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To Abby and Megan


Best. Daughters. Ever.












s CHAPTER 1






I’m nervous watching Holly clamber up the fraying rope ladder on the old play structure, concerned it’ll break under her weight, but Holly insists she’ll be safe.


“Please, Lyra?” she begs, her eyes wide with excitement. How could I say no? It’s the first time since she arrived at the orphanage more than three months ago that I’ve seen her remotely close to happy. And a little five-year-old girl who lost both parents to the rampaging Hecate’s Plague deserves at least a moment of happy.


I immediately regret my decision when she nearly slips. I rush forward, my heart in my throat, but she catches herself with a squeal of delight and carries on.


I shiver in the early April chill and pull my brown leather bomber jacket around me, clenching it tight in my fists. I hear Mama Jua’s voice in my head—“Relax, Lyra”—and see her old, lined face crinkling into a smile. “You’re too serious for someone so young,” she always tells me.


“I have reason to be,” I always reply.


“No seventeen-year-old has reason enough,” she always insists.


But she was joking, I knew. She understood how hard it was to be on the run with my parents all these years. Twenty-one places in nine years. I’d never told anyone that before. Never could. Always too dangerous. You never knew who might rat you out to government agents. But when we arrived in Jamestown last fall, when I met my new neighbor, I knew Mama Jua was different. She didn’t care that I was different. She never even asked how I was different.


“Oh, sweet child,” Mama Jua said, and put her hand to my cheek. It was the only time someone other than my parents had touched me like that in nine years.


Until I met Holly, that is. Ever since she came to the orphanage where Mama Jua had dragged me to volunteer, I can’t get enough of her squeezing, over-the-shoulder hugs. They’re just like the hugs my little sister Ivy used to give me when we were kids, before everything began.


From the top of the slide, I hear Holly speaking to someone I can’t see. “Wow, your cheeks are red like my mommy and papa’s were,” she says.


My head flies up and, in a single bound, I’m at the base of the play structure. I look up and see a little boy, not much older than Holly, huddled inside the mouth of the cold plastic slide. Even from this distance, I can see what Holly means. The boy’s face is flaming with the telltale rash.


“Holly, get back!” I shout, terrified. Hecate’s Plague isn’t airborne, but one sneeze, one cough from this sick little boy and Holly will be as dead as he is about to be.


Holly glances down at me, at first confused, but she must see the fear in my eyes, and she scuttles away from the slide.


“Go get Mama Jua,” I say, lifting her down from the splintering wooden platform. Mama Jua’ll know what to do. She always does.


Holly races off across the park, across the street to the orphanage as I climb up. My heart is pounding; I know I can get close to the boy, I know I won’t get sick because I never get sick, but still I hang back.


“What’s your name?” I ask. I want to ask, why are you here? Where are your parents? But I know the answers. Because surely his parents are dead.


The little boy only whimpers like a frightened puppy.


I glance toward the shabby building across the street. Hurry up, I plead to Mama Jua, as the boy and I wait in awkward silence. I wish I knew what to do, what to say, but can’t think of anything. At least nothing of comfort. There are no words to comfort a kid who is, with one-hundred percent certainty, going to die in no more than three days.


“Lyra!” I hear Alexis’s voice ring out across the park and I groan. I wanted Holly to get Mama Jua, not the director of the orphanage. I’m afraid Alexis will play by the rules. She’ll send this boy to a quarantine camp—and she may send Holly there, too, the way we’re supposed to turn in anyone who came in close contact with a plague victim. But I won’t let her. I’ll tell her Holly never came near the boy, that there was no chance she could have been infected.


I jump from the play structure, readying for a fight when I see Mama Jua hurry along behind Alexis. I exhale with relief. It’ll be okay, now.


“Where is he?” Alexis asks, and I point to the slide. “It’s true?”


I nod. There is no mistaking Hecate’s Plague.


Alexis’s shoulders slump. She frowns, and I see the lines etched deeply into her skin. For a moment, I feel for her, for the thankless job she has trying to protect all these orphaned kids, until she says she’ll call the health authorities. “They’ll want to know who found him,” she adds. “I’ll have to name Holly.”


“No,” I snap, panicking. I whirl around toward the orphanage across the street, ready to bolt back to Holly, but Mama Jua comes over to me, and wraps her small arm around my waist. Her head barely reaches my shoulders—she’s as short as I am tall—but still she feels like a pillar of strength beside me. It’ll be okay, her squeeze tells me, and I relax because I believe her.


“Alexis, there’s no need to call anyone,” she says, “I will take care of the boy,” Mama Jua says.


My eyes widen in fright. She can’t, I think, and Alexis echoes my thoughts: “If you do, you’ll die.” She lowers her voice. “Ahimsa doesn’t equate rebellion with being reckless,” she whispers. “You of all people should know that.”


