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PART I


GOLDSPORT




CHAPTER 1

The Lighthouse

ASTRID AWOKE TO FIND THAT her bedroom was filled with a strange, warm light. It faded in an instant, leaving her blinking in the darkness.

What had just happened?

The clock said that it was four thirty in the morning. The whole sanctuary was on an electricity curfew, so the light couldn’t have come from any of her neighbors. And it certainly wasn’t a dream—Astrid didn’t have those.

Then it came again.

Her whole bedroom pulsed, brimming with white light. It was dull on her wallpaper and bright on the glass of her picture frames. Then once more it faded, plunging her back into darkness. Silently, Astrid counted the seconds as they ticked by. Exactly a minute later, there was another flash.

A minute of darkness—a second of light. It could mean only one thing.

“Oh, hell yes,” Astrid whispered to the walls of her bedroom.

She jumped out of bed and went over to the window. It was a clear night, and in the starlight Astrid could just make out the glittering crescent of Goldsport—the seaside sanctuary where she’d spent her entire life. The harbor was socked in with a low-lying fog that stretched out into the bay, all the way to Puffin Island. There was a lighthouse on that island. It had been dead for years. And just now, for whatever reason, it had come back to life. The beam arced out over the water and across the sleeping village. Each time it passed across Astrid’s bedroom there was a flash, like a very slow knock-knock.

Anybody home?

Astrid turned to the window on the far side of her room, the one that looked out onto the Bushkirk house. She pulled up the glass. Cool air surged through the fine metal screen. “Hank,” she hissed as loud as she dared. “Wake up.”

Hank’s bedroom window sat exactly opposite her own. The Bushkirks had lived next door to Astrid’s family since forever, and Hank Bushkirk had been her best friend for as long as either of them could remember. As it so happened, Hank was also Astrid’s ex-boyfriend. But that was a much newer development.

“Hank,” she called again.

Still no answer. Astrid considered leaving Hank to his sleep. But no—the light on Puffin Island was too important to let him miss. It might not have been a ship on the horizon, or a plane blinking across the stars, but it was the closest thing to a sign of life out there that either of them had seen in years. And besides, it was also a good excuse to talk to him. They’d barely spoken since breaking up.

We didn’t break up. You dumped me. That was, in point of fact, the last thing Hank had said to her, nearly a month ago now.

Astrid pressed her ear to the window screen, listening for the high-pitched hum of flying singers. When she heard nothing, she carefully worked her fingernails into the frame and pulled the screen back. It creaked, shedding little skins of rust. Astrid braced the screen open and plucked an old coin from the collection on her nightstand. The coin had a picture of a bearded man on one side and a picture of a house with columns on the other. It was called a penny. It used to be worth very little, and today it was worth even less. She had loads of them.

Astrid took aim and flicked the penny against the screen of Hank’s bedroom window, where it made a loud, brassy ping. Astrid waited. She thought she could hear Hank rustling in there, kicking at his sheets. She flicked a second penny, and this one struck the wooden frame of Hank’s window, making a loud clack. Finally, Hank’s groggy voice rang out from his bedroom.

“Leave me alone, please,” he called.

“Hank, get up,” Astrid said.

“You’re going to wake Henry and Klara,” he said. He meant his father and stepmom, snoring away in their grand master bedroom. “Just because you can’t sleep, that doesn’t mean you have to bother us.”

“Just get out of bed for a second,” Astrid said. “Take a look outside.”

A moment later she heard the sucking sound of his window sliding open. Hank appeared behind the metal screen, knuckling his eyes in the darkness. Then his gaze focused on Astrid, and he blinked. It dawned on both of them at the exact same moment that she was wearing only an oversize shirt and that Hank wasn’t wearing a shirt at all. He quickly averted his eyes, and Astrid scooted back from the window and into the shadows of her bedroom.

It was going to take some practice, this whole just-friends thing.

“What is it?” Hank said, making his voice gruffer and deeper than normal.

“The lighthouse,” Astrid said. “It’s on.”

“Oh . . .” Hank turned so that he could look out into the bay. The lighthouse beam swung dizzily toward them, racing across their windows. The sight of it seemed, for an instant, to bring him a smile. But he blew it away with a big, bored yawn.

“Yeah,” he said, taking his eyes off of Puffin Island. “I could ask: Who cares? But the answer to that is obvious. You do. You’re the only one.”

“Come on,” Astrid said. “You can’t tell me you’re not the slightest bit curious.” She paused, giving Hank a chance to argue the point. He didn’t.

“I was thinking I’d go up to the wall,” she went on. “Want to come?”

“Why?”

“To get a better look.”

Hank only shrugged. “It’ll look the same from up at the wall as it does from down here,” he finally said.

“Maybe . . .” Astrid was trying her best, but she wasn’t about to beg. It wasn’t a pride thing—she was scared that begging would give Hank the wrong idea. “I’m going to go anyway,” she said. “You can come if you want.”

With that she closed the screen, carefully fitting it back into place.

“I wish you’d be more careful with that,” Hank said.

