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For Octavia Estelle Butler,

with love and gratitude
“All that you Touch, you Change.”
(1947–2006)


Jesus said, “If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.”
—Coptic Gospels, Gospel of Thomas

Don’t wanna’ die for a while.
I think I’ll fly for a while…
—Phoenix, “Gotta Fly”

Renewal requires that death

precede it so that the weary

may be replaced by the vigorous…

To thwart it is the first step

toward thwarting the continuation

of exactly that which we try to preserve,

which is, after all, the order

and system of our universe.
—Sherwin Nuland, How We Die



 
2005

After three days of waiting, Stefan was told he could see his old friend. The wait had not been unexpected, but he was anxious. Stefan had delayed this visit for decades, and he cursed himself when he realized he might be too late. He might never see Lolek again. It was all he could do to restrain himself from running across the polished marble floors.
“You have five minutes,” said a white-haired caretaker who met him in the regal hall. The man looked like a mouse, with a hunched posture and eyes and ears too big for his face. Most men were mice, of course, but few looked the part so convincingly.
“Is he awake?”
“Sometimes yes, sometimes no.”
He had almost waited too long, then. Now, he had only chance on his side. Or prayer, perhaps. That thought made Stefan smile, but sadly. When it came to matters of life and death, he had learned that prayer was chance of the riskiest kind.
Wide marble stairs took him to the apartment, which was surprisingly drab and dark. The palatial halls below were appointed with timeless artwork. Daddi. Raphael. Michaelangelo. Stefan marveled at how changed Lolek’s life was now. Lolek had always shied from riches. How had such a modest soul come to live in the bosom of opulence, waited on by an army?
One of the constant attendants sat in a wooden chair two strides from the bed where Lolek lay on a mound of pillows. The attendant’s eyes were trained to the book in her lap; always the same one, no doubt. The portly woman hardly took notice of Stefan’s entrance, offering neither greeting nor smile.
“I was told we would have time alone,” Stefan said.
The woman’s face, already severe, hardened. But instead of objecting, she stood and lay her leather-bound black book on her seat. “I must not leave the apartment,” she whispered. “But I will move outside the door. You have been told five minutes?”
Stefan nodded. Ridiculous. “Yes. Five minutes.”
The room was deathly silent except for the sound of the woman’s flat soles across the floor and Lolek’s heroic struggle to draw one breath, then another. His ventilation tube whistled, a piteous sound. Moving the attendant’s well-worn book to the table at Lolek’s bedside, Stefan pulled the chair to the edge of the bed.
Lolek might be in a coffin, if not for the tubes attached to his throat. His complexion was so pale that his skin looked powdered, his white bedclothes freshly pressed to match. Lolek’s eyes were closed and still, the lids bluish. Stefan had not seen his friend—the poet, playwright and priest—since Lolek’s hair had been a thick mat across his scalp, black as midnight. It was curious how memories remained frozen in youth, Stefan thought. He did not recognize Lolek in the old man he had become.
Lolek’s eyes flinched.
“Lolek? Are you awake?” Stefan said softly. He doubted the faithful attendant would approve, but he rested his hand against Lolek’s cool cheek. Only then did he realize how much he missed his friend, how far their paths had diverged since Stefan’s innocent respite at the seminary. “It’s Stefan. I’ve finally made good on my threat to visit you.”
His voice had an immediate effect. How many years had it been since anyone had addressed Lolek by his playful nickname? Lolek’s eyes fluttered, and he made a soft sound, turning his head toward Stefan from his pillow. With brilliant late-afternoon sunlight from the open bay windows bathing his chair, Stefan wondered if Lolek thought he was dreaming. Or did he imagine that the angel sent to usher him to St. Peter had taken a most improbable form?
“We’ll go out with our kayaks again, my friend,” Stefan said. “I’ve reserved our cabin. Maybe the old innkeeper is still there, and this time he won’t be too drunk to stand.”
Lolek smiled. Slowly, he raised a scolding, unsteady finger. It had been more than sixty years since they’d visited the Drweca River together, and the old drunken innkeeper who had cursed at them must be long dead. Still, Lolek’s smile as he shared the memory felt like salvation.
“Not today, then. Another,” Stefan said and squeezed his hand. Lolek squeezed back. His strength surprised Stefan. But then again, hadn’t it always?
Lolek’s blue eyes sparkled, a portal to the past. Practically unchanged. Stefan savored the moment—but like everything in life, it vanished right away.
Lolek’s unblinking eyes went from jovial to silently disapproving. Stefan recognized the shadow across his friend’s face; he had seen it many years ago, when he’d first confessed his discovery. His calling. On that day, their friendship had ended.
Lolek, dear confused soul, believed he could never abide any role in The Cleansing.
“I haven’t much time, Lolek. Neither have you,” Stefan said, his voice low. “You know what I have, and what I can do for you. The world needs you here with us. Let me give you a few more years, free of suffering. You might gain a decade. Then, when it is time, I’ll come to you again with the same chance to live. You’ll be immortal. I can do this as a friend, Lolek.”
Lolek’s gaze, this time, was heartbroken. His mouth fell open as he wheezed, struggling to speak. “So…afraid.” His speech was nearly impossible to understand, except to a friend.
Stefan squeezed his hand. “Of course you are.”
Lolek smiled again, shaking his head. “Not me…you,” he said. “Do not…be afraid.”
Lolek must have been fooled by Stefan’s face, to speak to him like a child. Lolek and his misguided sense of propriety. He should be grateful for such a gift!
“You must think about it, at least—” Stefan begged.
Lolek raised his unsteady hand again. He waved it toward Stefan with weary, ritualistic precision. The sign of the cross. “May God…have mercy…” A mere wheezing. Lolek gasped the words, air stolen from his last breaths: “…on your soul.”
God will never have my soul, my friend, Stefan thought. He leaned over the old man his friend had become and kissed his forehead. “I’m not far, at the Hotel Nova Domus. Please ring me there, no matter what the hour, and I will come to you.”
Only Lolek’s heaving chest and whistling tube answered. His eyes closed again.
Stefan sat in silence at Lolek’s bedside, mourning already. The irreversibility of the moment felt devastating. A plan so long laid was shattering before his eyes, but it was worse than that, even: Lolek was a good man, and always had been. Stefan’s sins might have been forgiven if Lolek had agreed to accept the Blood. How could any other man deserve an escape from death if dear, gentle Lolek did not?
Stefan heard the attendant’s approach to signal that his time had ended. “Good night, Sister,” Stefan told the nun, smiling politely despite his tears.
“Grieve not, young man. He goes to God. That brings me great comfort. Ciao.”
Stefan planned to leave Rome right away, but he could not make himself go to the airport. He lingered at his hotel for two more days, cloistered in his room while he prayed to be called back to his friend’s bedside. From his window, he admired the timeless dome at St. Peter’s Basilica. His summoning never came.
He was at the hotel bar when the word came on the television news.
Shutters were drawn across the window of the magnificent apartment he had visited two days before. The tolling bells of the Vatican signaled that the ailing pope had died.



