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			It Isn’t a Party Without the Bitz



		

1

			Andi

			Friday, June 12






			Andi Lin’s mouth was on fire, but she scooped up another handful of Blazin Bitz anyway. Something about that slow, sweet burn was irresistible. She wanted to take the entire bowl and plop down on the couch with it, eating chip after chip until her fingers were caked in bright red dust. 

			But tonight was about keeping up appearances. Andi forced herself to step away from the snack table.

			She drifted through her friend Marina’s den. A couple of younger kids, who’d probably been dragged along by their Nutrexo-executive parents, played a video game on the wall-mounted TV. Marina sat near them on the long couch, her legs draped over her boyfriend’s lap, both of them tapping at their phones.   

			Andi sat in an empty armchair, and Marina’s eyes flicked upward. “Oh, hey, Andi. We’re trying to figure out which party to go to once this thing’s over. What’re you doing later?” 

			Her boyfriend raised his head. Marina had introduced him a few minutes ago, but Andi had instantly forgotten his name. He looked her over, slowly, as if noticing her for the first time, then asked, “You want to come out with us? I have this friend—you’re totally his type.”

			This from a guy who knew absolutely nothing about her, other than what she looked like. She cringed inside as he continued, “He’s really into Asians—”

			Andi had no interest in hearing the rest of that sentence, so she cut him off. “No thanks, I already have plans. I’m catching a show later,” she lied.

			Marina snuggled closer to her boyfriend. “Andi’s dad is Jake Powell. From Mile Seven—remember that old song, ‘Swerve’? All he has to do is call the venue, and they’ll put her on the list.”

			This wasn’t exactly true anymore; his connections had dwindled so much that Andi could only get into a few clubs that barely ever hosted all-ages shows. The boyfriend didn’t seem to care, anyway. He was thumbing at his phone. But seconds later, he raised his eyebrows and asked, “Hey—you think I could get a picture with him? He’s here, right?”

			It had been a long time since anyone asked Andi’s father for a celebrity selfie. He would have been thrilled. “Uh, no. He couldn’t make it.” She swallowed, extra conscious of the Bitz burn lingering in the back of her throat. Marina had no idea where Andi’s father really was, and Andi didn’t plan to tell her. Especially not here, not tonight. 

			Above her, the ceiling fan turned, humming a low A-flat that reminded Andi of another sound. She tried to stop her brain from making the connection, but it came anyway. The fan buzzed at the same frequency as the bumblebees in the lilac bush by her front door, the bees that had droned on and on as she’d watched her father walk away. A month had passed since then, but Andi could still hear him apologizing before he closed the gate, saying that he needed to do this. That it was for the greater good.

			The tone of his voice, that was the worst thing. How lifeless it had sounded. How unlike him.

			Andi rubbed her temples, but it didn’t help. The ceiling fan’s hum kept vibrating into her skull. Marina and her boyfriend had returned their attention to their phones, so Andi muttered, “I’ll be right back,” and slipped out of the den.

			The roar of party guests filled her ears as she walked through the foyer. Andi noticed her mother standing alone near the front door. Her black hair was easy to spot; the two of them stuck out in this house filled with rich white people. Her mother took slow sips from her champagne flute while glancing around the room. She was probably still looking for Marina’s dad to congratulate him on his promotion to senior vice president of Nutrexo. 

			Though Andi was tempted to rescue her mom, she knew they’d just end up getting drawn into awkward conversations with random executives, which she was definitely not in the mood for at the moment. She ducked into the shadowed stairwell before her mom could catch her eye and crept upstairs to the second-story deck. 

			Outside, it was gloriously quiet. All she heard now were the tiny beads of hail crunching under her flats. City lights sparkled against the gray waters of Puget Sound below. Rainclouds obscured the distant mountains and evergreens, but Andi was glad for it. The haze made it easier to avoid comparing this view to the one from her bedroom window: a chain-link fence, a weedy yard.

			Andi shivered in the June chill. Maybe she should go see a show tonight. Something loud and shouty would be perfect, where she could lose herself in the crowd, jumping and yelling along with hundreds of sweaty strangers, letting the music carry her away for a while. 

			Now that she was thinking about her dad, though, she couldn’t stop. She opened her email to see if he had responded yet, but of course he hadn’t. At first, he’d emailed frequently, but the last message he’d sent had been sitting in her inbox for five days now. Andi, how’s your week going? I’m doing good, nothing new here. Just the same old, same old. Miss you. Love, Dad.

			Andi had written back, several times. Still nothing. He hadn’t even replied to the news that she’d passed all her finals, that junior year was now over. Really, was it so hard to send a quick email? Something like, Congratulations! We’ll celebrate next month, when I come home. Anything, even a single word, would have been better than no response at all. Andi didn’t know what to make of his silence.

			She wanted to hear his voice, so she dialed his cell phone. Maybe this time, by some miracle, her call would go through....

			Nope. Straight to voicemail, like usual.

			Fine, then. His recorded voice would have to do. Andi unwound her earbuds and put on Mile Seven’s second album. She’d always liked it better than the first; it was louder, grittier, not as polished. Too bad no one else shared her opinion. If the album hadn’t tanked, maybe things would be different. Maybe he’d be here tonight, scandalizing the executives by wearing jeans instead of a suit and treating them to piano renditions of Pixies songs. 

			One thing was certain: if his music career had been more successful, he never would have signed up to be a human subject in a clinical trial at Nutrexo. 

			After listening to a few songs, she took out her earbuds. No use hiding up here any longer. Time to plaster on a smile and get back to the party. Maybe she could convince her mom to leave early.

			A strong vanilla scent hit her when she opened the door. This place smelled nothing like Marina’s old house, the one Andi had been welcomed into ever since third grade. The air was so cloying that she was tempted to turn around, but she forced herself to step onto the plush carpet inside. 

			The din of the party was still far away, but grew louder as she made her way down the hall. Only—wait, this was something different. The low murmur she heard now was coming from behind the closed office door.

			“...they may have accessed data from the clinical trial at SILO,” was all she heard, but it stopped her. It wasn’t only the words themselves; their hushed, conspiratorial tone made her both curious and uneasy. 

			Another man spoke now. Andi strained to hear this second voice, which was softer, and familiar: it was Mark Williams, Marina’s father. “Shouldn’t be a problem, right? Tara said the paper trail was clean, no indication of any harm—” 

			“But everything was backed up to the same server. The human subjects data the regulatory committees didn’t see, the internal documents we signed off on....”

			The men spoke very quietly now. Heart pounding, Andi willed her legs to move. She took one step closer to the door. 

			“Tara assured me that her team has it under control,” the unknown man continued. “They’ll locate the source of the breach and contain the damage. We could get PR and Legal involved if we have to, but let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” 

			“It better not,” Marina’s father said. “But... are you sure she should be in charge of this?”

			“Of course. It’s her project, so this is her mess to clean up. She knows how important it is, and she’ll do whatever it takes.” A phone chimed, and the unknown man added, “I have to get going—Emmett’s waiting for me to drop some cash at his crime prevention fundraiser. Actually, if this blows up, he might be able to help. He owes me a favor.” 

			The office door flew open, leaving Andi blinking in the harsh light. There, standing next to Mark, was the source of the other voice. Richard Caring. 

			Andi recognized him instantly; fawning news articles featuring his photograph often crossed her radar. Everyone in Seattle loved him, since he’d moved Nutrexo’s headquarters to their city when he took over as the food corporation’s CEO.  

			Richard Caring was focused on his phone as he stepped out of the office, so he didn’t notice Andi. Mark’s eyes went straight to her, though. They widened in surprise, and she noticed something else in them, too. 

			Fear.

			He opened his mouth and drew in a sharp breath, and she worried he would call out to her. Instead, he gave a curt side-nod toward the staircase as he said to Richard, “So, I hear you and Emmett were frat brothers back in the day.” As Richard Caring turned to face Mark, Andi hurried downstairs. 

			She returned to the den, heart still hammering. Marina and her boyfriend had disappeared, and a group of tweens stood near the snack table, right in front of the bowl of Blazin Bitz. Andi could have used another handful right about now.

			Instead, she leaned against the wall, watching the gamers lay waste to an army of zombies. They attacked the undead with axes and sledgehammers, releasing fountains of cartoon blood. 

			Not helping. She pulled out her phone and googled “nutrexo silo.” While waiting for the results, she mentally replayed the upstairs conversation. Human subjects. Harm. She tried to reassure herself. Stop freaking out. They’re a huge corporation, they must have hundreds of clinical trials going on. Besides, they couldn’t possibly be harming the subjects, could they? Dad’s fine. Of course he’s fine. 

			She wished she knew more about the study he’d signed up for, but her father hadn’t given her any details about what they were testing. All she knew was that he had to be away from home for four more weeks. Which suddenly felt like a very long time.

			The search results finally appeared, but all the links were about grain storage, not research studies. Andi opened her email and composed a quick message. Hey Dad, I need to talk to you. Call me as soon as you can. I know your cell doesn’t work out there but find some other way because it’s really important. I love you. 

			A collective groan erupted from the gamers and spectators. Andi looked up at the TV, where one of the warriors lay dying. The zombies closed in to harvest his brains while carrion crows circled overhead.  

			Then the game restarted, the fallen warrior springing back to life as if nothing had ever happened. But the zombies would keep coming, and the warriors would keep dying. It was an endless, futile cycle.

			It’s only a game, Andi thought. And then: why am I still here?

			She sent off a quick text to Marina, thanking her for the invitation and saying that she had to get going. Six months before, Andi probably would have told her everything. But this Marina, in her grand new house with her shiny perfect life, would never want to hear it.  

			Once in the foyer, Andi spotted her mother by the kitchen, deep in conversation with another woman. To Andi’s relief, Richard Caring was nowhere in sight; he must have left for that fundraiser. But as she headed towards her mother, someone stepped in front of her, blocking her path.

			Mark.

			He smiled in the same friendly way he always greeted her, but Andi could see the anxiety in his eyes.

			“I don’t know how much you heard up there,” he said quietly. “But I can imagine how it must have sounded, out of context. I wish I could explain, but it’s too complicated. The bottom line is that we’re the ones working for the greater good, and the hackers are trying to undermine us. So... don’t discuss what you heard with anyone. Richard would be furious if he ever found out you were eavesdropping. Do you understand?”

			Andi understood perfectly. Nutrexo was covering up something very wrong, something that might involve her father. But Mark’s eyes were so hard, his voice so stern, that she couldn’t bring herself to confront him. She only nodded. 

			“Mark! There you are,” Andi’s mother said from behind them. She shook his hand, congratulating him on his promotion and his beautiful new home. Mark said something in response, but all the words got disconnected from each other and the only thing Andi heard was the message he communicated with his eyes. Don’t tell anyone. Just forget it.

			Andi wasn’t going to forget. And when her father called back, she would tell him everything.
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			Cyrus

			Friday, June 12






			While rolling out pastry dough, Cyrus Mirzapour thought about bugs. Not insect bugs, which definitely wouldn’t be appetizing in this context, but the stubborn, elusive errors in his video game code. The program wouldn’t stop crashing, and he was running out of time. The contest deadline was less than two days away. If he couldn’t get it to work….

			Not an option. He’d figure this out. Somehow.  

			Cyrus let his mind wander as he assembled cherry turnovers, hoping that an epiphany would come if he focused on something else for a while. As he slid the tray into the oven, he heard his little sister calling from the garden. 

			“Maman! Maman, come!” 

			Cyrus stepped onto the back patio. As usual, Roya was perched high in the walnut tree with her flute. “She’s busy. What is it?”

			“Oh. Is Naveed back yet?”

			“No, not yet.” Their older brother had stopped by earlier to drop off a bag of cherries from Pike Place Market, hinting not-so-subtly that Cyrus should bake a pie for later. Cyrus had retorted that he wasn’t Naveed’s personal pastry chef, but the temptation was impossible to resist. School was finally out for summer, and even though his family would have their official celebration for Naveed’s high school graduation the following day, it was never too early to start. Cyrus soon found himself in the kitchen pitting cherries. For turnovers, not pie.

			“Come look, then. I think it’s dead,” Roya was saying. 

			“What’s dead?” Talking with his sister often felt like following a winding path in the dark.

			“A crow.” 

			Cyrus most definitely did not want to see that. “Okay, fine. I’ll go find Maman.” 

			He stepped through the dining room and peeked into the closet-like nook they used as an office, surprised to find the desk chair empty. Even though his mother always nagged him about spending too much time on the computer, she’d been glued to it lately.

			Cyrus sat down, thinking he’d check whether anyone had responded to the plea for help he’d posted in a developer forum. It was a last-ditch effort; even Dev, his best friend and co-creator of the game, was stumped. 

			The screen was locked, which was a little weird. They’d used this as their family computer for years, and usually left it logged on. He knew the password, though, so he typed it in, and immediately forgot about checking the forums when he saw the document on the screen. 

			The file was titled “SILO Research Progress Report.” He would have written it off as another one of the boring papers Maman was always reading for work, except that each page was stamped with a “CONFIDENTIAL” watermark and headed with the Nutrexo logo: a red heart enclosing a stalk of golden wheat. 

			The floorboards outside the office creaked. For once, Cyrus was thankful for their ancient house. He quickly locked the screen again and turned to the bookshelf as Maman entered.

			“What are you doing in here?” she asked, her eyes flicking to the computer. At the sight of the empty screen, her shoulders relaxed. “I thought you were in the kitchen.”

			Cyrus was relieved he hadn’t been caught. His instincts were right: whatever the document was, she obviously didn’t want him to see it. “Just looking for The New Persian Kitchen. I was thinking of making sour cherry syrup later.” 

			“It’s right in front of you,” she said, pulling it off the shelf. 

			“Thanks.” Cyrus silently congratulated himself on his quick thinking. It was the perfect ruse to avoid suspicion, since he used this particular cookbook all the time—though his parents had both been born in Iran, they’d come to the U.S. as children, and didn’t have many family recipes for classic Persian dishes. To distract Maman even further, Cyrus added, “Oh, Roya wanted me to tell you she found a dead crow in the garden."

			“She didn’t touch it, did she?”

			“I don’t think so. She’s still up in the walnut tree.”

			“Okay, I’ll take a look. I just have to finish a couple things first.”

			Cyrus noticed that she waited for him to leave before turning back to the computer. He wondered what was going on, and whether it had anything to do with the sustainability conference the day before. She went every year and usually came back excited about new projects to tackle at the Coalition for Food Justice, the nonprofit she co-directed, but she hadn’t even wanted to talk about it last night. And now she was downloading confidential documents, acting all secretive....

			Intriguing. But he’d have to investigate later. Fridays were his night to make dinner, and he’d wasted most of his prep time on dessert. Though he was tempted to suggest they feast on turnovers, he knew it would never fly. Maman might be hopeless at cooking, but she did have standards for what constituted a healthy meal.

			Cyrus surveyed the contents of the fridge. Pizza sounded good, but he hadn’t started any dough rising yet, and they were out of cheese anyway. All he had to work with was a jar of garbanzo beans and a leftover chunk of roasted lamb. Soup, then. 

			And maybe a salad to go with it. Outside, Cyrus pulled on his boots and grabbed a basket. As he made his way to the fenced vegetable garden, he spotted Roya near the fire pit with two of their chickens. She knelt close to them, head cocked, as if listening to their clucked conversation.

			Cyrus scanned the raised beds. He filled his basket with a head of lettuce, several sprigs of mint, a couple of carrots, and one baby beet, and returned to the vine-covered patio as rain began to fall.

			“Roya! It’s raining, come put on your jacket,” Cyrus called.

			“In a minute,” she yelled back.

			Once inside, Cyrus cracked the kitchen window open and cleared space on the tiny counter for the cutting board. While chopping onions, he tried to mentally run through his code again, but his thoughts kept returning to the mysterious document instead. Maman had worked at Nutrexo when Cyrus was younger, but she was totally opposed to them now. Maybe she was organizing some new boycott or petition against the company? 

			The oven beeped, and Cyrus was presented with another problem: whether to test one of the turnovers. That dilemma was easily, and deliciously, resolved.

			The rain grew heavier as Cyrus worked. Soon all he could hear was the dull roar of raindrops, so he was startled to see Roya behind him when he turned to refill the salt bowl. Her big eyes peered out from under her bangs, which were plastered to her forehead.

			“Maman never came to see the crow. Did you even tell her?”

			“Of course I did.” Cyrus bristled at Roya’s accusatory tone. “She said she’d take a look.”

			“Well, she didn’t.” Roya inhaled deeply and glanced at the stove. “Hey, you made turnovers! Can I have one?”

			Cyrus opened his mouth to say no, that dinner was almost ready and she’d spoil her appetite. But, after all, he’d just eaten one. He broke a turnover in half. “Careful. It’s still hot inside.”

			Roya grinned. As she ate, she noticed the basket of vegetables. “Can I help with the salad?” 

			“Sure, you can wash the lettuce.”

			“I want to do the grating.”

			Cyrus reluctantly agreed. Roya was only eight, and her “help” often resulted in spectacular messes. Her grating technique somehow defied the laws of physics, flinging bright flecks of carrot and beet onto the walls. At least it was Naveed’s turn to clean the kitchen tonight. 

			Around six, Baba opened the front door. “Wow, it’s stormy out there—what a squall!” Droplets of water dripped from his beard, and he shook off his coat as Maman appeared from the office and kissed his wet cheek. 

			“Baba!” Roya abandoned her grating and ran to the door to hug him. “Did you build any roads today?”

			Roya never seemed to get that Baba did very little actual building in his job as a civil engineer at the Department of Transportation, but he laughed anyway and kissed the top of her head. “No, not today, azizam.” 

			He took off his shoes and made his way into the kitchen. “Congrats, you two! Last day of school—just in time for Juneuary. Where’s Naveed? Is he working today?”

			Cyrus opened the oven to take out the flatbread warming inside. “No, he’s over at Brooke’s house. Said he’d be back for dinner, though.”

			“I hope he’s not biking home in this weather,” Maman said.

			“I’m sure he’ll be here any minute,” Baba said. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.”

			Cyrus sent Naveed a brief text—Where r u? Food’s getting cold—even though he didn’t expect an answer. Naveed was weirdly oblivious to his phone most of the time. 

			As Maman ladled out soup and Roya garnished the bowls with fresh mint, the raindrops began to harden. Soon, beads of hail flung themselves to the ground. Maman closed the kitchen window.

