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Chapter 1

Edney

6 Missed Calls · 12:31 a.m.
Birdie

My heart tightened every time I saw this noticlation uight p. on my 
slreen, I hated how easiuy I uet her lauus sui. awayf as iJ she were a stranger 
to me, bpst :euow itf another noticlation“ 1 Voice Message.

Skorry to ”ee. yop waitingfA the .assenger lauued,
I sna..ed my .hone awayf stp-ng it :al” into my .ol”et,
T man slprried toward the wropghtqiron gatef dressed in a white shirt 

and :ual” tropsers, Hhe metau s’pea”ed as he o.ened the rilh materiau,
SI sui..ed my wauuet pnder my damn .iuuow,A $e lhpl”uedf rpmmagq

ing inside his wauuet,
SThf it2s totauuy cne,A
S$erefA he saidf handing me 0366 instead oJ the altpau lharge oJ 

035,jNf SYpst ”ee. the lhange,A
?o one wopud say no to a Yal”.ot, SHhan” yop very mplhf sirfA I said 

as I alle.ted it,
SFop2re weulome,A $e went :al” toward the gate, S$eyf ta”e laref 

auright1 Hhan”s Jor uistening to my .ro:uems, I reauuy a..reliate itfA he 
said :eJore heading :al” into his :ig hopse,

—or a ’pil” ridef two 0D66 :iuus in my hand were a steau, I shopud :e 
ha..yf :pt it didn2t ease the weight in my lhest, ?ot aJter I ignored my 
dapghter2s lauusC
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“Hi, Dad. It’s me, Jules. How’s the job going? I hope your day is going as 
well as you expected. Sorry for bothering to call. I know you’re busy and—I 
know you have little time to talk with me but…can you come home early 
tonight? I wanna talk with you like…really talk.

Actually…I’ve been wanting this for a long time. Don’t get me wrong, 
Dad. I don’t expect you to get me something. I don’t want anything, except 
you—person to person, talking to each other like we used to be in the past. 
It won’t be long, Dad. Probably, it’d take an hour or two. Then, I’ll go to 
sleep…right when the day shifted to be my birthday. So…yeah. May God 
bless you and keep you safe on your travels around the city. Love you, Dad.”

Hhe road was ’piet, ?o harsh :ra”e uights guared into my eyesf Ypst a 
vast dar” :eyond and another vehilue on the o..osite side oJ the roadf 
going who ”new where, T :eam oJ headuights Jrom the onloming lar 
widened as it whooshed .ast mine, 

I tiuted my ueJt hand whiue ”ee.ing the other hand on the steer,

01.29 A.M. 

bpues shopud :e asuee. :y now,
Overy night was the same night, I had to traveu auu the way to the air.ort 

:al”qtoq:al” to get some .assengers, I lauued it the midnight grind, I was 
upl”y to get one thopghx topgh lom.etition and auu that,

Hhere was one day when I Ypst sat in the driver2s seat lrying the entire 
night :elapse I didn2t get any .assengers, ViJe was getting slarier and 
slarier as the day lhanged :elapse auu the eB.enses I had to .ay at the end 
oJ the month and hearing my dapghter2s voile on the .hone onuy added 
more lonlern in my mind,

Vast yearf she wanted a hedgehog douu, It was some ”ind oJ sp.erhero 
lartoon she watlhed on HG, ?ot that I lopud aUord it thopgh, Oven iJ 
we lopud Ypst eat Jor one dayf we shopud :e so grateJpu,

I teetered on the :rin” oJ cnanliau rpinCone misste.f and we wopud 
:e cnished, bpues wopud have to dro. opt oJ slhoouf we wopud go hpngryf 
and worst oJ auuf we2d end p. ui”e those .eo.ue in the kopth PronBf 
suee.ing on the streets, Manf I lopudn2t watlh my dapghter uive ui”e thatx 
my tears wopud tprn into :uood,

bpst remem:ering the day when I had onuy ten douuars and siB lents 
stiuu :ro”e my heart, Hhat was when I s.ent it auu to get Jood Ypst Jor bpuesf 
then I had to wau” aropnd the :uol”f to the :al” auuey oJ MlKonaud2sf 
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ho.ing to cnd some ueJtovers Jor myseuJ, I lopudn2t imagine s”i..ing Ypst 
one day oJ driving,

IJ onuy I lopud uand a :etter Yo: that .aid more and oUered me a sta:ue 
wageCthat2d :e great withopt having to lom.ete with hpndreds oJ othq
er a..uilants with Janly degreesf then Jouuowed :y uayers oJ assessments 
and interviews, Hhat2s iJ I were even upl”y enopgh to get my respme 
slanned :y $;f and in the endf they onuy .il”ed ten .eo.ue, Hhat2s some 
warehopse wor”er with a W3” sauary, …ro:a:uy the :est Yo: I lopud do 
aside Jrom driving,

Lr may:e I lopud do apto melhanilsCNW” a yearf with whatever 
re’pirements they lopud throw atx high slhoou di.uomaf 3Q years oJ 
eB.erienlef training lerticlationsCI mean' Feahf that2d :e great Jor an 
entry ueveu Yo:f even Jor someone with no .ro.er edplation,

Hhe good thing was I lopud get to ?ew For”f thirty minptes away 
Jrom my home in *hitestonef zpeens, Hhat lity was a maYor soprle oJ 
inlome, It!s the :psiest .uale aropnd, I lopud get at ueast ten .assengers a 
dayf :pt ever sinle more drivers started 7ooding in and with the interest 
rates inlreasedf my earnings have suowed down, Tnd I lopudn!t aUord a 
uiJe pnder 05666 .er month,

T heavy weight .ressed down on the :al” oJ my nel”f Jorling me to 
rest my head against the driver2s window, *ith the end oJ the month a.q
.roalhingf I didn2t ”now how I wopud lover auu the p.loming eB.enses, 
I might have to seuu my wedding ring Ypst to redple the de:t,

EXIT 17
WHITESONE
1 MILE

I guanled :al” at the road, T lop.ue oJ am:puanles :outed toward mef 
vi:rant :upe and red uights .ierling thropgh the windshieudf growing 
:righter as they drew luoser, I didn2t :uin” onle, May:e my eyes had 
grown psed to the red guow 7ooding the tra-l,

888

I cnauuy tprn into my driveway, Hhe door s’pea”edf swinging o.en, Hhe 
hopse had auways :een warmf even thopgh it2s loud optside, It2s .ealeJpu 
lom.ared to the streetsx no hon”sf no lrowdsf not even those sirens that 



KIERF $O;HT?HLW

had :een :uaring uateuy, bpst the steady til”ing oJ the luol” mopnted on 
the wauuf alross Jrom a lo9y singue loplhCthe sweet s.ot where I psed 
to .ar” my ass every time I got home, 4ot some lral”s and .eeus on itf 
:pt that loplh has written too many oJ my uiJe stories, Ma”ing opt with 
my wiJeCthat2s one oJ them,

khe2d auways lome overf :ringing loUee to the ta:ue neBt to the loplhf 
and then uean in to give me the sweetest ”iss with those soJt ui.s oJ hers, 
khe wopud whis.er in my earf as”ing a:opt my day at wor”f and I2d auways 
say it was greatf even when it wasn2t, Hhat loplh was .art oJ the reason 
I :elame a driver and why my :al” wopud start stinging aJter Ypst thirty 
minptes oJ standing,

I wopudn2t uet my :ptt uand on that loplh :elapse my stomalh had 
:een growuing sinle this aJternoonf so I headed toward the ”itlhen 
ahead, …ro:a:uy gra::ing some eggs wopud :e nile iJ it didn2t hprt the 
Jood :an”2s lreds,

Overy time I stom.ed on this hardwood 7oorf there was an earth’pa”e 
inside my head, My head grew heavier with ealh ste., My Jeet went npm: 
Jrom 7ooring the :ra”es reuentuessuy in that enduess tra-l Yam, Hhis 
aJternoonf I watlhed wor”ers uiJt lonlrete :uol”s the si9e oJ a milrowave 
onto their shopuders and stiuu :reathe, Meanwhiuef I Ypst sat in the driver2s 
seat the whoue timef yet stiuu grpm:ued a:opt :eing tired, *hat a shame,

kha”ing my headf ”nol”ing myseuJ opt oJ a tranlef I stood stiuu in the 
”itlhen doorway, I wasn2t auone, My ga9e shiJted to my dapghterf bpues, 
$er head uay heavy on her arms at the ta:uex her short :rown .onytaiu 
lovered hauJ oJ her Jale, Hhe soJt rise and Jauu oJ her :reath :elame a 
gentue rhythm in the ’piet room,