GLOW
Knowledge is wonderful and truth serene

But man in their service bleeds.
—Bhartrihari,

seventh-century Hindu poet
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Gramma Bea was the first to rise in the Big House.
Each morning, Fana Wolde found her grandmother in the kitchen with Mahalia Jackson’s soaring voice consoling her from the old CD player while Gramma Bea patted balls of dough between her palms, measuring drop biscuits. Gramma Bea cooked with care, hour after hour, as if the fate of the world depended on her getting the ingredients and temperature just right.
Beatrice Jacobs was eighty-four, but she looked youthful in the black silk kimono she sometimes wore all day, when she didn’t have the energy to get dressed. By lunchtime, she would be sweating from the heat, but she never left her kitchen. When she wasn’t cooking, she was sitting at the kitchen table, either dozing or reading her Bible. Sleeping and praying took up the time left after cooking. She spent more time doing all three since her heart attack.
Like most people, Gramma Bea wore her thoughts like clothing, so Fana didn’t have to peek inside her grandmother’s head to understand her. Fana could see it plainly: Gramma Bea stored her grief in her baking breads and stewing pots. Cooking was her meditation.
Fana’s grandfather had died five years ago, when his car had overturned in a ditch in the woods a half-mile from his kitchen table, during a rainstorm. The accident had happened at three-thirty in the afternoon, snapping Fana out of meditation. Fana, the first to know he was dead, had shared her grandfather’s last, startled gasp.
Grandpa Gaines had been dead before anyone had been able to bring blood to him, where a drop might have saved him—or Dad might have been able to perform the Ceremony at the instant his heart had stopped, in the ancient way. It was so unfair: Gramma Bea had lost her first husband to a car accident, too. And to lose someone here must feel worse, Fana thought. No one died here. Fana knew why Gramma Bea always kept her grandfather’s chair at the breakfast table empty, as if she expected him to come downstairs to eat, too. His absence was inconceivable.
“Don’t just stand there, baby,” Gramma Bea said. “Start squeezing the juice.”
The kitchen smelled like oranges in the mornings because Gramma Bea was from Florida and insisted on squeezing her orange juice fresh. The oranges were already chopped and waiting, so Fana only had to pick up her dripping fruit, hold half an orange in her palm, and scrape off the pulp in the white plastic juicer with the methodical turns of her wrist Gramma Bea had taught her to perfection; one of the few things Fana believed she did well.
Mom had bought a mechanical juicer years ago, but Gramma Bea wasn’t interested in technology except to listen to Mahalia and the Mississippi Mass Choir and the other gospel she filled her silences with. Gramma Bea thought machines were a distraction, and the music brought her closer to God. And closer to Grandpa Gaines, of course.
Gramma Bea thought about dying for a long while every day, working her way up to the idea. Sometimes, she didn’t mind. Day by day, she minded less. She had begun to think of it as an appointment she had to keep, one she’d put off long enough. Fana wondered what else her grandmother would do with her time if she didn’t have to think about dying.
But she doesn’t have to die, Fana reminded herself. She knows she has a choice.
“You’ve got some nice little hips now,” Gramma Bea said, dropping her dough into neat rows on the cookie sheet. “Nice legs, too. My legs.” Gramma Bea’s kimono was cut high, the way a younger woman would wear it, to show off her legs. Her calves were veined blue, but her smooth shins had resisted wrinkles. “You should wear a dress when you go driving tomorrow.”
Fana felt alien enough outside without Gramma Bea’s criticisms! Mom and Aunt Alex never wore anything except T-shirts and jeans either. Sometimes it was hard for Fana to believe that Mom and Gramma Bea were the same blood: Mom never had casual conversations with her about going outside, especially not about clothes. Mom only filled Fana’s head with warnings.
“Why do I need a dress?” Fana said. “It’s just a driving lesson.”
“And lunch,” Gramma Bea said. “At a nice restaurant.”
“Pass. I’ll pack some food from home.”
Gramma Bea tsssked, a click against her teeth. “Go to a restaurant, Fana. Sit with the people for a while. It’ll be good for you.”
Fana hated restaurants. They always smelled like meat, and the tension was thick behind servers’ smiles and the kitchens’ closed doors. Restaurants never felt at peace.
“Don’t you want to feel more comfortable around people, Pumpkin?” Gramma Bea said.
Fana felt stung. Now Gramma Bea sounded like Mom. “What do you mean?”
“I knew a young man from Midway, Florida,…a trumpet player,” Gramma Bea said, speaking in a story, as she often did, never going forward until she remembered all the details. She wanted to make sure her life’s adventures would be remembered, even in passing. “He swore up and down he loved me, but I came to find out he didn’t invite me to his sister’s wedding. He said he was worried I wouldn’t know which fork to use and what-not. So seditty! And I told him, ‘Billy Taylor, what kind of love is that?’”
Fana waited. Sooner or later, Gramma Bea always remembered her point again. Gramma Bea went on: “Baby, liking from a distance isn’t the same as liking up close. You can’t like people if you won’t let them close to you.”
Fana felt her teeth grind. How many times did she have to tell Gramma Bea that crowds gave her headaches? Her family tried to understand, but they couldn’t. Not really. And what good would it do to go out and meet people? She would only lie to them, too.
I care about people in the way that matters, Fana thought. I heal them.
“I have friends,” Fana said instead. When she wasn’t reading or meditating, Fana was posting on ShoutOut, where she had hundreds of friends around the world who knew her as Aliyah Martin, an American student and Phoenix music fan living in Tokyo.
But Gramma Bea was wrong if she thought she spent her days role-playing and gossiping.
Fana never used her webcam, and only three people outside the colony knew her real name. One person alone knew who she really was, and Fana hadn’t seen her best friend in three years. She and Caitlin saved their real communications for an encrypted site, at least once a week. They deleted and scrubbed each other’s messages immediately.
Fana hadn’t gotten any messages from Caitlin in two weeks. Something was wrong.
Anxiety nested in Fana’s stomach, and she knew that the chewing sensation would follow her until she tried to go to sleep, just like last night. She dreamed in nightmares, and always about Caitlin. Was Caitlin dead, like Maritza? She can’t be, Fana thought. I would have felt her die.
Was Caitlin on the run, then? She had to be. But where?
“Typing on a screen isn’t the same as talking face-to-face,” Gramma Bea said, prying Fana’s worries wide open. “Life is something you touch. Typing is easy. Touching is hard.”
Gramma Bea was right: Fana needed to see Caitlin in person. But Caitlin couldn’t come here, the one place she might be safest. One of the Brothers would know Caitlin’s thoughts as soon as she arrived, and Fana couldn’t count on masking her. If I were a normal person, I could just drive out of here and go find Caitlin myself.
It was the worst quandary of Fana’s life, and not talking about it consumed her. Was it time to tell her family the truth?
Fana almost told Gramma Bea everything, right there in the kitchen on Friday morning.
“…that dress I got you for Easter is casual enough to wear as a tea dress,” Gramma Bea was saying, and Fana enjoyed remembering how much her grandmother had loved buying her clothes, even if she’d never worn them. Gramma Bea hadn’t been on a shopping trip in a year, and her catalogues were piling up in the coat closet. “You’re such a pretty girl, Fana. Why won’t you let anyone see you? It’s like you want to bury yourself in the ground and disappear.”
Did Gramma Bea know? Fana had started trancing again, too.
Sometimes when Fana meditated, she let herself get lost, hiding from herself the way she’d first learned when she was three and the world had gone badly wrong, when she’d stayed lost for years. Life was hard again, and Fana wanted to step out of it.
Fana felt her grandmother’s fingers beneath her chin, and the kitchen came into sharp focus: rows of cookbooks, watermelon knickknacks and a polished floor. Did I trance that fast?
Gramma Bea looked her in the eye, knowing. “Try to get used to things on this side, too. Not just the universe in your head, Pumpkin,” she said patiently. “Start with this.”
Gramma Bea held up a tube of lipstick the color of ripe mango pulp.
“It’ll do wonders for your smile,” she said. “You just put some on and stare at yourself in the mirror. It’ll make you feel good. Sit in your skin a while, child. Now, pucker.”
Fana pouted her lips, and her grandmother painstakingly guided the tube over them. Fana smelled perspiration, talcum powder and sweet, familiar Giorgio on her skin. Fana would know her grandmother’s scent with her eyes closed.
“Look at that!” Gramma Bea said, glowing as if she and Fana shared a face. She held up the shiny aluminum toaster for Fana to see her reflection: blurred brown features and a shimmer of orange-yellow light. “A little color works miracles. See how it brings out your lips? I still feel naked if I go outside without my lipstick, and nobody’s noticed my face for years. But, once?”
She laughed, her eyes twinkling with memories both joyful and sad. Gramma Bea rarely saw how beautiful she was; she only noticed what had changed since she was seventeen, too.
“Don’t worry, Gramma Bea,” Fana said. “Nobody’s noticing me either. Ever.”
Everyone else who lived at the colony was related to her by blood or marriage, or was just a kid or old enough to be her ancestor. Not to mention that she was also a freak.
“Somebody will notice you when you’re driving,” Gramma Bea said, certain.
“Like who?”
“You never know who, Pumpkin,” she said. “That’s the fun part—finding out. Twice in one lifetime I was blessed with a good man. Twice. True love is an experience everyone should have, but you can’t find anyone when you’re hiding.”
Gramma Bea was from a generation when girls got married right out of high school, Fana remembered. They couldn’t be more different in that way. Fana had known since she was three that she would always be alone.
“Men have the curse of their eyes, Pumpkin,” Gramma Bea said. “Their eyes catch onto things first. It never seems right or fair, but it’s in their makeup. Until a man sees you with his eyes, it’s like he can’t see you at all. And if a man’s eyes take hold of his heart? He’ll move a mountain for you.”
“That just sounds shallow,” Fana said. “Why would I want anyone like that?”
Gramma Bea shrugged. “We didn’t make this world. The Lord did. We just visit here.” Fana sighed and picked up the toaster again, adjusting its angles in the light from the window to try to see her face through a stranger’s eyes.
“Do you see what I see now?” Gramma Bea said.
Fana nodded, forcing a smile.
The lipstick’s color was a promising speck, but Fana still couldn’t see her face at all.
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Berkeley

Friday

6:57 a.m.