			They gathered around the dinner table, lit the candles, passed the salad. Cyrus sat down across from Roya and Maman, noticing how similar they looked in the flickering candlelight. With their dark skin, thick eyelashes and curly black hair, both Roya and Naveed resembled Maman. Cyrus was brown-haired and lighter-skinned, like Baba, and on the pudgy side. His hazel eyes verged on green: his one redeeming feature. Not that anyone ever noticed them, thanks to his glasses.

			Maman sipped her soup. “Roya-jaan, I’m sorry I never made it outside to see the crow. Will you show me after the storm clears up?”

			Roya nodded. “That’s okay. The other crow needed to say goodbye, anyway.” She launched into one of her rambling stories, but Cyrus only half-listened. His mind wandered back to his coding problems. Maybe he could bring some turnovers to Dev’s house after dinner and they could look at it together….

			Cyrus was helping himself to more salad when the door opened. Naveed entered, out of breath, looking like he’d taken a swim in the lake while fully clothed.

			“Sorry I’m late! My bike got a flat.” He stepped out of his wet shoes and unzipped his dripping rain jacket.

			“You’re soaked!” Maman said. “I’ll dish up your soup while you change into some dry clothes.” 

			When Naveed returned, he started devouring his meal. After he tasted the soup, though, he pushed his chair away from the table. He returned with a jar of torshi from the fridge and spooned a generous portion into his bowl. Cyrus was briefly offended by this implied criticism of his cooking, but the tang of pickled vegetables was exactly what it needed. He reached across the table for the jar. 

			Between bites, Naveed apologized again. “I meant to leave Brooke’s house earlier, but I lost track of time. It started pouring right after I left, and a few minutes later, my front wheel blew out, so I decided to walk—well, run—my bike home. I was waiting for a light on Rainier, and this bus came barreling through the intersection”—he swooped his hand in demonstration—“and splashed into a huge puddle. My jeans got totally soaked. Then it started hailing!” He laughed. “How’s that for timing?”

			“You could have called. I would’ve picked you up,” Maman said.

			“Nah, it was faster to walk. And besides, it was kind of exhilarating.” He paused to chew a bite of flatbread. “Hey, Maman, so Brooke’s mom was telling us about that presentation at the sustainability conference yesterday.”

			Maman set down her spoon. “What did Kelly say?”

			Naveed turned to Cyrus. “I guess some lady from Nutrexo gave a talk about how their genetically modified cows are going to save the planet. Apparently Nutrexo was the main sponsor of the conference! Even though they’re responsible for tons of environmental damage. Brooke and I are totally going to that protest downtown on Monday.”

			Maman studied her soup. “I’m not sure it would be appropriate for you to go. Your father and I need to discuss it.”

			“Why not? You’re going, aren’t you? Kelly said that CFJ’s one of the organizers.” 

			“I have the day off work—I thought we were going. Right, Mahnaz-jaan?” Baba said, but she didn’t answer. 

			“I want to come, too,” Cyrus said. First, a confidential document from Nutrexo, now a protest there? Something was up. He couldn’t miss this. 

			“Me, too!” Roya always hated being left out.

			“Your father and I will discuss it,” Maman repeated, this time with finality. 

			“I found a dead crow today,” Roya began. Naveed listened to her story with interest, but Cyrus’s attention drifted to his parents, who spoke in voices so hushed they were barely audible. 

			Maman was saying, “Saman-jaan… I’d rather not go back there. I’m not sure how Roya would do at a protest anyway.” 

			“It’s been years. No one remembers,” Baba said. “And Roya will be fine. You worry too much.” 

			“You’re probably right,” Maman said, but she sounded unconvinced. She was definitely hiding something. And Cyrus was going to figure out what. 
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			Andi

			Saturday, June 13






			Andi’s dad didn’t call the night of the party, or the next morning. He didn’t write back, either.  

			As Andi and her mother jogged around the lakeside trail at Seward Park on Saturday, she tried not to dwell on it. There had to be a rational explanation for his silence. Maybe he hadn’t checked email last night and was sleeping in this morning. Maybe he thought she was sleeping in, and would call soon.

			Her thoughts kept drifting back to the party, to all the things she wished she’d said to Mark Williams. She should have asked whether her father was in the trial at SILO, or at least demanded more information. But Mark had made it clear he wasn’t going to tell her anything. And he probably wouldn’t help find her father either; the two of them had never gotten along, and going against Richard Caring could end Mark’s career. 

			Andi wanted to tell her mother, but was uncertain how she’d react, and afraid of where it might lead. The last thing she wanted was for her mother to end up in trouble, too. 

			The lake stretched blue and calm beside them as they jogged, the sun illuminating wisps of steam rising from the wet asphalt. Andi cleared her throat and casually asked, “Mom, have you heard from Dad lately?” 

			“Hmm, he emailed me... was it Tuesday? He said he was doing fine.”

			“Did he say anything else? He hasn’t emailed me since then either, but...” Andi wished she could confess how worried she was. “It just feels like a long time,” she finished.

			“It’s only been a few days. Don’t worry, he’ll get in touch when he has something to say.” 

			This made Andi feel worse: her mom didn’t seem at all bothered by his lack of communication. She was about to ask for more details about the last email she’d received, but her mom’s phone rang first. “It’s your ah-ma. You can go on without me—I’ll see you back at home,” she told Andi, before answering the call in Mandarin. 

			So Andi kept going, alone. She jogged in silence, composing a symphony of the morning using the notes made by birdsong, by wind through trees, by waves lapping at the rocky shore. Odd mental diversions like this were pretty much the only use for her perfect pitch. She’d failed to become the musical prodigy her parents hoped for; her fingers tripped over piano keys, and she made violins—even, somehow, guitars—sound like yowling cats. Her voice wasn’t anything special, either. Yet she couldn’t avoid hearing music everywhere. 

			This wasn’t enough to distract her now, though, not with all the anxiety buzzing through her mind. What if he doesn’t call? What am I supposed to do?

			Andi stopped near the playground, deciding to try his cell phone. Straight to voicemail again. She checked her email. No new messages. 

			Okay, time for some music. She scrolled through the playlists that she and her dad used to make, back when she used to help out at his record store. Between customers, they would fill the time creating song mixes to fit a certain mood or theme. They began with straightforward topics like Music for Road Trips, but soon craved more of a challenge, so they’d branched out to Songs for the Zombie Apocalypse and Soundtrack for Squirrels Who Wish They Were Human. Andi had been glad to discover this hidden passage into her father’s world. Even if she was no good at playing music, she loved listening to it. And it was so satisfying when a mix turned out perfectly, when the right songs were strung together in the right order, somehow sounding better together than they had on their own. 

			But the record store didn’t even exist anymore. Besides, everything was different now that Andi had to think about her future. The undergraduate selection committee would not be impressed by her Please Admit Me to Stanford playlist.

			Andi couldn’t bring herself to listen to one of those mixes today. She pressed play on Thao’s “The Feeling Kind” and started to weave her way back to the main sidewalk, but the guy in front of her was walking right in the middle of the narrow path. He was dressed improbably in a white silk blouse, brown vest, matching breeches, and bright green sneakers. Annoyed at his slow pace and a little weirded out by his choice of clothing, she was about to try to squeeze around him when he dropped something.

			He kept walking, fumbling with his messenger bag, so she bent to pick it up. It was a black composition notebook with a bunch of papers sticking out—a script, she saw as she tucked them back inside. 

			“Excuse me,” she said, but he didn’t seem to hear, so she jogged closer. She was reaching out to tap his shoulder when he suddenly lurched forward. He cried out in surprise, and she realized what was happening: his feet were tangled in a coil of hose next to an ornamental garden bed. She reached out to catch him, but it was too late; he was already falling into the shrubbery.   

			Half-stunned and half-amused, Andi approached him. She pushed the hose out of the pathway with her foot. “They shouldn’t have left that in the path. Are you okay?” 

			“I’m fine,” he said, wiping bark mulch from his palms and chuckling to himself. “That was smooth.” He looked up at her, and her heart paused in its steady beat. Naveed. It was Naveed! 

			His eyes, too, widened in recognition. “Hey—we’ve met before, haven’t we?” 

			“I think so.” Andi hedged, trying to sound casual. “At the record store?” 

			“Yes! That’s what it was. I thought you looked familiar.”

			“Um… need a hand?” She reached down, and he placed his hand in hers. It was strong yet gentle, callused yet smooth. Heat flowed from his fingers into her skin, traveling up her arm and blooming across her cheeks in a huge blush. Luckily, he was focused on de-mulching his breeches, and didn’t notice.

			Andi would never forget the moment he’d walked into the record store that December morning. She was getting over a cold, stifling sneezes behind the counter while Radiohead’s The Bends played from overhead speakers. He had appeared in the doorway, bicycle helmet in one hand, the other attempting to smooth the messy curls of his dark hair. His angular nose was large and striking, but it was the expression on his face that she remembered most. Like he had just discovered something amazing, and couldn’t believe his good luck.

			Andi’s father, who had practically jumped out of the back room when the door chimes sounded, helped him find a few albums. Andi pretended to be absorbed in important tasks behind the checkout counter while listening to them make small talk—her dad was always very chatty with new customers. But when he introduced Andi as his daughter, there was no awkward moment when Naveed glanced curiously between them until she felt she should explain that, yes, she had a white dad and an Asian mom. Naveed just greeted her with a warm, accepting smile, and she instantly relaxed.

			As Andi rang him up, they’d started talking about music mixes, and he’d asked if they had time to help him make one for his girlfriend. Despite Andi’s initial pang of disappointment—of course he had a girlfriend—the three of them had spent a glorious hour compiling songs.

			He liked all the tracks she suggested: perfect, he called them. Everything was perfect that morning. Andi had felt like she was tilting her face to the first sun in spring after months of rain.

			Now, in the park, that same contentment returned. “Naveed, right?” she said once she had handed him his notebook and taken out her earbuds. She probably had the dopiest grin on her face, but decided not to be self-conscious about it, because he was smiling too. 

			“That’s right! And you’re… Andi?”

			He remembered. “Yep.”

			“I’m so glad to see you! I kept meaning to go back, but the holidays were crazy. I was working a ton and… anyway, I was so sorry to see the store went out of business. It was an awesome place.” His tone changed to one of concern. “How’s your dad doing?”

			Andi didn’t know how to respond. It didn’t feel right to say the empty things she and her mother told everyone else: He’s fine, ready to move on. But at the same time, she couldn’t quite speak the truth: Actually, he did take it hard. So hard that he left us to participate in a potentially-dangerous clinical trial at Nutrexo.

			Her silence seemed to give Naveed his answer. “I’m sorry. Hey, maybe sometime—”

			To Andi’s dismay, he didn’t finish the thought; he turned his head, listening to a distant melody that floated through the air. “Oh—that’s my sister, looking for me. She’s playing my finding song.” He began walking away, but gestured for Andi to follow. “Do you have a minute? I’m sure Cyrus would love to see you again.”

			“Yeah, I’ve got time,” Andi said, even though she didn’t think Cyrus would be that excited to see her. She had met him that same December morning; he’d joined them at the record store after finishing up his dishwashing shift at a nearby bakery. He had kept his distance from Andi and her cold germs, and was obviously impatient for Naveed to be finished so they could get lunch. She’d seen him in the halls at school several times since then, but he always breezed by without acknowledging her. 

			 “Great!” Naveed said. “He’s probably up at the Amphitheater already. I’m in this drama troupe that’s putting on a play in about half an hour—A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Hence, my attire.” He straightened his vest in mock seriousness. “You should come, if you can.”

			Andi thought she would like that very much. Then he added, “I want to introduce you to Brooke, too—she’s around here somewhere. She thought the music mix was genius.”

			Though Andi’s joy deflated slightly at the mention of his girlfriend, she was too happy about his reappearance to let it bother her for long. 

			As she followed Naveed, she realized that the melody of his “finding song” was familiar. She’d heard it before, coming from the small white farmhouse at the top of the street next to hers. Andi’s neighbor Mrs. Rochester never wasted an opportunity to gossip about the family who lived in that house: their noisy chickens, their untidy yard, their little girl who was always risking a broken neck by climbing trees....

			Andi almost laughed. After the record store closed, she’d been certain she’d never see Naveed again—but apparently he’d been less than a block away this whole time.

			Naveed led her to a wide grassy lawn, where a barefoot young girl sat at the base of an oak tree playing a wooden flute. Dark hair framed her face. While her nose and mouth were small and delicate, her eyes were wide, giving her a look of perpetual wonder. 

			“Hey, Roya, you called? This is Andi, by the way. Andi, this is my sister Roya.”

			Roya clutched the flute, her eyes focused on her brother. “Where did you go?”

			“I was just getting changed. Where’s Maman? I thought you were with her.”

			“She’s over there.” Andi followed Roya’s gaze across the lawn, where three women were having what looked to be an intense discussion. 

			“You want to come with us up to the Amphitheater?” Naveed asked Roya. 

			“Yes! I’ll go tell Maman.” 

			Roya skipped away. Andi didn’t want to waste her opportunity to find out more about Naveed, so she asked, “Hey, you just graduated, right?”

			“Yeah,” he said. “Finished up last week, actually. I was in that Running Start program, taking classes at the community college.”

			“That’s awesome—congrats. You have any plans for the summer?” It was a perfectly natural question, right? Not like she was stalking him or anything.

			“Just working my ass off at the bookstore till I start at UW in the fall,” he said. 

			Excellent—so he was staying in Seattle for college. Andi was about to ask which bookstore he worked at when Roya reappeared. The little girl slipped her hand into his, pulling him towards the trail to the Amphitheater. She chattered at him as they walked, and Naveed dipped his head to listen, casting frequent apologetic glances back at Andi. 

			When they arrived at the Amphitheater meadow, he stopped to chat with a group of people setting up a potluck lunch on a long table. Roya stayed to help, and Naveed led Andi down to a wooden bench where Cyrus sat next to another boy. Both of them looked to be in deep concentration, tapping intently at their phones.

			“Hey Kourosh! Look who I found,” Naveed called to Cyrus. Then, to Andi, “I’d better go, but it was good to see you! Enjoy the play!” He turned to leave, silk blouse billowing. 

			“‘Kourosh’? What does that mean?” Andi asked once Naveed was gone. 

			Cyrus looked up from his phone. “My family always calls me that—it’s how you pronounce ‘Cyrus’ in Persian. Remind me of your name?” 

			“Andi. We met at my dad’s record store last winter.”

			“Oh, yeah.” Cyrus pushed up his glasses. “This is my friend Dev. Sorry, we’re kind of busy at the moment, trying to finish a few things before he leaves on his epic family vacation.”

			“We’re going camping,” Dev grumbled. “Camping! Off-grid! It’s going to be torture. Actually, my mom just texted—I’ve got to go meet her down by the playground. I’ll send you some stuff before we head out, Cy.”

			After he’d left, Cyrus explained, “We’re submitting this video game we designed to a contest—if we win, it’ll get featured in the App Store. Just putting some finishing touches on it, fixing a few bugs. But it’s almost there. Want to give it a try?”

			“Sure,” Andi said. 

			He pulled up the demo on his phone and handed it to her. In the first level, she navigated a ferry boat across Puget Sound, dodging pods of leaping orca whales and water taxis brimming with pixilated tourists. She docked safely in Seattle, her first stop on the quest to Mount Rainier, where a blond, busty princess was trapped in an icy prison. 

			Andi noticed her Nourishment Meter was dangerously low, but she was in front of a building labeled “Food Co-op,” and an apple hung in the air nearby. She jumped for it, smiling at the slurpy sound effects as it was eaten. The leftover apple core remained stuck to her hand.

			“How do I get rid of this?” she asked.

			“Keep going a little further…” Cyrus said. Soon enough, Andi arrived at three garbage cans, each with a unique symbol. She disposed of her core in the nearest one, but could tell from Cyrus’s sharp intake of breath that it was the wrong choice.

			“Uh-oh,” he said. “You threw your apple core in the trash! The co-op hippies don’t like that… look, they’re bringing the worm bin!”

			“I thought hippies were supposed to be laid-back.”

			“Not when compostables get thrown away. Watch out!”

			On the screen, two long-haired figures shook their fists and threw giant worms at Andi. The screen flashed and displayed, “Better luck next time!”

			“Aww, why did I die?” Andi asked. 

			“Your Nourishment Meter was too low. You weren’t strong enough to withstand a worm attack.”  

			Andi laughed and tried to re-start the game, but the screen was frozen.

			“Yeah, it does that sometimes.” Cyrus took the phone back. “Working on it.” 

			“That was awesome, Cyrus. I’m impressed,” Andi said.

			Cyrus beamed. “Thanks.”

			Roya ran over to tell them the food was ready, so Andi and Cyrus made their way over to the buffet table, still talking about the game as they waited in line, holding their compostable paper plates.  

			A girl in a paisley dress walked down the line, handing out bright red flyers. She gave one to Andi. “Protest at Nutrexo Headquarters on Monday. Tell your friends!”

			“Oh, what are you protesting?” Andi asked.

			“Their genetically modified dairy cows. Have you heard about them?”

			 “Yeah, but I thought they were supposed to be better for the environment,” Andi said. Her chemistry class had taken a field trip to Nutrexo the previous month, spending the morning in the food science labs and participating in a focus group for several food products still under development. The EcoCows were mentioned several times as an example of the company’s move toward better sustainability. Because they produced twice as much milk as regular cows, dairy farmers wouldn’t have to keep as many, leading to fewer greenhouse gas emissions.

			“That’s what they want you to think,” the girl said, before continuing down the line.

			Cyrus was looking at Andi quizzically. “Where did you hear that? Does your mom work at Nutrexo or something?”  

			“No, my mom doesn’t, but my dad—” Andi stopped, flustered. It had almost slipped out.   

			“Your dad works there now? He doesn’t seem the corporate type.”

			Andi hesitated. She desperately wanted to tell someone, and wished she’d brought it up with Naveed when she’d had the chance. So she told Cyrus the truth, at least part of it. “He doesn’t work there. But he signed up to participate in one of their research projects.”

			“Are you serious? Whoa, this is too weird.” Cyrus studied her. “Maybe you can help me, then.”

			“Help you? With what?” Andi had a prickly feeling, like they were being watched, and glanced over her shoulder. But the next person in line, a well-dressed balding man, wasn’t even looking at them; his attention was focused on his phone, the red flyer crumpled in his left fist.

			Cyrus leaned closer, practically whispering now. “Long story short, yesterday I opened this document that only my mom was supposed to see. Then I heard her coming, so I couldn’t read it, and now I can’t find it anywhere—but it had something to do with research they’re doing at Nutrexo. So maybe you know more… have you ever heard of SILO?” 