In Jront oJ her sat a whoue .i99a on the .uatef ueaving me .p99ued 
a:opt where she2d gotten the money to :py it, $er slhoou ran a ?ationau 
klhoou Vpnlh …rogram that .rovided meaus Jor Jree, I auways reJrained 
Jrom giving her eBtra lashf sinle the slhoou had her daiuy nptritionau 
needs lovered,

I :et the .i99a had :een sitting there Jor a uong time, khe mpst2ve :een 
waiting Jor me the entire night, Poor little girl. If only Dad didn’t have 
to think about bills and money all the time, I’d be at home 24/7 and buy 
you anything without having to think about what to eat tomorrow.

keeing her suee.ing :ropght me :al” to the oud times when I psed to 
read stories pntiu her tiny head nestued against my lhest, Hhat Jeut ui”e Ypst 
yesterday, I lopudn2t :euieve she2s tweuve now, khe2s stiuu .reliopsf Ypst ui”e 
the crst time I larried her as a :a:y, $ow Jortpnate I was to have a uittue 
angeu when I was having a hard time, kometimesf a whis.er in my mind 
toud me I didn2t deserve to have her at auu,
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I gpessed the whis.er tprned opt to :e trpe, It2s :een two hoprs 
auready sinle the day had lhanged, Tnd in a Jew hoprsf I wopud have 
to head opt againf to the air.ort to hpnt some .a.erwor”f meaning she 
wopud s.end her :irthday'auu auone again,

Hhe .uate luattered as she hissedf shrpgging my hand oU her shopuder,
khe guanled p. with those widef dar” :rown eyes, SLhf Jpdge, I 

thopght someone was :rea”ing in, Fop aumost gave me a heart attal”fA 
she saidf tprning away whiue rp::ing her eyes,

SI was a:opt to larry yop :al” to yopr room,A
khe yawned, S$ow2s the Yo:1A
SVi”e pspau,A
S+hf yop auways said that, *hat is pspau to yopf Kad1A
Hhere was nothing to :e eB.uained or to :e .ropd oJ a:opt my Yo:, 

SFop need heu. to uight p. yopr landue1A
SLhf yeahN khootN I JorgotfA she saidf setting p. the landues on the 

.i99a, SI thopght yop2d lome at ueast an hopr .ast D3, ko'A
Yeah, I could notice that.
S$ow2d yop aUord a .i99a1A I as”ed whiue heu.ing her set them p.,
khe uoo”ed at me with wide eyes, SI2m seuuing gigs, Hhree douuars Jor 

ealh .iele oJ homewor”,A
SI thopght that was iuuegau,A
STs uong as there2s a npm:er in the uinef nothing is iuuegaufA she saidf 

uighting a matlh, SPesidesf we stiuu have ueJtover ingredientsf and I made 
the .i99a myseuJ'with uove,A Hhe 7ame danled on the landue2s wil”f 
iuupminating the .i99a with a radiant gouden hpe, Hhe sprJale :oasted a 
thil” uayer oJ rilh tomato saple and meuted white lheesef arranged in a 
.attern ui”e a low2s s.ots, T Jew sapsage suiles slattered alross the .i99af 
hauJqsp:merged in the saple,

S$erefA she said as she shiJted the .i99a luose to mef Sit2s Jor yop,A
Wasn’t this supposed to be your birthday?
S*hat is this1A I saidf ga9ing at her, SIt2s yopr :irthdayf not mine,A
S' Fop ueJt the slhoou2s uetter on yopr des”f and I Jopnd opt that yop 

haven2t .aid my tpition Jor three months, Tnd yop2ve seemed stressed 
uateuyf and I ”e.t latlhing yop staring at the wauu every morningf uoo”ing 
so worried,A

I did?
SI wish I lopud heu. yop more with .aying my tpitionf :pt at ueast this 

is what I lan do Jor yop to ma”e yop Jeeu :etter,A
Hime auways lapght me on the edgef ueaving me overwheumed and 

distralted pntiu I Jorgot to uol” everything inside, Hhe room grew stiuu, 
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Hhe air thil”ened as iJ we were in the void oJ s.ale, Oither I was ha..y 
or sadf grateJpu or ashamed that she had made this .i99a Jor meC

S$ave a taste, I ”now yop2re hpngryfA she said, SLhf houd on,A khe 
.puued the .i99a luoser to her,

khe luosed her eyesf mpm:uing in her .rayer as iJ she got maniJested 
:y some demons, $er sp.ernatprau Jather mpst2ve raised one oJ his 
eye:rowsf strpgguing to latlh auu those words, STmenNA she saidf :uowing 
the landues oU and hprrying to .pt a suile on the .uate, S$ere2s a suilefA 
she saidf shiJting the .uate to me,

I Yoined her at the ta:uex my ga9e uol”ed on her vi:rant smiue, Hhe smiue 
I rareuy saw these days, I wondered how she lopud uiJt that lorner oJ her 
soJt ui.s aJter ”nowing the sitpation we were going thropgh, It mpst2ve 
:een heavy, I lopudn2t heu. :pt lhpl”ue and shiJted my attention to the 
.i99a,

My tongpe tingued Ypst :y uoo”ing at how thil” and tangy the tomato 
saple was, I was aJraid its :oud 7avor might overshadow the deuilate taste 
oJ the sapsage and the miu”y lheese,

SIt2s my crst timef so go easy on me,A
I sloUedf uoo”ing at how nervops she was, STurightf moment oJ trpthfA 

I saidf ta”ing a :ig :ite, Hhe tomato saple :prst Jorthf its sweet alidity 
danling on my tongpe, I didn2t get the 7avor oJ the lheese or the sapsage 
thopghx the tomato over.owered everythingf :pt the tenderness oJ the 
sapsage shone thropghf oUering a satisJying teBtpre on ealh :ite, It was 
right aJter auu“ the tomato saple was the ”ey to .i99a greatness, Imagine 
iJ this Ypst lame straight opt oJ the oven,

*rin”ues Jormed on her Joreheadf demanding my Ypdgment, S$ow is 
it1A

I too” another :ite Ypst in lase I had missed the lheese, Tnd yeahf I 
wasn2t mista”en, Ts soon as I got the toplh oJ that miu”y tastef the saple 
”nol”s it overf loating my tongpe with its sweet tangy tomato, It was cne 
I gpessed, I didn2t ui”e lheese that mplh anywayf so it didn2t matter, 

bpues raised her eye:rowsf seeming to :e ama9ed that her .i99a was a 
tremendops splless, *euuf I lopudn!t uet my Ypdgement to :e ueJt hanging 
with onuy .ositivity, kof she had a reason to ”ee. im.roving,

Sko1A bpues as”edf shrpgging her shopuder,
SIt2s goodf not :ad overauuf :pt I teuu yop whatCit2d :e :etter iJ yop 

added some eggs on to.fA I saidf sinle Jrom the start I entered this hopsef 
I wanted to get myseuJ an omeuet,

khe lhpl”ued, S*hat1 …i99a don2t go with eggs,A
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SLhf yop2ve never tried itf so yop don2t ”now, I psed to serve it with 
eggs :al” when I was in my twenties, It was .o.puar, Overy:ody2s dying 
Jor itfA I said, SIt2s lreamyf siu”yCA

SHhat sopnds gross,A khe grimaled,
S4ross :elapse it2s a :estseuuer1A
S$mm,A khe rouued her eyes, SFeeeeeaa ooo”ayyf yop .eo.ue had some 

weird .auettesf yop ”now that1A $er Jale slrpnlhed p. in mol” disgpst, 
SPpt aurightf I2uu ma”e another one with eggs neBt time,A

SFop shopudfA I re.uiedf savoring the uast :ite oJ my .i99a, I realhed Jor 
another suile right away, Kamnf my stomalh groaned ui”e a lry:a:y,

S$eyf Kad,A I ga9ed at her, SEan I as” yop something1A
STnythingf Pirdie, Ts uong as I lopud aUord itfA I said, S*hat is it1A
SKo yop have any .uans to ta”e the day oU today1A
I .apsedf staring at her, ;eauuy sim.ue ’pestionf :pt it2d sta: her heart 

iJ I said no, SI ”now yop have to wor” to get some money to .ay oU my 
tpitionf :pt the Jalt is'I don2t enYoy slhoou anymorefA she said,