Mama Jua’s eyes flare with fury. “That is exactly what my daughter’s group is about. It’s about being reckless in the name of morality and decency and humanity. I will not stand by and let the government swallow up another innocent—another young child!—in its heartless quarantine camps. Isn’t that why we risk our lives every day, Alexis? If we don’t care for people with the plague, if we don’t offer them dignity in death, then who will?”


“We can’t, not anymore,” Alexis insists. “You know as well as I do that we don’t have any more protective equipment.”


She’s right. No one has any more HAZMAT suits or masks or anything, not even the remaining hospitals. Goddamn government, bleeding the country dry for ten years to support its inane and pointless Middle East war. And look at the results: hardly any hospitals, doctors, or supplies left to fight Hecate’s Plague this time around. Only mass incarcerations and cremation in inhumane quarantine camps.


“So are we simply going to desert this boy to his cruel fate, throw him all alone into the anarchy of the camps?” Mama Jua argues. “He deserves more. He deserves better.”


“Not at the cost of your life,” Alexis says.


I tug Mama Jua closer to me. I feel the warmth of her touch, I smell the comforting scent of her lilac perfume. Alexis is right. We can’t risk Mama Jua for the sake of this stranger. Mama Jua is too important to Ahimsa, to the resistance. She’s the heart of the struggle, and I think for a moment that I won’t let her go. I’ll hold onto her, physically block her path.


Mama Jua softens her tone. “We—all of us—have no choice but to die,” she says. “We can only choose how we want to live.”


No, no, no, I shake my head. It’s not true, I want tell her. I won’t die, I want to say. And then I imagine myself explaining: Remember how I said I was different? Well, that’s because I can’t die. I have these strange cells that always regenerate. They’re called phoenix cells and they heal from every injury and illness, so you see? The plague can’t kill me. Nothing can.


Which means, I realize with a start, that I should be staying with the boy. If I believe, like Mama Jua, that this boy shouldn’t die isolated and alone in a heartless quarantine camp, and if I don’t want to see Mama Jua die, then that’s my only option.


“I’ll stay with him,” I volunteer.


“No,” Mama Jua barks.


“You don’t understand,” I start to say, but Mama Jua cuts me off.


“You are young and have a full life ahead of you, one that I promise you will be filled with love and laughter. I am old and leave a good, long life behind me.”


“But—” I try again.


“Holly needs you,” Mama Jua says emphatically, and my eyes are automatically drawn to the crumbling house across the street. We’re too far away to see through the front window, but I imagine Holly’s little nose pressed up against the glass, watching us.


“Mama Jua, I can’t let you—” Alexis speaks up, but Mama Jua cuts her, off, too.


“I am not asking your permission to love and care for a sick child,” Mama Jua says softly. Then, with more ease than I expected from an old woman, Mama Jua climbs up to the wooden platform at the top of the slide. Gently, she pulls the boy from the slide. He resists at first, like I did when I first met her, but like me, she quickly wins him over, and he clambers down.


Mama Jua lowers herself to the ground, then bundles the boy into her arms. Instinctively, Alexis and I take two steps back.


“Let’s take you home,” she says to him and the boy melts into her embrace.


And I stand there, doing nothing.


I stand there and let her go.


“God willing, I’ll be back,” she says to me, and I believe her. I believe her because I want to believe her. There’s never been a case of a caregiver not contracting the plague—it’s why doctors and nurses aren’t even allowed in quarantine camps—but today, as I watch Mama Jua walk away with a dying boy, I believe she will be the first to survive.


At least that’s what I tell myself as I turn back toward the orphanage with Alexis, as I turn back toward Holly.


I believe that Mama Jua will be back and everything will be okay.





But of course I was wrong. It’s not okay. Mama Jua doesn’t come back, and three days later, I’m telling Holly that Mama Jua is dead. Holly screams and cries and flails her little fists against my chest, and then tells me that I’m lying, that Mama Jua isn’t dead because Holly told Mama Jua she wasn’t allowed to die like her parents and she says Mama Jua agreed. And my heart breaks, as I wrap her in a big bear hug, because it’s all my fault. I could have saved Mama Jua. I should have insisted that I take the boy. I should have planted myself in front of her and stopped her from walking away. I could have made her understand about my phoenix cells; I could have made her see I’m the only person to ever survive Hecate’s Plague and then she’d still be alive today.


But I didn’t. I let Mama Jua die.


Holly’s sobs subside to a sniffle, and she climbs into my lap. She curls her head into my chest. “Why am I so bad?” she asks me.


“What?” I say, shocked. “You’re not bad.”


“Everybody leaves me,” she says. “Mommy and Papa and Granny and Grampa and Mama Jua. They all went up to Heaven without me.”


My throat tightens, and it takes me a minute to find my voice. “Oh, honey, they didn’t want to leave you. They had no choice. But they all loved you.”