			

		

4

			Naveed

			Saturday, June 13






			Naveed didn’t usually pay attention to the audience while acting in a play, but Brooke’s father was impossible to miss. Scott Hawthorne stood alone in back, as stiff and stern as ever, his bald scalp gleaming in the sunlight. His dress shirt was buttoned up to the collar, setting him apart from the casual crowd gathered at the outdoor amphitheater. It had been months since Naveed had seen him, and he was not eager for a reunion. 

			But Scott left during the fifth act, and after the play ended, Naveed was swept up in the celebratory atmosphere. He and Brooke mingled with the audience, accepting hugs and flowers from their families and friends, before gathering with the rest of the jubilant cast in the backstage area behind a stand of pines. Naveed’s friend Ethan, apparently still in character as Puck, frolicked among them. Their laughter floated into the evergreens. 

			Naveed led Brooke away from the crowd, to the wooden bench where their belongings were all mixed together: his sneakers and her sandals jumbled in a pile; her jeans draped on his messenger bag; their scripts stacked up, alternate parts highlighted. For some reason, this sight filled him with intense joy. He wanted to take Brooke in his arms and carry her into the forest, away from her disapproving father, like they’d done as Lysander and Hermia in the play. 

			He bent to kiss her. “You were amazing,” he said, presenting her with the bouquet of wild roses he’d hidden behind his bag, along with two cherry turnovers tied up in a cloth napkin. 

			“For me? Thank you.” Her eyebrows furrowed, and she took his hand, whispering, “Come with me.” 

			Brooke led him through the pines to a secluded meadow, stopping under the branches of a madrona tree. She smoothed the swirling skirts of her white dress as she sat on a gnarled root, the pink streak in her bleached-blonde hair glowing fluorescent in a shaft of sunlight. Naveed sat close beside her, positioning his shoulder so that she could lean against him. For most of the year, she hid herself under thick scarves and knit sweaters, and Naveed wasn’t accustomed to seeing her skin on display. It still wasn’t much; sheer sleeves covered her lovely arms (he called them lovely; she called them chunky). Her skirt was long, but the neckline was low. 

			He wanted to touch that liberated skin, to cover every inch of it in kisses. But he sensed that something was off, that now was not the time. He fiddled with the knot on the napkin instead. 

			“Did you see my dad?” she asked, watching Naveed’s hands. “I can’t believe he came.”

			“Yeah. I bet he’s so proud of you.” The knot loosened, and Naveed unwrapped the cherry turnovers. He broke off a piece and held it to her lips. “Here, try this. Kourosh has been working on his coconut oil crust for that bake sale.”

			“Maybe later.” She plucked at her bouquet. The roses were droopy; he hadn’t thought to bring a vase. 

			While waiting for her to explain what was wrong, Naveed ate the turnover she’d rejected. It was delicious, the cherries so fresh… which reminded him of something that might cheer her up. “Hey, when I bought the cherries at the market yesterday, Gretchen and Frida invited us to their farm. They said they’d love to talk to your mom, if she’s still interested in getting goats. Maybe we could stop by on our way to the campground next week.”

			A rose petal dropped from Brooke’s fingers. It landed on her bare foot, and she pointed her toes so it slid into the grass. “Actually, there’s something I need to tell you. You know how my dad applied for a transfer to the Boston branch a few months ago? He just found out it was approved.”

			“Oh,” said Naveed, not following what that had to do with their camping trip, and unsure what reaction to show. Inside, he rejoiced, but he knew to tread lightly whenever the divorce came up.

			“He asked me to go with him. Just for the summer,” she added.

			“He did?” Brooke had barely seen her father over the past few months; his demanding job at the Nutrexo Research Institute required him to travel often. “Huh. I bet your mom wasn’t too happy about that.”

			“No. She wants me to stay, of course. But she said it was my decision, and I kind of... I told him I’d go.”

			“What?” Naveed nearly choked on his last bite of turnover, and coughed to dislodge the crumbs from his throat. When he met her eyes, he saw that she was serious. “For the whole summer?” he asked in a small voice.

			“It doesn’t have to be the entire summer. But I’m sure there will be so much to do... plus, he has a couple weeks of vacation scheduled in July, and he wants to take me to Montreal! Isn’t that amazing? And—he said you could join us!”

			“In Montreal?” Naveed was skeptical. Allowing them to explore a foreign city together, to sleep under the same roof—it didn’t sound like Scott at all. 

			“Don’t worry, he’ll buy your plane ticket and everything. Won’t that be great? To get out of town for a while, discover a new place?”

			“Yeah, but... why go all the way to Montreal? We’re going to Vancouver this summer anyway.”

			Brooke seemed to sense the words he meant but wasn’t saying: don’t go. She looked at the wilted roses in her hands. “I’m going to miss you, so much. But this is a great opportunity.”

			“I guess.” Naveed stared at a branch overhead, its auburn bark peeling away to expose the golden trunk beneath. He forced a smile. “Then we’ll make the most of the time we have left. We have that celebration dinner with my family later… but we can skip Ethan’s party if you want.”

			She was quiet again. “Actually... we fly out this evening.”

			“You’re leaving tonight?”

			Now she looked close to tears. “Don’t be mad. I only found out this morning, and I didn’t want to tell you before the play, and I’m sorry this is all so sudden, but I want to go—my dad’s not perfect, but I miss him. Besides, July’s only a few weeks away. As soon as we get settled, I’ll get your tickets to Montreal. Think how awesome it will be to meet there... you’ll get off the plane and I’ll be at the airport, waiting for you....”

			She set the roses down. They were so fragile that they fell apart, leaving the pink petals scattered in the grass. She took his hands, kissing each palm before looking up at him with watery eyes. He wanted to say the right thing, to be supportive, but he was so blindsided he couldn’t even speak. He couldn’t believe she had kept this from him all day.

			“I should go,” Brooke said. “My mom’s pretty upset, and I have a ton of packing to do, so it’s probably not a good idea for you to come over today. I guess we should just....”

			Neither of them wanted to finish her sentence. Say goodbye. 

			“I’ll call you in the morning. And every day,” she said, leaning in to kiss him. It didn’t last nearly long enough. “I love you.”

			“I love you, too,” he said, in a voice that wasn’t quite his. It sounded like he’d been replaced by a robot.

			She stood, still holding his left hand. She tugged it in an attempt to pull him up, but he remained seated. So she squeezed it instead, stooping to give him one last kiss and whispering, “I’ll see you in Montreal,” before she walked away. 

			For a long time, Naveed stayed beneath the madrona tree, surrounded by the fallen rose petals. Eventually, he wandered down to the lake. He sat on the rocky beach and gazed southward, where Mount Rainier towered in the distance, ancient and alone, finally visible after being blanketed in rainclouds all spring. Even on this clear day, the base of the mountain was obscured by wispy white clouds, giving the illusion that it was not anchored to the earth, but floating above it. It looked perfect against the blue sky, its steep, straight sides rising to meet at the rounded, snow-capped summit. And yet, Naveed found it hard to forget that it was a sleeping volcano: all that beauty, all that potential destruction.

			Soon his hands searched for driftwood, then found his pocketknife, and he slipped into the steady rhythm of carving. The skill of woodworking had been passed down for generations in his family, and it never failed to comfort him. The wood could take whatever emotion he poured into it, which, right now, was anger. Part of him was mad at Brooke for springing this on him without warning, and for being so willing to leave. Mostly, though, he was angry with her father. He tried to give Scott the benefit of the doubt—maybe he had changed, maybe this really was an attempt to make up for his extended absence. But something nagged at Naveed, a feeling that there had to be another reason for their sudden departure. Maybe Scott was hoping that distance would drive them apart. Despite what Brooke said, Naveed doubted he’d be joining them in Montreal. 

			Naveed hadn’t seen Scott since the previous December. One cold winter night, he had biked to Brooke’s house after dinner, eager to see her again after spending several days in the backyard workshop making Roya’s birthday present. Brooke invited him in, even though her parents were away at the Nutrexo Christmas banquet and it was against her father’s rules. 

			He figured he wouldn’t stay long, but snow started falling, a rarity in Seattle. They cuddled together under a scratchy wool blanket on the deck watching the flakes float into the lake, its water black against the snow-bright sky. The scent of the rosewater she spritzed in her hair mingled with his own sawdust-smell, and their cheeks were flushed with the warmth of each other, and then they were kissing, and she climbed onto his lap, and his hands found their way under her shirt, and her hands— 

			Then gravel crackled under tires as her parents pulled into the driveway, earlier than expected. They were arguing, their angry voices audible through the closed windows of their SUV. Brooke slid off Naveed’s lap, adjusting her shirt, but Scott had seen; he slammed the car door and approached them, his eyes as cold as the frozen night. 

			“Brooke, get inside.” Scott turned to Naveed. “You shouldn’t be here. Go home. Now.”

			Naveed trudged into the whirling snow, so rattled by Scott’s rage that he left his bike behind. A few minutes later, their SUV pulled up beside him. Naveed nervously glanced through the window, but Brooke’s mom was the only one inside. Kelly begged him to get in.

			Inside, the heater roared, forcing out warm air. Naveed apologized. “I’m sorry, I just missed her so much, I didn’t mean to cause any trouble. We only wanted to watch the snow.”

			Kelly didn’t answer, but her tension traveled invisibly through the air. When they pulled up in front of his house, she exhaled deeply. “They changed him,” she muttered, as if to herself. “I told him not to take the job at Nutrexo… he never would have worked on a project like that, before….” 

			Confused, Naveed thanked her for the ride and opened his door. Kelly got out too, saying she needed to talk to his mother. He worried that he was in trouble, that he and Brooke would have to go the whole star-crossed-lovers route. But Kelly didn’t say a word about him, or Brooke, or even Scott. All she said was, “Mahnaz. I have a new project for CFJ.” And they pulled the door to the office closed.

			By the following weekend, Scott had moved out. Brooke talked to him often, but had only seen him a few times since then. Naveed puzzled once again over Scott’s reappearance at the play, wondering what had caused him to swoop back into their lives, and why he was taking Brooke away, and what Naveed was going to do all summer, without her. 




			After biking aimlessly around the neighborhood for a few hours, Naveed walked his bike into the backyard. Usually, their garden was a busy place on summer afternoons, but he heard no voices, no flute, nothing to indicate his family’s presence. So he was surprised to find them gathered on the patio, looking to the treetops. Maman pressed a pair of binoculars to her eyes. Unexpectedly, Andi was there too, standing behind everyone else, combing her long black hair with her fingers. 

			Naveed tapped her shoulder. “Hey, Andi. What’s going on?” 

			“The crows,” she said, and Naveed saw them when he looked up, hundreds of crows dotting the trees and hedges and power lines, every bird silent with downcast eyes. She continued, “Cyrus invited me and my mom over for dinner. Turns out we’re neighbors—we live down the hill on the next block.”

			“No way,” Naveed said. He was glad she and Cyrus had hit it off; he’d hoped they would. He was about to ask if her dad was coming when Roya threw her arms around his waist. 

			“He didn’t make it,” she cried. “The other crow. I just found his body. That’s why they all came. Something’s wrong, and they’re scared.” 

			A single loud caw sounded. It must have been a signal, for all the crows rose into the air then, forming a black cloud that swirled away. For a moment, only their beating wings could be heard.

			When the stillness returned, Baba asked, “What do you think, Mahnaz-jaan?” 

			“I don’t know,” Maman said. “Two dead crows in two days—it’s odd. West Nile Virus, maybe?”

			Roya sniffled. Naveed crouched next to her. “You okay, Roya?” 

			She nodded, but a tear spilled out of one eye and caught on her cheek, a perfect round drop.

			Naveed wiped it off with his thumb. “I have an idea. Tonight I’ll tell you a special story—a true one—about a crow. Would you like that?” She looked up and smiled. He wished he could be eight again, that the heaviness lodged in his own chest could be lifted so easily. 

			They turned toward the kitchen, where Baba was now sawing into a loaf of fresh-baked sourdough, but Maman said, “Naveed, could I talk to you for a minute?”

			She had probably heard the news from Kelly. He didn’t want to have a conversation about it right now, but he lucked out: she had something different on her mind. “About the protest. Looks like we’re going, but I need you to do something for me.” 

			He was so glad not to talk about Brooke that he eagerly agreed. “Sure, what is it?”

			“The three of you need to stick together. Keep a close eye on Roya especially; make sure she doesn’t wander off. And… not that anything is going to happen, but… if things start to get out of hand… I want you to leave right away. Don’t wait for your father or me, just get out of there. I need you to promise that you’ll keep them safe.”

			“But—” Naveed started.

			“Please. Will you?”

			“Okay. I promise. Of course, I’ll keep them safe.”

			

		

5

			Andi

			Monday, June 15






			On Monday, Andi stood in her shower-fogged bathroom, fixing the collar of the fitted blue blouse her mother had ironed, smoothing the dark gray slacks she’d dug out of her closet. She doubted it was the right look for an anti-corporate rally, but it couldn’t be helped. Her mother had no idea she was going to a protest this morning.

			Andi hadn’t mentioned it, because she doubted her mom would be nearly as enthusiastic if she knew the real reason Cyrus’s family was heading downtown today. But Andi had to go with them. She and Cyrus had a plan.

			When he had first mentioned SILO in the buffet line, Andi told him she’d never heard of it. She didn’t want to talk about it in public, and wasn’t sure if she should get Cyrus involved. But as they’d walked to their seats, temporarily alone, she’d decided he might be able to help. So she whispered that she did know something about SILO, but they couldn’t discuss it there.

			Cyrus, intrigued, invited Andi over after the play. Once upstairs in the bedroom he shared with his brother, Andi swore him to secrecy and told him what she’d overheard. Then she showed him what she’d already discovered online. The company’s research activities were run by the Nutrexo Research Institute, but no clinical trials listed on their website sounded like the one Andi’s father had signed up for; none required the subjects to live away from home. 

			Andi tried calling the phone number given on the site, but it led to a maddeningly circuitous phone tree, and they hadn’t been able to glean any information from it. 

			“Couldn’t we just ask your mom? She might be able to help,” Andi asked. Cyrus had taken the only desk chair, and Andi was trying to act like it was no big deal that she was sitting on the corner of Naveed’s unmade bed, that she’d inadvertently touched the threadbare shirt he’d slept in.  

			“No,” Cyrus said. “Definitely not. She doesn’t want any of us to know what she’s up to. Even if you asked her, all casual-like, I guarantee she wouldn’t tell you a thing.”

			After more sleuthing, Cyrus found that NRI’s main offices were located on the ground floor of the company’s headquarters, around the corner from the protest he’d be attending on Monday. He asked Andi if she wanted to come along. “We could go right to the source and ask about the studies they have going on,” he suggested. “Not that we’d say anything about SILO, but we might find something out that way.”

			Andi doubted that would get them anywhere, but it gave her an idea. “Oh, I know! Nutrexo has this internship program—they mentioned it when I was on that field trip last month—and my mom’s been bugging me to get some volunteer work lined up for the summer. Maybe I could see if they have any more openings for interns at NRI. They’re probably filled by now, but at least that would give us an excuse to go in and talk to them.”

			“Yeah!” Cyrus spun to face her. “And if they did have an opening... then you could try to get some information from the inside. I’ll come with you, to help scope it out.”

			It seemed like a good idea at the time, but while Andi worked on her application packet over the weekend, her mother suggested listing Mark as a reference. Andi wrote him in, but deleted his name as soon as her mother left the room. She wondered if this could get back to him somehow, if their plan was too risky. But after their last encounter, she was certain Mark thought of her as a meek Asian girl who wouldn’t give him any trouble. Besides, Nutrexo was a huge company. Even if she did get an internship, he’d probably never know.   

			One more idea had occurred to Andi, so while her mother did the grocery shopping on Sunday evening, she searched through the stacks of paper littering the desk in the corner of her parents’ bedroom. Eventually, she found what she was looking for: the flyer her father had been given at the unemployment agency.

			Volunteers needed, it read. Healthy men and women, ages 18-60, willing to stay at our state-of-the-art research facility for an 8-week clinical trial. Room and board provided. Participants will receive generous compensation for completing the study. 

			Andi took the flyer back to her room and called the phone number listed at the bottom, hoping it would lead to a message with more information. She reached a generic voicemail recording: “You have reached Dr. Snyder’s lab at the Nutrexo Research Institute. If you’re interested in participating in our research, please leave your name and number, and our study coordinator will contact you.”

			Thrilled to be getting somewhere, Andi hung up and navigated back to the Nutrexo website, then typed “Snyder” into the search box. The top result was a profile page for Dr. Tara Snyder, DVM, PhD.

			As soon as she saw this, her excitement vanished. Tara. That was the name Richard Caring had mentioned, the person who led the human subjects research at SILO. 

			Even though her father hadn’t contacted her all weekend, Andi had been holding onto the slim hope that he was involved in a different clinical trial, one that was unusual, maybe, but not harmful. 

			But now she knew. Her father must be at SILO.

			Dr. Snyder’s profile page said nothing about SILO, of course. In her photo, she looked about Andi’s mother’s age; she was pretty, and blonde, with pale skin and thin eyebrows and flawless white teeth. The page summarized her areas of interest (“Genetics and biotechnology; bovine reproduction and lactation”) and included a lengthy list of honors, awards, and publications. Andi scanned their titles, noticing that most focused on cows, a few on rats, but not a single one mentioned humans.     

			Andi followed links to a few scientific papers, but they were incomprehensible. So she returned to the profile page and studied Dr. Snyder’s photograph again, searching her face for some hint of hidden malice. But her blue eyes gave nothing away. She looked disconcertingly normal.       

			Before turning off the computer, Andi checked her email one last time—still no reply from her father—and stuffed the flyer into her desk drawer. She peeked into the kitchen to say goodnight to her mom. Andi was tempted to tell her everything, until her mother started chattering on about how she’d run into a friend at the grocery store whose son did a Nutrexo internship a few years ago, and it was such a great experience, and he’d made some amazing connections, and now he was going to Yale. Andi couldn’t bring herself to ruin her mother’s good mood by confessing the awful truth. 

			Besides, she wasn’t sure her mom wanted to talk about her dad at all. For the past few months, her mother had been stressed out and grumpy after long days at her office job. Meanwhile, her dad drifted in a perpetual gloom, unable to find work. But ever since he’d left to participate in the clinical trial, she’d seemed more lively, cheerful even. 