Oh no, you didn’t say that, Jules—
SI meanf ui”e':eing in the luassf wor”ing on eBamsf homewor”' I Jeeu 

ui”e everything is .ointuessf and the lra9y thing is I don2t ”now what I2m 
going to do aJter cnishing slhoou,A

S$eyf don2t tau” ui”e that, I send yop to slhoou :elapse I want yop 
to :elome some:ody, ;emem:erf yop said yop wanted to :elome an 
astronapt1 Fop2ve gotta stpdy hardf Pirdie, Fop2re in the to. three oJ the 
slhoouf ain2t that a sign that yop wiuu :elome one1A

SI don2t want it anymore, Tnywayf iJ I ’pitf yop don2t have to .ay my 
tpitionf and may:e I lan heu. yop get some money, I lan :a”e and seuu 
loo”ies or may:e lharge Mrs, Oveuyn Jor dog wau”ingCA

No, not this again.
S$eyf altpauuyf I don2t want to s.oiu this :ptCA I saidf :ringing my 

Jale luoser to her, SI got a s.eliau Yo: as an eBlupsive driver Jor someone, 
I2ve seen his mansionf and it2s hpgef and gpess what1 $e .ays a uot oJ 
money, I .romisedCA

SKadf I ”now yop2re uyingfA she said, SFop had .romised to ta”e kpnq
day oUf :pt auu I got was Ypst a ueJtover message on the Jridge saying yop 
got a lauu Jrom a s.eliau lpstomer, kame thing ui”e Ehristmasf yop said 
yop wopud lome home earuierf :pt yop lame home uate, TndCI Jeut' I 
Jeut ui”e we2re Ypst uoo.ing in the same sitpation, Money'tpition':iuus,A

T sua. to my Jale Jorled me to 9i. my mopth,
SI2ve :een ho.ing that we lopud s.end time together, I miss having 

:rea”Jast togetherf .uaying Joot:auu at —ranlis Vewis …ar”f watlhing ?—V 
at nightCA she saidf her ga9e valant at the ta:ue, SI wish yop lopud stay 
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with me on my :irthdayfA she addedf her eyes s.ar”uing as she uoo”ed at 
me,

I uowered my headf eyes luosedClopudn2t :ear to uoo” into hers as my 
heart had to say no,

This is devastating…
I’ve been hoping the same, Jules. I dream of a never-ending day of pure 

joy and laughter with you. I can’t even remember the last time we watched 
football together. I miss us shouting at the TV, cheering for the Baltimore 
Ravens to win the Super Bowl while eating popcorn, drinking Coke, and 
wearing the jerseys of our favorite players. You were number 5. Mine was 
20. 

I missed those days more than anything, IJ onuy we uived in a worud 
where money wasn2t something we had to lhase,

Sbpst Jor a dayf Kad,A
khar.f pns.o”en trpths and reauities swirued ui”e thorns gra9ing the 

inside oJ my mopth, I hate to get it optf :pt I have to,
S*e have a uot oJ inloming de:t I have to .ay at the end oJ the month, 

ko'I have to ”ee. grinding,A
khe :ro”e her staref her eye:rows ”nitted together,
I didn2t mean to,
SI2m sorryfA I said, 
$er Jale spn”,
Shit. It scratched at my heart.
Sbpst ”ee. Jolpsing on slhoouf Pirdie, Kon2t uet my salricle :e Jor 

nothingf auright1A
khe nodded in resignation, SL”ayfA she mprmpred, SIt2s the uast day 

oJ the wee”, I got words Jor MomfA she addedf handing me a uetter, $er 
head remained spn”f :pt I lapght the guimmer in her eyes as she uiJted 
her ga9e Ypst a Jraltion when I .il”ed the rouued .a.er, 

My :rain shpt down and lopudn2t thin” oJ any words,
SI2m going to luean the dishes,A khe sniUedf ueaving the ”itlhen siuent, 

Hhe weight oJ her words hpng in the air, Tnd in that 7eeting momentf 
my a..etite vanished, 4piut twisted in my gptf .reventing me Jrom 
enYoying the deuilate .i99a she had lraJted with her innolent hands,

888

Hhe :opuevard was :athed in a soJt orange as vehilues streamed .ast ui”e 
a 7owing river, I sat on the :enlh Jor .ro:a:uy ui”e an hoprf slri::uing 
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auu the .ayopts on a .iele oJ .a.er whiue enYoying my regpuar lhea. 
sandwilh,

Bills $407  ✓ 
Groceries $692  ✓ 
Tuition $944/2 months ✓ 
Credit Card Debt $1253.68 ☐
Health insurance $309 ☐
Car insurance $167 ☐
Gas $125  ✓ 

IJ I didn2t have to re.uale that shitty Jridge and lauu a .upm:er to 
sto. the uea”y .i.e in the wauuf I wopudn2t have this mplh de:t on my 
lredit lard, Hhe good newsf my hopse wasn2t :eing raided :y a de:t 
louueltor'yet, Tt ueast not Jor todayf tomorrowf and a wee” uater, It2d 
:etter :e that way :elapse I didn2t want to .pt more .resspre on my 
dapghter,

Hhat lharge to the inspranle had made me alt ui”e a don”ey Jor .aying 
over 0WN6 Jor nothing, Inspranle was more ui”e ta”ing a :et at a lasino 
a:opt whether yop2re Jaling a tragil allident in the Jptpre or not, I gpess 
I was too .aranoid thin”ing a:opt lar allidents or having a heart attal”, 
I lopud .ro:a:uy start arranging a meeting with my agent tomorrow to 
lanleu the inspranle,

SKadN It2s an ile lream trpl”NA a ”id2s voile .ierled thropgh the air, I 
guanled p.f seeing a :oy .ointing at the trpl” alross the street,

$is Jather a..roalhed him, SFop gpessed it right, Turightf yop won, 
*hat do yop want1A

SPp::uegpmNA the :oy re.uied with a :road smiue,
kpnday shopud :e a day to s.end time with Jamiuy, Hhat uea. oJ Yoy 

Jrom the :oy as the vendor handed the ile lream Jorled my ui.s to smiue, 
*hen was the uast time I saw bpues that eBlited1 Hheir uapghter luawed at 
my heartf igniting a .ang oJ Yeauopsy that I lopudn2t sha”e,

4uanling downf a uetter uying neBt to meCa uetter bpues had given me 
uast night Jor her mother, I wasn2t spre iJ I was ready to read itf :pt I had 
tof so I lopud pnderstand everything she wanted to say and :e .re.ared 
Jor the ’pestions she might throw at me a:opt it,

Hi, Mom. How’s work going out there? I heard the West Coast is snowing 
right now. I hope you’re doing as well as Dad and I are here. Guess what? 
I’m about to turn twelve, and I feel like this year is going to be different. I 
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think I have a plan to convince Dad to take a day off. And I’m pretty sure 
he will fall for it. I’ll let you know if it really works next week.

I jusdadωωωωωωωωω urrrrr… I don’t know what to write, Mom. 
Maybe because I don’t have anything left to share besides my birthday and 
my boring daily routine. School…homework…stupid friends. But I think 
you have a lot of things to share since I haven’t heard anything from you. 
I just noticed that every letter I send you is getting shorter and shorter. So, 
please help me T_T

Oh yeah, anyway… Thanks for helping Dad with the bills. His face seems 
to get more wrinkled every day. He told me he’s really grateful to still have 
you by his side, and I hope your love never changes too, Mom—just like ours 
for you. I know you’re as gorgeous as your daughter. So, if there’s any man 
trying to get you, tell him to back the fuck off. Xoxo.