“There aren’t any singers out. I checked.”

“Just because you can’t hear any doesn’t mean they aren’t there,” Hank persisted. “Besides, if you keep bending that screen all over the place, you’re going to break it. All it takes is one crack.”

All it takes is one crack. Where Astrid and Hank were from, this was the informal town motto. Actually, it was more than that. In Goldsport, it was something akin to a single-sentence religion.

All it takes is one crack.

“If the singers get into your house,” Hank continued, “they’ll get into mine. They’ll get into the greenway and the plaza and everywhere.”

“You’re right,” Astrid said. “Sorry. Next time I’ll just message you.”

“Ha ha,” Hank said.

Astrid slid the glass back down and drew the curtain. She was disappointed, both with Hank for being such a slug and with herself for being unable to pull him out of it. But there was no use dwelling—she’d tried. And she and Hank had the rest of their lives to figure out how to once again act like normal humans around each other. Astrid dressed, then grabbed her binoculars. The Bushkirk house was silent. Hank must have gone back to bed. But then, just as she was about to slip downstairs, he called out to her.

“Just wait for me at the junction, all right? I’ve gotta get my suit on.”

In the darkness of her bedroom, Astrid smiled wide.

•  •  •

Astrid snuck past her father’s room, down the plush staircase, and out the front door. But she didn’t go outside. In the sanctuary of Goldsport, there was no such thing as outside. Her front door opened directly onto the greenway, a vaulted glass tunnel that crisscrossed the entire village, stitching it together. The tunnel connected directly to her front door, where the glass was sealed tight around the frame with molded rubber. It looked like something between a greenhouse and a hallway. Hence the name—greenway.

Every house in Goldsport was like Astrid’s. Everyone had screens on their windows and glass around their doors. It was the only way they knew to keep the singers out. Astrid’s own grandfather had thought it up. He was the famous Ronnie Gold—hotel owner, real-estate developer, and founding investor of the sanctuary that now bore his name. Grandpa Gold had been dead for twenty years, but the greenway had outlived him. It was a commonly accepted fact that without it there could be no Goldsport.

Astrid’s footsteps echoed down the greenway as she made for the junction. Above her head the glass sparkled in time with the spinning of the lighthouse. Hank arrived just moments after her, the elastic cuffs of his puffy white pants pulled tight over the tops of his rubber boots. The upper half of his bee suit was unzipped, hanging loose around his hips. Under that he’d put on a shirt that read: WORLD’S 2ND BEST DAD. It had a picture of a rather shabby silver cup on it.

“I just want to point out,” Hank said, “that going up to the wall is a bigger pain in the ass for me than it is for you.”

“Noted,” Astrid said. This was, after all, undeniably true.

Together they continued down the greenway, bypassing junctions that led to their neighbors’ homes. They cut through the dairy garden, where the milk goats were all dozing in their stalls, and stepped out into the plaza—an open expanse of sandy ground under a glass dome. It was the largest safe space in the sanctuary, and if you closed your eyes and squeezed your toes through the sand, you could almost imagine that you were outdoors. Which was exactly the point.

“You want to go out the western hatch or the harbor hatch?” Astrid asked.

Hank paused to think this over. “I saw my father working on the roster yesterday,” he said. “I think Mr. Collins is posted to the western hatch.”

Astrid snorted. If old Mr. Collins had pulled overnight guard duty, there was about a 5 percent chance that he would still be awake to hassle them about leaving the greenway in the near dead of night. “The western hatch it is,” she said.

Sure enough, a few minutes later they came upon Mr. Collins in the last junction at the edge of town, at his post but dead to the world. The old man had dragged a beach lounger down the greenway and was curled up on it in a deep sleep. His little gold-framed eyeglasses had slipped off, snagged in the thick coils of his beard. Beneath the lounger lay his village-issued rifle, a paperback spy novel, and a mostly empty bottle of wine. It was the only stuff Mr. Collins ever drank, and rumor had it that it used to be one of the most expensive wines in the world. Mr. Collins had a whole cellar full of it. Apparently, he was once something called a “venture capitalist,” though no one had ever successfully explained to Astrid exactly what that was.

“My father needs to take him off the roster,” Hank whispered, looking down at Mr. Collins’s peaceful, sleeping face. He gingerly removed the glasses from Mr. Collins’s beard and tucked them into his shirt pocket so they wouldn’t break. “He’s just too old for this.”

“Other than the two of us, who isn’t?” Astrid asked.

Mr. Collins was a hair over seventy, but that still made him one of the younger investors in Goldsport. Meanwhile, Astrid and Hank represented 100 percent of the under-eighteen set, and the next youngest people they knew were their own parents. She’d never gone through the trouble of calculating it, but Astrid guessed the average age in town was somewhere around eighty.

“What do you mean ‘us’?” Hank asked. “I’ve got two months on you. If anyone should be getting extra chores, it’s a baby like you.”

Astrid looked at him. “Was that a joke?”