			Sometimes Andi worried that her mother preferred life without him. After all, it wasn’t the first time they’d been on their own. Sixteen years earlier, just before Andi was born, her father had left. In his absence, Andi became a Lin, not a Powell, and they moved in with her grandparents in Berkeley. Andi’s ah-ma raised her while her mother finished college. 

			But reflections of her father kept surfacing in Andi: he could be seen in her fair complexion, her innate understanding of music, the small cleft in her chin that became more pronounced as she grew. Occasionally, he’d show up without warning, taking Andi and her mother on extravagant outings to theme parks and ice cream shops where they all shared eight-scoop banana splits. When they came home he’d strum sweet, hilarious songs he made up on the spot. Andi always begged him to stay, but he always vanished just as suddenly as he’d come, without ever telling her when he’d be back.   

			When she was six, he’d returned for good, and the three of them had moved to Seattle. But it wasn’t until years later, when Andi finally searched for answers in online interviews, that she learned the real reason he’d been gone for so long. It wasn’t just that he’d been on tour and recording albums, like her mother had told her. In fact, he’d been on a long downward spiral into heroin addiction and alcoholism, until one of his band mates died of an overdose and he realized he needed to get serious about recovery. He’d checked into rehab the day after the funeral. 

			Andi had confronted him after reading this, angry that he’d never told her these things, yet at the same time sad for him, too. He’d embraced her, apologizing as she traced the outline of the tattoos in the crook of his left elbow, the Chinese characters that spelled out her name, noticing for the first time how they covered up the constellation of small scars dotting his arm. “Getting sober was the hardest thing I’ve ever done,” he told her. “But it was worth it. Because I’m here now, with you, and that means more to me than anything else in the world.”

			While the record store had been open, he’d been happy enough. But ever since it closed, he’d just seemed so lost, and the dreary mood at their house hadn’t helped. Andi wondered, now, if her dad had been so eager to sign up for the study because he was looking for a sense of purpose again… but what if he was also conducting his own experiment, testing whether his family was better off without him?

			No. They weren’t, and now that Andi knew he was involved in the research at SILO, she was even more determined to find him.

			So, this morning, Andi had let her mother iron her clothes. She had choked down a breakfast shake and printed her application. And now she stood in front of the mirror, brushing her hair one last time, looking at that dimple in her chin, that small feature that linked her unmistakably to her father. 

			She had to do this. She had to try. At best, she might find another lead. At worst, they would take her application and show her the door. 

			Andi picked a stray black hair from the shoulder of her blouse, slipped on her flats, and climbed into the passenger seat of their idling Nissan. Her mother had insisted on dropping her off at Cyrus’s on her way to work, but Andi had dragged her feet long enough to ensure that her mother wouldn’t have time to chat with Sam and Mahnaz. 

			It seemed more than a little ridiculous to arrive by car, considering she lived so close, and Andi hoped Naveed wouldn’t see her. But he was nowhere in sight as they pulled up. Instead, Sam was outside, closing the trunk of the minivan. He waved, waiting for them to come to a stop before he approached the car.

			Andi held her breath as her mother rolled down the window.

			“Good morning,” he said. “Andi, glad you can join us today. Joyce, you’re sure it’s all right that she comes along?”

			“Of course,” her mother said, and Andi started opening her door, hoping to make her exit before Sam elaborated further, or her mother registered anything odd about the question.

			From the front doorway, Cyrus hollered, “Hey, Baba! Roya needs your help finding the cooler!” 

			“Can’t you help her?” Sam called, but he excused himself and turned towards the house.

			Relieved, Andi leaned over to hug her mother. “Bye, Mom. Wish me luck,” she said, waving the envelope containing her application.

			“Zhù nǐ hǎo yùn,” her mother said. “Text me after you talk to them.” 

			“I will. Love you.” Andi exited the car and followed Sam through the front gate. She turned to wave goodbye, but her mother had already pulled away.

			Andi was eager to fill Cyrus in on Dr. Snyder, but he was assembling sandwiches in the kitchen, slapping bread slices together with force, and his parents kept bustling in and out of the room. When he asked her to fill their water bottles with ice, she noticed a drawing atop a messy stack of papers at the edge of the counter. 

			“That’s cute,” she said. It was definitely Roya’s work: a cluster of stick figures, a triangular mountain, a stripe of green grass and blue sky.

			“Cute. Yeah.” Cyrus sniffed. He stepped closer, gesturing at the picture with his almond-buttery knife. “It’s a family portrait Roya drew. See, there’s Naveed—that’s a crow on his shoulder—and my dad’s in the background, hiking at Mount Rainier. There’s my mom, and that”—he pointed to a golden orb in the figure’s belly—“is Roya, before she was born.” He stopped, because there were no other stick figures: Cyrus, for some reason, hadn’t been included.

			He returned to his work on the sandwiches. Andi had no idea what to say; she was completely unqualified to offer any advice on sibling relationships. So she mumbled, “Oh,” and turned her attention to the clinking notes that sounded as she dropped ice into the steel water bottles.   

			When they were full, she handed them to Cyrus, and was about to tell him what she’d found when Naveed wandered into the kitchen.

			“Hey Naveed, can you help with lunch?” Cyrus asked. “We could use a few carrots, if you’ll go find some that are ready.”

			“No time for carrots. Just looking for my phone,” Naveed muttered, nodding in greeting when he noticed Andi. She said hello, but he drifted out of the room again without reply.

			“Don’t mind him,” Cyrus said. “His precious girlfriend left for the summer, and he’s been pining for her all weekend.” 

			Mahnaz called from the front door that it was time to go, so they packed up the sandwiches and climbed into the back seat of the minivan. 

			The ride downtown was uncomfortable. Sam stopped at a nearby house to pick up Kelly, whom Andi recognized as one of the women Mahnaz had been talking to at the park on Saturday. She stuffed another box into the already-full trunk, and one of her protest signs kept sliding forward to poke the back of Andi’s head. 

			Next to Andi, Cyrus bickered with Roya, their argument eventually growing loud enough that Mahnaz admonished from the front, “Kourosh! Roya!” She said something else in Persian that probably meant something like Behave yourselves, and they were consigned to reluctant silence. Andi spent most of the trip staring at the back of Naveed’s head, trying to divine the song blaring from his earbuds. She was tempted to take out her own phone and escape into music too, but figured it would bother Cyrus, who seemed easily offended.   

			They arrived in back of Nutrexo Headquarters as another car pulled away, and Sam parallel-parked in the vacant space against the curb. The glass-and-steel Central Library crouched across the street, partially shadowed. Its sharp angles glinted in a slice of sunlight.

			Roya leaped out as soon as the door slid open. “Can we stop by the library first? Please?” 

			“Sorry, Roya-jaan, I don’t think it’s open yet. Besides, we need to get to the protest.” Mahnaz and Kelly unloaded their signs from the trunk (“EcoCows = FrankenCows!”) while Sam fed the parking meter. Andi listened to the music of a downtown Seattle morning: the intermittent squeal of car brakes, the purposeful click of high heels on pavement, the distant whine of sirens, the relentless chant of a homeless man selling newspapers in front of the library (“Real Change, ma’am? Have a great day, ma’am, have a great day, sir.”). Roya gazed wistfully across the street, until Cyrus called, “Roya! Come on!”

			As they walked along the steep sidewalk, which sloped down toward the waters of Puget Sound, they passed the NRI entrance. Andi slowed, but there wasn’t much to see: just a glass door down a short flight of stairs. 

			She followed Cyrus around the block to the pristine front plaza. Red petunias dotted stone planters, and a thundering, two-story-high waterfall nearly—but not quite—drowned out the shouts of the protesters.

			Sam gathered them around and gestured for Naveed to take out his earbuds. “Stick together today. All four of you—no one goes off on their own.” He kneeled down to look Roya in the eye. “If you’re lost, azizam, play your flute and we’ll find you.” Roya patted the knit carrying case slung over her shoulder.

			Naveed steered them over to a group of his friends. Cyrus fell into step with Andi, behind Roya and Naveed. “Don’t worry,” he told Andi. “I’m sure we can lose them. Wait for my signal.”

			“What’s your signal?”

			“You’ll know it when you see it.” Andi could tell he hadn’t quite worked out that detail yet. 

			Most of the protests Andi had seen consisted of a few people with signs trying to get the attention of passing pedestrians and cars, but those were nothing compared to this. A large crowd had already assembled, even this early on a Monday morning. Sam, with his bushy beard, and Mahnaz, with her ponytail and clogs, fit right in, but there were all kinds of people here: some in dreadlocks, some in business suits, even a few dressed up as cows. Their energy seemed to electrify the air, as if a thunderstorm were brewing. 

			As time went on, newcomers continued to arrive, and Andi noticed a few Nutrexo security guards in the crowd. Most of them wore black uniforms, but one, a tall, muscular man with a buzz-cut, wore beige. He stood on the periphery scanning the scene, and once, Andi could have sworn he was looking right at them as he spoke into his radio. She was probably being paranoid, but she resolved not to say a word to Cyrus about her latest SILO findings until they were back at his house.

			Soon, the plaza was so crowded that Roya clutched Naveed’s hand, and Naveed insisted that Cyrus and Andi walk in front of him so he could make sure they all stayed together. Perhaps sensing that his sister needed a break from the crowds, Naveed led them toward another Real Change newspaper vendor standing on the street corner. 

			Andi hung back. She’d always been taught to ignore homeless people. It was easier to pretend they weren’t there than to wonder how they’d ended up in that situation, or to think about how it would feel to sleep outside every night, with only a slab of cardboard to keep the chill of the sidewalk from seeping into your bones.

			Apparently, Naveed noticed her hesitation. He smiled at her encouragingly. “I love this newspaper—it’s just so… honest. Not afraid to tell it like it is.” 

			As he turned his back to buy the paper, Roya still holding his hand, Andi felt three quick taps—poke poke poke—between her shoulder blades. She turned to see Cyrus grinning, and there was only a second to make her choice: stay with Naveed, or go with Cyrus to investigate her father’s whereabouts. 

			She laid down her sign and ran. 
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			Andi and Cyrus ran away from the crowd, rounding the corner to the north side of the building. In the shadow of the tower, it was cool and deserted. The roar of the fountain and the protest faded. They slowed as they headed uphill to the NRI entrance. 

			“Did we have to do that? Why couldn’t we tell Naveed what we’re doing?” Andi asked. “He’ll be worried about us.” 

			“Trust me—he’d ruin everything,” Cyrus said, visibly happier now that he was free of his siblings. “He’d insist we have to stay together, but that would mess up our whole plan because obviously we can’t explain what we’re doing, not here. It’ll be fine. As soon as we get inside, I’ll text him that we went to get coffee or something.”

			When they arrived, Andi pushed the glass door open, and they entered a seating area. Low armchairs were flanked by round coffee tables strewn with NRI pamphlets. A reception desk stood in front of them; a hallway of closed office doors stretched behind it. There was no one in sight.

			Cyrus looked up after he finished his text, taking in the room’s emptiness. “Hmm, that’s odd. Where is everyone?”

			Andi stepped toward the desk, uneasy. “Maybe the receptionist left for a minute? I guess we could wait.”

			Cyrus walked down the hall, peeking into the empty offices. “Hello?” he called out. Not finding anyone, he returned to the desk. But instead of waiting with Andi, he sat down at the receptionist’s computer.

			“What are you doing?” Andi whispered.

			“Just checking... aha,” Cyrus said. “There’s a sticky note. ‘Mandatory NRI Staff Meeting, 4th floor conference room.’ It just started.” He rubbed his hands together. “Perfect, we have almost an hour! That should give me plenty of time to dig up some dirt.”

			He pulled open the desk drawer, rifling through its contents. Andi glanced around the room, but still no one appeared. “What if someone comes in? We should go—” 

			“Nope, didn’t write down their password anywhere,” Cyrus muttered. “Good thing I came prepared.” He pulled a flash drive from his jeans pocket and inserted it into a USB port.  

			“What’s that for?”

			“Password cracking. Might take a few minutes—keep an eye on the door for me.”

			“I don’t think this is a good idea....” Andi started, but Cyrus was oblivious. She hadn’t thought this would involve breaking into computers, and it still seemed odd that the NRI staff would leave the front door unlocked, the reception computer unguarded, if they were all on a different floor for a meeting. Especially with a protest going on outside.

			Seconds later, the front door opened, and Andi’s heart hammered wildly until she saw it was only Naveed. But he was not happy. He marched inside, Roya bumping along on a piggy-back ride, and glowered at Cyrus behind the reception desk. When he stopped next to Andi, Roya slid down and stood beside him, hands on her hips. 

			“What the hell?” Naveed said to Cyrus. “We were supposed to stay together. What are you doing in here?”

			Cyrus’s eyes remained fixed on the computer screen. “Keep your voice down, sir. I’ll be right with you. I’m busy infiltrating an evil corporation at the moment.” 

			Naveed turned to Andi. “What’s going on?” His eyes were filled with confusion and fury. She wouldn’t have guessed it was possible for him to be this angry. 

			“Yeah, why did you run away?” Roya challenged.

			“I... we....” Andi didn’t know what to say. She wanted to tell them the truth, but this was not the place to explain.

			“You’re trying to hack in? Kourosh, don’t be stupid. Let’s get out of here.” Naveed walked behind the reception desk and pulled the rolling desk chair from the computer, yanking Cyrus away from the keyboard.

			Cyrus leaped to his feet. “I told you I was busy!” He was still clutching the mouse, and brandished it for emphasis. “God. Don’t you ever get tired of being so good all the time?”

			Andi’s anxiety gave way to annoyance. This was the worst possible time for Cyrus to pick a fight with his brother. “Cyrus—” she began, at the same time that Roya said, “Stop it!” 

			But he was on a roll. “You’re the one who was so fired up about Nutrexo in the first place! But do you really think walking around outside with a bunch of signs is going to change anything? You just don’t like that I’m the one with the guts to actually do something.”

			Naveed flinched, but kept his voice low. “I’m serious. We need to leave right now. It’s getting kind of crazy out there—someone just smashed a window. The car’s right outside, I’ve got the keys, let’s go before—”

			“Is there a problem in here?” a woman said from the hallway, and they all turned to face her. She wore a white lab coat and slim skirt, with tall heels. Her ice-blue eyes peered out from beneath thin, white-blonde eyebrows, and her hair was pulled back in a neat bun. Andi knew exactly who she was.

			Dr. Tara Snyder.

			Cyrus dropped the mouse. “Oh, hi, I was just... um....”

			Dr. Snyder eyed the flash drive jutting from the computer’s side. “Well. Why don’t we all have a seat, and you can explain yourselves.” She gestured to the hallway of offices, and only then did Andi notice the two burly security guards in beige uniforms standing behind her. She recognized one: the tall guard with the buzz-cut that she’d seen talking into his radio. The other guard was similarly muscular, and his neck was partially covered by a tattoo of a brown-feathered turkey.

			Naveed headed the opposite direction, toward where Roya stood frozen and wide-eyed. The turkey-necked guard, seeming to think he was making a break for the front door, rushed over and grabbed his wrist. 

			“I wasn’t going anywhere,” Naveed protested, trying to shake him off, but the guard shoved him forward. 

			“All of you, down the hall, now,” the guard barked.

			They had no choice. Roya clung to Naveed’s hand, Andi and Cyrus trailing behind. Andi tried not to panic, but her mind was a jumble of anxious thoughts. Did Dr. Snyder know why she was here? Had Mark told her to watch out for Andi? Or maybe they traced her phone number; she shouldn’t have called that SILO line from her own phone, should have covered her tracks better, warned Cyrus about Dr. Snyder, told her mother last night; but what was Dr. Snyder doing here at headquarters anyway, if she worked at SILO—   

			Calm down, she told herself. You don’t know what’s going on yet. Just keep quiet, and don’t let on that you know anything. 

			They filed into a small, windowless room. A round table ringed with chairs dominated the space, and one wall was lined with cabinets, a sink, and a mini-fridge. Andi had been in a similar room for the focus group during her field trip. 

			Once they were seated, Naveed surreptitiously pulled out his phone beneath the table. Buzz-Cut noticed. “Good luck,” he said. “No reception down here in the basement.”

			“Now,” Dr. Snyder said, once Naveed had shoved his phone back into his pocket. “Explain.”

			Cyrus squirmed in his seat. “Look, the others didn’t have anything to do with it. Andi got a ride downtown with us. She only wanted to... well, maybe she should explain.”

			Andi had hoped to remain invisible as long as she could, but saw that this might be her best chance to stay out of trouble, assuming that Dr. Snyder didn’t know who she was. So she gave her speech, just as she’d rehearsed. “My chemistry class came here on a field trip last month, and I was interested in your research. I wanted to find out if you have any internship positions open this summer. I’ll be applying to Stanford next year, and thought that working here would give me some great experience.” 

			“Oh? Did you bring a resume?” 

			Andi was surprised—they couldn’t possibly want her to work here after what had happened—but then she understood. She was being tested: Dr. Snyder wanted to know if she was lying. 

			But Andi wasn’t lying, not exactly, and she pulled the folded envelope from the pocket of her slacks. The creased paper wasn’t very professional, she realized now, but she hadn’t wanted to bring a bag to the protest. Dr. Snyder opened it, glancing at the cover letter Andi’s mother had helped her write, at her sparse resume, at her mediocre transcripts. 

			The room was silent. Andi could feel Naveed’s eyes on her, but she couldn’t face him. 

			Dr. Snyder’s expression was inscrutable, though it seemed to soften as she read the letter. Her eyes narrowed when she turned back to Cyrus. “And?”

			Cyrus pushed up his glasses. “So we came in, and nobody was here. I was looking at the desk to see if there was a note or something about where everyone was, and then I saw there was a meeting and I just... wanted to show off a little, I guess. But to be honest, I didn’t really know what I was doing. I was following some random instructions I read online.” He sounded so miserable that Andi didn’t doubt he was telling the truth. “I’m sorry. It was really, really stupid.”

			“What’s on the flash drive?”

			“Password-cracking software. That’s all. No malware, viruses, anything like that. You can look.”

			“I’m sure you’re aware that attempting to break into our computers is a serious crime,” Dr. Snyder said. “I’ll need to get the authorities involved.” 

			Naveed finally spoke. “I’m sure we can work this out. Just let me use your phone, so I can call my parents.”

			Dr. Snyder nodded. “All right. Zane, will you escort him to my office?” 

			Turkey-Neck opened the door, but Roya had grabbed Naveed’s hand. “Is Kourosh going to jail? Am I in trouble, too?”