I miss you, Mom. Please call me—
I lrpm.ued the .a.er into a :auu and tossed it into the :in neBt to the 

:enlh,
*hy did the air here Jeeu so hard to :reathe1
Close your eyes. Clear your mind. Feel the gust.
Okay…forget it.
My ga9e Jeuu p.on my wedding ringf shiny as ever in siuver, Overy 

moment oJ ha..inessf uapghterf and nervopsness uived within this ring, 
It re7elted a radiant 7are as I tprned my cnger aropnd, I2d :een wrestuing 
with this delision Jor a uong timef :etween the prge to seuu it or houd on 
to the memories it re.resented, 

Py seuuing itf I lopud get something Jor bpues, komething that lopud 
lheer her p. to go to slhoou, …erha.s I lopud s.ar” some cre within 
her that wopud ma”e her smiue again and'I lopud sto. worrying a:opt 
money Jor onlef then ta”e her to Vewis …ar” neBt wee” to .uay latlh, 
I wondered what my dapghter was doing at home right nowf on her 
:irthday auone,

T :oneqlhiuuing waiu .ierled the air Jrom the ueJtf growing uopderf 
luoser as they s.ed .ast me, Ko9ens oJ s.eliau Jorles trpl”s raled on 
the main roadf Jouuowed :y the am:puanles and cre trpl”s, More Jouq
uowed with k*THs luinging to the sides oJ the trpl”s whiue gri..ing 
7amethrowers in their other hands, Overy vehilue shiJted asidef :owing 
opt oJ the way to uet the emergenly lonvoy :ua9e thropgh,

Hhat2d :e the third time I2d seen them darting aropnd today, Ho 
invouve Jorles ui”e k*TH and pnpspau wea.ons ui”e 7amethrowers'

Is it actually happening? 
Hhe government luaimed the sitpation was pnder lontrou and prged 

ps to remain laum pntiu Jprther notile Jrom the *orud $eauth Lrganiq
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9ation, Ppt iJ sof why did it Jeeu ui”e we were on the edge oJ something 
latastro.hil1

I guanled over at the newsstandC

THE MANHATTAN POST
CASES OF UNIDENTIFIED DISEASE SOAR ACROSS STATES 

CLOSE TO 2000
FDA: IT MAY LINK TO THE MASS COMPLAINTS OVER FILL & 

GRILL DINER

T vi:ration :p99ed in the side .ol”et oJ my .ants,
I realhed optf gra::ing my .hone as bames2 name uit p. the slreen,
Shit.
I sighed heaviuy thropgh my nosef ueaving no oBygen inside me :eJore 

swee.ing the green lauu ilon,
S$eyf bames, VistenCA
S*hat the Jpl” are yop doing to ”ee. me waitingf Od1NA
SI need more timef bamesfA I said laumuy,
SI ain2t going to waitN I need my money nowf OdN *here the Jpl” is 

it1NA
STurightqauright, Voo”, I gparantee yop I lan .ay yop neBt wee”f auq

right1 bamesf I need this money toCA
SI2m standing right in Jront oJ yopr hopsef Od, Tnd yop2re not going 

to ui”e it iJ I ta”e one ste. luoserNA
STurightqaurightf hang on, Vower yopr voile, I don2t want my dapghter 

to get invouved in this,A
SHhenf get my money, 4oddamn itNA
SL”ay, I2uu send yop the money now,A
SHhirty minptes or I2uu :ash in yopr hopse, Ma”e it ’pil”,A 
$e hpng p. the .hone right :eJore I lopud get a singue word in,
I set the .hone down and uet my eyes Jauu on my wedding ring one uast 

time,

888
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Jules

T vi:ration rpm:ued :eneath my :edf allom.anied :y the shar. rattuing 
oJ the uam. on the des” :eside me, My heavy eyes resisted the prge to 
o.en, Hhe worud was stiuu s.inning aropnd mef stiuu :uprredf :pt the 
reuentuess hon”ing swe.t away the uast :its oJ pnlonsliopsness,

I guanled toward the window, Hhe s”y was stiuu dar”, T reuentuess 
:ar”ing oJ dogs and slreams :uared Jrom optside my hopse, Lne .erson 
even shrie”ed pntiu their throat eB.uoded,

Jesus Christ. I!ve gotta wa”e p. at cve Jor slhoou, bee9' Hhe street psed 
to :e so laumf es.eliauuy at nightC

T mpRed :uast, 
Hhe wauus trem:ued, Tnd the :ed vi:rated :eneath me,
Whoa. What the hell?
I raised my :ody p. oU the :ed,
Tnd then another :uast erp.tedCa reuentuess one, My shopuders 

7inlhed, Hhe wauu ’pa”edf sending ra.id vi:rations thropgh the strplq
tpre, Kpst swirued Jrom the leiuing, I luenlhed my cst against my lhestf 
ho.ing it wopudn2t louua.se onto me, In the right lornerf :oo”s to..ued 
Jrom the sheuvesf .ages 7a..ing ui”e wopnded :irdsf thpdding shar.uy as 
they suammed onto the 7oor,

Hhose :uasts weren2t a Yo”e at auu,
*hat the heuu was going on1N
Are we in a war or something?
T waiu oJ a siren elhoed Jrom Jar away, Hhe sopnd .ierled thropgh 

the lhaosf heightening the sense oJ dread that settued in my lhest, Hhe 
air thil”enedf .ressing down on me, I ”new I had to move :eJore I Jro9e 
in .ualef so I swpng my Jeet onto the loud lar.et, 

My heart .opnded ui”e a war drpm as I wau”ed toward the windowf 
ealh ste. heavy with pnlertainty as I .re.ared to Jale whatever nightq
mare awaited optside,

Did I just say the sky was dark?
?of I was wrong,
Hhe night s”y was .ainted in gradient orange as I .eered thropgh 

the window, Tlross the riverf a ragingf upminops tongpe oJ heuucre 
swauuowed the entire lity oJ PronBf its re7eltion ri..uing thropgh the 
dar” water, My Jeet Jro9e in .ualef and my thopghts slattered aropndf 
lonsidering how massive and :right that 7ame was, 

T thpnderops :oom rever:erated thropgh the air as Yets 7ew .ast, Hwo 
cre:auus erp.tedf :uasting the lity with :uinding uight, Hhe river sprged 
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and lhprned viouentuy, My window rattued against the Jrame, T wave oJ 
rawf des.erate slreams rever:erated in the air,

Jesus Christ. What were they doing to those people?
T shar. rpm:ue, 
Hhe s”yslra.er teetered Jor a moment :eJore lrpm:uing ui”e a to..ued 

benga towerf sending a massive luopd oJ dpst :iuuowing into the s”y,
SLhf 4odNA
Hhe distant slreams alross the lity elhoed even uopderf ealh lry etlhq

ing a Jresh uayer oJ horror, S*hat in the worud is ha..ening right now1A
Hhe door :prst o.en :ehind me, I guim.sed as Kad suammed it shpt 

and hprrieduy uatlhed the uol” :eJore ueaning against it, Puood tril”ued 
down Jrom a gash on his tem.ue,

SKad1A I lauued as he Jrea”ed me opt,
SbpuesNA he saidf his voile trem:uing, SKon2t lome any luoserNA



Chapter 2

Jules

“Just stay there!” Dad said. A sky blue backpack clung to his back, 
smashed against the wood where he was leaning against the door. Dry 
blood cascaded down from the gash on his forehead, staining his blue 
long-sleeved shirt. Was it caused by the riot rumbling outside?

“Dad, what happened to your head?” I asked.
“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Shit.” He sank his head. He looked like 

someone who’d just witnessed the Grim Reaper in the last moment 
before his death. I’d never seen him like that before—wide-eyed, his 
breath rasping through his throat like every inhale was a struggle.

“Dad, what’s happening?” I asked again.
“We can’t stay; we’ve gotta get out of here,” he said.
He answered me absurdly. Seriously, the room cooled down because 

of his nonsense. “Dad, what’s really happening outside?”
The door banged. Dad jolted away from the door. Shrieks from the 

other side.
“Shit. Stay back, Jules. Stay back.” He stretched his hand at me.
I backed oE once I saw the wood groaning under the relentless assault.
“Dad, what’s wrong with those people? Are we being invaded?”
Mach blow against the door landed like a hammer on my chest. Cy 

heartbeat matched their rhythm—fast and heavy with every strike.
Dad whirled around. “qome here,” he said, pulling my hand toward 

the window, and sliding it aside. The wind rushed in, and the sounds of 
people’s screams and blaring alarms grew distinct.

“We’ve gotta be Luick,” he said while bringing my blanket and tossing 
part of it out the window. “Alright, listen to me. I’m gonna hold this 
blanket and you climb down, okay?”

“W-wait. What about you?”
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A sharp crack from the door made us both freeQe. We glanced over. 
“Ain’t got time for that. xuick!” he said.