Johnny Jamal Wright thought he must be dreaming.
He was too confused by the sight of Ryan LaCroix at his dorm room door to hear what he was saying. Ryan’s orange-brown hair was cropped short, marine style, and his two hundred pounds filled the doorway. At the Cotton Bowl, Ryan LaCroix’s quarterback sneak at the end of the fourth quarter had made him a folk hero and gotten him on Saturday Night Live.
Now he was clasping Johnny’s hand in a grip that was too hard.
“What?” Johnny said.
“I said…I need some Glow,” Ryan said, his grip a bit tighter. When Johnny tried to tug his hand away, Ryan held on. His eyes were blue ice. “Where do I get it, Wright?”
“Uh…I don’t know,” Johnny said. Glow! If Ryan LaCroix had roused him from bed to get drugs, he was a year too late. Caitlin was gone.
Suddenly, the grip wasn’t a handshake anymore—Ryan was pinching off Johnny’s circulation. Johnny almost told Ryan he was hurting his hand until he realized Ryan wanted to.
Ryan sounded like he was whining. “Who’s your supplier? Come on! What’s her name?”
“Wh-what the hell, Ryan?” Johnny said. Ryan shoved, and Johnny took two stumbling steps backward, into the room. Ryan kicked the door closed behind him, not letting Johnny’s hand go.
One glance at his roommate’s bed and Johnny remembered Zach’s late-night gig. As usual, Zach hadn’t come home. Johnny was alone with a crazed Ryan LaCroix.
And Ryan was about to break his hand.
“You said she’s got a pipeline,” Ryan said. “She can get Glow any time she wants.”
Had he said something that stupid last year? Johnny’s elevated pulse made him dizzy. Maybe he’d been trying to pump up his connection to impress a football player and his friends. There had been girls involved. And alcohol. The memory tried to surface, but all Johnny remembered was how much he’d ached to lose his virginity. Johnny had made a lot of unlikely friends freshman year when word had gotten around that he’d known how to find the underground drug called Glow. Football players. Celebrities’ kids. Professors, even. Good days.
But the best part had been Caitlin. Those days were gone.
“I was kegged when I said that!” Johnny said. He hoped the lie wasn’t plain on his face. “I knew a girl who got lucky and snagged some Glow. That’s it.”
Caitlin would asphyxiate him for what he had said already. Never talk about me. Her number one rule. And he’d given out too much information: Ryan knew she was a girl who’d dropped out of Berkeley in the past year. Someone could find her if Ryan opened his mouth.
Caitlin had hooked Johnny up with Glow only once, and she’d agreed only because he had exaggerated Ryan’s better qualities and the depth of their friendship. Johnny had never told her it had only been for Ryan’s herpes.
And this wasn’t Ryan. The guy standing over him might as well be a desperate junkie.
Suddenly, Johnny saw a hospital in his future.
Johnny hoped the feeling was chickenshit nerves, not the psychic bone Mom was always talking about—but the notion felt real. Johnny had gotten through middle school and four years at Leon County High without a fight. Ryan LaCroix was a bad choice for his first beatdown.
“Just give me her name, Johnny,” Ryan said. Now he was almost begging.
“She’s gone,” Johnny said, his mouth dry. He tried not to sound as scared as he was. “Whatever you’ve got this time, they’ll give you meds at the clinic.”
“I don’t want it in my medical report,” Ryan said. “Coaches see it. Selective Service. My dad and mom, too. I don’t want that shit in my blood. I want my test clean, like last time.”
Ryan flipped Johnny’s wrist into a painful wrist-lock. Johnny’s shoulder twisted, his face shoved against his pinewood closet door. “Stop being a dick,” Ryan said. “Give me her name.”
Was this why Caitlin had left Berkeley? Caitlin had said Johnny was too childish to understand the stakes, and maybe she’d been right. Especially after what happened to Maritza.
Johnny felt his stomach constrict into a cold, hard ball of fear. But his outrage won out.
“Get the fuck out of here,” Johnny said.
Johnny felt his head snap backward as Ryan yanked a handful of his shoulder-length dreadlocks and slammed his face into the closet door. Hard. Johnny had enough reflexes to turn his head so his nose wouldn’t break, but his cheekbone met the door with enough force to hurt. Johnny felt the inside of his lip tear against a tooth.
Blood. He could taste it in his mouth. Johnny was too shocked to move. No one had hurt him before. He had never considered what to do if someone did.
Ryan pulled Johnny’s head again, winding up for another throw.
The sound of the room door opening made them both jump. Ryan’s claw loosened enough for Johnny to shake himself free and duck to the other side of the room.
Johnny’s roommate Zach walked in, bleary-eyed, pushing dyed black hair out of his face.
Until that instant, Johnny had never truly appreciated Zach. They were a random housing assignment practical joke: Johnny was a near-virgin premed who had almost gone to a seminary before deciding to be a doctor. Zach was the lead singer of a crunk-rap band who thought sobriety was a mortal sin and whose major area of study was soulless sex. Zach was a gentle weedhead, but he was big. His chest was a tapestry of tattoos.
Johnny had never been so happy to have a roommate.
“Fresno,” Zach said, looking Ryan in the eye.
“What?” Johnny said.
“I heard about Glow in Fresno,” Zach told Ryan. “From a chat room.”
All of them were pretending Johnny’s lip wasn’t bleeding, that things hadn’t just gone too far. Johnny was so relieved to avoid a beating that he was afraid he might piss in his briefs. The army wanted him to pick up a rifle and fight after college?
He’d better pray he got into a good med school.
“OK,” Ryan said. “Give me the site.”
Zach burrowed through the clutter on his nightstand, looking for a pen. “Watch what you put in your veins,” Zach said. “It’s called Blast, Cure or Glow. Whatever you call it, most of the stuff out there is fake, and people get fried shooting up bad shit. There’s test strips for sale on the website. The government’s putting out fake shit, trying to make it look dangerous. If somebody got you the real deal, you were one of the few. Good luck in Fresno.”
Ryan snatched the paper from Zach’s hands and headed for the door. Zach gave Ryan the finger on his way to the door. “You can’t throw deep for shit, LaCroix,” Zach mumbled.
The door slammed behind Ryan, and it was a typical day again. Except for the blood.
“You all right, man?” Zach said.
Johnny wasn’t all right, and he had a problem far worse than a split lip or bruised feelings.
He would have to tell Caitlin.
How R U? Call me ASAP

Johnny typed the text message to MIDNYTE on his slender silver Wyre phone, which he kept strapped to his forearm. His phone was the pride and joy of his life, the birthday present that brought him in step with the real world: big screen, holographic keyboard option, great sound for movies, GamePort compatible, and plenty of memory for his lab reports and Af-Am lit papers.
Johnny was walking toward the science building for his 10 a.m. quiz, but his mind wasn’t on RNA molecules and protein synthesis in sophomore bio. Only Caitlin. Her number only led to a voice mailbox that was always full, so he had to wait for her to text him back. Or, even better, maybe she would call him.
“Yeah, sorry your girlfriend died,” Johnny rehearsed aloud as he sidestepped a busty, red-faced faculty member jogging with her black Lab. “Now I feel like a jerk for trying to talk you out of moving in with Maritza. So…how ya’ been?”
God, he’d been so pathetic.
Johnny had known Caitlin O’Neal since he was twelve, when his father had taken him to the retreat in the woods that had been so secretive he still wasn’t sure whether it had been in Oregon or Washington. They had flown to the Portland airport, but they hadn’t been able to see a thing outside the blackened windows in the backseat of the Town Car that had met them. It had seemed like an adventure out of a James Bond movie, even though Dad had seemed more nervous than excited.
It had been a scientific research facility. That was all Dad had ever said. He’d heard about it from his scientist friend, the one people called Dr. Voodoo. A government thing, Johnny had figured. But the place had seemed more like a commune; just a few families living in the woods.
While Dad had been in meetings with scientists, Johnny had met Caitlin and Casey O’Neal playing dodgeball outside. The O’Neal girls were two years older, blonde-haired and blue-eyed identical twins. But the twins were nothing alike.
Caitlin had been adventurous, sneaking cigarettes in the woods and grabbing his hand to give him the forbidden tour. She had taken him to the long cedar building called the Council Hall, where she’d said, the children were never invited. She’d dared him to peek into the window, and he had seen his father sitting side by side with Caitlin’s at a long table, talking to two black men who’d been wearing only white. The strangers’ stern eyes had found them immediately, so they’d run away.
But Johnny had never forgotten that gathering. Those men in white had looked like royalty.
Johnny was sure Glow had something to do with that commune. Johnny’s father had never been invited back, as far as he knew, but Johnny had kept in touch with some of the kids he’d met there. Caitlin had pretty much dropped contact with him since Maritza died, but Casey still posted letters to him on ShoutOut every couple of weeks. And Fana wrote too, now and then.
He had missed a message from Fana, Johnny realized as he scrolled on his phone. ALIYATOKYO had posted a note two days ago, and he’d overlooked it. Fana’s visual sig was a photo from the 1800s, Harriet Tubman or someone. Intense kid.
I’m worried about C. Have you heard from her this week? Her heart is traversing territories she doesn’t have maps for. -F.