			“Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out. And of course you’re not in trouble,” Naveed reassured her, before leaving the room. Dr. Snyder followed, but before the door closed, she said quietly to the other guard, “Chase, get them some refreshments. We could be here a while.”

			Buzz-Cut set a handful of Blazin Bitz bags on the table, along with several bottles of Coolixir from a mini-fridge in one corner. He removed an extra soda for himself—a different flavor, lemon-lime—and began drinking. 

			Andi found it strange to be given snacks under the circumstances. Maybe it was a concession to her and Roya and Naveed, a hint that they weren’t in trouble, but considering who was offering, she didn’t want to take her chances with the food. She tried to catch Cyrus’s eye to communicate this to him, but he was already opening the bottle, and looking to the door. “There goes our valiant hero, off to save us all,” he muttered.

			“Cyrus...” Andi trailed off, unsure of what to say, keenly aware of the presence of the guard. “It’ll all work out.”

			“Yeah. Whatever.” He sipped his soda, lost in thought.

			Roya, whose eyes had lit up when the guard set the bottle of sweet soda in front of her, was gulping the beverage down. She took a short break to say, “How could you do such a dumb thing? Maman and Baba are going to be so mad.”

			“Shut up. Let me think.” Cyrus closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. Andi felt bad for him, but she also kind of agreed with Roya.  

			Moments later, the door opened, and Naveed was shoved back into the room, hands behind his back. Zane entered behind him, blood running in twin streams from his nostrils. Chase stepped in to detain the struggling Naveed while Zane pulled a wad of napkins from a box on the counter and held them to his nose, glaring.

			“Great, now we’re in trouble,” Cyrus said. His words were slow, slurred. “Did you seriously beat up a security guard?”  

			“I was trying to get outside—the SWAT team’s out there now—so many sirens—and they wouldn’t let me call—” Naveed sounded on the verge of panic, and did a double take when he looked at the table. Andi, who had been distracted by his entrance, noticed with a start that Roya had fallen asleep; she rested her head on folded arms. Cyrus, too, was nodding off, leaning his head into his open palm, his glasses askew.

			Andi hadn’t touched her soda, but now she twisted the cap off. There was no resistance: the bottle had already been opened.

			Naveed met her eyes, and an understanding passed between them. 

			They had been trapped here. And Cyrus and Roya had been drugged.

			Neither understood why, but that didn’t matter. All that mattered was getting out. Andi could hear what Naveed was thinking, as surely as if he’d said it aloud: I’ll distract them. You run, and get help.

			“I told you, Naveed. You can’t leave,” Dr. Snyder was saying. “Anyway, you’re safer in here.” 

			“What did you do to them?” Naveed asked Dr. Snyder, his voice rising. “Wait, how do you know my name?” 

			“Calm down,” Dr. Snyder was saying, but Naveed, clearly the opposite of calm, turned his head to bite the guard’s arm, at the same time aiming a forceful kick at Dr. Snyder’s shin. She howled when it connected, and Andi didn’t wait; the guards were busy trying to restrain Naveed, who kept yelling let me go let me go as they wrestled him down, and Dr. Snyder kneeled next to him, and Andi was running, running toward the door— 

			But then the walls shook, the floor too, with such force that Andi lost her balance and stumbled to the ground. She wondered if it was an earthquake, but no, not an earthquake because there had been a noise, a distant boom, an impact that she felt more than heard. 

			The lights had gone out, and it was so dark she lost sight of everything. It was quiet, too, which was odd, because hadn’t Naveed been yelling? She reached in front of her, where the door should be, and just as her palm touched the cool wood, sliding across it in search of the knob, there was a hand on her arm, and the sting of a needle in her shoulder.

			And then there was nothing at all.
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			Someone was knocking on the door.

			Andi shifted her head on the overstuffed pillow and opened her heavy eyelids. She didn’t know how long she’d been sleeping, and didn’t care. She wanted to sleep and sleep forever. 

			But the door was opening now, and it was not her bedroom door. For some reason, this didn’t bother her. It made sense; she had a vague memory that something weird had happened, but couldn’t recall what. This in itself probably should have been alarming, but she found herself unable to react with anything other than calm detachment.

			A sound floated through the open door: a low, sustained wail. It sounded like wind howling. Or a child crying.

			Dr. Snyder entered the room, closing the door quickly. She turned on the light, and Andi squinted in its brightness. The room was sterile, hospital-like: the walls were white, the only furnishings a twin bed, recliner, coffee table and wall-mounted TV. A second door was cracked open to a small bathroom. 

			Andi remembered looking up Dr. Snyder’s research profile on the Nutrexo website. She recalled Cyrus being caught at NRI, and trying to convince Dr. Snyder that she’d wanted to apply for an internship. But she couldn’t remember anything after that. She tried, hard, because she knew it was important, but nothing came. Only a vague wariness, a spark of intuition telling her to be careful.  

			Dr. Snyder looked different now. Her lower lip was swollen, a dark scab covering a split down the middle. When she spoke, she moved her mouth gingerly. “Oh, good, you’re awake. Are you feeling all right? How’s your head?”

			“My head?” Confused, Andi touched her scalp, feeling for lumps or bandages, but there were none. It didn’t hurt at all. Nothing did; she was only tired. “It’s fine. What happened? Where am I?” 

			Dr. Snyder stepped across the room—Andi noticed she was limping slightly—and sank into the recliner. “Andi, there was... an incident at the protest. You fell. Hit your head.”

			“An incident?” Underneath Andi’s strange calm, a deep dread was building. She didn’t recall hitting her head, but something about Dr. Snyder’s statement rang true.  

			“Oh, don’t worry, everyone’s fine. I don’t want to overwhelm you with the details. All you need to know is that you’re safe here.”

			This was probably the most unsatisfying answer Andi could imagine, but Dr. Snyder was regarding her with cold blue eyes. Clearly, she was not supposed to press. 

			Something else had occurred to Andi, and she felt her pocket—she was still wearing the same blouse and slacks—but her phone was gone. She sat up, searching through the sheets, running her hand through the crack where the bed met the wall, but it wasn’t there either. “Where’s my phone? I need to call my mom.”

			“I’m not sure what happened to it. You won’t be needing it anyway; cell phone reception is terrible out here. I already spoke with your mother. She agreed that your coming here was the best option.”

			As she woke up more, Andi’s calm was vanishing, the dread growing. Mental alarm bells shrilled: this is not right. And again: be careful. “But she’ll be worried. I need to let her know I’m okay.”

			“I’ll send her an update. You’ll see her soon anyway. I don’t think you’ll need to stay here long. A week, maybe.”

			“A week? Why? What is this place… is it a hospital or something?” 

			“No, this is our off-site research facility—the Scientific Innovation Labs & Offices. We call it SILO.”

			She said it lightly, and Andi tried to remain expressionless, as if it meant nothing to her. But she felt like all the air had been sucked from the room.

			SILO. That meant her dad was here, somewhere, but Dr. Snyder hadn’t mentioned him once. Maybe she didn’t want Andi to know he was here, too. Or maybe... maybe Dr. Snyder didn’t have any idea he was connected to Andi. They didn’t even have the same last name, after all.

			Dr. Snyder wasn’t acting suspicious of Andi; she seemed polite and friendly. Andi hoped she had bought the whole internship story, and didn’t have any idea what Andi knew. As bizarre as it all was, she decided her best option was to play along.   

			Dr. Snyder was still talking. “The good news is that we’ve arranged for you to get volunteer experience while you’re here, once you’re feeling up to it. We’d love it if you’d give us some feedback on the new products and advertisements that we’re testing. You’re part of an important demographic—we need more input from teenagers. You can read over the informed consent and sign it if you’d like.” She gestured at a stack of papers on the coffee table. “There’s not much to it: trying the products, filling out questionnaires, and letting us draw blood a few times. I’d be happy to explain what we use each of those measures for. That way you can get an inside look at how research is done.”

			“Sounds interesting,” Andi said, trying to muster fake enthusiasm. She paused, weighing in her mind whether it was a good idea to change the subject, before deciding she needed to know. “But what about the others? Are they okay?”

			Dr. Snyder exhaled. “Yes. Cyrus and Naveed were taken elsewhere—” 

			“Is Cyrus in trouble? The computer thing?” 

			“He’s under investigation, but it’s out of my hands now. And Naveed... there was a separate issue with Naveed.” She winced, touching her fat lip. “But Roya is here. In fact, I could use your help with her.”

			Andi understood: the miserable wailing must have been Roya. “Is she hurt?”

			“No, she’s all right. Just upset. She’s been crying for hours.” Dr. Snyder sounded annoyed. “Maybe you can talk some sense into her. This really is the safest place for both of you right now, but she doesn’t seem to get it.”

			Thinking of Roya in a room like this, alone and confused and scared, made Andi’s heart ache. “Sure. Should we go now?”

			“No, I don’t hear her anymore. She probably fell asleep.” Dr. Snyder stood up. “I should be going. But, Andi... I have a question for you, and I need you to tell me the truth.”

			Oh, because you’re so honest with me, Andi thought, but she said, “Of course.”

			“Why did you come into NRI this morning? Did those boys put you up to it?”

			Andi’s confusion was genuine when she answered, “What? No.” But she wasn’t sure how to answer Dr. Snyder’s other question, about why she had come to NRI. Since Dr. Snyder seemed to believe her internship story, she wasn’t about to tell the truth now. Even under the circumstances, Andi recognized this as an opportunity: she could align herself with Dr. Snyder. Learn from her. Gain her trust. Figure out how to rescue her father, maybe even gather enough evidence to bring the whole project crashing down. 

			So Andi continued, “I don’t know them that well. We’re just neighbors. I got a ride downtown from them because I wanted to drop off my application in person. Why do you ask?” Then, as an awful thought occurred to her, “Wait, we came with their parents too… are they okay?”

			“Like I said. Everyone’s fine.” Dr. Snyder limped to the door. “I’m sorry you had to get mixed up in this, but we’ll try to make your stay here comfortable. My research assistant, Erika, will bring your dinner, and we’ll get you a change of clothes. In the meantime, feel free to watch TV, take a look at the information about our study. There are some snacks in the minibar, too. Make yourself at home.” With that, she left.

			Andi shivered in the air-conditioned room, but the thin blankets on her bed failed to warm her. 

			She read through the study information, but it looked just as Dr. Snyder had described: routine, harmless. Maybe that was what Mark had meant, back in the office at Marina’s house Friday night, about there being no paper trail. The human subjects probably had no idea the research was harming them. How exactly, Andi didn’t know, but she was determined to find out.

			Despite what Dr. Snyder said, Andi knew her participation wasn’t voluntary. She would have to cooperate if she wanted to keep up the façade. Her father had been in contact often for the first few weeks after he’d left, so whatever they were doing must not have immediate effects. She didn’t plan on being here long, anyway. Just long enough to figure out what was going on, and find her dad. 

			She signed the consent form, replaying Dr. Snyder’s words in her head, wondering if she understood what was going on at all. She felt like she’d been manipulated into accepting a warped view of the morning’s events. But questioning Dr. Snyder’s statements only led to more disturbing possibilities.

			If she hadn’t hit her head, why couldn’t she remember how she’d gotten here?

			Where had Cyrus and Naveed been taken? Were they really okay?

			Had Dr. Snyder spoken to Andi’s mother? Andi doubted this, and it pained her to think of how freaked out her mother must be. But if her mother didn’t know where she was, the police would definitely be looking for her. The location-tracking app on her phone could lead them here....

			Except that she didn’t have her phone. And even if it was here, wherever here was, could they still track it if there was no signal? 

			Maybe Mark would figure out what had happened, and come to their rescue. Mahnaz, too, would probably suspect that Nutrexo had something to do with their disappearance. She might even know where SILO was. Maybe those documents Cyrus mentioned had contained some clue about its location. 

			Andi chose to hang on to these hopes, telling herself that help was on the way. She only needed to be patient.

			In an attempt to quiet her mind, she nestled into the recliner and turned on the TV. The time and date displayed—it was 9:48pm, still Monday. The only television channel wasn’t a normal network; tonight’s program was a high school reality show frequently interrupted by long blocks of commercials. The first ad was for Blazin Bitz. Andi’s stomach growled.

			A knock on the door startled her. A sullen twenty-something woman with short spiky hair carried a tray of food into the room.

			“Hi, Andi, I’m Erika. I brought your dinner.” She sounded slightly disgusted. They both stared at the compartmentalized red tray: soggy-crusted chicken nuggets, pale greasy tater tots, applesauce studded with swollen raisins. Andi recognized it as a Kidz Kitchen meal, a weeknight dinner staple from earlier childhood. 

			Erika set the meal on the table, along with a bowl of Blazin Bitz, and picked up the forms. “Oh good, you already signed the consent.” 

			Andi nodded. “So... is this the food you’re testing? What’s so different about it? It looks normal to me.”

			“It is normal. We’re just getting your opinion on new products, that’s all.” 

			Andi pierced a limp tater tot with her plastic spork. Something occurred to her: maybe Erika knew her father. She couldn’t risk asking yet, but Erika might be a good source of information. “Wait, so you’re Dr. Snyder’s research assistant? I’d love to hear more about your job sometime.”  

			Erika stood at the door, her hand on the knob. “I don’t have time to talk to you—I have to go. I’ll be back in the morning with breakfast.”

			She breezed through the door, shutting it quickly. Andi heard the resolute click of an outside deadbolt. 

			Still wary about the food, Andi took a few tentative bites. It did taste normal, and she was hungry after not eating all day. So she ate, her eyes fixed on the TV. When she looked down to find an empty tray, she still wasn’t full, so she snacked on some of the Blazin Bitz. Something about them—their familiarity, maybe—calmed her a bit. She curled up under the covers in her bed, and was soon lulled to sleep by the flickering screen.




			Andi woke in the night to Roya’s wailing. She kept trying to fall back to sleep, but couldn’t. In the dark, with that sorrowful sound seeping into everything, it was hard not to lose all hope.

			She was about to burrow under her pillow when a soft knock sounded, and Erika peeked in the door. “Andi, I’m sorry to bother you, but—can you help me with Roya?”

			Andi followed Erika into a white corridor, surprised to see Turkey-Neck sitting in a chair midway down the hall. He looked more intimidating than ever: his nose was swollen, and he had two black eyes. When they passed him, he rose, keeping pace behind them the rest of the way. The fluorescent lamps buzzed overhead, humming a low E, and in that light it was all painfully clear. 

			Dr. Snyder was lying. Andi was a prisoner. 

			When they arrived at the next room, Erika told Turkey-Neck to wait outside. She opened the door to reveal a red-faced, tear-drenched Roya banging on the wall, her hands balled into fists. 

			“Please, can you get her to calm down? Dr. Snyder thought you might be able to help.” 

			Although Andi had no experience in soothing screaming children, she forced herself to sound calm. “Hey, Roya.” 

			Roya opened her watery eyes, and relief flashed through them. “Andi!” she blubbered, sitting up. She clung to Andi, as tightly as a baby monkey to its mother, powerful sobs coursing through her tiny body. It took all of Andi’s resolve not to join in.

			“It’s okay,” Andi said, even though it wasn’t.

			“Where are we? Where are Naveed and Cyrus?”

			“Um, we’re at a place called SILO. They do research here. Your brothers are somewhere else, but I’m sure they’re fine.” Andi hoped it was true. “Roya, this is Erika. She works here. She brought me some dinner. Are you hungry?” She cringed after she said it, remembering that the food might not be safe. It was one thing for Andi to participate in this study, knowing the risks, but involving Roya was another thing entirely. 

			Roya nodded. “Mmm-hmm. But don’t go. I want you to stay.”

			Erika sighed. “Okay, but just for a few minutes. I’ll be back with your dinner, Roya.” 

			Before she closed the door, Roya called out, “Wait, my flute! I need it!”

			Erika was quiet. “That will need to be cleared by Dr. Snyder. I’ll ask her about it in the morning.” She left.

			Roya started crying again. “I need my flute,” she sobbed. 

			“It’s okay,” Andi said again. “I’m here.” She tried to think of something to distract Roya from the flute; they might not allow her to have it back. “Want to watch some TV?”

			But Roya would not be diverted. “I need it. Because Baba… Baba said…” She was overcome by another burst of emotion. The shoulder of Andi’s blouse was soaked.

			Finally, Roya spoke again, in a tiny voice. “Baba said if I was lost…” She looked up at Andi, big eyes shimmering behind her tears. “I just need to play my flute, and they’ll find me.” 

			Andi’s heart swooped low. She wanted to say something comforting to Roya, who seemed littler than ever. Hardly realizing what she was saying, or the weight it carried, she whispered, “Don’t worry, I’ll find a way out. Just follow their instructions, and give me time.”

			“Really? You will?”

			“Really.” Andi clung to this hope as fiercely as Roya, though she had no plan. She had only a vague idea, still wispy as smoke: an intangible thing, impossible to hold.
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			Naveed

			Tuesday, June 16






			Naveed awoke to a throbbing drumbeat. He tried to work out why his limbs were so heavy, why he was so tired, but it was too much for his foggy brain to grasp. Instead, he pulled the pillow over his head. “Kourosh, turn it down! I’m trying to sleep,” he grumbled before dozing off again. 

			But he couldn’t escape from it. The song wormed its way into his dreams, an endless loop. Once his subconscious worked out the lyrics, he began dreaming of all-night dance parties as the song repeated, over and over and over: 

			It isn’t a party without the Bitz

			Crunch ‘em on the dance floor when the music hits

			All night long, hangin’ with your crew

			These are the best times, Blazin Bitz and you 

			Eventually, he threw the pillow to the ground and sat up. “Kourosh, will you turn it off? That music is driving me….” He trailed off as he realized in icy horror: this was not his room.

			This room was hardly bigger than a closet. Crammed into the small space: a twin bed. A table containing a bowl of chips and a stack of papers. A cooler full of soda and snack cakes. Two doors: one locked, the other leading to a tiny bathroom. A flat-screen television was mounted to the wall, still blaring its song as attractive young people turned a dull evening into a wild party with the help of Blazin Bitz and a strobe light. 

			Naveed shuffled to the television—his body still felt burdensome, sluggish—and switched it off. In the sudden quiet, he could think again, but this was not a comfort for long. When the memories came, they rushed back with intensity: the chaos of the protest; Cyrus getting caught at the receptionist’s computer; Andi handing her resume to that woman, because for some baffling reason she wanted to work at Nutrexo; Cyrus and Roya falling asleep at the table, drugged; and that woman, that woman who wouldn’t let him leave, who knew his name....

