or around those areas were affected, and there were no storms or accidents or anything that would have caused them in such disparate places. At least, not that I can find.

And I look. I look hard. For a car accident that strategically hit the wires that connected power stations. For a freak rain squall that might not have been noted on weather apps. For… well, anything that would tell me I’m being ridiculous and wrong in thinking something’s up. In thinking that, like my dad always said, somebody is testing out a larger attack.

I don’t find it.
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I push my chair away from command central and bury my face in my sweaty palms. This is some kind of test for doomsday. Or at least, that’s what my dad would say. The signs are here. Could it really be true, though?

Could it really be some person or organization hacking into the power stations and causing selective outages to prove that they can? To prove that they have control over our electrical grids and can do it on a much bigger scale? I’ve seen articles like this about Russia or Iran or North Korea sticking their fingers in our grids, trying to gain access and sometimes even succeeding… though they haven’t actually caused power outages with their access.

Until now. Now somebody has.

My whole body is numb. I feel my heart hammering as if it’s coming from somewhere far away. It’s like all my years of progress, of learning to live in regular society, have unraveled in an instant, and I’m right back there on the compound, and the words don’t sound quite so wild coming out of my dad’s mouth in that serious tone.

But this is totally wild. Right? None of this feels quite real. I imagine turning around to find a dinosaur lurking behind me, and he’d laugh, and I’d laugh, because we’d realize we were actually in a dream. I pinch myself and it hurts.

I wish this were a dream. I wish I could close my eyes and pretend I haven’t seen any of this, the way another person would. Who else would look at this swiss cheese of power outages and see the end of the world except for me?

Maybe I never became so “normal” after all.

I have to tell someone. Maybe someone will inform me that there’s a logical explanation for all of this, except that I know in my gut there is no logical explanation for this, that my dad was right all along, that we should never have left the compound, that soon we’re going to fall into a giant pit and I have to let everyone know.

My mom. I have to call my mom. She works with the mayor. After we left the compound, she got a job in city hall as an administrative assistant, then moved quickly up through the ranks until she was running the mayor’s desk. She knows lots of important people—especially important people in other cities who could check their local power companies and make sure there aren’t any insidious viruses lurking in their code. She might think I’m insane, but I’ll convince her. I’ll make her understand. I know she can—she wouldn’t have lasted so long with my dad, living isolated out on that compound, if she didn’t believe at least a little bit that the world might end, no matter what she said.

Or maybe you want her to tell you that you’re seeing things again, a little voice whispers in my head. That doomsday isn’t coming.

No. That’s not what I want. My heart wouldn’t be racing like this if I didn’t see something real.

Right?

I call her cell first. When she doesn’t pick up, I call her work line. She answers on the first ring. “Mayor’s office, this is Dina Appel,” she says all in one breath. Despite everything I’m feeling right now, I can’t help but be touched by a small spark of pride that my mom’s come so far and achieved so much.

“Mom,” I say, and my voice breaks.

There’s a rustling on the other end. Her voice sharpens in that way moms’ voices do when they’re worried. “Zara? Is everything okay?”

“Mom,” I say, then stop. I don’t even know where to start.

“Zara,” she says, her voice sharpening further. “Do I need to—”

“Dad was right,” I say, and now that I’ve started, everything else comes spilling out. I’m panting by the time I finish, but a bunch of the stress has drained out of me. My mom is going to know exactly what to do, and then she’s going to help me save the day.

I wait. And wait. And wait, until she sighs. “Zara,” she says, and it’s like I’ve just leaned over and slurped all the stress back up. “Your dad wasn’t right about anything.”

I shouldn’t have mentioned my dad. If only I had stuck to what I’d found, what I’d noticed, then she would understand. She hears my dad’s name and it’s like a door slams shut in her mind. But I saw a pattern. I saw it. “But it’s not about him,” I say. Tears prickle at the corners of my eyes. “I’m the one who discovered what’s going on. He has nothing to do with it. Listen to me—”

“I can’t do this right now, Zara,” she says. That edge on her voice has returned, and this time I’m afraid I’m going to get cut. “I’ve been running around like a chicken without a head all day, and I’m exhausted, and I can’t think about your father right now.”

“But—”

“We’ll talk about this when I get home. It won’t be long. Okay?” She waits for me to mutter a chastened “fine.” “I love you, Zara. It’s not the end of the world. Everything is going to be okay.”

She doesn’t know that. She can’t know that.