“Are you going to leave me, too?” Holly murmurs.


My eyes sting, and I can’t breathe. I can’t get sick and I can’t die, but I think about the countless towns I’ve lived in and our abrupt, furtive, middle-of-the night departures. I think about Jonah, my secret boyfriend from two towns ago, whom I had to desert without even saying goodbye, and I think about the look I imagined on his face when he realized I was never coming back, and I can’t, can’t, can’t do that to Holly. I can’t run again.


Then it hits me.


I won’t run again.


Oh my God, I’m suddenly excited. I’m not going to run, no matter what my parents say about fleeing agents. I’m going to stay and help take care of Holly. I’ll finally tell my parents about her—and Mama Jua and my time secretly volunteering for the orphanage—and I’ll get them to come and meet Holly and they’ll fall in love with her—and maybe they’ll even adopt her—and then they’ll see that we don’t have to leave again, agents or no agents. They’ll see we can stay, that we can make a good life for ourselves in Jamestown.


So when I finally answer Holly, there’s laughter in my voice. “No, honey, I’m not going to leave you.”





I don’t tell my parents right away, though. I decide I need to do one last thing before I confess all. I need to tell Mama Jua she was right. She’d always wanted me to come clean with my parents—“secrets are like death by a thousand pinpricks,” she’d tried to warn me—but I wouldn’t listen. I couldn’t listen. Not then. Not when I was too afraid of my parents’ reaction. But Mama Jua’s death has opened my eyes, changed my perspective. It’s given me courage, the strength to stand up to my parents’ restrictive edicts. I’m almost eighteen; no longer will I let them rule my life. From now on, I make my own choices, and I need Mama Jua to know that. I need her to know she changed me. So I decide to go to her funeral. It’s dangerous, I know. Funerals for plague victims are outlawed; only mass cremation by the government is allowed, so health authorities often scour cemeteries to round up mourners whom they feel are at risk of spreading the disease, but I decide it’s worth the risk.


If I failed her in life, I won’t fail her in death.


I sneak through the woods toward the small group of mourners huddled in the far corner of the overgrown cemetery. I stop in the dawn shadow of an ancient oak tree and I stare at the plain wooden coffin balancing on two rough planks over a hand-dug hole. I listen to the soft, solemn lilt of the mourners keeping their voices low. I catch a stray phrase, an isolated word. Great loss . . . Saint . . . Then a laugh. A great guffaw, and it’s followed by a chuckle, and then a giggle. How can they? How can they laugh at her funeral?


“Because that’s what I want,” she would have said. I hear Mama Jua’s voice in my head.


The cold morning air slices through me. I’m shaking, and I feel my chest tighten, my eyes burn, but I will not cry. I have no right to cry. Her family, the ones I’ve never met, the ones standing by the grave, they’re the ones who are allowed to cry: her daughter, the famous Ahimsa founder, the one I assume is the woman in the thin gray coat, and the rich-looking couple dressed in black, and the tall, lean teenager. He must be the grandson, the one from New York City, the one Mama Jua kept trying to set me up with. “I have a boyfriend,” I would lie, and Mama Jua would play along. “You can never have too many boyfriends,” she’d say, and she’d laugh. Because she loved to laugh.


In the distance, I hear the shriek of a crow and it startles the mourners, too.


“Hurry up,” hisses a short thin woman, and I’m surprised I recognize her voice. Alexis. My stomach roils in anger. What’s she doing here? If health authorities do descend on the funeral, they’ll not only throw her in the quarantine camp, they’ll also throw in every kid she’s been in contact with into the camp and leave them to die. Including Holly. How could Alexis risk Holly? Mama Jua would have understood Alexis not coming, so why is she here?


I want to lurch out of the shadows and lunge at Alexis, and I feel my foot slide forward through the melting patch of dirty snow, but the other mourners, about ten in all, suddenly seem to remember that they shouldn’t be here either, and they rush to the coffin. I watch, as if from the wings of a poorly rehearsed play, as four people, two on either side of the casket, feed two thick ropes underneath it, then the grandson and the rich man in the black suit wiggle away the planks. The four people strain against the ropes as they lower Mama Jua into her grave.


I shut my eyes, squeeze my eyes, because I can’t watch them bury Mama Jua. I hear the soft thud of dirt land on the top of the coffin as the mourners refill the shallow hole and I can’t breathe. It’s as if every shovelful of earth that buries Mama Jua suffocates me. I shift around the tree and sink again to the cold wet ground, burying my head in my hands. I tense every muscle I have in a desperate effort to stop myself from running to the grave and flinging away their shovels.


“Don’t do it!” I want to cry. “Don’t bury her! She was my only friend! And I haven’t told her what she meant to me! I haven’t said goodbye!”