			She’d tried to drug Naveed too. Judging from the way he felt, she’d ultimately succeeded, but it hadn’t worked right the first time. Back in the room at headquarters, the guards had wrestled him to the ground, focusing all their attention on him. This was good; he wanted Andi to escape and find help. The woman kneeled next to him, pushing up his sleeve, tearing open a syringe. Then Naveed made a mistake. He glanced toward the door, where Andi was running, and the woman noticed. She didn’t get up, though, because she wasn’t done with him yet. As she plunged the needle into his arm, her face got close to his, and he made one last effort to distract her by ramming his head into her mouth.

			He felt it all: the soft flesh of her lip meeting the hard bones of her teeth, the cold liquid of the drug squirting on his bare arm—his unexpected attack must have caused her to remove the needle mid-dose—her warm blood trickling across his forehead, and the explosive ache spreading inside his own skull, followed by leaden numbness as the drug took effect. It seemed like the entire room was rattling, as if some sort of chain reaction had been started, one that had shaken the whole world. 

			Naveed looked to the door again, to see if Andi had escaped, but the room had gone dark. His eyes closed, and he wasn’t able to open them again. Too heavy. Everything was too heavy. He couldn’t move at all; his jaw was frozen shut, his tongue too big for his mouth, he couldn’t force out a single sound—

			Even though it would have been a relief to embrace the sleep trying to overtake him, he willed himself to stay awake, because the woman and the guards were talking.

			“The other one... we’re taking her too?” That was one of the guards, whispering. 

			The woman sighed. “We don’t have a choice.” Her words were slightly garbled from her mouth injury. 

			“It’s just—” 

			“If it’s money you’re worried about, I can get you more. We’ll work it out later, right now we have to....” 

			The woman’s voice faded. Naveed tried to hold on. 

			One of the guards spoke. “But what are you going to tell Richard? Does he—”

			“No one needs to know anything about this. I have it under control. Now, let’s go. Here, help me....”

			Naveed became aware of movement—they were carrying him somewhere. He tried to shake himself free, but couldn’t even wiggle a finger, and panic rose up, all-consuming; he had to stop this from happening, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t. 

			Now he sat in this tiny room, digesting it all, trying to steer his thoughts away from the image that kept returning: Roya sleeping at that round table, face hidden in her nest of dark hair, oblivious to the threat. Certain that Naveed would always protect her.

			He was supposed to keep them safe. Maman had trusted him to do that. When he thought back to their conversation on the patio, he wondered why she’d been so adamant. It was almost like she knew something was going to happen at the protest. But that didn’t make sense; she wouldn’t have let them attend if she’d known. He wondered what had happened to his parents after the SWAT team arrived. He hoped they were all right.

			Naveed searched the room for his phone, but it was gone. They had taken it, along with his wristwatch and everything in his pockets, which meant he couldn’t contact his parents. Or Brooke. She had been calling him all weekend, but he kept sending her to voicemail, texting brief excuses as to why he couldn’t take her calls. His last text had been in the car on Monday morning. Can’t talk now, headed to protest. It’s gonna be epic. Fill you in later. She’d responded, Are you mad at me? He had never replied, because even though he didn’t want to be, he was. They were supposed to be going to the protest together.

			Considering the way things had turned out, he was relieved she hadn’t been there, but he regretted avoiding her. Nothing he could do about it now, though.

			Now, he needed to find the others, and get them all out of this place.

			Naveed was tempted to snack on the chips while he made a plan, but stopped himself even though he was starving. They had drugged the soda; no telling what was hidden in those harmless-looking snacks. He did take a good long drink of water from the sink faucet after he used the bathroom, but it didn’t much help the hunger gnawing at his empty stomach.

			When he returned to the bed, he noticed a letter atop the stack of papers.

			Naveed,

			After Security managed to restrain you following your violent outburst on the morning of the protest, I spoke with your parents. We came to an agreement: Nutrexo will not file assault charges against you, as long as you help us out by providing your feedback on some new products we’re testing. If you cooperate, you’ll be free to go in a few weeks. Please help yourself to the food in your room, and fill out the attached questionnaires. We look forward to receiving your input.

			-Dr. Tara Snyder 

			Naveed fumed. That woman—Dr. Snyder—had drugged them, kidnapped them, yet she had the nerve to suggest that this imprisonment was his fault. And after all that, she expected him to participate in her research? 

			Disgusted, furious, Naveed threw the stack of papers to the floor, where they landed in a messy white heap. He picked up the plastic bowl of chips and hurled it across the room. It bounced off the television, sending the Bitz scattering across the floor. He sought out every single chip, crushing them into the fibers of the carpet with his shoe. 

			Then he lugged the cooler into the bathroom and dumped the soda down the drain. It was harder to destroy the snack cakes. When he opened them, the escaped fragrance was so tempting that it took all his willpower to crumble them up and send them down the toilet. 

			He wanted to punch through the walls, tear down the television, wreck it all, destroy everything. But he was, pathetically, too tired for that. Instead, he retrieved the letter, his blood boiling again when his eyes fell on the words violent outburst. 

			They had left him only a nub of black crayon: apparently he couldn’t be trusted with a sharp pencil. Over Dr. Snyder’s note, Naveed wrote one word in giant capital letters. BULLSHIT.

			In the white space below, he added: You can’t brainwash me into believing your lies. I refuse to participate in this insanity, and I’m not going to eat your poison food. 

			As he walked to the door, he paused to scribble one last line at the bottom. 

			That’s right. I know what’s going on. I remember everything.

			His response, scrawled in thick crayon, didn’t look very menacing, but he didn’t care. He pushed the note through the crack at the bottom of the door, then dragged the cooler out of the bathroom. He wished he had something heavy to put in it—bricks or rocks would be nice—but the melting ice would have to do.

			And there he stayed, sitting next to the door. Someone would have to open it eventually, and when they did, he would be ready. 

			He waited hours before the door flew open. Naveed tightened his grip on the cooler and started to stand, but the guard was ready for him, too. As soon as he burst through the door, he aimed his steel-toed boot right where Naveed was sitting. 

			Naveed had gotten up fast enough to avoid taking the hit in the face, but the boot caught him square in the chest instead, knocking the wind out of him and buying the guards enough time to pin his arms behind his back. They worked quickly, shoving him into a wooden chair one of them had situated in front of the television, and tying him to it with a rope.

			Naveed struggled, but this time they anticipated all his moves, so he tried a different tactic. No doubt they recognized Dr. Snyder’s craziness; maybe he could coax them over to his side. Noticing the turkey-tattooed guard’s black eyes, he said, “Hey, man, sorry about that. How’s the nose?”

			The guard—Zane, according to his ID badge—said nothing, only cinched the rope tighter against Naveed’s throbbing chest. He wrapped more rope around Naveed’s wrists, tying them with force. Then he began fastening Naveed’s right ankle to the legs of the chair, while the other guard worked on the left. Naveed stared down at Zane’s tattoo. “Nice ink. What’s the story with that? You raise turkeys or something?”

			“No. I hunt them.” He knotted the ropes, and Naveed strained against them, but it was futile. These guys knew what they were doing. 

			Naveed gave up. “Please, I just have to know... my sister, Roya... is she okay? Because if you hurt her—”

			“She’s fine. So are the others,” the second guard, Chase, said. “They’re not giving us any problems. You know, you could make this a lot easier on yourself if you cooperated too.” 

			“No! I’m not going to be that crazy woman’s lab rat.”

			“Just saying.” Chase stood up. “Dr. Snyder will see you tomorrow. In the meantime, she wanted to make sure you had something to watch.” 

			He turned the television back on, adjusting the volume to full blast. Then they left him, as the same commercial played on. And on. And on.  

			These are the best times, Blazin Bitz and you.
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			Cyrus

			Wednesday, June 17






			Cyrus was bored out of his mind.

			Only a couple days had passed, but he already wondered how much more he could take. The only things to do around here were to eat—not that he was complaining about that; he found the constant supply of junk food pretty fantastic—watch dull TV shows, and play even duller video games. 

			After he’d woken up on Monday night, Dr. Snyder had come in, accompanied by that guard with the turkey tattoo—Zane—who looked creepier now, with his busted-up face. Cyrus felt like he once knew how it had gotten that way, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. It bothered him that he couldn’t remember much about the morning of the protest, or recall how he had gotten here, but Dr. Snyder headed off his questions with her own interrogations.

			She wanted to know why he was trying to break into Nutrexo’s computers in the first place, and he told her he was just trying to show off. Which, unfortunately, was kind of true. He probably wouldn’t have been so stupid if he hadn’t been so irritated that morning. He’d missed the contest deadline after finding an even more catastrophic, unfixable bug in his video game. Between that, Roya’s omission of him in her family portrait, and Naveed acting like his whole summer was ruined because Brooke left—God forbid he hang out with someone else for a while—Cyrus had wanted to do something to stand out. To prove himself.

			But it had backfired spectacularly; he’d only succeeded in getting himself locked up in this strange prison. Dr. Snyder had grilled him for a while, but in the end she seemed satisfied to write him off as a stupid teenage boy trying to impress a girl. She told him that she’d initially wanted to get the police involved, but she had worked out a deal with his parents instead. Nutrexo wouldn’t press charges if he agreed to help the company evaluate some new products. After a week or two, he’d be free to go.

			Cyrus didn’t believe his parents would willingly ship him off to Nutrexo, of all places, and wondered if something else was going on. Maybe they’d found out about those documents his mother had taken, and his whole family would be in huge trouble if he didn’t take the fall. Maybe he was a pawn in some elaborate game with incomprehensible rules.

			But he could only speculate, because he didn’t remember what had happened, and nobody was telling him anything. All he could do for now was go along with it. 

			The night before, he’d complained to Erika about the video game offerings. He had gotten so fed up with the only video game they’d given him—BitzKrieg, a Tetris-like puzzle game with tiny multicolored Blazin Bitz as the stacking shapes—that he’d written up a list of suggestions for improving the game. As usual, Erika hadn’t said anything, but she took his notes with her when she cleared his meal tray.

			Erika actually spoke when she brought his breakfast Wednesday. “Thanks for your suggestions. The developers said they’d give them a try. Sorry, though, you can’t have any other games. We’ll give you a new version in a few days.”

			Cyrus groaned. “Are you guys trying to torture me? There’s seriously nothing I can play but BitzKrieg?”

			“No. Nothing.”

			Once Erika left, Cyrus turned on the TV while he ate breakfast. But by the time he finished eating, he’d had enough. Of the television, that is; he was still hungry, so he started in on the ever-present bowl of Blazin Bitz before clicking back to the video game input channel. He’d already scoured it, trying to find out if it was connected to the internet—the occasional online conversation with Dev would make his situation more tolerable—but had come up empty. 

			Today, though, he found a new screen adjacent to the main menu. It was blank, but he found that clicking through a few more of these blank screens brought him to a new one. This screen contained an icon for a different game: NutrexoWorld. 

			Cyrus glanced over his shoulder, not because anyone else was there, but because he knew he wasn’t supposed to have access to any other games. Still, no one would know if he were to play it, right? And he could always claim ignorance if anyone caught him.

			He clicked on the icon.

			His first step was to choose a screen name. He chose pnwQuest, after his own video game, and set up an avatar (dashing, muscular, unspectacled).   

			When given his first mission—he, a lowly serf, would lose his lodging at the town tavern unless he earned enough coins to pay the rent—his excitement faded. It sounded like the most boring video game ever created. Weren’t there any princesses who needed rescuing? Or, at the very least, zombies that needed killing?

			But, since he didn’t have anything better to do, he entered the tavern and inquired among the villagers where he might find work. 

			A man with a quiver of arrows slung across his back, called Leadfoot, wrote in the onscreen chat box, “I believe the Lord of Nutrexington needs help in his orchard.” 

			“How might I find his estate?” Cyrus typed in response. It took him a while; he had to use his video game controller to select each letter on the on-screen keyboard.

			“The passage to Nutrexington is fraught with danger,” wrote Leadfoot unhelpfully. 

			“Don’t listen to him, he’s had too much mead.” A young woman in a low-cut dress joined the conversation. Her screen name was WindWhisperer. “I’m headed that way. Would you like to join me?”

			“Sure,” Cyrus wrote, grateful for the companionship. Plus he liked her dress. Or, more accurately, he liked the view it provided.

			“Beware!” Leadfoot wrote, rising from his bar stool and lumbering out the door.

			“They’re just trying to make this game seem more exciting than it is,” WindWhisperer wrote as she led Cyrus outside. “There isn’t much here that can hurt you. Steer clear of the bandits, and you’ll be fine.”

			Cyrus rode to Nutrexington in a wooden cart hitched to WindWhisperer’s white steed, gazing at the farms that dotted the countryside. Red barns bearing Nutrexo logos stood beside pastures of grazing cows; fields were thick with cookies growing atop long stems like daisies; rivers rushed with cola instead of water. 

			Right before they reached Nutrexington, they passed a grand white castle upon a green hill. It was surrounded by a stone wall that appeared to be covered in flames.

			“Whoa, what’s that?” Cyrus asked.

			“The FireWall. King Richard’s palace is off limits except to the Elites.” They drove by a locked iron gate embedded in the flaming wall. 

			“How do you become an Elite?” Cyrus asked. Maybe he could aspire to that—he needed a goal in order for the game to hold his interest.

			“It doesn’t work like that. You can’t just become one. The Elites are in charge of this place. Sir James, Lady Erika, a few others... they’re watching us all the time. Listening.”

			Lady Erika? Maybe that was a coincidence. It didn’t seem likely to Cyrus that the sullen girl who brought his breakfast spent her free time playing video games, but he made a mental note to steer clear of the Elites. And to watch what he said. He didn’t want her to know he was playing.

			At the same time, though, he was curious about the FireWall, and the palace beyond. WindWhisperer’s reference to King Richard hadn’t escaped him, and he entertained the theory that it was some sort of staff area, like a virtual break room or something. But that didn’t make sense; it wasn’t like Richard Caring spent his lunch hour in NutrexoWorld. Besides, Cyrus had learned his lesson about poking his nose where it didn’t belong. It still didn’t stop him from gazing longingly at the FireWall until it disappeared from sight. 

			Now an orchard stretched before them, the trees covered with dangling red fruits. “What are those? Cherries?” Cyrus asked.

			“Jolly! No, they’re Blazin Bitz.”

			Of course they were.

			Shortly afterward, they pulled up in front of a turreted mansion. WindWhisperer dismounted and helped Cyrus out of the cart. “Here we are. Lord HiFi’s estate.”

			“Thanks for your help,” Cyrus wrote. “Will I see you in the fields?”

			“Probably not.” She didn’t elaborate. So Cyrus thanked her again, and took one last look at her marvelous cleavage before she mounted her steed and rode away. 

			He knocked on the door, and a butler led him into the parlor before ringing for his master. While he waited, Cyrus explored the lavish room, decorated with elaborate tapestries and velvet curtains. Lutes of various shapes and sizes covered one wall. He wondered if these were background decoration or if he was able to manipulate them, so he picked one up, temporarily forgetting he was waiting for a job interview in the parlor of a nobleman. A melodious note rang through the room when he strummed it, not at all like the strangled sounds he managed to coax out of musical instruments in real life. He strummed again, barely noticing when a man in elegant robes and black-framed glasses entered.

			“I see you’ve found my lute collection,” Lord HiFi wrote.

			Cyrus returned it to the wall. “Please forgive me, sir. I meant no harm.”

			“’Tis a fine instrument you chose—the best in my collection. They say it once belonged to King Richard himself. Do you play?”

			“No, sir. I could never get the hang of anything but the woodblock.”

			“Oh, but keeping time is important. Rhythm is key,” HiFi said. “So you want a job? Starting wage, 2 coins per bushel. Plus there’s a 10-coin bonus if you pick more than two bushels in less than a minute.”

			“Uh, okay. What do I do?”

			HiFi handed him a bucket. “Just get out there and pick some Blazin Bitz.”

			Once in the orchards, Cyrus was pleased to find his job more compelling than expected. Not only was he challenged to the occasional duel over choice Bitz-trees (he always lost by default, not having earned enough to buy a sword yet), but also, there were bandits. They nearly stole one of the first bushels he picked, but he was able to use his good old-fashioned fists to settle that dispute. 

			When Cyrus brought his three-bushel bounty in to be weighed, HiFi asked him if he’d checked the post yet. Cyrus asked what that was, and HiFi explained, “The Elites send us messages from time to time. There’s a new decree from King Richard today.” 

			Following HiFi’s instructions, Cyrus opened up the screen containing items he’d collected. He found the icon in the bottom corner: a parchment scroll tied in red ribbon.

			When he clicked it, two messages displayed. One was the decree from King Richard, but he skipped it in favor of the other message. This one was from an unknown sender. It was only a few sentences long, but Cyrus read it over and over, at first in confusion, and then, as the meaning dawned on him, in alarm.

			You’re on the right path. Keep going as you have been, and you’ll stay out of trouble. But you deserve to know. 

			They’re lying to you.

			All of you.
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			Roya

			Wednesday, June 17






			The bad lady wanted to take Roya’s blood. It wouldn’t hurt, she said. Just one little poke, that was all. Like getting a shot.

			Roya hated getting shots, so this didn’t make her feel any better. Shots were a big deal. This was a big deal.

			Roya was supposed to be good and do as she was told. But, while Andi was visiting yesterday, the bad lady had come in to draw their blood to make sure they were healthy. Roya didn’t want to do it. For one thing, she wasn’t healthy, and didn’t know why the lady couldn’t figure that out on her own. They’d only been here a few days, but already Roya felt bad. Not sick, just weird. Not herself. She was cooped up in this cold white room, hadn’t been outside in too long. Her body ached for fresh air and running and climbing, but her head kept telling her everything was fine. It took effort to care about anything. 

			Roya wanted to care. And she needed to remember that everything wasn’t fine.

			Andi had volunteered to go first yesterday, not making a sound when the needle pricked her arm and her blood started filling the tube. Watching it flow out, thick and red, made Roya dizzy, and she turned her back and said no. No, no, no.

			The bad lady had left angry, but it felt kind of good to make her mad. Only a little bit, though, because Roya was scared of her. She had empty eyes.

			Andi said she understood why Roya didn’t want to do this, but they needed to keep the lady happy, and it really wasn’t so bad. Just one little poke. Roya still said no, but Andi kept trying to convince her. So Roya told her to go away, even though she didn’t want to be alone.    

			After Andi left, Roya thought of something. The lady had said Roya couldn’t have her flute... but maybe, if she agreed to do this, she could get it back. 