Much shorter than usual for Fana. She was seventeen by now, but Johnny always pictured Fana as the amazingly shy ten-year-old girl who barely met anyone’s eyes, his Lil’ Sis. Fana was the most sheltered person Johnny had ever known. Casey and Caitlin lived in New York, but he didn’t think Fana had been anywhere else.
With one eye on the bicyclists navigating toward him on the sidewalk, Johnny wrote back:
Trying 2 find her too. AWOL for 3 weeks. Call me and I’ll tell u about my weird day.

But he knew Fana wouldn’t call. Fana’s family must have ’Net phones, at least, but she never used one, just like she never used video feeds. She never talked about her home life either; her family definitely had something to do with the government. Dad refused to say anything about that visit seven years ago, except to grunt when Johnny mentioned it. For the first time in his life, Dad had managed to keep a secret.
Caitlin had been out of touch with Fana, her best friend? Johnny hoped Caitlin wasn’t in trouble. He scrolled the rest of his ShoutOut posts to make sure a note from Caitlin hadn’t been buried, too. Nothing. Damn. Johnny’s heart pounded, flushing warm blood into his palms.
He recognized his symptoms: He was still stuck on Caitlin.
Caitlin had enrolled in Berkeley first, so he’d decided he would go there, too, breaking a three-generation chain of Wright men who attended Florida A&M. Johnny still hadn’t heard the end of that. But he’d thought it would be worth it to be near Caitlin, finally.
It’s just sex, Johnny. Caitlin had warned him right from the beginning. He had still been a virgin his freshman year, and she’d said she felt sorry for him living like a monk in Tallahassee. Welcome to the world, she’d said, straddling him for the first time, and he’d seen stars. He’d been ecstatic to explore the novelty of a girl’s body and touch, but it hadn’t just been that. He’d fallen for her, hard. Sweaty palms. Dancing heartbeat. Maybe it was because he’d struggled so hard with the conflict between what his church taught and what his body wanted: He hadn’t realized it would be so hard to wait. But why couldn’t he marry Caitlin one day? He’d stayed away from other girls just in case his devotion would matter to her.
But it hadn’t. Maritza had mattered to Caitlin, and now Maritza was dead. A month ago, someone had kidnaped her from a South Beach clinic and killed her. Probably because of Glow.
Johnny shivered. He had never known anyone who’d died a violent death, and memories of Maritza gave him a chill. He had cried with Caitlin when she’d first called, hysterical, wailing her lover’s name. He had been waiting to be of use to her since he was twelve. But now that terrible voice wormed into his head: Hey, Wright, maybe now you’ll have your chance.
He could forget it. Caitlin would only be pissed when she heard about Ryan’s visit. Johnny had said too much about Glow. He had said too much about her.
Johnny had always thought Caitlin was just paranoid. But what if he was wrong?
 