“Could be,” Hank said. He ran a hand through his hair, which was sticking out every which way. “Pretty amazing, huh? That I can crack a joke? After you smashed my heart and all?”

Astrid grinned. That, right there, was progress.

They stepped around Mr. Collins and continued down to the western hatch. Here a series of heavy woolen sheets, cut into slits and doused with insecticide, hung before an exit chamber. The insecticide was called “quiet,” so everybody in town called this exit chamber—and the others like it—the “quiet room.” It looked like a glass box affixed to the side of the greenway.

Hank could go no farther without putting on the rest of his bee suit. He pulled the top half over his shoulders, arms tunneling through the oversize sleeves, fingers sliding neatly into leather gloves pinned at the cuffs. His bonnet looked something like a birdcage, with a wire frame supporting a fine mesh veil. Hank fit it over his head, zipped up the front of the suit, and buttoned the fastener.

“Can you check my straps?” He held his arms up and rotated in a slow circle. There were no gaps, but Astrid tightened a buckle here and there.

“All good,” she said.

“Thanks.” Hank completed his turn, and the two were suddenly very close, face-to-face. He fell silent. Astrid knew that in this darkness he must be able to see the purple in her eyes—jagged flecks of color that glowed like fox fire. If Hank looked really close, he’d be able to see those little shards of light wriggle and pulse. Even when the two of them had been more than friends, the sight of her glittering irises had freaked Hank out. There was a reason why he used to always close his eyes when they kissed, and it had nothing to do with romance.

Hank dropped his gaze from Astrid’s face. Then he turned and pushed his way through the layered wool and into the quiet room. Astrid followed. There was no need for her to go through all that sweaty business of strapping into a bee suit. All she’d had to do before leaving home was pull on a faded pair of jeans and a hoodie. That was because Astrid was immune to the singers and the terrible disease that they carried. Her purple eyes, her dreamless sleep—these were just side effects of her condition. Astrid was the only person in Goldsport who could dare go outside with even an inch of skin exposed. The only person in the whole world, as far as she knew.

Not that that was saying much.

The world was a pretty empty place.



CHAPTER 2

The Wall

OUTSIDE IT WAS STILL DARK, but the woods were waking up. Songbirds called from atop the pines. A barred owl hooted. And there, tucked into the spaces between these sounds, Astrid could detect the faintest purr.

It got louder as they approached the forest. There were different pitches—looping and dipping, knotting and untangling. A rich harmony of hums. This was the sound of singers, thick in their summer swarms. This was the song that had ruined the world. Still, no one could tell Astrid it wasn’t beautiful.

Hank missed a step when he heard it. He was perfectly safe from those horrid bugs in his bee suit, but their song still sent a shiver through him. Astrid couldn’t blame him. Just one bite would have been enough to undo the person that Hank was. Just one bite would have cast him down forever among the wicked.

That’s what they called the disease—the wickedness.

It was a virus. Forty years ago it spread across the world, carried on the buzzing wings of the singers. The virus traveled through their beastly, sucking mouths and into the veins of the people they bit. There it wormed its way into your brain and unmade you. The virus silenced your imagination, and empathy, and kindness. It robbed you of your inhibitions, your instinct for self-preservation, and your ingrained sense that hitting people in the head with rocks is wrong. The virus could turn even the gentlest grandfather into a grinning, homicidal maniac. Infected sisters drowned their brothers in stopped-up sinks. Infected fathers set fire to the cribs of their children. So there was no word more fit for the sick than that: the wicked. They had torn the world, and everyone in it, to tatters. As far as anyone knew, only Goldsport had survived.

As for the singers, they were still a mystery. Astrid had read everything she could find about them in the sanctuary archives, but none of it amounted to very much. The singers resembled mosquitoes, so some scientists thought that they were a new species. Others guessed that they were just normal mosquitoes, and that the virus had changed them, as well. Whatever the explanation, the little purple monsters were tough as nails. The old-fashioned pesticides that worked on normal mosquitoes might as well have been bubble bath to the singers. They could survive being poisoned, crushed, gassed, and frozen. If they’d had more time, perhaps the scientists would have discovered where the singers came from. But then the world fell wicked, and there were no more scientists. Nobody left to answer questions. Hardly anybody left to even ask them.

“All right,” Hank mumbled, half to himself. “Let’s get this over with.”

He set up the road quickly, keeping his eyes locked on the crumbling asphalt. Astrid followed, rushing to catch up. The wall stood atop a crescent of hills that ran the length of the Goldsport sanctuary. To get there they’d have to climb, passing through the singer-infested forest.

It wasn’t long before Astrid and Hank could see them.

The singers drifted among the trees, dizzy and luminous as fireflies. Their wings glowed a dim but constant purple—the exact same hue that flickered in Astrid’s eyes—which made them easy to spot as they twirled through the branches. Soon they sensed Hank’s passing and descended. The singers’ wings bled like watercolors as they moved, leaving fading violet contrails in the air behind them. One of them landed on the shoulder of Hank’s bee suit, mouthing for holes. Others bounced repeatedly into the mesh of his bonnet. A few singers brushed against Astrid on their way to the feast, but they didn’t pay her any mind. They didn’t even seem to realize that she was there.