But then I find my body weakening, my energy draining. What’s the alternative? Mass cremation, the way health officials dispose of all the other plague victims? No, Mama Jua deserves to be buried. She deserves the dignity of a funeral.


I just didn’t know funerals could hurt so much.


I listen as the mourners pay their final respects, a low murmur of indistinguishable voices. I think for a crazy minute that I should join them now, that I should share my pain with them, and allow them to share theirs with me. I should tell them that Mama Jua was my friend, the only friend I’ve had in nine years. I could cry about how much I’ll miss her, how much I already want her back, and I think Mama Jua would have liked that. She would have wanted me to step out of the shadows, but I can’t. I can’t risk Alexis seeing me and I shouldn’t have risked anybody else seeing me here, either. It was dangerous and foolish. If my mom finds out about any of it—me coming to the funeral, Holly, the orphanage—she’ll kill me.


Ha. Funny.


Kill me.


As it is, I need to get back. I check my watch, worried. I have barely enough time to walk home, sneak into the house and into bed before Mom returns from her night shift at the truck stop. She will freak if she checks on me and I’m not there. And she will check on me. Guaranteed. She does it as routinely as a prison guard.


I wait for the mourners to weave their way through the crumbling gravestones to the gravel road where a few cars have been discreetly parked. I watch them climb in. I’m about to jog to the road, but suddenly, I can’t leave. I haven’t done what I came to do. I hate it, I don’t want to do it, but I have to say goodbye.


Pivoting, I return to the mound that is now Mama Jua. I crouch beside the grave and pull a dried sprig of flowers from my pocket. I hold the deep, garnet-red amaranth petals in my palm, remembering when Mama Jua gave them to me last fall.


“They remind me of you,” she said, clipping the velvety, tassel-like flowers from her garden and thrusting a bouquet into my hands. “They are beautiful and vibrant and strong. And,” she added with a squeeze of my hand, “they thrive longer than most.”


No one except my parents had ever given me a gift; I knew I would keep them forever. I pressed the flowers dry and tucked them away. But yesterday, when I heard Mama Jua would have a real funeral, I knew I had to give them back to her.


I lay the dried sprig on her grave, its red petals bright against the dark, damp earth. I shudder, my shoulders shaking as I start to cry, and then I can’t stop.


“I’m sorry,” I whisper, and I realize all at once that’s the real reason I came—not to reveal my epiphany, not to say goodbye, but to apologize. I start gasping and crying and again I can’t breathe. “I’m sorry I let you die.”


Like Ivy.


Abruptly I stand and shake my head. No. I will not think about Ivy.


But I can’t stop, not while everywhere I turn is a headstone, old markers of people who’ve been dead longer than they were alive, like Ivy: nine years dead to her six years alive.


A gust of wind whips my unruly black curls into my face and I fiercely swipe them away. I will not think about my little sister’s small plague-ridden body disintegrating in a grave a half a dozen states away. I will not think about how I infected her. I will not think about how she’s dead because of me.


Instead I will myself to think about Holly. About my promise to her.


I look back at the mound, at Mama Jua.


“She won’t lose me, too,” I vow.


I hop onto the road, the gravel crunching beneath my thrift store canvas shoes, and take a deep, crisp breath. A car comes up behind me—I shiver because it slows as it passes me, and I think for a second that it’s a black agent car, but I know I’m being paranoid. I’m always paranoid, always skulking in the shadows, sticking to the shade. Well no more. That part of my life is done. I’m not going to live my life in fear of phantoms anymore. Instead, I’m stepping into light and laughter. This afternoon, in honor of Mama Jua, I’ll make Holly laugh. It will sound like the squeak of a mouse and that always makes me laugh.


I take a short cut through a bare-branched forest—after nine lonely years on the run, I’m an expert at finding alternate routes—and I pass the rest of my walk home devising my strategy to make Holly laugh. Tickling is an old favorite, but that’s too easy. Knock-knock jokes? Holly laughs at them all, but that’s a cop-out because she doesn’t always understand them. I’m thinking of making her do fairy tale voices—she loves Little Red Riding Hood’s line, “My, what big ears you have, Grandma”—when I turn onto the decaying street where my parents and I live in a sad little bungalow. I kick at a chunk of loose pavement, and catch my toe.


“Goddamn it,” I seethe, shaking out my throbbing foot. “Goddamn road.” Goddamn country. Falling apart at the seams. It’s not just health care that’s been neglected all these years. How is it that the government can still get reelected? If the goddamn voters had turfed out the bastards long ago, we might actually have a functioning society.


I draw my jacket around me, hunched against the increasing wind. I hurry past Mama Jua’s house. I don’t want to see the sad, empty windows, the vacant front porch.