			The lady must have wanted her blood sample pretty badly, because she agreed to Roya’s deal. Now, she entered Roya’s room wearing her white lab coat, Andi trailing behind her. The lady carried a tray of supplies, but Roya zeroed in on her flute, still tucked into its purple knitted case. She reached for it, but the lady set it atop the television. “You can have it after,” she said.

			As she started ripping open tubes and arranging needles, Roya watched her flute, balanced on that thin black box. She imagined holding it again, feeling its smoothness beneath her fingers. The flute had come along everywhere since Naveed gave it to her for her birthday the previous winter. She loved it because of the hours and hours he’d spent carving and sanding and getting the tones right. She loved it because he had created it just for her.      

			“Have her sit on your lap, and hold her arms down,” the lady was saying to Andi, as if Roya weren’t there. Andi sat in the recliner, sending I’m sorry signals with her eyes, and Roya climbed into her lap like she was supposed to. Andi’s arms encircled her, but it didn’t feel like a hug, because it wasn’t one.

			“Don’t look,” said Andi, as Roya felt the cool sting of the alcohol swab in the crook of her elbow. “Close your eyes. It’ll be over in a minute, and then you can have cookies and juice for breakfast.”

			Roya didn’t want one of their cookies. They tasted like sweet cardboard. She wanted one of Cyrus’s, fresh out of the oven, chewy and warm and buttery, the chocolate chips melted into bittersweet pools.

			The lady tied something tight and rubbery around Roya’s upper arm. Roya closed her eyes. Poke. 

			The sharp sting hurt, but Roya tried not to cry.

			Then again. Poke. The lady exhaled in frustration. “Stop squirming. Andi, hold her tighter.” She pressed against Roya’s arm with her thumb, feeling for something down deep. “I can’t find a vein. Just hold still, okay?”

			Roya wanted to scream, You lied! You said just one poke! But she didn’t, remembering the prize that waited once she got through this.

			“Do you want me to tell you a story?” Andi asked, and then Roya felt like crying again, because the question made her think of Naveed. She nodded, letting Andi’s voice fill her ears, but not listening to her words. She opened her eyes to peek at the flute. 

			The silver star charm she’d sewn to the front of its case glinted in the room’s harsh light. The charm was special. Maman had given it to her on Saturday, after the two crows died.

			Poke. “There we go,” the lady said, and Roya closed her eyes fast. The lady took the tight band off her arm, and then Roya could feel it all flowing, flowing out.

			Andi was still talking, but her voice grew further away, as Roya let her mind drift somewhere else: to the flute, the charm. The crows. 

			The two dead crows had been mates. Roya had watched them since they arrived in the garden weeks before, because these two were different from the other crows. They rarely flew, preferring to hop or flap from branch to branch, or to walk along the ground. It seemed to Roya that they were resting after a long journey.

			They roosted in the tall black elderberry bush near the back fence, and at first she thought they might build a nest. That was before she realized they’d come there to die.

			Roya had buried the first dead crow after the hail storm, deep under the elderberry. She tamped down the wet soil with her shovel and marked the spot with a smooth stone. Even though she knew this death was part of the never-ending cycle, that the crow’s spirit would return to the heavenly garden and his body would feed new life on the earth, it was hard not to be sad for the one left behind. Roya had seen him standing near her body earlier, head bowed. He watched during the burial, too, through eyes hard and glassy as marbles. 

			Roya asked him a silent question. Is there any way I can help? 

			The crow raised his left wing, his right one hanging at his side. It was odd to see a bird lift one wing and not the other. He tried to hop to another branch, but missed, and fluttered to the ground. He gazed at her steadily, and she knew his answer. No. 

			After the play, Roya looked for him in the garden. She found his stiff body next to the smooth stone. The breeze rippled his feathers, but he didn’t feel it anymore. 

			At first, she thought he had followed his mate into death because he couldn’t bear living alone. Baba’s parents had been like that. But then the other crows started coming, settling on the trees, the bushes, the fence, the power lines, all of them looking at the dark shape of his body. She sensed their fear, and she knew what it meant. There was something unusual about these deaths.

			Later that evening, when she was reading under the quilt on her small bed, Naveed came into her room. His eyes were sad. She wondered if he missed the crows too. He said he was going to his friend’s house for the night, so would she like to hear the crow story now? Roya closed her book, nodding. Naveed ducked as he approached her bed, nestled under the sloping eaves of the dormer roof. 

			Their cat followed him into the room. Roya patted the bed, thinking that Pashmak might enjoy hearing the tale. The cat accepted the invitation and picked her way along the soft quilt to curl up at Roya’s feet.  

			Naveed lit the candle on her nightstand, and Roya watched his face glow in the candlelight as he relaxed into the story, his voice slow and soothing. It was a true story that had happened just before Roya was born. She listened closely, excited; she rarely heard stories about this time in her family’s history. 

			That autumn, Naveed said, he and Cyrus were playing in the backyard—which was different then, only grass, no chicken coop or fire pit or vegetable garden—when they found a crow with a broken wing by the back fence. They decided to take him in, and Maman helped make a nest from a laundry basket and soft towels. The crow seemed big, but he hardly weighed anything. His feathers were dark black, but Naveed said that when he looked at them closely, he could see every color of the rainbow. 

			They bandaged his wing, fed him cooked hamburger, helped him drink water from an eyedropper. Even though they knew the crow belonged in the wild, that one day they’d have to let him go, they gave him a name: Rostam, after the legendary Persian warrior. 

			It didn’t take long for his wing to heal. When they unwrapped it and set Rostam free, he flew away. But he didn’t go far.

			Roya interrupted, excited by a possibility that had occurred to her. “Hey! The crow who died today had a droopy wing. Do you think it was Rostam?” 

			“I doubt it. He left after a few months, and it was such a long time ago,” Naveed said, but the more Roya thought about it, the more she knew it to be true. It made sense that he would want to come back, so he could die in a place where he had been loved.

			Roya heard footsteps in the hall, and Maman peeked in the door. “Naveed was just telling me about when you rescued Rostam,” Roya told her. 

			“The crow?” Maman paused. “I wonder… I’ll be right back.” When she returned, she opened her hand, showing Roya and Naveed a treasure: the silver star charm. “A few months after Roya was born, I woke up from a nap to hear something scratching at the back door. When I opened it, Rostam was standing outside. This charm was on the ground at his feet. I think he was trying to thank us.”

			Naveed took it first, carefully, as if it were very heavy. “How come you never told me?”

			She shrugged. “I’m sure I did, you probably just don’t remember. It was…” She trailed off, looking far away. Naveed’s gaze softened too, and they stared at something between them that Roya could not see. “It was a busy time,” she finished. 

			“Why do you look so sad? Weren’t you happy when I was born?” Roya asked.

			Naveed’s eyes came back into focus. “Of course we were!” He hugged her and placed the charm in her palm. 

			Roya examined the shiny charm. “Can I borrow it, Maman? I’ll keep it safe.”

			“You can have it.” She hugged Roya too. “I love you, Roya-jaan. Our family wasn’t complete without you.”

			Now, in the cold white room, Roya felt hot tears streaming down her cheeks. It was quiet. Andi had stopped talking. 

			“All done,” said the lady, pressing a Band-Aid onto her arm. Roya opened her eyes and saw that two of the glass tubes were full, the liquid so dark it looked almost black. She wondered what kinds of stories her blood would tell. 

			Andi stood up, easing Roya back into the chair before bringing her a cup of juice and a cookie. As Roya drank, the lady packed up her things and retrieved the flute from the television. 

			She handed it to Roya. “Thanks. You were very brave.” But she didn’t sound like she meant it. She sounded like she’d lost a game, and wasn’t happy about it. 

			After the lady left, Andi disappeared into the bathroom. Even though Roya still felt shaky, she stopped drinking her juice and held the flute to her lips. The music came when she breathed out, so loud and so lonely. She started with Naveed’s finding song. Andi had said he wasn’t here with them, but she’d heard that from the bad lady, who was a liar. Roya felt that he had to be somewhere near. She played and played, because Naveed would find her. He always did.

			But no one came.

			She kept playing, other songs too, but still no one came. Not even Andi, who stayed in the bathroom. Roya could hear her blowing her nose.

			A big ache filled Roya up like water. Maybe she was too far away, and her family couldn’t hear, and they couldn’t get her out of this strange place.

			Or maybe they just needed more time. 

			Roya set the flute down and picked up the empty woolen case. Rostam’s silver charm was smooth and bright beneath her fingers, and it was a star, and stars were for wishing, everyone knew that.

			She held the charm in her palm and made her first wish.
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			Naveed

			Wednesday, June 17






			Silence rushed into Naveed’s ears, startling him awake. The sudden absence of sound was welcome, at first, after spending hours in front of the blaring television.

			But his relief did not last. For one thing, he really needed to pee, but he was still tied to the chair. And for another, Dr. Snyder was standing in front of him, holding a bowl full of Blazin Bitz. A dark scab blemished her lower lip, which gave Naveed a small amount of satisfaction. 

			“I got your note.” Her voice echoed in the newly-quiet room, buzzing unpleasantly in his ears. “Naveed, I understand that you’re upset, but your little hunger strike isn’t going to change anything. I’d like to give you one more chance to participate.”

			“No,” he said. “I won’t do it. You’re lying about everything. There must be something wrong with the food, or else you wouldn’t have had to kidnap—”  

			“Stop being so dramatic. You assaulted my guards and me—”

			“Yeah, because you were trying to abduct us!” 

			Dr. Snyder sighed in exasperation. “The point is, you’re restrained because of your behavior, and all I need you to do is help with my research.”

			“Yeah, right. It’s not like Roya did anything to you, or Andi. You planned this! You planned it, because you wanted us—”   

			Dr. Snyder cut him off. “I see you’re having difficulty understanding the situation. I’ll try to explain it to you one more time, and we’ll see if you can get it through your thick skull.” She set the bowl of chips on the bed. “You’re focusing on the wrong things. It doesn’t do any good to dwell on why you’re here; none of that matters now. I’m giving you a choice. If you agree to help me, like the others have been doing, I’ll have the guards untie you. You can stay in this comfortable room, testing our products, getting an occasional blood draw. That’s all. Easy and painless.”

			“And then what? You expect me to believe you’ll just let me go? That I’m going to walk away and not tell anyone what really happened?”

			“If you choose to be difficult,” she continued, as if not hearing, “I do have other experiments you could help me with. But those are considerably more... risky.” 

			She retrieved the bowl and bent in front of him, holding a chip underneath his nose. His mouth watered. He wanted nothing more than to eat it. 

			“What’s it going to be, Naveed?” she asked.

			He thought about it, how free he would feel if he could stand up whenever he wanted, and empty his painfully full bladder in the toilet, and lie in bed to sleep. It would be such a relief to eat this food: even if it was somehow tainted, he was growing desperate enough not to care.  

			Naveed opened his mouth. Dr. Snyder shoved the chip inside with her palm, careful to keep her fingers away from his teeth, as if feeding a horse. 

			He hated her. But oh, that chip, that delicious cheesy-spicy chip. He chewed it slowly, wanting to make it last.

			She was smirking at him now, smug and triumphant. But he was determined not to let her win. He got the feeling that, no matter what he did, she was not going to make this easy for him.

			The chip had dissolved into a pulpy paste. It didn’t taste good anymore. He looked into Dr. Snyder’s eyes, so cold with contempt, and spit the chewed-up chip in her face. 

			She shrieked and retreated to the bathroom. “Like I said. I refuse to participate in this insanity,” he called after her, laughing in celebration of his small victory. He laughed and laughed until tears stung his eyes, and was on the verge of crossing into hysteria when she returned.

			Now that her face was scrubbed clean of makeup, he noticed that her eyelashes, like her eyebrows, were blond. Even her blue eyes seemed paler, as if she’d been dipped in bleach. All pretense of civility had vanished; she was furious. “So that’s your choice? I’m not giving you any more chances—you’re not worth the waste of time. Luckily, I have a place for worthless things.” 

			“Worthless things!” Naveed repeated, as if it were a joke. He kept laughing, even though he sensed he was making things worse. He couldn’t stop. It was the only way to hide his growing fear. 

			From her pocket, she withdrew another syringe, tearing open the sterile packaging. Naveed grew silent and strained against the unyielding ropes. 

			“You really are just like your mother,” she muttered.

			“Wait, what?” He glanced up in surprise. “You know my mom?” 

			“Yes, I know Mahnaz. Probably better than you do.” She discarded the plastic tube covering the long needle, then looked him in the eyes. “Your mother is not a good person, Naveed.”

			He sniffed at the absurdity of the comment, but she kept going. “I doubt you have any idea what she really is, but I know. We used to work together—but Mahnaz betrayed me when it was my research team against hers in Survival of the Fittest.” 

			“Survival of the Fittest? Is that, like, a reality show or something?” Naveed hoped to distract her as he frantically attempted to loosen the rough rope binding his wrists. But it felt tighter than before.

			Dr. Snyder ignored the question. “She thought she was better than me, because her project was going to save the world, feed the hungry and all that. But I knew the truth: she wanted the glory. She wanted everyone to think she was a hero.” 

			Dr. Snyder paused to remove a vial from her pocket. She shook it, holding it to the light and squinting at the clear liquid. “What she did to my project—what she did to Molly—was unacceptable and cruel. Destroying lives, just so she could get ahead.”

			“What are you talking about? My mom would never—” 

			She stared at the vial, disregarding him. “Fortunately, Richard saw that my research was more commercially promising than hers. My team won, and Mahnaz’s entire group lost their jobs. Losing Molly set my research back for years, but it didn’t stop me. And when I presented at a conference last week, there was Mahnaz, in the audience. Staring right through me, like I was nothing at all.”

			Naveed remembered what Kelly had said about the woman from Nutrexo who had presented on the EcoCows, and how reluctant Maman had been to talk about the conference. He was beginning to understand why.

			Dr. Snyder continued, “And the very next day, someone broke into our server and accessed our confidential data. As soon as I confirmed Mahnaz was behind it—that she still plans to sabotage my work, even after all this time—I had to stop her. It all fell into place at the protest. Mahnaz finally got what she deserves, and I got the minors I need as subjects for my research.”

			Naveed was so enraged he could barely see. “You. Are. Fucking. Insane. I’m not doing anything you say. Ever.”

			Dr. Snyder plunged the long needle into the vial, drawing up the liquid. “All right, then. Since you refuse to cooperate with the feeding study, we’ll move on to a different experiment. It’ll be a few days until the materials are ready, but I’ll go ahead and move you to the test room. I don’t want any more trouble from you, so....” She yanked up his sleeve, stabbing the needle into his arm. As the room faded away, her voice seemed to surround him, hissing from all sides. “Remember: you had a choice. You brought this upon yourself.”
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			Andi

			Thursday, June 18






			Andi woke from nightmares every morning. She kept dreaming of earthquakes, of rippling ground rupturing into deep chasms. Just before she fell into the widening gaps of darkness, she would awaken in her new bed, here at SILO. 

			The first few days, she tried to stay hopeful: Today someone will find us and bring us home. But as time passed, it became clearer that no one was coming. 

			So, each morning, she forced herself to get out of bed, to eat the breakfast Erika brought. It never filled her up, but there were plenty of Blazin Bitz to snack on. Once she’d had a few chips, she always calmed down enough to remind herself that it wasn’t so bad here. A little boring, but at least nothing terrible had happened.

			Andi might have allowed herself to become overtaken by apathy, if it hadn’t been for Roya. Every time Andi visited her, she was confronted with the consequences of dragging her feet. Holding Roya down during the blood draw had been an unquestionable betrayal. Even worse, every meal they ate was potentially causing them harm. 

			But Andi couldn’t focus yet on escape. First, she had to find out where her father was, and what this research was really about.

			Erika was no help. She hardly talked and left quickly if Andi tried to ask any questions about SILO. That left one undesirable option. Engaging with the person holding her captive was the last thing Andi wanted to do, but Dr. Snyder was her only hope of getting any answers. 

			Erika insisted Dr. Snyder was too busy to meet with Andi, but she did send over a few college textbooks on biochemistry and genetics. The material was over Andi’s head—science had never been her strongest subject—but she studied them carefully, as if clues about her father might be hidden amid the diagrams of molecules and DNA sequences.

			Then, the morning after Roya’s blood draw—Thursday, according to the date on Andi’s questionnaires—someone knocked on her door.

			“Come in,” Andi said, figuring that Erika had brought Roya for a visit, but instead Dr. Snyder stood in the doorway, arms folded.

			“Erika said you have some questions for me?” 

			“Oh! Yes, I do.” Andi wiped her Bitz-dusted hands on a napkin and shuffled the notes she’d been taking. She resisted the urge to ask the questions she wanted answered, knowing they would make Dr. Snyder angry. What happened on the day of the protest? Why can’t I call my mom? When can we leave?

			Instead, she said, “I guess I’m just curious about your research. I’ve been looking at the textbooks, but I don’t get what they have to do with a study about food.”

			Dr. Snyder looked relieved. Asking about research had apparently been the right strategy. “Excellent question. The study you’re in isn’t directly related to genetics, but it’s a small part of my overall work.”

			“Oh? So what are you studying?”

			“It’s a long story.” 

			Andi took another handful of Blazin Bitz. It had become reflexive, the way she reached for more whenever she was overwhelmed. “That’s okay. I’d like to hear about everything you’re working on. I mean, if you have time. I know you’re busy.”

			“I suppose I could give you an overview. You’ve been very compliant with the study, and I do appreciate that.” She stepped into the room, closing the door behind her. 

			“That would be great,” Andi said. “I want to know how it all fits together.” 

			Dr. Snyder smiled. “It’s nice to have someone around who’s interested in learning about this. I don’t get to talk about it often, since it’s just Erika and me in this building right now. She came over from the clinical division when you arrived. I think she preferred it there. She seems to get crankier by the day.”

			Andi noticed her opening to find out more about SILO. As she attempted to wipe the Bitz-dust from her fingers—it was harder now that her hands were so sweaty—she asked, “There are other buildings? How big is this place?”

			“Oh, there’s one other research building, where we house the clinical trial. And a couple barns out in the fields where we grow the test crops.”

			“I’d love to see those sometime. I bet Roya would, too. She misses being outside.” Andi imagined breathing fresh air, running through the fields, running away....

			Dr. Snyder’s face hardened. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible. There isn’t much to see anyway. But, I’m sure you’re feeling cooped up. I could try to find a place in this building for her to get some energy out, move around a bit more. I’m not sure where... my apartment’s not an option, of course, or the lab... maybe the freezer farm would work, though.”