A short time later Astrid and Hank arrived at the wall. It towered over them, twenty feet high and topped with an opulent crown of razor wire. As with the greenway, Astrid’s grandfather had built this wall. And as with the greenway, it was beloved by the old folks in Goldsport. It represented for them not just a promise of safety, but more important, a promise that had been kept. The wall loomed at the edge of their sanctuary like a silent, loving father outside his child’s bedroom door. But to Astrid, the wall just looked like an ugly heap of concrete and twisted metal.

The wall had only one opening—a massive chain-link gate that cut across the road. The gate was locked, of course. But they could see through it. The road continued down the leeward side of the hills and into a sucking yellow bog in the valley beyond. Where it went after that, Astrid couldn’t say. In her whole life, she’d never been farther from home than this.

To one side of the gate stood a watchtower, which rose up into the canopy. To the other was a rusting tank. It was a relic from years ago, long before Astrid was born, back when the singers first flooded into the woods and the wicked first began to grin and jabber and stab. The tank had its gun aimed directly at the gate. There was a word spray-painted onto its dusky metal flank—a name.

MOTHER.

“Come on,” Astrid said, making for the watchtower. Hank followed, bringing along with him the little swarm of hungry singers. They climbed a rickety set of stairs and stepped out onto a windswept wooden platform up above the treetops. Layer by layer, the wind stripped away Hank’s cloud of singers, and they swirled off into the night like sparks from a dying campfire.

“Man . . . ,” Hank said as he gazed out over the harbor. “Totally worth getting out of bed at four in the morning for this.”

Astrid ignored him. She went to the railing and pressed her binoculars to her face. She could see the rocky shoreline of Puffin Island. The lighthouse was an ivory needle against the black ocean. The lamp up top blazed and spun.

Per the official story, Puffin Island was uninhabited. The lighthouse had come on a few times before, but whenever it did people would ignore it. Astrid’s dad said that it was automated. According to him, the flickering light was due to nothing more mysterious than the aging, malfunctioning equipment. Failing engines and rat-gnawed wires. The slow death of everything that belonged to the world before the wickedness.

Astrid didn’t buy it.

She couldn’t say exactly why she didn’t buy it. She simply didn’t. She had no hard evidence—just a loose collection of odd coincidences that seemed to add up to something more. There was the way people in town would fall silent and drop their eyes to their shoes whenever Astrid asked them about Puffin Island. There was the fact that whenever they went out fishing, people would steer their boats clear of the lighthouse. And, of course, there was that one evening when Klara, Hank’s stepmom, wondered aloud if they shouldn’t bring some of their leftovers to “those poor people out there on the island.” Though that last piece of evidence wasn’t as good as it sounded—half the time Klara didn’t know who Hank was, and the other half she got him and her own husband mixed up.

Flimsy evidence, all in all. But it was enough for Astrid. She was convinced that the whole town was lying about Puffin Island. Convinced that there were people out there, on that little rock in the bay. And for some reason that Astrid couldn’t fathom, nobody in Goldsport wanted to admit it.

“You know,” Hank said, joining Astrid at the railing, “it really looks different from up here.”

Astrid pulled the binoculars from her face and caught him gazing down at Goldsport. They had a view of the entire sanctuary, from the beautiful Gold-family beach house to the empty ruins that littered the north shore. The greenway twinkled. With the domed glass plaza sitting at its heart, the whole town looked like a crystal octopus.

“I guess I always forget how small it really is,” Hank said.

“Me too,” Astrid said.

A lie. Really, she never, ever forgot.

Hank rested his elbows on the railing, shifting to get comfortable in his bulky suit. His eyes went from their town out to the little shard of light on the horizon.

“You know,” he said, “even if there is a family living out there . . . I mean, what makes you think they’re true?”

That was what they called people who hadn’t been infected by the wickedness. It divided the world neatly into categories—wicked and true. Astrid was the only person in Goldsport who didn’t fit into either of them.

“Well, for one thing,” she said, happy to play along, “if the people on Puffin Island are wicked, wouldn’t they have come for us by now?”

Hank shifted in his suit, looking askance at Astrid. “Maybe they don’t have a boat?”

“I don’t think the wicked work that way,” Astrid said. “I think if they saw the lights in town and wanted to hurt us, they’d swim.”

This was just a guess—Astrid had no personal experience with the wicked. In fact, their sanctuary hadn’t had contact with any outsiders, wicked or true, in decades. The thinking was that everybody out there had either fallen to the illness or been killed by the ill. Which was exactly why Astrid found the prospect of strangers on Puffin Island, living out there on Goldsport’s doorstep, so irresistible.

“Fine,” Hank said, holding his gloved hands up in a gesture of surrender. Finally, he seemed to be loosening up. “I guess I can accept that. But then explain something to me: Let’s say you’re right and there are people on Puffin Island, and what’s more, they’re true people. . . .” He paused. “Same question. Why are they staying away from us? Why are we staying away from them?”