Omari was waiting for Johnny on the steps of his dormitory, leaning against his backpack in a sliver of shade. Cornrows wound around his glistening scalp in a succession of U’s, the style worn by the rapper Bizkitz. Students glanced curiously at Omari as they climbed the stairs, since he was barely five-foot-two and looked like he belonged on a playground instead of a college campus. No one would guess he was fifteen.
He was two hours early. And he was sweating.
“Hey, little dude, how long you been out in this sun?” Johnny said, trotting up to him. The sun had a clear sky in its favor, so it must have been eighty degrees.
“Thirty minutes. Maybe forty,” Omari said. With a lanky arm, he grabbed the iron bannister to pull himself to his feet. Omari needed extra support, the way an old man might.
Johnny gave him a one-armed hug. “Why didn’t you call me?”
Omari shrugged. “I didn’t wanna’ pull you out of class. Ain’t nothin, man.”
The first time Johnny took Omari to McDonald’s on their assigned Saturday after he’d joined Big Brothers/Big Sisters in Oakland, Omari had kept his face mean. Making conversation had been like mining for diamonds. “So, want some ketchup?” “I’m just doing this for my mama, so don’t try to be my friend.” “So, how do you like school?” “I’m just doing this for my mama, so don’t try to be my friend.”
That was six months ago. Everything had changed when Omari had learned of their mutual interest.
As soon as Johnny had said he was premed, Omari bombarded him with smart questions: “Hey, man, what do you think about gene therapy? And how come all this money gets spent on cystic fibrosis research, but way more people have sickle cell? What’s up with THAT?” Omari knew more about sickle-cell anemia than Johnny did. He had to.
“How’d you get here so early? You’ve got school, too,” Johnny said.
Omari shrugged, dismissive. Omari was so bright that he was probably gifted, but his grades were awful. He missed too many classes with sick days, and he was allergic to homework. “When I’m sixteen, Mama say I can take the GED.”
“You still have to learn how to study. To go to college, you have to know how to work.”
Anger broiled Omari’s face suddenly. “You think it ain’t work gettin’ my Uncle Lem to drive me twenty miles outta his way when he can’t hardly pay for gas?” Omari said. “I didn’t bring my ass here to get preached at. And what the hell makes you think I’m goin’ to college?” He spat the last word.
That didn’t sound like Omari at all. Omari wanted to be a doctor, and the only reason he visited the campus was to make his dream feel real. Had something happened at home? Omari’s mother said there had been staff cuts at the hospital where she worked as a nurse. Even with health insurance, Omari’s medical bills didn’t leave room for surprises. If his mother was out of work, they wouldn’t be able to afford the chronic transfusion therapy that was the only thing replacing Omari’s sickled blood.
“You want to see the lab?” Johnny said. “We’re early, but we can still probably—”
Omari shook his head. “Nah. Let’s just sit and chill. Ain’t your room right here?”
Johnny hesitated. A month ago, he had toured Omari through the campus, only stopping briefly at his own room. Zach’s lifestyle was too wild, and Johnny didn’t want to take the chance that Omari would go home and tell his mother he was being exposed to sex and drugs. Johnny wanted to make a difference in a kid’s life, not end up on the nightly news.
“Bad idea, little dude,” Johnny said.
Anger melted from Omari’s face, and suddenly he looked like a child. “I gotta’ lie down.” He was wincing, shifting his weight.
“Pain?” Johnny said.
Omari bit his lip and nodded, but he avoided Johnny’s eyes.
“Bad enough for a doctor?” Johnny said.
Omari shook his head. “Nah. All this walking, that’s all. This school’s like a damn city, man. I just wanna rest.” Johnny could tell Omari was used to reassuring people, trying not to be a bother. His forehead was wrinkled with private agony.
“OK,” Johnny said, patting his pocket for his key card. “But I’m calling your mom.”
In the lobby, Omari headed for the stairs, but Johnny motioned him around the corner to the elevator. Johnny hadn’t remembered the elevator the last time Omari had been here, and the kid had climbed two flights of stairs without a word. Had Omari been in pain then, too?
With Omari’s gingerly steps, the walk to room 314 took a long time, but Johnny knew better than to offer him an arm to lean on. Omari was a proud kid. At his door, Johnny motioned for Omari to wait. “Sorry. I’ve got to check it out first.”
“Like I ain’t seen weed before,” Omari muttered. “I can smell it out here.”
“I have rules, Omari. Just hold on.”
Johnny knocked and didn’t hear anything, so he swiped his key card and opened the door just wide enough to stick his head through. The room was smoky. Shit. Two-fifteen in the afternoon, and Zach and his girl were still in bed. Classic Boondocks episodes played from Zach’s computer screen on his desk, and Zach lay spread-eagled in his boxers. with his bong propped on his bare chest.
“Hide the bud and put on some clothes,” Johnny told them quietly. “Omari’s here.”
Behind him in the hall, Omari sniggered.
“Sure, man,” Zach said. He slipped the bong between his bed and nightstand, sweeping stray leaves into his drawer with his palm.
“I gotta’ go anyway. Rehearsal,” the woman said, climbing from beneath the sheet wearing only a T-shirt and white panties. Once she was dressed, she breezed past Johnny into the hall, stopping short to snake her finger across the top of Omari’s head. She traced the patterns in his scalp. “Ooh. The work of an artist,” she said. “Welcome to college, kid.”
Omari didn’t smile. His eyes were vacant.
“If it’s hard for you to get around, there are ways to deal with that,” Johnny said as they went into the room. Johnny stopped short of using the word wheelchair. He had yet to practice medicine, but he knew that was a word nobody wanted to hear. Especially a kid.
Sitting on Johnny’s bed, Omari didn’t answer. Zach slung a towel over his shoulder and excused himself to hit the shower; only then did Omari sink back, until he lay across Johnny’s mattress, his feet still on the floor. He hadn’t wanted a stranger to see how bad he felt.
Omari hissed. He had once told Johnny the pain was always there; it just got worse sometimes. Sickle-cell anemia meant that Omari’s red blood cells weren’t shaped right. His blood cells caused his body problems everywhere they went. His own blood made his life hell.
“Your mom will just tell me to take you to your doctor,” Johnny said, dialing his cell.
“Lemme talk to Mama. We got a system. No doctor unless it’s eight. I’m only at a six.”
“Six what?”
“How bad is the pain, between one and ten? It’s a six.” Omari sounded impatient.
“It looks like more than a six to me.”
“Then I guess you don’t know what pain looks like.”
That probably was true enough, Johnny thought. Caitlin had said something like that once, during an argument. You’re a mama’s boy who’s never lived in the real world a day in your life, she’d accused. After joining Big Brothers, Johnny thought he had seen enough reality to make up for it. He had asked to mentor a kid with health problems; he didn’t want to turn into one of those robotronic doctors who forgot the whole point. Already Johnny realized he wanted to be a pediatrician. Omari was teaching him that.
Johnny listened to Omari’s end of the conversation as his mother quizzed him on the telephone. He understood her worry: Omari was especially vulnerable because he’d been getting monthly blood transfusions for three years. Omari’s body might be getting overloaded with iron, his mother had confided, so she was always on the lookout for signs of organ damage.
“It’s my legs. I told you already, dag,” Omari complained to his mother. He suddenly handed the phone back to Johnny without a good-bye.
“Mr. Wright?” his mother said when Johnny got on, with the brand of formality Johnny recognized from his grandmother in Macon. “Omari says it’s his joints, but you sure it’s not his chest? No trouble breathing?”
“No, ma’am, not that I can see.” Omari’s face was still twisted with pain, but his breathing looked steady. Omari was absently flicking at the edge of the Jimi Hendrix poster hanging above him on the wall, the one from the Berkeley show almost forty-five years ago.
“You call me right back if he does, hear? Omari says he’s at a six, but he knows good and damn well that when he has chest pain, he goes to the hospital. Understand? If he has a clog in his lungs and doesn’t get enough oxygen, then we’re looking at hypoxia.” She was rushed, speaking in a low tone so she wouldn’t be overheard. But she wasn’t panicked. The mother of a child who suffered from chronic pain didn’t have room for panic in her daily life.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Make sure he gets liquids. Water or Gatorade. It’ll thin his blood and help his joints feel better. I’ll call Lemuel and see if he can’t come by and pick him up early.”
The woman was impressive. “Omari’s lucky to have a nurse for a mom,” Johnny said.
She breathed into the phone, and he couldn’t tell if she was amused or annoyed. “Luck ain’t got nothin’ to do with it. My boy needed me, so I went to school. You take good care of Omari, Mr. Wright. God bless you.”
“Yes, ma’am. God bless you, too.”
When Johnny hit End to hang up his phone, Omari was still playing with the poster without looking toward him. Johnny pulled up his desk chair and sat beside the bed. Telltale moisture dampened the bridge of Omari’s nose, and seeing his tears made Johnny’s eyes smart. What if he wasn’t helping this kid at all? What if he was only showing Omari his limitations?
“It’s just a bad day,” Johnny said. “You can come back.”
Omari’s chin trembled slightly before he caught it. “What for? Mama don’t have college money. It all goes to food, gas and blood. And with me like this? Ain’t no way.”
“When we don’t see a way, God finds the way,” Johnny said. “It’s up to us to bust our asses to get what we want, but God does the rest. He makes the way out of no way.”
Johnny’s grandmother in Macon might have quoted the Twenty-third Psalm: The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. His Jaddah Jamilah, his grandmother who lived in Jordan, would echo the sentiment with her favorite Muslim prayer: I know that Allah is able to do anything, and that Allah knows all. O Allah I seek refuge in You from the evil in myself and every creature that You have given power over us. Verily my Lord is on the straight path.
“You should be a damn preacher, man,” Omari said in a small voice. “For real.”
“I just don’t want to see you give up, Omari. I know you can do it. I know you can.”
“How?” Omari’s bitter tone was foreign. “You gonna’ make a miracle happen?”
Suddenly, Johnny saw God’s plan woven throughout his day: the visit from Ryan LaCroix. His thoughts of Caitlin. Now, Omari. God’s message came to Johnny with such clarity that he marveled at people who insisted they couldn’t see them.
Glow.
After she’d left Berkeley, when her paranoia had kicked into high gear, Caitlin had made Johnny swear never to mention Glow to her again. But if Ryan LaCroix was right—if Caitlin’s Glow had cleaned out his blood—everything was different. Could he convince Caitlin to give him Glow one more time, even if it was dangerous? “You gonna’ make a miracle happen?”
“Maybe,” Johnny said. His heart and head thundered in unison. “Yeah. Maybe I can.”