1utting my feet onto the stool and turning around, I held onto the 
thick fabric to support myself to get out of the window. The sharp 
crack of splintering wood intensiYed. “q’mon, birdie. q’mon,” he said, 
shifting his glance at me then back to the door.

The wind tousled my hair. I looked down. Why did the ground seem 
impossibly far away? Was I hallucinating? The house had never seemed 
this tall before. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong.

The wood e6ploded.
Two people broke in.
I glanced over. They stumbled on the ground on top of each other, 

convulsing like writhing worms. 
Nne of them rose, tilted his head at us with a twitch—eyes bulging 

red, blood smeared around his mouth. He let out a snarl and charged.
“Go!” Dad’s voice shattered the ice around my feet.
The blanket tightened as I clung, my grip slipping with every frantic 

movement as I dangled. The scream grew louder—
“Shit!” Dad dropped the blanket.
Cy heart lurched as I plunged. Wind rushed past me before I hit the 

grass, sending jolts through my butt. 
“Aww.” 1ain stung on every nerve as I tried to push myself up.
Dad’s grunt echoed through the air. I glanced back at the window, 

catching him holding oE the man who tried to shove him through. The 
man’s eyes glared wild, blood dripping from his mouth like a rabid dog. 
I crawled away as the Yght intensiYed.

“Dad?!” I said, fear gripping my voice as he was teetering on the edge.
“Just wait there!” he said as he punched the man and shoved him 

further into the room, leaving only their grunts.
“Nh, what is happening?” I murmured.
The air chilled, sending shivers down my spine. I wrapped my arms 

around my body and glanced behind, Ynding nothing but a dark silhou-
ette of a wooden fence against the raging orange gradient of the night sky. 
A great scenario of something massive crashing through the fence and 
yanking me into the river. The backyard would not be this pitch-black if 
Dad had Y6ed the light.

Glancing forward at the narrow passageway on the left, a stretch of 
orange light 7ickered ominously on the grass, casting long shadows that 
danced in the night.

Something’s burning…
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The acrid smell of burning wood, stinging my throat. 1eople were 
crying out on the street. Were they being attacked by the same people 
who broke into the house? What was happening to them? What was 
with all the blood on their faces?

These Luestions would never stop popping until I found it myself. I 
took a hesitant step toward the passage. The temperature grew warmer 
and hotter with every step until I stopped at the edge of a stretched beam 
of light glowing beneath me to get a clear look of a monstrous raging Yre, 
devouring Cr. HoEman’s house from across the street.

“Nh, my—”
The Yre stretched upward, clawing at the sky in a desperate to rule the 

neighborhood.
How could this happen?
A loud thud vibrated through my bare feet as two people stumbled at 

the end of the passageway. A man and a woman—who were shrieking 
for help, but nobody cared. 

The man pinned the woman and held her head from the back. 
Straightaway, he bit the back of the woman’s neck. She wailed, holding 
the man’s hair desperately. The man yanked, tearing her skin oE—ragged 
pieces dangling from his mouth.

Cy hands snapped to my mouth to sti7e a scream.
The woman gasped, a choking gurgle as blood gushed forth, staining 

the concrete in deep crimson. The man launched his face back down, 
snu2ng out her voice. A faint, wet crunching echoed through the air.

Why...why did he eat her?
I inched backward, barely breathing, praying he wouldn’t turn his 

gaQe toward me.
1lates shattered inside the house.
I jolted at the sight of the empty wall, followed by the loud bang and 

Dad’s scream.
Rolling my eyes back to the street—the man’s eyes locked onto mine. 

1osed. Still. 
Cy legs froQe in place. Cy heart pounded in my ears, whispering to my 

mind to remain still. He straightened, rising tall; blood dripped from his 
mouth. His eyes glared, just stood there.

Keep it calm, Jules.
His shoulders rose and fell with each slow, guttural breath.
“Vo, no, no.” I slowly receded, inch by inch, my movements deliberate 

and calm.
He strolled forward leisurely, then—charged.
“qrap!” I bolted back to the backyard.
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The man breathed raggedly—a feral gasp rising with every step. Cy 
heart raced. His footsteps faster. His rasp intensiYed behind my ears.

“qrap-crap-crap!”
A fence up ahead. 
I’ve gotta jump over it—
A small, rough rock jammed into my foot, sending a shockwave 

of pain up through my whole body, forcing me to collapse. Whirling 
around—

The man grasped my shoulder. I writhed violently. The rush of his 
breath sent a warm, metallic odor onto my face.

“Vo!” I shot up on one knee and slammed my hands against his 
shoulders, holding his body to keep his face from closing in. His power 
overcame, pressing forward. I shrieked at the top of my lungs to hold 
him oE. Cy throat dried. Cy hands and legs ached, trembling against 
the pressure.

His head inched closer and closer, the heat of his breath washing over 
my side-neck. The chilling realiQation of being torn apart crashed over 
me. I let out a loud croak, summoning the last reserves of energy I had 
left.

A light slashed through the shadows. Dad grunted as he pulled the 
man’s hair and threw him to the side. A hammer glinted in his hand, and 
he swung it down onto the man’s head relentlessly.

I backed away, leaning against the fence. Cy shoulders 7inched with 
each crack. And the man’s face morphed into a grotesLue mess, with 
chunks of 7esh splattering everywhere. The same image of that poor 
woman he ate.

A 7ashlight shone into my eyes. Cy gaQe remained still, staring at the 
dark pool spreading across the grass. “Jules, look at me. Jules!” Someone 
grasped my shoulder. “Jules!” I shifted my gaQe as he shook me. “Oook at 
me! Feep yourself together.”

“Dad, wh-what is really happening?”
“Jules, listen to me,” Dad said, still making nonsense to me.
“They’re eating p-people on the street.”
“Jules, we have to leave this city.”
I couldn’t keep that image out of my head. “Dad, I don’t want to get 

eaten—” Cy jaw stuttered.
“Vo, you’re not,” he said, gripping my shoulder. “I will not let other 

people get near you. Just stick close to me, alright? I’m gonna get you out 
of here. I promise, okay? Do you trust me?”

His eyes were sharp, Ylled with unwavering conviction. I nodded, 
trying to steady my shaking breath. “8eah,” I said.
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“q’mon, Kirdie. Oet’s go.” He held my hand, and we moved out of the 
backyard, leaving our house onto the main street Ylled with dead bodies 
scattered everywhere.

“Stick close to me, baby,” he said, tightening his grip.
“8eah!” I replied, looking around to stay away from the crowd.
Bp ahead, a fallen pole lay on the road, tangled in wires. That seemed 

to be Dad’s car right behind it because it had my sticker on the wind-
shield. The front twisted like crumpled paper. Klood streaked across the 
hood and the windshield in a chaotic spray, speckled with clotted bits of 
slimy 7esh. 

The air was thick as we walked past it, choking my throat with the 
stench of burnt rubber and something far worse that could twist my 
stomach. Then the smell gave way to suEocating smoke emitting from 
the burning buildings along the road. Vo place to hide. Plames roared 
on every side. Was this what hell would look like? 1eople running and 
running as if they were trapped in an eternal circle of 7ame?

“Dad, where are we going?!”
“Somewhere safe,” he said, rasping.
I doubted him as I looked around, seeing nothing but Yre.
“I don’t think we can get out of this place.”
“We’ll make a run for it. I promise. Just stick close to me.”
GunYre up ahead. “Die! 8ou son of a bitch!”
Dad released my hand. “Wait here,” he said, striding toward a hefty 

man who was relentlessly Yring bullets into the sick person’s body. Prom 
behind, Dad swung clean at the back of the man’s head. The hammer 
lodged in.

“Nh God!” I closed my mouth to stop myself from screaming.
He held the man’s head and yanked the hammer oE. Klood cascaded 

out like water from a busted pipe. The man limped, his knee hitting the 
ground Yrst, followed by the rest of his body. Dad took his gun, checking 
the load.

“q’mon, let’s go!” His grip tightened around my hand, pulling me 
into a sprint. I couldn’t help but glance at the man’s blood pooling 
beneath his head as we walked past.

“Dad, why’d you kill him?”
“Just keep moving.”
“He didn’t seem like one of them.”
“He got blood all over him.”
“What’s wrong with his blood?”
“Just keep moving, alright?” he said.
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His voice carried a Ynality that he had had enough talking. Kut what 
did it have to do with that poor man’s blood?