Astrid didn’t answer. She’d asked herself the exact same question more times than she could count.

“I know, right?” Hank said. “That right there is a complication.”

She turned once more to face the lighthouse. “If I’d known you’d be such a bummer,” she said, “I wouldn’t have asked you to come.”

“Everybody needs a reality check from time to time,” Hank said.

“Yeah?” Astrid gripped the railing and leaned back, letting her weight dangle and swing. She felt like a flag, taut in the breeze. As free as a person can feel when they’re tied to one spot. “Is that what you are to me?” she went on, head tipping back and eyes to the sky. Above them the stars were blinking out as the sun rose. “My reality check?”

To her right Astrid heard the snap of buttons. Hank was unfastening the bonnet of his bee suit. The wind rushed across his cheeks and through his hair and into his big, smiling mouth. Astrid figured out what was happening only a second before it actually did—before she could do or say anything to alert Hank to the fact that it was a truly terrible idea. Suddenly his hands were on her back and his lips were mashing into hers. They were chapped from the breeze, and soft and familiar. Astrid straightened herself up, pressed both hands against the coarse fabric of Hank’s bee suit, and pushed him away. For a second he blinked at her, confused. Then, realizing how badly he had miscalculated, Hank said, “Shit.”

He popped his bonnet back on and fastened the snaps around the collar and veil. He retreated to the far side of the platform, turning to face the darkness beyond the wall.

“Shit,” he said again. “I thought that you were . . .”

“I was absolutely not,” Astrid said. Hank had tried the whole mixed-signals routine with her before, and she was not about to have that conversation again. The signals were only mixed because Hank ignored the ones he didn’t like.

“I said ‘friends.’ I meant friends. Come on. . . .” Astrid was at a loss for words. She had no desire to yell at him, but she also didn’t know how to be any clearer than she’d already been. “When I’m being nice to you, that’s me being nice to a friend. Because that’s what you are. Or at least, that’s what I want you to be.”

Other than a mumbled “sorry,” Hank had no response.

Astrid didn’t know what else to say either.

•  •  •

Talking to each other used to be so easy. Ever since Astrid and Hank could speak, they’d spoken mostly to each other. As children they’d been inseparable, and the greenway took turns being their fort, their space station, and their enchanted castle made of ice. When they’d gotten older, their parents had allowed them to go out to the north shore by themselves, with Hank buckled tight into a child-size bee suit. Together they’d plucked starfish and hermit crabs out of the tide pools and watched seals basking on the rocks beyond the harbor. And then one day, shortly after Astrid turned thirteen, they climbed into Mother—the rusted tank guarding the gates to Goldsport—and shut the creaking hatch behind them. Hank pulled off his mesh bonnet, and they kissed. It was better than a first kiss between inexperienced friends had any right be—which is to say, it wasn’t a disaster. But they got better at kissing over time. In fact, as the years passed, Astrid and Hank did a lot more than kiss in the safe confines of that tank. Not that anything like that would ever be happening again.

Whenever Astrid tried to retrace their steps, to see where things had gone wrong between her and Hank, her mind always went back to the hours they’d spent making not-great decisions inside of Mother’s metal belly. But that wasn’t the whole story. Really, things began to sour between them once the community in Goldsport realized that Astrid and Hank were courting. That was the actual word they used: “courting.”

It wasn’t courting.

It was touching and pressing and not knowing where to look as whatever was happening was happening. It was two friends, stumbling ass-backward together into the great sweaty beyond. It felt good and confusing and brave and stupid. Often, when they left the tank, Astrid would see the smitten look on Hank’s face and feel suddenly queasy. But never mind the details—the old folks of Goldsport were just tickled to have a pair of “young lovers” in their midst.

At first Astrid had enjoyed the attention. Or, rather, she’d enjoyed getting that kind of attention. People in Goldsport had always noticed her. They’d long been suspicious of her condition and were unsettled by her glowing eyes. Some even refused to touch Astrid, afraid she might carry the disease upon her skin. But once she and Hank were seen as a unit, all that changed. Astrid finally got the Goldsport seal of approval. Before long the investors began to treat her and Hank like some kind of arranged, intended couple. The old Abbitt twins asked her, in that casually morbid way of theirs, if she and Hank ever thought of moving into their big house at the edge of the plaza after the twins both died. Then Mrs. Wrigley began making not-so-subtle hints that her old wedding dress would look just divine on Astrid. She’d even caught Mr. Collins saying, “When you two have kids of your own,” like it was no big deal at all. Like the question of choice was totally out of their hands!

It made Astrid wonder—had she and Hank been friends only because they’d had no other options? And now that they were the only citizens of Goldsport between the ages of zero and fifty, did that mean they should be engaged by default? Did it mean that, somehow, love would just automatically follow?

Hell no, it didn’t.

•  •  •

From the other end of the platform Astrid heard a soft sound. She was worried for a second it might be Hank crying, but then she realized that he was only chuckling. It was a quiet, sad, sorry-for-himself chuckle. But a laugh is a laugh.