“Come for lemonade,” she said, the first time she called to me last fall. Out of habit, out of caution, I avoided her. “Come for tea. Come for juice. Come for whiskey,” she persisted. I smile now, remembering how Mama Jua twittered like a little sparrow when I strode up to her porch, expecting to call her bluff. But Mama Jua was Mama Jua and I can still taste the hot burning alcohol on my tongue.


Could my cells have saved her? Not from the boy in the park, but in the lab nine years ago? I would never tell my parents this, but I wonder sometimes what would have happened if we’d stayed. If the scientists had cloned my phoenix cells the way they wanted, if they had made their indestructible, un-killable army. Could that have stopped this futile war long ago? Could I have helped save the lives of thousands of soldiers and hundreds of thousands of civilians who were caught in the crossfire during all these years? Have I single-handedly doomed our country and our world by not sacrificing myself to their painful procedures all those years ago?


The question echoes in my head. I remember the last time I asked it.


The last time I was in a cemetery.


I was ten. It was the second anniversary of Ivy’s death. We were nowhere near her grave—never again could we visit it since it was too close to our enemies in Washington—but we were in another cemetery, pretending someone else’s tombstone was Ivy’s tombstone. I looked out over the vast expanse of lawn, at the gray stones rising from the ground like rows of rotting teeth. Mom crouched slowly in front of the worn slab of marble, and lay down a bouquet of daisies, Ivy’s favorite flower, as if her daughter were truly buried here. She looked far away, and she looked happier, her face softer, smoother.


My hand hovered over her shoulder. I was afraid to touch her, afraid I’d break her spell. But after two years of keeping my question to myself, afraid of the answer, I finally had to know. “Mommy?” I touched her sleeve and she jumped as if she’d been shot. I cringed, but I couldn’t bear the torment any longer. “Could I have saved Ivy?” I asked. I remember not knowing what I wanted the answer to be. Yes, you could have saved her and she’d still be with us but you didn’t, or No, you couldn’t have saved her and you’ll always have to live with the grief and pain and loss.


Mom shook her head and for once, the soft smile she used for Ivy turned my way. My insides collapsed with relief.


“No, honey,” Mom said, and tried to explain the science, “to create a cure for the plague, doctors need antibodies from a person who fought the disease; but your body used your phoenix cells to heal itself—not antibodies—and your phoenix cells won’t work on other people. Their immune systems attack them.”


“Then how come they want to clone me?”


Mom sighed. “They thought they could replace all of someone’s cells with cells like yours.”


“But that’s impossible . . . Then they’d be me instead of them.” I shuddered at the image in my mind of rows upon rows of camo-clad ten-year-old look-alike soldiers.


That image still haunts me today. Even though I’ve learned that the science is capable of cloning only the protective part of my phoenix cells, I always imagine a desert battlefield strewn with my body, my face, repeated hundreds of times over.


“We won’t let that happen, honey,” Mom said that day, pulling me close. “That’s why we’re here.”


I don’t remember where “here” was then, and I don’t care. I gave up trying to track our meanderings long ago. One minute we’re in North Dakota and another we’re in Pennsylvania. One day Rhode Island, the next day Florida. Today it’s New York. For the past nine years that we’ve been on the run—since I was eight—I have most definitely been safe. And secure. And protected. I have also been lonely. And isolated. And alone. Since I was ten and begged my parents to let my new neighbor Piper stay for a sleepover and my parents refused in case she asked too many questions, I have been friendless. Since I was twelve and wanted to join the school’s volleyball team, which would have meant filling out a medical consent form, and suspicion about us if we had not, I have been homeschooled. Since I was sixteen and had to abandon Jonah without a word when we up and moved in the middle of the night, I have been dateless.


I check my watch. I’m late, I’m late, I’m late. Mom usually gets off work early Friday mornings, so I hope she’s late, too. I rush along our rundown neighborhood, up our rundown path of our shabby bungalow and creak open the door.


“Lyra Sage Harmon, where have you been?”


I almost jump out of my skin at the shriek of my mother’s voice. I turn around, an excuse forming on my lips. An early morning jog, I’m thinking, since a run or a hike is the only time I’m allowed out from under Mom and Dad’s hawk eyes. The excuse always works; it’s how I’ve gotten away with volunteering at the shelter all these afternoons. But I wince as I face my mother’s wrath; I’ve never gone outside this early, especially not without telling them.


I don’t get as far as my first word before I see my mom ransacking our small linen closet and tugging out our patched-up backpacks. I see my dad in their bedroom at the end of the hall, pulling clothes out of the dresser drawers.


“No,” I say because I know what this means. Another move.


“I saw them, Lyra,” Mom says, as she rushes toward the bedroom, throwing the backpack at Dad. “The agents,” she adds as if I don’t already know who them is. The them that have destroyed my life. “On the highway on my way home from work,” she continues.


I suck in a breath. The car on the road from the funeral.