THREE
Seattle

Sunday

I’ve got Kush…White Light…Glow.”
Caitlin O’Neal kept her voice low, as if she’d been talking to herself, as she haunted the storefront of Left Bank Books at Pike Place Market. Her cheeks stung from the cold wind spraying from Elliott Bay’s waters just beyond the tourist shops. Her elfin body was nearly hidden beneath the drab green of her oversized militia coat from a thrift shop.
Someone was watching her.
He was sitting in the window of the coffee shop across the street, reading an e-book at a table. He was a black man with white hair and a matching beard, but he might be one of them. Wearing a disguise. Or he could be a cop, which was almost as bad. Almost.
Caitlin remembered a summer sleepover party, when she’d played one of the sequels to the ancient horror movie Candyman and all of her Long Island friends had jumped and screamed every time black skin had shown up on the screen. Pathetic. And now she was just as bad. Would she have even noticed the man in the coffee shop if he hadn’t been black?
But Caitlin was almost sure she had seen him before. He looked like a man she’d noticed at the student union at Seattle U, where she’d ended up because she’d been low on cash. She could always find a student with a problem and a cash advance on Daddy’s credit card. Last week she’d sold Glow to a law student who had just been diagnosed with Parkinsons. Only five hundred bucks, but his grateful eyes still put a smile on her face. She should have charged more. The money was already gone.
Caitlin prayed she wasn’t being followed. She needed to get out of town.
“I’ve got Glow.”
A flock of men in suits walked past her, fresh from a meeting. The last man turned around to glance at her over his shoulder. She kept her face blank, as always. Just in case. Nowadays, Glow was worse than moving bricks of cocaine. Vince and Lana were doing fifteen years in Georgia, and a nurse was up for a felony trial in Vegas. Vegas! It was an insult to be arrested in a city as corrupt as Vegas, and it was a bad time for a Glow bust anywhere.
“Got weed?” a scrawny teenager said hopefully, appearing from around the corner. She assessed him in a glance: Five-three. Awkward, furtive manner. A lightweight Insect skateboard under his arm. Not even fifteen. Yeah, right.
“Not for kids. Get ghost.”
The boy gave her a sour, childish pout and moved on. The last thing she needed was a bust for supposedly trying to sell drugs to a minor. If he was old enough, he could get a prescription and go to a dispensary like everyone else.
Shit, shit, shit. It was late, and it was too dangerous to be seen in Seattle, especially since the Whitfields had moved to New York. After she interviewed Father Arturo, maybe he could loan her enough to take a bus. Or rent a car, if her dummy credit card still worked. She had six vials, and Laurel was waiting in Vancouver. Patients were dying.
Father Arturo Bragga had a personal recommendation from the Whitfields, which went a long way, and he had also passed his six-month assessment period and background screens. One last face-to-face with a conductor, then the five regional conductors would vote. The ones who weren’t in jail, anyway. It would be great to have reliable Railroad in Seattle again.
Caitlin had volunteered for the trip north, mostly to stop thinking about Maritza. The Railroad brought out the sane part of her ever since Maritza was murdered. The words still didn’t fit right in her head, so she must still be in denial. At least the rest of her head was still working.
Driving to Seattle had taken more than a week. Now that her car’s engine had finally died, she was stuck. Flying with Glow was out of the question, of course, and buses and trains were almost as bad. At least her problems kept her head busy.
Caitlin had only spoken to Father Arturo on the phone twice, never for more than two minutes. During her call from Portland yesterday, when she’d been hurting so much that she’d barely been able to pull a sentence together, Father Arturo had interrupted her with a long “Shhhhhhh.”
“So often we blame God for the work of the Other,” he said.
Damn right, Caitlin thought. Caitlin had seen Evil the night she’d identified Maritza’s butchered body at the morgue. Someone had stabbed Maritza fifty times.
Caitlin retrieved her denim duffel bag from the shadows beside the storefront and hunched her shoulders into the wind on First Avenue. She walked fast, just in case the guy in the coffee shop really was a tail. She had to lose him.
Is this how it started with you, Mari? Did you see someone who didn’t belong?
At Pioneer Square, the city reverted to red brick and cobblestones. Caitlin vanished into an alleyway near the warren of underground buildings that lingered from the city’s nineteenth-century subterranean past. The alley was deserted, a tomb behind the plugged rush-hour streets. The few cars parked here looked abandoned. She circled three times, keeping an eye out for her tail, and she thought he was gone. She hoped he was.
Caitlin never showed up for a meeting anywhere she hadn’t cased first, but this alley had looked safer three hours ago, in daylight. Caitlin stopped in front of the unpainted metal door at the end of the row of brick buildings. NEW DAYS, read small, faded letters stenciled on the door in white. She looked around once more to make sure she was alone. She heard the muffled sound of a baby crying from upstairs, behind one of the closed, cracked windowpanes.
One second. Two. Three.
She didn’t see anyone, so she tested the doorknob. Locked. From her back pocket, Caitlin fished out the key Father Arturo had mailed her. She slipped it in.
Not much light inside, only a bare forty-watt bulb doing its best at the far end of the hall. The dimly lighted hallway was lined with cast-off furniture, mildewed boxes and dirty plastic crates piled with canned food and children’s toys cast from their homes. The hallway smelled mildewed.
“Father Arturo?” she said, whispering into the quiet.
No answer.
Caitlin wished Father Arturo had been able to get away from his parish and meet her during daylight. With only twenty bucks left in her pocket, all she wanted was a greasy cheeseburger and a bed at the shelter. After all, wasn’t she homeless, too? You can’t call it home if you’re afraid to go back there.
Caitlin couldn’t wait to get the hell out of Seattle, so close to Fana. Should she go down to Berkeley and see her friends on her way to Arizona? Johnny was trying to call her, and he kept leaving text messages, but she wasn’t sure it was safe to talk to him. I need some candy, he’d written, improvising a code for Glow, and she wanted to strangle him. Why had she ever shown him so much? Were her instincts failing her?
Too many mistakes, and mistakes had cost Maritza her life. Maritza hadn’t died randomly—someone had been trying to get her. If Johnny didn’t watch out, he might be a target too.
In the shelter’s kitchen, Caitlin found open food containers and double sinks filled with dirty dishes. The large fridge was disappointingly empty, except for rows of soda cans. Caitlin grabbed a Coke and opened it, swallowing in hungry gulps.
Good. Sugar and caffeine. Next best thing to a meal.
When Caitlin closed the refrigerator, she nearly walked into the black man from the coffee shop. He appeared like a hallucination, not even a foot from her. For a moment, all she saw was his white beard, nearly close enough to touch her.
Caitlin’s brain froze. Then she recognized the man, despite his phony beard and white hair. His hair wasn’t white. Couldn’t be. He was one of them. Caitlin considered pretending to be happy to see him, until his knife was at her throat.
He clamped a heavy palm across her lips. She felt her heart pounding against the blade. “Quiet,” he hissed into her ear. “Hide in the pantry. Now.”
“Oh, G-God,” Caitlin stammered through his palm. “I’m sorry—”
“I said quiet, you fool.” He shoved her toward the pantry, and she almost flew off her feet.
“It’s not my dad’s fault. He doesn’t know what I’m doing,” Caitlin said in a shaky whisper she didn’t recognize. “P-please don’t do anything to hi—”
He slapped her, hard. Caitlin felt her bladder loosen as a realization swamped her: Maritza was killed with a knife. Caitlin sagged, losing control of her muscles. She had never felt a sensation like it. Only the man’s support kept her upright, and she should be running from him as fast as she could, even if he was her best friend’s father.
“You’re in danger,” Dawit Wolde said. “Do as I’ve said, or I’ll kill you myself.”
The rules for a police bust were easy: Don’t resist. Call the lawyers. Say nothing. But this was different. Caitlin didn’t have rules for being discovered by Fana’s father.
Caitlin dropped her soda can and ran, holding her burning cheek with both hands. She knocked over a metal mixing bowl, making an explosive clatter against linoleum. Caitlin vanished inside the pantry, slamming the door. You have to hide the Glow. Caitlin fumbled with the flaps of her knapsack and dug inside the bag for the can of hairspray with a false bottom she used to hide the vials. Her hands shook.
Father Arturo’s voice came from the hall. “Caitlin?”
Caitlin saw Father Arturo in her imagination from his photograph: long-faced, about thirty, a Mediterranean man with a thick Florentine accent. Large, kind eyes. She had to warn Father Arturo, but her body wouldn’t budge. Her mind was stuck on three words: He killed her.
Three heavy footsteps. Father Arturo must be in the kitchen. Bottles on the shelves rattled behind her as she hid her stash behind cans in the dark pantry. She heard a sudden sound, like a harsh breath. Then, silence. Caitlin’s heart thrashed.
“Who sent you?” Dawit’s voice said.
Caitlin tried to think of a lie.
But he wasn’t talking to her. A sudden, agonized man’s scream came, an Apocalypse on the other side of the door.
“Answer, and you’ll see a doctor,” Dawit said. “Who sent you?”
Was Father Arturo dead? Caitlin couldn’t hear anything over the din of her heartbeat.
“Per favore,” Father Arturo said. “I d-don’t know what you mean. We have n-no money…We’re a shelter for homeless w-women and children…” Father Arturo was alive, but he was coughing. He might be talking through his own blood.
“Basta!” Dawit said. “Begin again. The truth, this time. Ora.”
“I’m a p-priest!” By now, Father Arturo could only wheeze.
“Why the gun?” Dawit said. “Dimi.”
“Sicurezza. P-protezione,” Father Arturo said, hardly a whisper. “We have r-robbers.”
Caitlin heard another scream, but this time it was hers. She couldn’t see beyond her tears, but she felt herself come flying out of the pantry. “Stop! You’re hurting him!”
Everything was blurry at first, but as she blinked the scene came into focus: Father Arturo lay helpless on the floor, and Fana’s father was kneeling on top of him with his knee pinned to Father Arturo’s chest. The priest was already impaled with a knife beneath his ribs, pushed to the hilt. Blood dribbled from the priest’s lips. He groaned, writhing.
Caitlin shoved Dawit with all her strength, but not hard enough to push him away so Father Arturo could breathe. “He’s a priest. That’s Father Arturo!”
Suddenly, Dawit’s elbow snapped out at Caitlin, jabbing into her stomach with enough power to topple her to the floor and steal her breath. Caitlin blinked with tears of pain. Even with the room robbed of all its oxygen, Caitlin clawed toward Dawit again.
“He had a gun, Caitlin,” Dawit said, pushing her away. Again, she fell back, this time hitting her head against the kitchen counter. The room swam in a way that made her realize she was stunned. But she pulled herself up again, scrabbling for the counter.
“Caitlin, you know th-this man?” Father Arturo gasped. Momentarily, his struggle ceased.
For a hysterical instant, it all seemed like one tragic misunderstanding. It must be. Dawit Wolde, meet Father Arturo. Father Arturo, meet Dawit Wolde.
But Caitlin O’Neal couldn’t say a word.
Father Arturo tugged at Dawit’s jacket pocket, and for the first time Caitlin saw the gun. Caitlin watched a horrifying maelstrom on Dawit Wolde’s face. This man was not Fana’s father. He was someone she didn’t know.
“I’m a p-priest!” Father Arturo cried, his arm flailing toward the gun.
“A dead one,” Dawit whispered.
Father Arturo’s neck broke with a damp, muffled crack. Dawit was nearly panting, his face wet with perspiration as he held the dead man in a perverse embrace, his arm locked tight around Father Arturo’s neck long after the priest’s head dangled in his collar, silenced. Finally, Dawit pushed him away, as if the corpse disgusted him.
Caitlin watched the impossible scenario unfold, her thoughts banished. She felt warm urine dribbling into her shoes.
“I won’t hurt you,” Dawit told her, carefully sliding his knife into his pocket. He held up his bare palms to her. His voice was gentle. Caitlin was shocked at how much she needed to believe him. He said he wouldn’t hurt her. He promised.
“Everything is fine, sweetheart,” Dawit said. “It’s fine.”
Caitlin sobbed, giving him a baffled look. Everything is FINE?
Dawit Wolde covered his eyes with his hands and sighed a grieved sigh, his fingers trembling as much as hers. She might have felt sorry for him if she hadn’t been so petrified.
He looked like a fallen angel wondering how he could ever confess his sins to God.
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Longview, Washington