“Okay,” she said. “What’s funny?”

“This,” Hank said, flinging both arms out to his sides. “I mean, here I am. The last guy on earth—or, at least, the last guy your age. And still, you don’t want me.” Again Hank laughed. He must have figured that he’d reached the point of no return, embarrassment-wise.

Astrid crossed over to his side of the platform and looked out into the empty world beyond the wall. The sun was climbing at their backs, casting a glow across the treetops. “If you were the last guy on earth,” Astrid finally said, “I’d start picking out furniture with you. But, Hank, I promise that you’re not. I promise. Just like I’m not the last girl on earth. I just . . . I just know it. Which is good, right?” Astrid elbowed him in the ribs through his bee suit, hard enough that there’d be no room for misinterpretation. “Isn’t it nice to think that someday you’ll have choices other than me?”

Hank sighed. “I don’t want other choices,” he said. “I want you.”

Oh well. Two steps forward, one step back.



CHAPTER 3

The Plaza

ASTRID AND HANK RETURNED HOME without speaking.

The singers followed close, filling the silence with a swarming serenade. Dawn had come and gone, scattering sunlight across the greenway. Up ahead Astrid could see the boxy quiet room and beyond that the glass-blurred figures of townsfolk moving down to the plaza. She’d been so focused on Puffin Island that she had nearly forgotten that today was Sunday—picnic day.

Radio day.

“You don’t have to wait for me,” Hank said. It always took some time for him to get that nasty bee suit off. “No reason for you to miss the show.”

Astrid waved him off. “I’m the one who dragged you out of bed,” she said. “What kind of friend would I be if I ditched you now?”

Even to her own ears, it sounded a bit ham-fisted the way she lingered on that word: “friend.” But whatever. Astrid had tried subtle, and subtle hadn’t worked. “Besides,” she went on, “it’s not like we haven’t heard the show before.”

“Suit yourself,” Hank said.

He stepped through the heavy outer curtains, into the quiet room. Astrid followed, closing her eyes and pinching her nose. The curtains were doused with quiet every week. The smell made Astrid’s eyes water. Inside the chamber there was a large barrel of foaming blue quiet, with a dipper bobbing on the bubbly surface. Hank filled the dipper and poured it over himself. The liquid streaked down his bonnet and then his back and legs. The popping bubbles hissed.

“Arms up,” Astrid said.

Hank lifted his arms and turned in a slow circle while Astrid checked him to see if any singers had managed to avoid the poison. But he was clean. She opened the internal glass hatch, and together they stepped through another set of curtains and back onto the greenway. As soon as they were inside, they could hear a low murmur reverberating through the halls. Everybody must have been at the plaza by now, waiting eagerly to hear The First Voice.

•  •  •

It happened the same way every week. The old Goldsport investors put on their Sunday best and marched on down the glass tunnels like a colony of cheerful, geriatric ants. They gathered together in the plaza, spreading beach towels over the sand and unpacking picnic baskets. They passed around fresh loaves of bread, jars of strawberries, and tubs of soft goat cheese. People took turns manning the omelet station. Sometimes Mrs. Wrigley would even whip up a batch of her famous mimosas—a treat reserved for special occasions, due to a dwindling supply of powdered orange drink. Though Mrs. Wrigley liked to joke that at least they had enough genuine champagne to see Goldsport right on through Revelation.

The murmur of conversation grew louder as Astrid and Hank approached the plaza. By the time they arrived, it had reached a dull roar. Astrid scanned the crowd for her dad and saw that he’d already taken his place up on the stage with the board. Amblin Gold was shuffling papers and shaking hands. Astrid headed up to the stage as quickly as she could, weaving between the beach towels. Hank followed, his crumpled bee suit still dripping under his arm.

And . . . was it just Astrid’s imagination, or did something weird happen as she and Hank crossed the plaza? Each little huddle of picnickers seemed to fall silent as they passed, and Astrid caught a few of them staring. She wondered: Could it be that everybody in town had already noticed the lighthouse? Had they all taken a moment before the picnic started to get their stories straight?

“There you are!” Amblin Gold called, lighting up as he spotted his daughter. “And Hank, too!” Astrid’s dad lowered his notes and straightened up to his full height of five feet and zero inches. To go with that unimposing stature, Amblin had large blue eyes, a gentle face, and skin the color of raked sand. Two fringes of blond hair sprouted out at his temples, which against all of Astrid’s advice he’d allowed to grow bushy to make up for the bald spot up top.

“A little late this morning?” her dad said, tapping on the bridge of his nose with one finger and giving them both a knowing look. Just about the mildest scold in the history of parental discipline.

“Sorry we broke curfew,” Astrid said.

“Sorry?” her dad asked with a dramatic show of skepticism. “Tell me, Hank, do you think for a second that she’s actually sorry?”

“Nope,” Hank said, returning Amblin’s smile. Astrid’s dad and Hank had always gotten along like this—corny and friendly. When she and Hank had broken up, Amblin had taken it just as hard as Hank.