But no, that’s silly. There are no agents. There’s no way they would have tracked us here. Our moves are much too spontaneous—even we don’t know what town we’re moving to until we get there. And since the only people I know in town are Mama Jua, Holly, and some kids in the orphanage, and Alexis, who knows nothing about me, there’s no way they could have turned me in. No, Mom must be wrong. She’s seeing things again, so I don’t move. I remind myself I’m done running.


Sensing I haven’t budged, Mom stops and glares at me. “Hurry up. It won’t take them long to find us.”


“I’m not going.” The words burn on my lips, bubbling up from the lava of long-simmering anger and newly-added grief boiling within me. I match my mom’s hard, determined stare.


Mom’s lips purse into a thin o.


“This is not a negotiation, Lyra.” Mom grips her hands on the back of the shabby couch. “We have to leave. They’re too close.”


Dad comes out of the bedroom, his hand resting lightly on top of Mom’s tense shoulders. At one time, I thought their affection for each other was cute, but now it’s offensive. In a household of three, it’s always two against one.


“You know she’s being paranoid,” I say to Dad. “She sees boogeymen everywhere.”


“Watch your tone, Lyra,” Dad snaps.


My chin flies up as if I’d been slapped. Yes, Dad always sides with Mom, always demurs to her sightings, always picks up and moves without complaint, but he’s always sympathetic to my frustrations. “Someday we’ll settle down . . .” he’d say wistfully, drawing me into a bear hug.


Well, that someday is now for me.


I look hard at Dad, then at Mom. I see Mama Jua in my mind, see her at the shelter caring for those destitute kids. I see little Holly, and I see me reading to her, me teaching her to read. She’d snuggle into me and I’d put my arm around her and we’d take turns flipping the pages. Holly has lost two parents and a surrogate grandma in Mama Jua. She’s not going to lose me, too. Not for some shadowy figures of my mom’s overwrought imagination.


“There’s a little girl,” I say, and it all gushes out. Holly and the children’s shelter and Mama Jua and how I am not, not going to run again.


My parents gape at me, open-mouthed. My mom’s expression darkens, fury clouding her face. “Lyra, what have you done?”


“Done? Done?” My voice rises two octaves. “What I’ve done is carve out a life for myself, one you kept me from all these years. What I’ve done is make friends—people who care for me and love me—” And here I see a smear of hurt across my mom’s face, but I don’t care. I don’t care. If she truly loved me, if Dad truly loved me, they would not have kept me prisoner for nine years. “What I’ve done is take back my own life, so, yeah, I’m done.” I whirl toward the door and the whole cardboard bungalow shakes when I slam it.


I’m done, I’m done, I’m done. The anger, the lava beast within me, roils and churns. No more. I’m not going to be a pawn in anybody’s game anymore—my parents’ or the government’s. Mama Jua taught me it’s my life, my choice. I will not accept an eternity of scurrying like a sewer rat, nor will I let the government turn me into a goddamn lab rat.


Seething, I slip under the broken chain link fence at the end of our street. Another short cut, this one to the orphanage; I have to see Holly, to reassure her I’m not leaving. I half-expect my parents to come after me, but they know I’ll make a scene and they hate a scene, what with their laying-low, pretending we don’t exist philosophy and all, so I think I’m safe from them for a while. I dart across the empty, wasteland of a field, wetter and muddier from the early spring snow melt than the cemetery. My thin canvas shoes are soaked, but I don’t care. I don’t care about what’s “safe” or what’s “good for me” anymore. If I want to get my goddamn feet wet, then I’ll get my goddamn feet wet.


I hear a train in the distance and I sprint toward the rusting railroad tracks that cut through the field. I jump onto the rails, the cold wind buffeting me. I feel my legs tremble from the vibrations on the iron rods, then I see the freight train round the curve in the distance, a roaring monster hurtling toward me.


“Move!” its shrill whistle shrieks.


I don’t. I stand my ground, my feet spread apart, balancing on the rails, absorbing the shuddering tremors, and I scream into the gray air, a crazy, bitter laugh drowned by the thundering train. I feel my heart pump wildly and feel my skin prickle with goosebumps.


But I don’t feel fear.


At the last second, I fling myself off the track as the train clatters past and I feel alive. I smooth back my wild black curls even as I hear my mom’s exasperation in my head: “Good God, Lyra, why do you have a death wish?”


“I don’t,” I constantly tell her. “I have a life wish. I want to live, to feel the rush and exhilaration of being alive—not placidly accept the stifling drone of my existence.”


“That stifling drone of your existence has kept you safe these past nine years,” my mom always snaps.


No fucking kidding.


I pick myself up, and swipe at the mud on my jacket. It’s my prized possession. It’s real leather with a real sheepskin collar and a real, hefty price tag I could never afford. Good thing I know how to shoplift; good thing I know how to lie. Mom actually believed me when I gushed over my incredible “find” at the thrift store. That was four towns ago—or five? No one’s coming after me for it.