Down another street, where the temperature felt more forgiving, Dad 
pulled me toward the car parked on the side of the road. The car beeped 
twice along with the haQard lights. A man in a white shirt emerged from 
a house, supporting a limping woman by the shoulder as they made 
their way to the vehicle. He opened the car for the woman. With a swift 
motion—

“Get away from the car.” Dad lunged, pointing his gun toward them 
as the woman was about to get inside. The man froQe, gently raising his 
hands, followed by the woman—pale white, veins bulging beneath her 
skin, eyes damp and unfocused; her shallow breaths shuddered out in 
Luick puEs.

“Step the fuck away.” Dad walked around the hood while I tailed him 
from behind.

“Sir, she’s sick. I have to escort her,” the man said, backing away from 
the car.

“Pollow my instructions if you don’t want anything bad to happen. 
8ou’ve gotta step back.”

“Sir, don’t do this to us,” the woman said, her voice croaked and weak.
This car had four seats. Why didn’t Dad just let them in? We could 

just escape together.
“Jules, get in the car,” Dad said. 
“Kut Dad, we could just—”
“I said get inside!”
When his voice dropped like that—it meant no arguing. I hopped 

in, and Dad slammed my door shut. Through the window, Dad’s body 
blocked the view of the people, leaving me with only the cacophony of 
their conversations. He insisted on a key, but the man oEered to share a 
room—that’s the point of their talking.

A heavy weight settled in my chest. It felt so wrong to just steal their 
car and leave the woman to suEer like that. They got no blood or scars 
on them whatsoever. Why Dad didn’t let them in?

A loud bang muHed from outside. “Throw me the fucking key!” Dad 
said.

“Nkay, okay,” he said.
“Jesus qhrist, Dad. What’s the matter with you?”
“Vo sudden moves!” Dad said.
“Here,” he said, with a clatter echoing. 
Dad’s other hand over his head to catch the key.
A loud pop rang out.
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Dad got shoved against my door, and the man’s head slammed hard 
on the window. Klood gushed out of his mouth, staining the window 
with dark red. 

“Nh, my—” I closed my mouth.
His eyes rolled, a silent demand for an e6planation of the evil we 

represented. Dad pushed him away, dropping him before the woman’s 
eyes. She sobbed, calling out his name and collapsing in grief over the 
lifeless soul.

“Dad, what’s wrong with you?”
“Shit,” Dad said, bolting around the hood.
A thud on the other side of the car.
“Shit, shit!” He hopped in, tossing the handgun onto the dashboard 

as he fumbled for the bigger key. His Yngers scrambled like craQy, almost 
dropping it as he tried to jam it into the ignition. I turned back to the 
woman as she cried out, reaching out her hand to us.

The car hummed.
“Dad, we can’t leave her,” I said, but he acted as if I were invisible. He 

turned the wheel and 7oored the gas. “Dad!”
“Will you shut the hell up?” Dad said, his voice croaked. “I’m trying 

to get us out of here.”
“Why did you shoot him? We still have room for them!”
“Jules, you don’t understand what’s happening around here,” he said.
“Which part I don’t understand? 8ou just killed two people for no 

reason.”
“8ou don’t understand when you Ynd a person with a teeth mark 

somewhere on their body.”
“Kut they seem Yne—”
“8ou Qip your mouth when I’m talking, kid. They could hide it under 

his sleeve, and you’d never know it. The man I just shot—he had it up his 
sleeve. 8ou didn’t see it. I saw it!” he said, pointing his Ynger at himself, 
his eyes glaring into me. “I’m sure you saw that woman’s face too.”

He could see underneath the man’s shirt? He was wearing white. I 
didn’t see any part of his clothes ripped or blood soaking through.

“What about the other man you bashed with a hammer? Was he sick 
too?”

“Mverybody’s sick, Jules. Don’t trust anybody.” He stared at me for a 
moment, then he turned his gaQe forward.

Just say you wanted to steal his gun.
“1lease help! Hey, stop! Stooooop!” A man’s voice cut through the 

chaos as he waved frantically from the sidewalk, his shout rising into a 
high-pitched shriek as we drove past. Kut looking outside, seeing how 
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e6posed and defenseless those people were, made me think twice about 
how secure we were after we stole the gun and the vehicle. Some of them 
were already lying on the ground, burned and shot. The rest still ran on 
the road. 

Dad’s been turning the wheel from street to another street to avoid the 
tra2c. Mvery street looked the same as the previous one.

Dad hit the brakes and crept the car through the crowd. “q’mon, 
c’mon! Cove!” Dad smacked the steer.

“Help! Help!” A man burst out from an alley, with two others chasing 
close behind.

Nne of them leapt, catching the man on the ground. Then, a shriek—
I snapped away, then another one—a woman, screaming.
“Shit!” Dad 7oored the gas, honking.
I snapped forward.
I clutched my chest as the car wove through the crowd, bumping 

people aside. Nne of them got run over, the tires bumping over them.
“q’mon!” Dad slammed the wheel.
The screams never stopped. They echoed—wild and endless. StiEen-

ing my lips, I closed my eyes and ears, blocking any trace of sympathy I 
felt for them. However, I couldn’t stop replaying that tape of a woman 
who got her neck destroyed back at my house. The way her veins snapped 
oE—

“Hey,” Dad said, his voice soft, arm around my shoulder, “come here.” 
He pulled me to the side of his chest. It’s warm, with a calm heartbeat 
inside. Cy vision blurred as I opened my eyes; the moisture trickled down 
onto my face. The world turned soft white. The panicked cries of the 
crowd faded into the distance, leaving just a soft rumbling machine. “I’m 
sorry,” he said, his voice muHed inside.

I swallowed hard, my body shuddering as I tried to hold back more 
tears, not wanting to soak his clothes further. Cy gaQe drifted to the 
pedals he was 7ooring while wondering how he could have such a calm 
heartbeat in all this chaos. It eased the throbs inside my head.

“We’re safe now, KirdieK We’re on the highway now, okay? We’re get-
ting out of here,” he said, his words wrapping around me like a promise. 
A whisper that it was okay to close my eyes.

LLL
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Edney

I thought that getting out of the neighborhood would be the end of our 
nightmare. Vot until the highway lit up with an endless stream of red 
brake lights. And my car hadn’t moved even an inch in a fucking hour.



Chapter 3

Edney

People bolted out of their cars, crowding against the guardrails to see 
what lay ahead on the rest of the highway. We just had to sweep around 
the banked curve, merge onto the main road, and cross the suspension 
bridge that would lead us to Staten Island. After that, we’d be free—leav-
ing New York for good. But I guessed things would never be as simple as 
they looked when everybody had the same damn idea.

Jules still fell asleep on my thigh, her breathing steady even as the 
blaring horns echoed around us. She must have been completely worn 
out from the chaos we’d been through. Maybe it was best to wake her, to 
be ready in case we had to abandon the car and join the crowd running 
on foot toward the bridge.

“Jules, Jules—” I shook her body. She opened her eyes, raising up. Her 
eyes ?uttered. “Hey, Birdie.”

“Where are weL” She rubbed her eyes, looking around.
“Disten, I want you to wait here while I’m going to check what’s 

happening up ahead, and I want you to keep the door locked, alrightL”
“Wh-what’s happeningL We’re not out of the city yetL”
“We will be, but !rst I need you to wait here, okayL I’ll be back in a 

minute.” I burst out of the car.
“R-dad, waitC”
“Dock the door, Birdie.” I shut it behind me.
Shit. My heart sank at leaving her alone, scared like that.
Kacing past the crowds and slipping through between vehicles, I halt-

ed behind the concrete guardrail to get a clear look. Hundreds of cars 
lined the road all the way to the bridge, where people were piling up over 
there. A cacophony of their voices pierced through the air as if they were 
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marching. A bunch of choppers ?ew around there too, sweeping their 
spotlights over the scene.

Rid the forces put a blockade on the bridge or somethingL 2hat place 
was packed with a fucking swarm of either healthy or sick people. How 
the hell were we supposed to get through that crowdL

People here seemed to take their relatives out of their cars, abandoning 
their vehicles to get to that bridge on foot.

A thunderous blast—at x o’clock.
Shit. 2hat’s New York. 
A burst of wind bore down on me as jets roared overhead, racing 

toward the chaos.
…ireballs.
A violent shockwave followed, tearing through the air. Buildings 

crumbled, shuddering into clouds of dust, along with the screams 
echoed from across.