“Skipping right ahead,” Astrid said, nodding down at the notes still gripped in her dad’s hand. “Are you going to say anything about Puffin Island?”

“Puffin Island . . . ? I hadn’t planned on it,” her dad said. “Why would I?”

“The lighthouse. It turned back on this morning,” Astrid said.

“Did it, now?” Amblin turned out toward the bay and squinted through the greenway glass. “I suppose so,” he said, sort of bemused. “Who’d have guessed those batteries still had juice?”

If Astrid’s dad was pretending, he was at least doing a good job of it.

“It’s been two years since the last time it turned on,” Astrid added.

“That long?” Her father’s attention was already back on his notes.

“So . . . ,” Astrid said, pausing. “Maybe we should go and take a look?”

Her dad dismissed the suggestion with a little snort. “No sense in motoring all the way out there just to visit a pile of rocks,” he said. “Waste of fuel. And the boats don’t need the stress.”

Bullshit. They had plenty of fuel—brimming underground tanks hoarded from the world before the wickedness. And if their boats couldn’t handle a simple trip across the bay, well, then what was the point of even having boats in the first place?

“All right,” Astrid said. “But suppose, just hypothetically, that the lighthouse didn’t turn on by itself?”

At this her dad’s gaze surfaced from his notes. He looked from Astrid to Hank. “Don’t tell me she’s still . . .”

“Totally,” Hank said with a shrug. “That’s what we were doing this morning. Astrid wanted to get a better view from the watchtower.”

“So what?” Astrid said, frustration taking hold. “Is it impossible that there could be people out there?”

“Listen, honey,” Amblin said. “The island was empty the last time I went. And the island was empty the time before that. I’m not going to waste gasoline just so you can see that emptiness for yourself.” Her father sighed. “I mean . . . what exactly do you think we’re keeping from you, Astrid?”

“Who’s keeping what from who now?”

Henry Bushkirk, Hank’s father, had just lumbered up behind them. He was a large, unpleasant, and fashionably dressed man. That morning he wore a collared shirt tucked into a pair of pin-striped slacks. Astrid could see the jagged corner of an ancient price tag sticking out of one of his shirtsleeves.

“It’s nothing, Henry,” Amblin said. “Just the kids going on about Puffin Island. Rather,” he was quick to correct himself, “just my kid.”

“That so?” Mr. Bushkirk asked, rocking back on his wing tips. “Junior . . . ?”

“Sir.” Hank’s voice suddenly rose an octave, and his eyes dropped down to the sand. It was a tic he’d developed over sixteen years living under his father’s roof—one that Mr. Bushkirk only pretended to dislike.

“I’m not down there between your toes, Junior,” Mr. Bushkirk said. He snapped his fingers in the air and pointed at his own face. “Eyes up, please.”

Hank’s gaze made it only to about the center of his father’s chest.

“I guess that’s why we didn’t find you in your room this morning,” Mr. Bushkirk said. He glanced at the crumpled bee suit, still shining with blue quiet, slung over his son’s arm. “Klara went in to wake you for the picnic. She got worked up to no end when you weren’t there. You know how confused she gets.”

“No harm done,” Amblin said. “They only went outside to get a look at the lighthouse. It turned back on—did you notice?”

“I asked him to come with me,” Astrid said.

“Is that so?” Mr. Bushkirk said, chewing the words. His eyes went from Hank to Astrid and back to Hank. “Just the two of you?”

“Yes, sir,” Hank said.

“Well, now, that has me puzzled. . . .” Mr. Bushkirk gave a little half grin and hooked his thumbs under his suspenders. “Help me out, Amblin,” he said. “Does that mean our two kids are an item again?” Only Mr. Bushkirk could take a word like “item” and make it sound so sweaty and gross.

“No, sir,” Hank answered before Astrid could.

Mr. Bushkirk licked his lips, and they shined a bright pink. “I wouldn’t sound so defeated if I were you, Junior. What girl likes a quitter?” He threw Astrid a little shrug, as though to apologize for his son’s lameness. Then he juked his head in the direction of the gathered picnickers, many of whom were stealing glances at Hank and Astrid.

“It certainly is a pity,” Mr. Bushkirk said. “I suppose the audience will just have to get used to disappointment.”

It took Astrid a moment to understand his meaning. But, of course—that’s why people had fallen silent when she and Hank entered the plaza. News traveled fast in Goldsport, and everybody must have known that they’d skipped curfew together. Dammit. Astrid should have realized what kind of signal this would send.

“C’est la vie,” Mr. Bushkirk said, climbing up onto the little stage and carefully lowering himself into an open seat beside Amblin. Once he was settled, his attention returned to Hank. “But, Junior. Come on. Work with me here. What you and Astrid do or don’t get up to isn’t any of my business. I’m a reasonable guy—I can accept that. But when you disappear, like you did this morning, it really stresses your stepmom out. And when Klara gets stressed out, I get stressed out. So the next time you leave my house, Junior, you don’t just tell me where you’re going. You ask me if you can. Understood?”