Monday

12:35 p.m.

Fana, stop!”
The Blazer lurched to a halt with a shriek of brakes, jolting forward. Jessica Jacobs-Wolde braced herself with a palm against the glove compartment. A yellow school bus from Longview Public Schools drove past, hardly a foot from the Blazer’s age-faded hood. Small palms and noses pressed against the bus windows to see the car that had nearly broadsided them. Some of the children were smiling, as if car crashes were only a spectacle on their GamePorts.
“Didn’t you see the red light?” Jessica said. “Pay attention when you’re driving.”
Fana flung her head casually to sweep her dreadlocks away from her face, but Jessica noticed that her daughter’s hands clung to the steering wheel so tightly that paths were drawn by her veins. Fana was terrified. “How am I supposed to see the light way over there?” she said.
Jessica took a quenching breath, the way she did when she began her morning prayers an hour each dawn. Give me patience, Lord.
There were parking spaces in front of the stately homes beyond the intersection, across the street from Lake Sacajawea Park’s inviting rows of Douglas firs. A place to rest. “When the light changes, pull over and give me the keys,” Jessica said. “You need a break.”
“You mean you need a break.”
“When the light changes, pull over, Fana.”
Fana had been in a snappish mood all day, and it wasn’t like her. But first things first. First, you need to get those damn keys away from her. Jessica tried not to bring her thought’s conclusion to consciousness, but it nudged free anyway:…before she kills somebody.
Fana gave her a look that could melt glass. Then she yanked the car’s gear into park and pulled the keys out of the ignition. “You want the keys?” She flung her car door open and jumped out, slapping the keys onto the seat. “There. Now you know I won’t kill anybody.”
The stoplight on the pole turned green as Fana’s car door slammed behind her.
“Fana, where—,” Jessica began, right before the rear door opened and Fana climbed in back. At five-ten, Fana was nearly as tall as her father. Dawit had also bequeathed his red-brown complexion and exotic beauty, with only the bulb of Fana’s nose to remind Jessica that this was her child, too. And Fana was definitely as moody as Dawit. No question about that.
Jessica sighed. Two cars were visible in the rearview mirror, waiting patiently. One was Melaku’s familiar black Orbit, the driver idling at the requisite distance while he followed. Fana was never allowed out without at least one tail, and there were probably others nearby. Jessica had learned what it might feel like to be the president, flanked by Secret Service.
Jessica started the engine. “Tell me what’s wrong with you today.”
Silence. Fana’s favorite retreat.
From the time she was three until she was nine, Fana hadn’t spoken a single word aloud. Jessica had prayed her daughter’s silence would be temporary, like Maya Angelou’s in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings—and luckily, Fana had snapped out of it at the dinner table one day, asking for mashed potatoes like it was no big deal.
That had been one victory, but there would be a long, hard war ahead.
“Sweetheart, when I was your age, I nearly drove Mom into a canal,” Jessica said. “That’s what happens when you’re learning. Let’s stop at The Brits and have lunch.”
“I’m not hungry,” Fana said. “Let’s go back.”
Jessica had not expected to hear the words “Let’s go back” from a girl who complained incessantly that her world was too confined. They were only thirty-five minutes south of home, but it would have been smarter to put off this field trip after Dawit had gotten called away. And safer.
“Fana, you’re supposed to talk to me when you’re having a problem.”
Stoic silence. Fana twirled the thin end of one of her ropy dreads around her index finger. Dawit was better with Fana when she was like this, with the endless patience he reserved for his children. If Jessica hadn’t been so grateful for his mastery, she might have been jealous of their bond.
Jessica hoped Dawit would come home today. He’d promised during his too-brief call last night. Before he’d left, he’d been vague about where he was going, and last night he’d been more vague about where he had been. But Dawit didn’t trust phones, even sat phones, so she would get more out of him later. Dawit had sworn to her years ago that there would never be another secret between them.
And there was something he didn’t want to talk about. Like father, like daughter.
“Fana, if you tranced out while you were driving, just say so. Stop pretending with me.”
In the rearview mirror, Fana blinked, looking downward. “I didn’t trance out,” Fana said quietly. “Everything got…blurry. Just for a second.”
Jessica had never known Fana to have blurred vision. This was something new, another unforeseen problem. It was both a blessing and a never-ending trial that Fana was so different.
“When did the blurriness start? On the Interstate?”
“No, or I would have said something. I said it was for one second. At the light.”
“Did you feel dizzy?”
“Should we call the pediatrician?” Fana said, her voice coarse with sarcasm.
In seventeen years, the only doctor Fana had seen was Jessica’s sister, who had ushered her into the world. Fana would never need a doctor. Once, Jessica had believed that was enough for a lifetime’s peace of mind. But she knew better now.
“I just want to know what’s wrong, Fana. Let’s see Teka when we get back.”
“Let’s not,” Fana mumbled. She was tired of her teacher’s intervention, and Jessica couldn’t blame her. Teka’s methods seemed too intrusive sometimes. Oftentimes.
“We’ll have to tell your father. He should be home today.”
Unless Jessica imagined it, Fana’s face in the rearview mirror grew sullen. Usually, mentioning her father was the surest way to make Fana smile.
“Don’t bother,” Fana said softly. “I know what’s wrong.”
“What?”
“There are too many people here,” Fana said, gazing through her window at passing cars full of strangers’ faces. A sad defeat sat across her daughter’s lips, and Jessica had never seen her daughter look defeated. “I need to go back home, Mom.”
Fana said the word home as if it had been acid on her tongue.
 