“2hey’re gonna kill us allC 2hey’re gonna fucking kill us allC” a man in 
the crowd said.

My heart lurched as I hurried back toward the car, desperate to get to 
Jules before we became the neGt …inal Restination.

Behind the windshield, Jules crawled over to the driver’s seat and 
opened the door for me. “Rad, are they going to blow us up tooL”

“Not if we cross the bridge !rst,” I said. “E’mon, we gotta move.”
“Wh-whatL I thought we’re going with the car.”
“We can’t because there’s a roadblock on the bridge—” My eyes darted 

at Jules’ forearm. Rirt and ?akes of grass clung to a red, in?amed mark 
coated in blood.

I took her hand to get a clear look—
Just scratches.
“When did you get this woundL”
Her eyes widened. “Probably back inVback in the backyard.”
“Rid he bite youL Scratch you or anythingL”
“Nnn—not I remember. WhyL What’s going to happen to meL” her 

voice trembled. I placed my hand gently on her forehead, then down 
to her cheek, feeling the coolness of her skin. Her temperature hadn’t 
risen, or she might not have shown any symptoms yet. But a nagging fear 
gripped me—what if that man had spat on her woundL 2he thought sent 
a chill through me as I struggled to keep my worry from showing.

“Rad, what are they gonna do to meL”
“Nothing.” I stared her in the eye. Ulancing down, I ripped my shirt, 

and I wrapped her wound with it.
“Am I going to become like one of themL”
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Yes. 
I shook my head. “No. No, of course not.”
“Are they going to shoot meL”
“Nobody’s going to shoot you. Disten, I’m gonna protect you. No 

matter what happens. I’ll always be there for you, and you have to trust 
me. Will you trust meL” I brought my face closer.

She paused,  grimaced,  and looking me in the eye,  she nodded, 
“Y-yeah.”

“Alright, we better get going. E’mon,” I said, getting Jules out and 
taking the blue-sky backpack.

Shit. Where’d you get that wound, Jules?
Fuck.
Okay, stay calm, Ed. 
Just keep the wound hidden, and she would be !ne. I would keep her 

safe, even if it cost me my life. If we both died, then so be it.
Attention…
All citizens are required to pass through the designated scan-

ning area before proceeding across the bridge. Please queue in line 
to reach the scanning zone. Surveillance units have been deployed 
along the riverside. Any attempt to enter the checkpoint by force 
will result in execution. I repeat, any attempt to enter the check-
point by force will result in execution—

Spotlights bla6ed from every angle along the bridge, casting a stark, 
blinding light like some passage to eternity. High fence at the end, 
soldiers lining up on the sca7olding with their !rearms ready. 2heir 
shadows looming against a massive cloth draped over the railing, a word 
written across it8 CHECKPOINT. 

People raised their !sts in the air, marching for the fence to be moved 
away. Arguments broke out, !sts ?ying as some fought for their place 
in line. I clutched Jules’ hand as tightly as I could, so she wouldn’t get 
caught up in the stream. Sweat trickled down my cheek—whether from 
the heat or the anGiety of standing in the crowd where I couldn’t tell 
which one of them might turn into a madness demon.

“Hey, what the hell is that lookL Is he sickLC” one in the crowd said, 
pointing toward a young boy huddled over to a woman nearby. All 
attention shifted to him shivering beneath his oversi6ed jacket, veins 
branching across his face.

“No, he’s !ne. It’s just a common fever like every kid gets when the 
weather shifts—” the woman said.

“What do you mean he’s !neL Just look at his faceC I’ve seen someone 
like him before, and they’re fucking insane.”
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“He’s okay. I promise. He didn’t bleed or get injured. I swear he’s 
!neC”

2he crowds didn’t buy it, arguing back at the woman.
“2hrow him o7 the bridgeC” the crowds chanted.
A man stormed over—massive and muscular. “Uet the fuck out of 

here.” He yanked the boy from the woman’s grasp and dragged him out 
of the line, into another row of the crowd toward the side of the bridge.

“MomC” the boy said, limping.
“HoneyC” she cried out, chasing after him. “NoC WaitC”
“Rad,” Jules said.
“Teep your eyes forward.”
2he woman screamed, begging for help to stop the man, but no one 

dared to touch the giant. 2he boy shrieked.
“Hands o7 the kidC” the army said from above the platform.
A barrage of bullets shot into the air.
Jules screamed. Her shoulder ?inched as she clamped her hands over 

her ears.
“Hands o7 the kidC Uet back in lineC” the army said.
Right. Overyone eGpected somebody to turn rabid in the middle of the 

crowd, but not for those jets screaming overhead, ready to sweep us all 
with missiles. 4nce all hell broke loose, they wouldn’t care who was sick 
and who wasn’t. We’d crumble along with this bridge.

A loud thud. I glanced over to see a woman crumpled on the street.
“Whoa, wait, wait,” a man said. “BabyL BeckL HeyC”
“What the fuck, EarlLC She’s infectedC” one of his friends said.
“No, wait a minute. No, she’s not.”
“Shit. Dook at her face, manC She’s gonna turn like Bryan. Ridn’t you 

see his face when he lost his fucking mindLC”
“Jules, come here. Uet to the other side,” I said, pulling her hand. We 

walked past the collapsed woman and stole her friend’s place in line.
“Ulenn’s right. I-I hate to say it, but Earl, we’ve gotta tell the army 

before she turns.”
“WhatL You cra6yL She isn’t sick like Bryan. Rid you see her get 

bitten like BryanLC Rid you see any shitsLC Any marks whatsoever—don’t 
fucking touch herC”

“Earl, c’mon. Tnock it o7C”
“RadL” Jules called me.
“Just keep walking, Birdie. …ollow the line,” I said.
“Rad,” Jules called.
“Not now, Birdie.”
“Are we sickL”
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“No, of course not.”
A reminder ?ashed in my mind—Jules had wounds on her forearm. 

She only had a scratch, but like I saidVif that man spat on her wound, 
then Jules could be—

Fuck. 
Think positive for once.
“But he said she didn’t get bit,” Jules still replied to this nonsense 

overthinking.
“2hat’s what he said. We didn’t know if she got bitten somewhere 

under her sleeve. 2ry not to think about it.”
A crack of thunder reverberated from behind.
“RadLC” Jules tightened her grip.
“Ron’t look, Birdie,” I said. “Just keep going.”
“You give me no choice, EarlC I have to do it.”
“You’re deadC I swear to Uod I’ll stomp on your fucking headC” his 

voice croaked.
“Earl, stopC”
A couple of soldiers walked past us, checking on them.
“Rad, I’m scared,” she said, pulling closer to me.
“You’re gonna be alright, Birdie. I promise. Just keep walking and 

don’t look back. We’re almost there.”
A truck loomed behind the bar gate wall with barbed wire coiled 

around on the top. Soldiers standing in line in front of the gate, sticking 
a DightboG to people’s faces.

“ElearC” the soldier said. “NeGtC E’mon, get movingC” He ?icked his 
hand to the neGt person to be scanned.

4n the second row of the scanning 6one from the right, a woman 
shoved the soldier away. A couple of soldiers rushed in, restraining the 
woman from bolting past the gate. “I’m not infectedC I’m not infectedC” 
she said, twisting her shoulders and slapping the soldier’s mask. 2he 
soldiers shifted their faces away while the other yanked her back away 
from the gate. 

Another approached with a syringe in hand. “Det me goC” She kicked 
him hard in the groin, sending him stumbling back. 2he one behind her 
slammed her onto the ground, pinning her back. She writhed, her legs 
the only part of her still free. “I’m not sickC Uet o7 meC” She shrieked, 
thrashing wildly. 

A loud bang tore through the air. 
2he crowd erupted—screams and gasps colliding in a rising cacoph-

ony. 
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A gush of blood swamped her head, a grim reminder of the horror 
unfolding. What was even scarier—they shot the woman right before my 
daughter’s eyes.

“2ake her to the lower level,” the soldier said, the one with no helmet 
and mask, which I believed was the commander. 2he army took her away, 
leaving a trail of blood stroking on the road.

“Rad, I want to go back.” Jules pulled my clothes0 her ga6e remained 
!Ged on the lifeless body being dragged downstairs.