“Understood,” Hank said.

Mr. Bushkirk eyeballed his son for a moment longer before giving a little grunt. “Good boy,” he said. Meanwhile, down at the other end of the stage, Mrs. Lee flicked the live microphone and caused an electric thump to echo through the plaza, rebounding off the yawning glass dome.

It was time for the show.



CHAPTER 4

The First Voice

THEY DECIDED IT WAS BEST if they didn’t sit together—no point getting people’s hopes up any further. Hank made his way over to his stepmom, while Astrid headed for a row of empty chairs that sat against the rear wall of the plaza. Here the greenway glass overlooked the docks, where a few lobster boats rocked on the outgoing tide, pulling gently on their lines. Beyond the docks, Astrid could see the distant form of Puffin Island.

“Don’t let them get you down, honey,” said a familiar but unexpected voice.

Startled, Astrid turned to face her mother, who had slipped into the seat next to hers. Astrid hadn’t noticed her mom in the crowd, but that was only because she hadn’t bothered looking.

“Sorry.” Her mom brushed a strand of hair from her own face. Her name was Ria, and she had the thickest, blackest hair Astrid had ever seen. “Did I sneak up on you?”

“A little,” Astrid said, looking her over. Her mother’s eyes were bloodshot, and her flannel shirt was spotted with stains and fish scales. Three of the buttons had been replaced with safety pins. Her trousers were rolled up to the calf, rigid with dried seawater. Ria clenched her brown toes in the sand.

“What are you doing here?” Astrid asked.

“I had to chat with your dad about something,” Ria said a little absently. “And then . . . I figured if I was already on the greenway, I might as well stay for the picnic. It’s been a long time since I’ve heard a show.”

That it had been. Ria Gold wasn’t exactly what you’d call sociable, and by Astrid’s reckoning, this was the first Sunday picnic she’d attended all year. In fact, Astrid could hardly remember the last time her mom had put in an appearance at any of the Goldsport community events—she usually even skipped the annual commemoration. Which made her attendance this morning all the more odd.

“About what?” Astrid asked.

“I’m sorry?”

“What did you have to talk with Dad about?”

This, too, was fishy—Astrid’s parents had been separated for years, and the only reason they hardly ever fought these days was because they hardly ever saw each other. In fact, her mom and dad had become near geniuses at avoiding contact. To help accomplish this task, Astrid’s mother had moved out to an old house on the north shore. This was a part of their sanctuary that had been destroyed by the wicked many years ago—the one blemish in Goldsport’s happy history. Astrid’s own grandfather had been killed defending it, forever memorializing him as a saint to the other investors. The greenway up there was shattered beyond repair, and most of the houses had been burnt to ruins. Only Ria’s was still habitable, though it sat untethered from the rest of town. That made Astrid’s mom the only person in Goldsport who lived beyond the glass. She had her own screens and her own little homemade quiet room. Anywhere she went, she had to put on a bee suit. It seemed an awful lot of trouble, just to get away from your ex-husband. Sometimes it struck Astrid that Ria hadn’t only divorced her dad, but also the entire sanctuary of Goldsport.

“Oh, nothing urgent . . .” Her mom took a breath. “I need a work crew for my roof. There’s been a leak ever since the thaw, and I don’t want it to rot through.”

Astrid studied her mother. She’d stayed over with Ria just last week and hadn’t noticed any leak.

“So it wasn’t about the lighthouse, then?”

“What?” Ria didn’t blink.

“That’s not what you wanted to talk to Dad about?” Astrid paused. “The lighthouse came on again. Last night. It’s still on now,” she said.

“Oh? I didn’t notice. . . .” Ria twisted in her seat to gaze through the greenway glass. Out on the horizon the lighthouse sparked, a flare in the sunlight. “Well, would you look at that.”

Astrid would have pushed further, but at that point her father took his place at the center of the stage. An instant later his voice rang out over the gathered crowd, delivering the weekly announcements. Goldsport investor Chipper Gregory had reported a humming sound coming from somewhere in his game room. Out of an abundance of caution, the board of investors had decided to put a weeklong quarantine on the Gregory house and to shut down greenway junction D-17. During this time, Missy Van Allen had kindly agreed to take Mr. and Mrs. Gregory in. In the meantime, investor Henry Bushkirk would search the house for singers. The board was looking for volunteers to join him.

“And on the small chance that there are no volunteers”—Amblin Gold smiled at this little joke; there were never any volunteers—“then the board will hold a lottery.”

The crowd let out a collective groan.

“Listen,” Ria said, leaning in. “What I was trying to tell you before is that I saw how weird everybody got when you and Hank walked in together. It’s not my business if anything is going on between you two, but—”

Astrid cut her off. “Nothing is going on between us.”

“Still not my business,” Ria said. She ran her lean, chapped fingers through Astrid’s hair. It felt good, but Astrid resisted it. She wasn’t a little kid anymore.

“And it isn’t their business either,” Ria continued. “You and Hank don’t owe them a thing. You just have to do what feels right.”
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