But I don’t know what else to do. Who else to go to. I mean, I could try calling the local news or the power company, but there’s no chance any of them will believe me. Still, I pick my phone up, google the local news hotline, hover my thumb over the five key,…

… and hesitate. Because what if my mom is right? What if I’m totally imagining things, seeing things that aren’t there because I got all fizzed up from being reminded about my dad?

I tilt my head back, trying to keep the tears pearling up in my eyes from sliding out and down my cheeks. “I’m not losing my mind,” I say aloud. “I’m not, I’m not.”

But I can’t even convince myself.
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After a while of sitting there and wondering if I’m actually losing my mind, I can’t take it anymore. Like, my leg is jittering and my fingers are drumming, and it’s as if I just took something that’s making my insides bounce all around. So I visit my happy place: a postapocalyptic future hellscape.

My character greets me with her typical stony face. I kill a few radiation-mutated animals with my crossbow, and my shoulders begin to slump with the release of all the tension built up inside me. It’s good I’m getting the practice in. Well, kind of. This is probably what the world’s going to look like soon.

I shake my head at myself. As if responding, my character tilts her head to the side and sighs. It’s like she’s telling me that my mom’s right. That I’m imagining things. That of course if you’re thinking nonstop about doomsday, you’re going to see it everywhere you look.

My headset dings, the indication that a friend has just logged on. I have only one in-game friend. As I’m trying to figure out what to message him, he messages me. Hey, what’s up?

Usually this is where I’d hook us up via the headset, but I don’t really want to talk. Not out loud. Somehow things are easier when they’re typed out. Just killing things out of frustration. Hey, don’t you have your college thing?

Not for another half hour, so I thought I’d hop on and grind out some rep while I wait. Gabe and I are both working on building our reputation with one of the factions controlling parts of the city, which our characters can do by killing enemies of that faction. If we’re in good with them, we get access to some shiny new armor and vendors.

Not that any of it will matter in a few weeks. My fingers tense instinctively at the thought that doomsday may very well be coming and I’m sitting here playing a game.

If doomsday is really on its way, shouldn’t I be doing more to stop it? Doesn’t the very fact that I’m sitting here playing my game show me that even I don’t believe myself?

I’ll join, I message back, pushing those thoughts away. It’s kind of reassuring just to have them. Because if I were losing my mind, I’d lose all these thoughts, too, right? Isn’t that how it works?

Once I’ve ported to Gabe’s side, we carve a path of carnage through our newfound enemies. My heart slows down, but the drumbeat in my head doesn’t stop. Doomsday. Doomsday. Doomsday.

My headset dings, the sign that he’s trying to connect, but I hesitate only a moment before hitting decline. I don’t know how much my voice will betray how I’m actually feeling. Gabe doesn’t pressure me or anything, but the message chime sounds over my headset. Everything OK?

I take a deep breath, but my fingers are already moving. Do you ever feel like you’re losing your mind? Like everybody else sees the sky as its usual blue, but you’re looking up and seeing red?

The intimidating dot-dot-dot pops up and disappears twice, making my heart start racing again each time. Finally he says, I think everybody’s felt that way. What’s going on?

My fingers twitch, wanting to betray me, but this time I manage to hold them back. You know how I said my dad was into all the survivalist stuff in the car? How he thought the end of the world was always coming? I say, then pause, uncertain how much I actually want to share. Not all of it, that’s for sure. Something triggered me, and now I can’t stop thinking about it. Thinking that I’m seeing the end of the world coming. And it’s driving me kind of insane.

That’s the most vulnerable I’ve ever been with Gabe, and it feels a little bit like I’ve reached an ice cream scooper into my stomach and carved out some of my guts, then plopped them in a bowl and handed them over. We don’t typically do vulnerable. We don’t typically do real life at all—all our discussions over the headset and in-game pretty much stick to what monster to kill and what goal to chase next.

This time the dot-dot-dot appears and disappears one, two, three, four times. I bury my face in my hands. I shouldn’t have shared so much. Now he’s going to think I’ve gone insane, just like my mom does. He’s going to tell me not to worry, that of course the end of the world isn’t coming, that I’m seeing things, that—

Chime.

I lift my head to see his message: If the end of the world really is coming, is there anything you can actually do about it?

The only thing I can really do in my current position as a broke, nonfamous teenager is try to raise the alarm and tell people. I’ve already done that with the person most equipped to believe me, and she didn’t. I’m not sure now if even I believe myself… and if I don’t believe myself, how can I make other people believe me?
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