2here was no other way to get out of this city other than this bridge. I 
guessed this would be the moment. My daughter didn’t have to feel how 
terri!c the pain was. Just one clear shot and she felt nothing, so I didn’t 
have to hear her blaring in screams, being burned alive in the air or being 
ripped o7 by those insane—

“RadC” Jules pulled my hand. 
I blinked.
“E’monC Uet over here fastC” a soldier called to me with his hand.
I strolled forward—
“Rad, don’t.” Jules yanked my hand. Wrinkles formed on her fore-

head.
You don't have to feel a thing.
“I’ll be alright, just wait here,” I said, gently releasing her hands and 

walking toward the soldier.
2his place somehow turned cold and lacked oGygen. Kemember what 

she said8 Elose your eyes. Elear your mind. …eel the gust.
2he other soldier stepped forward, unarmed. “Where’d you get this 

fromL” he asked, pointing at his forehead.
“Ear accident.”
“What’s inside thereL”
“It’s empty.”
He turned to his comrade, gesturing with his head. 2he other took the 

backpack o7 my shoulder to check what’s inside.
2he scanner gestured for me to stand in a 2-pose, and I obeyed. He 

patted me down, his hands moving over my body until he reached into 
my side pocket and pulled my gun away.

“Alright, proceed,” the other soldier said, turning my hands down, 
and I stepped forward.

“Elose your eyes,” the scanner said as he sticked the lightboG to my 
face. “Teep your face straight inside the boG.”

Warm and dark.
A mu1ed air inside as I eGhaled. 
Heartbeats echoed in my ears. 
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2he powerful bu66 of the scanner reverberated and the pitch-black 
darkness shifted into a soft pink.

What ifVit’s the airL 2he air around here was contaminated, so anyone 
who got scratches or didn’t have a strong immune system on them would 
get sickL 2his whole thing could come from a leak of some gas. I guess 
that’s why some people who didn’t seem to have blood on them got sick. 
MaybeL But there was no news about gas leaks these past few weeksVor 
noV the news did mention some restaurants—

2he light turned back into pitch black. A refreshment washed over my 
face as he took the scanner away. “Elear,” the scanner said.

“Uet a move on,” his companion said, giving me back the empty 
backpack and escorting me toward the gate.

I turned behind, looking at Jules glancing down, her !st trembling 
against her chest.

“Det’s go, kidC” the soldier said.
“E’mon,  Birdie.  It’s  alright,”  I  said,  watching  her  behind  the 

chain-link gate guarded by the soldiers.
She stepped forward, but she brought her feet back to a recent posi-

tion. “E’mon, Jules. E’mon.”
“E’mon, girl. Be JuickC” the soldier said.
She glanced at me, and I nodded from a distance. Bit by bit, she took a 

step forward. “Alright, Birdie. Nice. Nice. Uood job. Stay calm, Birdie,” 
I murmured.

2he soldier eGecuted the same procedure. Jules followed as instructed. 
Her eyes sJuee6ed shut, her lips pressed together. 2hey !tted the scan-
ning device over her face.

What were the odds of she got sick from the food she ate yesterdayL 
Saturday, wasn’t itL She used to order her food through RoorKush on 
the weekends. But what if it’s her woundL It could be contaminated.

Shifting my ga6e to the left, my eyes locked on the assault ri?e of one 
soldier near the entrance—the closest one within reach and maybe, just 
maybe, my best chance to snatch it from. 2hey got every side covered, 
though. I didn’t even know where to start shooting.

“RadC”
My heart jolted as I glanced at her. 2he icy wind dried my mouth, yet 

a ?icker of joy sparked within as I watched her run toward the gate.
“Elose the gateC” the soldier said.
2he gate slid shut.
What the hell?
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“HeyC HeyC What are you doingLC Det her passC” I lunged toward the 
entrance to stop a soldier from chaining the gate. Someone yanked me 
from behind, slamming me to the ground.

2he crowd broke out.
Uun!re erupted.
“RadLC” Jules called.
“Ron’t moveC” He pointed his assault ri?e at me. “Ron’t you fucking 

moveC”
All the ?ashlights shone at me from every direction. I raised my hands.
“She is my daughterC Det her throughC”
“RadC” Jules called me. I glanced at her sobbing on the other side.
“What’s going on hereL” the commander said.
“Keport in, DieutenantC” one of them saluted. “He refuses to board 

the truck.”
“Please let my daughter pass. I’m begging you,” I said, and the com-

mander glanced at Jules, crying out from the other side.
“How many people are on the truckL”
“Beyond the suggested limitations, sir,” he said, “if we add more per-

sonnel, it will create a greater potential for overload.”
“What’s the O2A for another rescueL”
“2hirty minutes.”
“Just take my daughter,” I said. “I’ll wait for another truck. Just take 

my daughterC”
2he commander glanced at me, then shifted his attention to Jules.
“E’mon, kid. Uet in,” the soldier said, sliding the gate open.
Jules fro6e in place, locking her eyes with mine. And once again, for 

many times, I sunk my head, unable to bear her ga6e. I walked out, letting 
Jules take my place.

“No,” Jules said.
“E’mon, kid.” 2he soldier pulled Jules by the arm.
“No, no, no. WaitC”
2he gate slammed shut, locked.
“RadC” Jules held onto the bars.
I guessed, for all the e7orts I poured in to get her to be on my side—
“E’mon, kid. Det’s get to the truck.” 2he soldier grasped her arm, but 

Jules resisted, begging the soldier to unlock the gate.
The next truck will arrive in 30 minutes. All citizens. Please 

remain calm until the next truck arrives.
2he crowd turned into a riot, throwing anything they had in their 

hands. Soldiers lined up, forming a line of shields. …irearms aimed at the 
masses.
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“MarcoC Help me on the lower levelC” the commander said.
“What about the kidL”
“2hat rookie will take care of herC Now be JuickC”
“Yes, sirC”
2he soldier left Jules alone.
“Rad, tell me what to do to unlock this gate,” she said fast, her eyes 

widened, all pu7y.
“I’ll be alright, Jules.”
“I thought I had to stick with you.”
You were the only one who mattered to me in this world.
“Jules, listen to me.”
“Wait.” She pulled away, eGperimenting with the chains.
“Jules—”
“2here’s gotta be a way, rightL”
“No, Jules—”
“Hold on, let me ask them to open this gate—” she said, storming o7.
I grasped her arm, and I shook my head. Her eyes glistened. “I’ll be 

alright.”
2ears rolled down her cheeks. “I—”
“Shhh,” I said. “Eome here.” I drew her closer to me.
“Disten,” I said, wiping those tears. “You don’t have to worry about 

me. Just look around. Dook at these soldiers. You think they were not 
capableL 4nce the truck is coming, they’ll take me to your place, and we 
will meet there anyway. It only takes thirty minutes, not a year.”

“But you’re always lying,” she said. “You said you would come back, 
and—” Her eyes closed, Juivering lips and chin.

Keaching my hand to the side of my pocket, “Here.” I handed my 
phone to her. “I’ll call you once I get there. I’ll !nd you even if you are 
at the edge of the earth. Ask someone if you need a charger, alrightL Ask 
politely.”

She just stared at me with those sorrowful eyes.
“And hey—” I slipped the backpack o7 my right shoulder. “Happy 

Birthday, Birdie.” I slipped it through the bar, handing it out to her with 
all pride.

She just stared at me, shaking her head, lips parted like she wanted to 
say something—

“E’mere.” I gripped her hands and slipped that misty blue backpack 
around her shoulder. “You said you wanted to be an astronaut, rightL” 
Her eyes locked on me with tears smeared on her cheek. “Dike I said, 
don’t let my sacri!ce go to waste.”
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“Rad, I-I don’t want to leave without you,” she said, her breath break-
ing into a sob.

“I know.” My arms encircled her through the bars. I hugged her as 
tight as I could while the surrounding air mu1ed as if we owned the 
world for just the two of us. My !ngers slid gently through her hair, 
feeling the shape of her tiny body under my touch. 2he last grasp to 
physically hold her. 2he last tears she shed on my shoulder. And with 
every choked-back echo in the air, my lungs grew heavier. It made it even 
harder to let her go. But I told myself it was worth it.

“I’ll !nd you. I promise.”
“Alright, kid. It’s time to goC” the soldier said, yanking Jules away 

from me. She screamed as the soldier carried her, shouting at me, but the 
su7ocating air in my chest had mu1ed my ears within.

A thunder of gunshots shattered in the air.
2he alarm blared and I glanced behind, watching the bridge ?ash in 

rhythmic mu66les while those sick people poured in to take over the 
place.
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