I feel calmer now, after my train-dodge. The lava beast recedes into its crevice in my stomach. It always does after I defy death, my favorite pastime. Base jumping with homemade parachutes was fun off the craggily cliffs in Utah (only six broken bones, all of which healed before I hobbled home) and rock climbing without ropes in the Appalachians was fun (rubbed my skin raw on all ten fingers, plus a concussion, all of which healed before I made it home) and motocross racing in northern California with Jonah was fun (cracked ribs, cut cheek, all of which healed before Jonah and I returned to his home). If death can never find me, I can damn well chase it.


I’m thinking more clearly now. As much as I would love to see Holly, I realize I need to make things right with my parents. It’s the only way to convince them to stay. I slog through the field back toward our neighborhood, toward the neighborhood Mama Jua will never return to. I think about her dead in her grave, and instinctively I take a deep breath, as if my own unending supply of air can revive her. Once, I tried to calculate how many breaths I might take before I somehow, someday expire. I read that an average person who lives till eighty will breathe about 672 million times. Mama Jua was seventy-five. How many breaths was that for her? How many more than that do I have in me? A billion? A trillion? A googol—ten to the one-hundredth power? Am I really immortal? Will I truly be here in a hundred years? A thousand? I age, obviously. I’m not frozen as an eight-year-old kid. The doctors—before they turned on us—told my parents they suspect I’ll age normally until I’m about forty or so. That’s when normal people’s cells start to deteriorate—descending into old age. But they think I’ll keep aging at the rate I do now, which would make me live to a thousand.


Yay. I’ll be a thousand-year-old forty-year-old.


Forever.


The thought terrifies me. What am I going to do on my own for centuries? My parents will die—everyone I’ve ever encountered will die and I’ll still be, what, running from place to place, an ephemeral ghost on the fringes of society?


My stomach squeezes in fear, the fear I live with every day, every minute of my forever life. Why can’t my parents see that? Why can’t they put aside their concerns for my safety just once to see that the real villain is a meaningless, purposeless, restless, existence that I have to put up with forever?


Hot tears sting my eyes and I impatiently brush them away. I’m supposed to be invincible, not melting into a blubbering mess. It’s a cruel irony that my phoenix cells will fix any physical symptom. I may feel pain, but it’s temporary and I have the comforting assurance it will always pass. Why, God, in your malicious sense of humor, would you not grant me the same powers for my mind? Why make me immortal, then allow me to suffer interminably?


No.


Something’s got to change.


It will change.


I will change it. And my parents will just have to understand. They’ll have to accept that, as always, Mom’s being paranoid—like when we were in Michigan where we fled in the middle of the night because she saw a glint of a black vehicle on the highway outside of town. There are others who drive black cars—or the car could have been dark gray or midnight blue. Government agents may now drive tangerine and lemon sherbet-colored cars for all we know—but Mom insisted we pack up immediately. She wouldn’t even let me go back for my special illustrated edition of fairy tales that I forgot in our frantic dash.


I sigh as I crawl underneath the fence, careful not to tear my jacket. I know my parents mean well. I know they love me. I understand they gave up their whole lives—their careers and friends and families—to keep me safe. I know their intention is not to stifle me so they’ll have to understand about Holly. I’ll make them understand.


I squelch across the ditch. My feet are sodden. And cold. I shiver in the gray chill. Maybe I shouldn’t have ventured into the field.


I scramble onto the crumbling road. I refocus and rehearse how I’m going to convince my parents to stay. Rational and reasonable, that’s what I have to be. Keep the lava beast locked up. Don’t lose your temper.


I repeat to myself: Once you meet Holly . . .


Again: Once you meet Holly . . .


Once more: Once you meet Hol—


I round the corner to my house.


And stop dead in my tracks.


The street is full of sleek, shiny new cars.


Black cars.


Agent cars.


Like the one that passed me by the cemetery.


My stomach lurches and a streak of fear, as sharp as electricity, jolts through me.


Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God . . . Mom was right . . .


Why did I think we could stay? Why did I think we’d be safe? I stand, frozen, as coils of guilt and shame snake themselves around me. Agents dressed in black swarm the street, like giant ants scouring for crumbs. I see a pair of burly agents emerge from our house. They drag my mom and dad out, their hands cuffed behind their backs.


“Mom!” I instinctively screech and instantly I clamp my mouth shut.


Too late.


The agents’ heads swivel like robots toward me. In a nanosecond, they’ve drawn their guns; in a millisecond they’re after me, the footfalls of giant elephants pounding on the cracked pavement.


“Run, Lyra!” Mom screams at me, her arms twisted behind her back, her face contorted with concern.


I will never question my mom again.