Sometimes, it seemed to Fana that she knew every fir tree along the roadway.
She knew every shade of green, every pattern in the bark, each patch where the stands thickened or thinned. She had every highway sign memorized, knew every turnoff. The Five. Exit 60. The 505. She always knew exactly where they were, as if they hadn’t been moving at all.
How did that song by Phoenix go? My soul gets cold from standing still / If I can’t test my wings I’ll die. / Don’t wanna die for a while. / I think I’ll fly for a while.
A prophetess with a piano. That song had been on Fana’s mind all day, and she hummed the melody under her breath while she sat behind her mother and watched the same trees go by. She would be a shut-in if not for the I-5 corridor from Toledo down to Longview—or up to Seattle, when her parents were feeling adventurous. She would be an eccentric hiding in the woods, sheltered by the silence of the trees. Like the others.
I think I’ll fly for a while.
Fana’s sigh burned her throat. She would never fly like the girl in the song. She couldn’t even drive a car. A school bus carrying forty children had blurred her eyesight and made her brain short out. She had only been away from home for two hours and twenty minutes, and she was so anxious to get back that her palms were sweating.
What had made her think she could go driving and have lunch in town like a normal person? Dad had taught her five languages, but normal wasn’t in her vocabulary in any of them. The thought of her father made Fana’s stomach cramp, and the song on her breath died.
Her father had been in her dream.
It was just a dream. Dreams don’t always mean anything, she’d told herself when she’d realized that sweat had soaked through her pillow while she’d slept.
Her father stands in a large ornate room, all marble and glistening gold. A priest in white ceremonial regalia and a cardinal’s cap kneels on the floor before him, grasping a golden chalice full of blood. Her father walks behind the priest in slow, measured steps. A girl who might be Caitlin stands watching in the darkened wings, her hands clasped before her face as if she is deep in prayer, but her eyes are wide and frightened.
“I’m a priest,” the man in the white robe says.
“A dead one,” her father says, and swiftly breaks his neck. The chalice’s spilled blood soaks the corpse’s white robe crimson…
This dream meant something. Fana had nightmares at least once a week—nightmares worse than most people’s, she was sure—but this dream had felt more immediate. She had been a witness last night, not a dreamer.
Mom knew something, too, even without a dream or any gifts beyond intuition. Fana allowed a few of her mother’s thoughts to slip past her protective veil, and Mom’s anxieties pricked her like a swarm of tiny insects. Like bees.
MY FAULT WHAT CAN WE DO TO HELP HER
Feeling like an intruder, Fana shut Mom’s thoughts away. It was harder work all the time, but Fana could ignore the noise in other people’s heads. Usually. Besides, Mom didn’t have answers, only questions. The answer, Fana knew, lay within the dream.
As fiercely as she fought against remembering most of her dreams, Fana fought now to make sense of the latest vision thrust on her by her unconscious. She wished she knew how to order her dream the way Teka had tried to teach her, dissecting the symbols.
Her mind went back to the chalice. The blood.
That part was simple, suddenly. Dad knows, Fana thought, understanding.
“Oh, no,” Fana said aloud. Her heart throbbed as her body went cold.
“What, honey?” Mom said.
Fana shook her head. Her abrupt insight had surprised her so much that she’d forgotten she was riding in a car with her mother. She tried to keep her panic from her face.
“I’m sure it’s no secret to you,” Mom said evenly, her brown eyes sad and steady in the rearview mirror, “but you’re worrying me, Fana.”
I’m worrying me, too. “Sorry. I’m just tired.”
She should tell her. She had no choice. But Fana’s lips stayed melded together. Slowly, she sank far back against her seat, wrapping herself in a tight embrace. Fana was slipping into a grimly familiar place now. She wanted to vanish. To trance out.
The green sign proclaiming Toledo appeared. Fana heard the placid clicking of the Blazer’s blinker as Mom prepared to exit the Interstate and take her on the road home. Behind them, Melaku’s car followed, as always.
“Mom…,” Fana began, ready to confess. But this time, her mother didn’t hear her.
I was right. None of them will understand, but I was right.
Remembering her resolve calmed Fana’s muscles, unwinding them. She had known this day would come. It was miraculous that they hadn’t been caught before now. Three years was a long time. That was why Caitlin had been in the dream, she realized. Caitlin was in trouble!
But why a priest? What did that part mean?
More than ever, Fana felt like a prisoner as the Blazer jounced from the main road to the dirt path leading to the wooded colony that was the only home she could remember. There was a gate farther up the road, where the land’s original owners had once welcomed visitors, but their destination veered east, two miles’ drive on a narrow, barely navigable path that had once been a horse trail, through dense stands of old-growth forest that hid the colony from the world. Western red cedars. Cottonwoods. Douglas firs.
But there was more to this land than five hundred acres of freely growing nature. Webs of trip wires were invisible to the eye, but Fana knew every leaf, stump and mound of soil that hid them. The colony’s security measures were meant to keep unwanted visitors out, but to Fana they had always seemed designed to pen her in. She had made a game of learning how to slip past the hidden traps unseen, the rare times she took pleasure in exploring her gifts.
Three years ago, she had made it all the way to the paved road leading to town without alerting anyone to her feat, her biggest triumph. To meet Caitlin there.
As the Blazer neared the clearing where the houses stood, Fana sensed the four men who lived among the trees, sentries as fleet as deer who had no thoughts other than protecting the colony of twenty-eight people. No thought except protecting her.
She was home.
Fana didn’t recognize the silver hydro sedan parked ahead of them, probably a rental, but she knew her father had driven it. The car was empty, but its hood would be warm if she touched it. Dad had beaten them here by only a minute or two. Her muscles clenched tight again.
“I hope that’s David…,” Jessica murmured. Her mother veered between calling her father Dawit, the name his Brothers used, and David, the name she had first known him by. Mom called him David most often when he was away, her name for his memory.
The path from the woods ended at the Square, which was really a hexagon and served as their tiny colony’s nexus. The Square’s centerpiece was a large fountain and its large twin marble lions, the maned male and his female mate, who seemed to stand guard while water arced from their open mouths, shooting skyward. The two streams of water crossed in the air like liquid swords. Her father had sculpted the lions—another talent he’d had no luck passing on to her. The exquisite black marble fountain was Fana’s favorite part of her home.
Since it was one o’clock, the younger children were in school instead of playing in the Square, so all Fana heard as she climbed out of the car was the hairy woodpeckers fussing in the trees. Someone—not Gramma Bea—was cooking. She smelled stewing meat, a scent that always made Fana feel ill.
She felt sicker than usual today, but not because of the meat.
Not more than five acres separated any of the structures at the colony from any of the others. They all lived within shouting distance, as Gramma Bea liked to say. For safety.
Fana’s house, which she shared with her parents and grandmother, was at the end of the cobblestone garden path. Her aunt Alex and uncle Lucas lived in the elegant wood-frame house closest to theirs, and the Duharts lived with their three children east, on the other side of the fountain. The remaining buildings were the meeting hall, the library, the schoolhouse, the lab, and—set back farther in the woods than the others—a long, dormitory-style Council Hall shared by eight men her father had known longer than any other men had lived. Those men preferred each other’s fellowship best.
Fana could make out a huddle of people walking toward the Council Hall, almost out of sight behind the black walnut tree. She recognized her father’s walk first, Teferi tall above them, and then wiry Teka. Fana saw pale skin, too: Caitlin was here, and her father.
Seeing Caitlin made Fana forget her own problems. No one was touching Caitlin, but she and her father moved reluctantly. Caitlin and her father had been brought.
“Dad is here. And Caitlin.” Fana sprinted after them to confront her fate head-on.
“Caitlin?” she heard her mother say in delighted ignorance. “That’s a nice surprise!”
When Teka turned because he sensed Fana’s approach, the group’s progress halted. They all stood still, watching Fana run toward them. Justin O’Neal, Caitlin’s sandy-haired father, was dressed in a rumpled three-piece suit, his tie hanging unwound. His face was devoid of the smile he usually welcomed her with. There were no smiles from this group—especially from her father.
Dad’s eyes slowed Fana’s feet.
Caitlin broke into a run toward Fana that made Mr. O’Neal stiffen. Fana saw her father rest his hand on Mr. O’Neal’s shoulder, holding him in place.
Even before Caitlin was within ten yards, Fana felt her friend’s frantic thoughts punching her: OHMYGODOHMYGODOHMYGOD Caitlin’s cheeks were bright red, and tears filled her eyes as she tripped, hugging Fana.
“Oh, God, Fana,” Caitlin whispered. “They—”
“It’s all right if they know,” Fana said calmly, hugging her. “I’ll say it was my idea.”
“P-please don’t let them hurt me and my dad. Please.”
Caitlin’s memories charged into Fana’s head. Suddenly, Fana saw an inversion of her dream: A man dressed in black held helpless, an arm wound tightly around his throat, then his neck cracked with a wrenching motion, like juicing an orange. The image replayed itself in a frenzy; it had been the only thing on Caitlin’s mind for hours. Suddenly, Fana saw her father in Caitlin’s memory, too—he stood behind the man wearing black, his arm wrapped around his neck. Dad’s face was a mask of rage Fana had never seen.
Fana looked at her father, who stood watching her beside Caitlin’s father on the path to the Council Hall. Her father’s face churned with hurt. And anger. Maybe a trace of shame.
She had brought trouble to Caitlin. She had brought trouble to all of them.
Fana forced herself to reclaim the images from her dream, hoping to find solace there.
A priest in white ceremonial regalia and a cardinal’s cap kneels on the floor before her father, grasping a golden chalice full of blood. Her father walks behind the priest.
“I’m a priest,” the man in the white robe says.
“A dead one,” her father says, and swiftly breaks his neck. The chalice’s spilled blood soaks the corpse’s white robe crimson.
The priest’s bloody robe flutters, and he stirs.
The corpse isn’t dead at all.
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