I run.












s CHAPTER 2






I pound down the street, my heels slamming into the pavement, my heart rising in my throat. I run, I sprint, I fly. Faster, faster, faster! I want to look back to convince myself I’m losing the agents, but I’m afraid the glance will slow me down. I pump my arms. Go, go, go!


Suddenly I feel as if I’ve smashed headfirst into an imaginary brick wall. Go where? I slow down, wobbling, as if I’ve been knocked off balance. Where do I run? To the police? Funny. They’d fling me over to the agents before I could spit out my name. To the neighbors peeking out their windows, peering at me as I run for my life? Just as funny. No one in their right mind would go up against the authorities to help me. I whip my head back, thinking crazily that my mom will have the answers for me, that she’ll tell me what to do, but I see only the swarm of black-coated agents drawing nearer, the clomp of their boots drumming louder.


Goddamn it, I seethe. My breath comes out wheezing, ragged. I’m a fast runner; I’ve had lots of practice, but I’m terrified I won’t be able to outlast my pursuers. Why didn’t Mom and Dad ever tell me what to do if agents came for us? Why didn’t they teach me an escape plan? We had fire drills and lockdown practices in case of emergencies at my old school when I was little and since then, my whole life has been an emergency yet my parents never bothered to prepare me?


“Goddamn you!” I scream into pale morning air, but I don’t know if I mean the agents or my parents or both. Thanks to them, all of them, I’m on my own.


So I go where lately I’ve always gone when I’m on my own. To Mama Jua’s. I wish she were there, rocking on her porch, her frayed quilt wrapped around her legs, waiting for me to drop by. She’d know what to do; she’d help me get away and then she’d help me get my parents back where I swear I will apologize to my mom and reassure her I’ll never talk back to her again. I don’t know how Mama Jua would have saved them, but she was magic, that woman. She’d wave her walking stick and—poof!—my parents would be home and this time I’d listen to my mom when she says we have to leave and I’d pack immediately. I’d convince Mom to let me say goodbye to Mama Jua, and then Mama Jua would wave us off like we’re going on a fun little road trip, and then later, after a few weeks, maybe, I’d come back to see Holly—just for a visit, of course, and I’d be very careful not to be spotted by agents—and then my life would be . . .


Normal.


All of a sudden I want my normal back. All of a sudden, my nomad existence with my parents seems pretty darn good. I had parents who loved me, even if they isolated me, and a roof over my head, even if it changed all the time, and the ability to go out on my own, even if it wasn’t with other people, and now I’ve lost it all. No parents, no home, no freedom. And it’s all my fault. It’s all because I was so blind and so stupid and so selfish, that I never appreciated what I had. Instead, I thought I knew best, and when I didn’t get my way, I threw petulant, childish temper tantrums, like a kid who’s denied candy. If only I had listened to my parents, if only I hadn’t run off, then my parents would be snug and safe, driving into the sunset in our beat-up old station wagon.


If only I could turn back the clock, I swear I’d be a better daughter.


The footsteps grow louder; they vibrate in my head. The agents are gaining on me. I don’t know that I can make it to Mama Jua’s. But when I round a corner and I see her house, my heart surges because maybe I can get there after all, and then I can barge through the front door (why she always left it unlocked, especially in this neighborhood is still beyond me) and then I can sneak out the back. If I can get to the fields, I can hide inside the old drainage pipe near the tracks until they call off the search and then—


And then what?


The same uncertainty again wallops me. What am I supposed to do after I shake off the agents? Go to the orphanage, the only other place I really know in town, and count on Alexis to help? Trust the woman who lied to her colleagues about going to Mama Jua’s funeral? Or trust that I don’t inadvertently lead the agents there and endanger Holly? Shit, that won’t work. So where? Track down Mama Jua’s Ahimsa friends and ask them to hide me the way they hide plague victims?


But Mom’s voice reverberates in my head. Trust no one, Lyra. My family’s motto. My conditioning. Even if Ahimsa is a secret resistance group opposed to the government, I can’t trust them to help me. If they learn that federal agents are after me, they might believe I’ll endanger their operations and turn me over before that happens.


I slow down. Mama Jua’s house is almost within reach. All I have to do is cross the street.


Or . . .


Or . . . I let them catch me. I let them catch me after all these years and the military will finally have what they want—me, my phoenix cells—and then they’ll let my parents go because Mom and Dad are of no use to them, and then I’ll have saved my parents and I’ll have made up for what I did to them.


I step into the street, almost at a walk.


Mama Jua’s? Or the agents?


Save myself or save my parents?


Momentum propels me forward. I’m halfway across the rutted road, still undecided, when I hear the crack of a gun. The sound is like the pop of a firework, but the pain is like its flame. The bullet tears through my left shoulder, violently spinning me around, crashing me to the ground.
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