			Freezer farm? Andi wondered what Dr. Snyder did there, but was even more curious about her apartment. “Wait, you live here?” 

			“Right upstairs. It’s perfect—I hardly ever go to my office downtown anymore. Everything I need is right here at SILO. And I can check on my experiments anytime, even in the middle of the night, if I need to. Some of the assays I do require precise timing.”

			“That sounds, um, convenient.” Andi found these remarks unsettling; Dr. Snyder was so isolated out here, so obsessed with her work. She tried to steer the conversation back to what she needed to know. “So... are you the head of this whole place?”

			“I suppose you could say that. There’s one other scientist here now, Torsten, a chemist. But I’m the one who has the vision for our projects, and I oversee the clinical trial—though I have some staff to help coordinate that.”

			Carefully, Andi asked, “Is it a pretty big study, then? With lots of subjects?”

			“Not as many as I’d like, but our numbers are decent. We can only house a few at a time anyway. Luckily I have James and Erika to handle all that—I just work with the data.”

			Andi was relieved. If Dr. Snyder didn’t interact with the subjects, it was unlikely she had any clue about Andi’s dad.   

			“Recruitment’s been difficult,” Dr. Snyder continued. “There aren’t many people willing to put their lives on hold to come here, but we’re very appreciative of those who do. It’s a groundbreaking project.”

			Andi’s stomach twisted, thinking about the flyer her father had gotten at the unemployment agency, about all the other desperate people who had been recruited into the study. She combed her hair with her fingers, fighting to keep her composure.

			“How so?” she asked.

			Dr. Snyder paused, weighing something in her mind, then finally said, “I think it would be easiest for me to explain in my office. I just gave a presentation on it, and could show you some slides.”

			Andi forced a smile. “Thank you, I’d love that.” 

			Dr. Snyder poked her head out the door and asked Chase, the security guard with the buzz cut, to accompany them. Until now, Andi had only been between her own room and Roya’s, but this time they headed in the opposite direction, around the corner and down several windowless corridors.  

			As they approached the office, Andi saw a large white bottle on the tiled floor. A bright orange skull-and-crossbones sticker and the word “Compadre” were emblazoned across its front.

			“Oh, good, Torsten must have stopped by.” Dr. Snyder pulled a yellow sticky note off the top of the bottle. She frowned, crumpling it up before Andi could read the message written on the paper.

			Chase picked up the bottle. “You want me to bring this into the lab?” 

			“No, that’s not necessary. Put it down inside the office. We won’t be long; wait for us outside.” 

			Chase swiped his ID badge on a black panel outside the door and set the bottle inside. Andi entered the office behind Dr. Snyder. Scientific journals were stacked in neat piles on her desk, and a small green notepad covered in tidy handwriting sat next to the computer. There were two doors on the opposite wall; one appeared to be a closet. Through a narrow window in the other, stickered with biohazard warnings and a sign stating “AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY,” Andi could see the laboratory beyond. 

			“Is that your lab?” Andi asked.

			“Yes. I would give you a tour, but I have some sensitive work going on at the moment and can’t risk contamination.” Indicating the bottle, she added, “Actually, I’d better get this inside—it’s hazardous.”

			Dr. Snyder typed a combination into the keypad by the lab door. She shielded her hand, but Andi noticed that each key played a unique tone. The differences were subtle, but her ear picked up on them. She replayed the dissonant melody in her mind, committing it to memory. 

			While Dr. Snyder set the bottle inside the lab, Andi scanned the office for a phone, but there wasn’t one. Not that she would have had time to call anybody; Dr. Snyder shut the lab door quickly, as if the air inside was toxic. 

			Andi wheeled an extra chair over to the desk, still repeating the melody in her head, as Dr. Snyder took a seat and pulled up the presentation on her computer.

			“My main focus for the last decade has been the EcoCows. Have you heard of them?” Dr. Snyder asked. “Oh, that’s right, you were at the protest.”

			Andi chose her words. “Yeah, but I thought they were supposed to be good for the environment, so to be honest I wasn’t sure what to believe.”

			“Well. I’ll tell you the facts and you can decide for yourself.” Dr. Snyder clicked through the slides as she spoke, her voice smooth and practiced as she eased into the lecture. “The lactation period for dairy cattle is fairly short, so cows constantly have to be removed from production so they can give birth and start making milk again. It’s very inefficient. Artificial hormones can be given to boost production, but those have their disadvantages. The EcoCows fix the lactation problem: you get twice as much milk from a single cow, for twice as long, without hormones. So farmers won’t have to keep as many cows, which of course is better for the environment, since cows produce a lot of methane. Everyone benefits.”

			“Oh,” said Andi, thinking this over. “So how were you able to do that?”

			“That’s where genetics come in. We’ve known for years how to transfer genes between species. You take a gene from, say, a soil bacterium that’s harmful to aphids, and transfer it into a broccoli plant. Then your broccoli is safe from infestation by aphids.” She pulled up a diagram on her computer to illustrate. 

			“Many of Nutrexo’s products are based on this technology. We have several crops on the market—corn, soybeans, wheat—that are genetically engineered to be resistant to a certain weedkiller. That way, farmers can spray a small dose of weedkiller on the crop and they don’t have to spend all their time hand-weeding. At least, that’s the way it worked until recently.”

			“Why’s that? What happened?”

			“Oh, new weeds have emerged that are resistant to the old weedkiller.” She waved a hand airily. “But it’s not a problem. We’re developing a companion product—Compadre—that will kill the new weeds.”

			Dr. Snyder clicked forward in the presentation, landing on a photograph of a mother cow and her calf grazing side by side. “I did my PhD research on plants, but technology was advancing and I saw that animals were the next great frontier of genetic engineering. So I stayed to get my DVM—doctorate of veterinary medicine—and after graduation started working at the Nutrexo Research Institute. The EcoCows took years, and lots of setbacks, because I had to manipulate gene regulation, which is much more complicated than the transfer of a single gene. We have newer methods now that make gene editing much easier, though, and we’re nearly ready to put their milk on the market.”

			“So people will be able to buy EcoCow milk at the grocery store?” 

			“Oh, no, it won’t be sold as fluid milk—it will be used in food processing, in products like Blazin Bitz. That’s what we’ve been testing here—our new flavor, Blazin Bitz Crave. Eventually, we’ll add it to other products too. Snack cakes are next on the list.”

			Andi felt nauseated. They were feeding her milk from experimental cows, invented behind doors covered with biohazard stickers! She vowed not to touch any more Bitz, and tried to sound neutral as she said, “But I don’t remember reading anything about EcoCow milk in the study description.”

			“Oh, it’s there,” Dr. Snyder said. “Just not the details. The form mentions that we’re testing ‘new ingredients.’ We have to keep the information around a sixth grade reading level, so it’s too hard to explain the complexities of the research, and we wouldn’t want anyone to get unnecessarily alarmed by something they don’t understand. The milk has been thoroughly tested for safety—after seeing the data we submitted, the Food and Drug Administration agreed that it’s no different from regular cow’s milk. They already approved EcoCow milk for use in food products.”

			Andi wondered why Dr. Snyder was still doing tests in humans if the milk had already been approved. But she couldn’t ask; she’d already pushed far enough. Remembering Dr. Snyder’s mention of a barn, she asked, “The cows are here, then? Do you, um, oversee them too?”

			“Yes, but I’m too busy with other work to interact with them much. I don’t need to anyway, thanks to Scott’s remote monitoring system.” She closed the presentation, then pulled up a webpage containing complicated-looking tables dense with numbers. “See, I can monitor their milk output here”—she pointed to a column—“and if any look too low, I can do some investigating. Sometimes they’ll get an infection of the udders, which decreases production. But we give them antibiotics in their feed, and I can program them to receive injections if necessary.” Something in the data caught her eye, and she peered at it closer. Under her breath she said, “Hmm, that’s odd. I’ll have to check on that one.”

			She closed the webpage. “I have other projects going on, too. While I wait for the clinical trial results, I’ve been conducting Compadre’s toxicity assays in rats.”

			Andi must have looked alarmed, because Dr. Snyder continued, “I know how it sounds, but it’s all very routine. It has to be done, so that we can make sure it’s safe for humans. Here, come take a look through the window.” She led Andi to the lab door, pointing out the wall lined with rat cages. Even from here, Andi heard them spinning in their squeaky metal wheels. But Andi soon turned her attention to something else: a heavy door, large and silver, at the end of the long laboratory. Its square window was taped over with a piece of cardboard, and a set of metal shelves stood nearby, out of place in the middle of the lab floor, piled high with Petri dishes and bottles of clear amber liquid.

			Dr. Snyder noticed her looking, and said quickly, “That’s my incubator room. I have some light-sensitive tissue cultures growing in there, so I had to tape the window over.” She pointed to a large cage writhing with at least a dozen rats. “Yesterday I administered a high dose of Compadre to those rats, much higher than humans would ever get. The experiment went smoothly—well, one rat died, but it had some other abnormalities, so that wasn’t surprising. All the others are doing fine.”

			Andi turned away. She couldn’t stand looking at the rats, all those furry bodies scrabbling against each other, not knowing they were doomed.

			“I know. It seems cruel, but in a way they’re lucky. They’re not going to die meaningless deaths, ripped apart by a hawk in a field somewhere—instead, their sacrifices benefit humanity. It’s important to remember that. You can’t get attached.” Dr. Snyder stared into the lab, gazing far away. “You have to be able to distance yourself,” she added quietly, and when she faced Andi, the tiniest glint of emotion showed in her blue eyes. 

			But it only lasted an instant. When she next spoke, she sounded stern and businesslike again. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get to work. Chase will bring you back to your room.”

			Though Andi was partly relieved—the conversation had been exhausting—she was worried that Dr. Snyder might not meet with her again, and there was still so much she needed to know. So Andi thanked her, adding, “I really enjoyed learning about your research. Is there anything you need help with? Like, entering data in spreadsheets or something?”

			Dr. Snyder paused with her hand on the office doorknob. “Possibly. I’ll think about it.”

			Andi smiled, hoping she looked grateful. She was trying to piece together what she’d learned, but couldn’t get the image of those rats out of her head, and she couldn’t stop feeling like she was falling into a dark abyss, one so deep there was no hope of escape.
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			Naveed

			Thursday, June 18






			Darkness.

			All was darkness.

			And silence.

			Silence, except for the scraping.

			Right now, the scraping was all Naveed had. 

			When he awoke in the dark room, he explored with his hands, which were still bound behind him. They didn’t have much mobility—his chest and arms were also tied against the chair—but he could feel the wall behind him, smooth and cold, as if made of metal. To his left, too far to reach comfortably, he discovered one screw that was not flush with the wall. It jutted out just enough to have a hint of an edge.

			Naveed managed to scoot the chair closer, so that his hands were centered under the screw. He still had to strain to reach it, but he hoped if he scraped up and down long enough, the rope would begin to fray. Worth a try, anyway. It wasn’t like he had anything better to do.

			Dr. Snyder was responsible for this, he kept telling himself. She kept him tied up in a dark room without food or water, all because of a long-ago betrayal involving Maman and someone—something?—named Molly. And she’d soon be back to do some horrific experiment on him. He wanted to meet her with some semblance of dignity, but that was not going to be easy. When he’d awoken, his pants were wet and the room smelled like piss. Being forced to sit in a puddle of your own urine was humiliating. But, he supposed, it could be worse. 

			After a while, he didn’t notice the smell anymore, and his legs went numb from immobility, so that detail was easier to ignore. But his thirst could not be forgotten. Or his hunger. It felt like curved metal gouges had hollowed out his insides, leaving a barren emptiness. 

			Naveed kept scraping the rope against the screw, dreaming of escape. He had no idea how long he’d been here, but it felt like many days had passed. He’d probably missed a ton of his work shifts by now. He wondered if anyone was looking for him. Where was Andi, who had seen what happened the day of the protest? She and the others were probably trapped too. They had no way of knowing what a mess he’d gotten himself into.

			Sometimes he wondered what would’ve happened if he’d played along with Dr. Snyder. That might have been a better strategy; he would have had more freedom in the other room to come up with a way out of here. But he tried not to dwell on this, because it didn’t matter. He’d made his choice. All he could do now was keep scraping. Keep trying to cut through the rope.

			As he worked, he thought about food. He imagined arriving at Pike Place Market, its farm stands rainbowed with silver salmon and golden cherries and emerald kale. He dreamed of walking into Brooke’s favorite vegan Thai restaurant in the University District, where chafing dishes full of curry and noodles and spring rolls steamed up the room, and everything smelled like basil and lemongrass and peanut sauce, and tall carafes of ice water graced every table. 

			Being so close to the university always filled Naveed with anticipatory excitement. Brooke was only a month younger than him, but since her birthday was in September, she still had one more year left at the Waldorf high school she attended. He liked imagining that she’d end up at the UW too, that they’d move in together, making their home in a tiny studio apartment. That every morning he’d wake up beside her, their limbs tangled together, and he could watch the shadows shrink, the sunlight stretch through the curtains to set her skin aglow. That inside the bathroom, their toothbrushes would stand next to each other in the same glass jar. 

			Once, while waiting for a bus after lunch at the restaurant, Naveed had pointed out an old brick apartment building with a pub in the basement, casually suggesting they could live there during school. (He left out the details of his domestic fantasies. Especially the part about the toothbrushes.) But Brooke just shrugged it off. She didn’t know if she even wanted to go to college, and was already scheming about spending a gap year exploring the world.

			Naveed wanted that, too. He’d long been saving for a trip to Iran, the country where his parents were born. Both of them had left when they were young, under very different circumstances. Maman’s parents had been Marxist-Leninist activists during the Islamic Revolution. After her father was executed, Maman and her mom had fled to Lebanon, her mother’s native country, eventually making their way to the United States. Years later, the rest of the family remaining in Iran had been killed when an Iraqi bomb leveled the building where they all lived. 

			Baba, on the other hand, had been born out of wedlock, resulting in a huge scandal that caused both of his parents to become estranged from their wealthy, conservative families. They had come to the U.S. several years before the revolution, and after they settled in Seattle, Naveed’s auntie Leila had been born. 

			Naveed’s grandparents had long since passed away, and visiting the country of his ancestors was important to him. He wanted to see the bridges of Isfahan, the ruins at Persepolis. For years, he had been studying Persian literature and poetry with his honorary aunt, Khaleh Yasmin. Naveed had also started a lively correspondence with her son Farhad, who’d moved back overseas and had offered him a place to stay should he ever visit Tehran. But the plane tickets were so expensive that he’d barely made any headway. Brooke wasn’t that interested in traveling to Iran anyway, since she was opposed to the requirement that women wear a headscarf in public. She wanted to spend at least a year trekking through Europe, but Naveed would never be able to afford such a journey. Besides, he couldn’t imagine being away from home that long. 

			Here, trapped in the dark room, an ugly voice inside started to whisper.  That’s why she was so eager to go to Boston. She wanted a change. She’s tired of Seattle. Tired of you.

			He didn’t want to believe this, but it nagged at him all the same. His shoulders, wrists, and elbows ached, but he kept moving his bonds up and down on the screw, trying to think about a happier time instead. The beginning.

			Naveed and Brooke had known each other since they were nine, but grew apart during their early teenage years. The previous summer, when his family hosted a barbecue for CFJ volunteers, Naveed had found her in the fig tree, reading a secondhand copy of Voltaire’s Candide. She sat on a thick, low branch that grew parallel to the ground, a perfect bench. As children, they had sat on that branch together, bare legs dangling, filling up on figs during the tree’s brief but bountiful season. 

			So he took a seat next to her, and as they began talking he realized how much he had missed her. It was like waking up to find the world changed, as if it had been dull and faded before and he hadn’t noticed, because nothing was bright until this moment. He watched her wide mouth curve into a smile as she told stories about her misadventures at French camp. (“I totally would have won the mime competition if it weren’t for Jacques. He was not using that baguette for its intended purpose.”) Her hair glistened where the sun reached through the branches to touch it, and a few tendrils blew against her cheeks in the summer breeze, as if the light and the air wanted to be close to her, too.  

			Brooke tucked her hair behind her ears—at the time it was an indescribable shade of purple-magenta, somehow two colors at once—then pulled a leaf off the tree and examined its downy underside. “Did you get any figs this year?”

			The tree was old, and didn’t fruit as much as it used to. Now, crows got most of the harvest. They selected the perfect ones, but took only a few bites before letting the fruit fall to the ground to decay. 

			“Not many,” he said, looking into the tree and spotting a few still clinging to upper limbs. “Wait, I think I see some.” 

			Naveed sidestepped his way along the smooth branch and pulled himself up into the tree, reaching precariously above to test the remaining figs. The first three were too hard, but the fourth was ready. A bead of nectar swelled at the opening in its blossom end, and it was so ripe that it practically fell into his hand.

			It was too fragile for him to hold as he climbed down, so he called Brooke over. She reached up, on tiptoe, arms stretching toward him, and he placed the fruit in her palm. She looked as thrilled as if he’d presented her with a diamond. As Naveed descended, she sat again on the branch and touched her finger to the nectar.

			Then, slowly, she tore the fig in half to reveal the pink seed-studded flesh, rimmed in milky-white skin. She raised one half to Naveed’s mouth. The breeze stirred the wind chimes. He didn’t look at the fig, but at her eyes, which were everything. As he took a bite, her fingers brushed his lips. 

			It was the sweetest fig he’d ever eaten.

			Thinking about it now made him mad, though. Angry at the way he’d left things, but also crazy with want. He wanted her back. He wondered if she was thinking of him, if she had any idea where he’d gone. He wondered if he would ever see her again. 

			Naveed was half asleep, drifting among rambling thoughts of figs and curry and toothbrushes, when the room lost its darkness. A bright light shone into his prison. He stopped scraping. 

			Dr. Snyder was removing a piece of cardboard that had covered a square window. Naveed tried to project nonchalance, as if he were acting out a scene. Oh, hello there! Yeah, I’m just hanging out, starving in the dark! Sitting in my own filth! No big deal!!! 

			Her face was blank, though he sensed in the iciness of her blue eyes the same hatred that he felt toward her. She raised her hand, pinching something between her purple-gloved thumb and forefinger. At first, he thought it was a long, taut pink string. Naveed’s stomach seized when she held it higher, and he saw the furry white body dangling, rotating beneath.

			A dead rat.

			Its body was stiff, its pink eyes dull and unseeing. She held it there for a minute, then disappeared from the window. Naveed exhaled, trying to compose himself. When Dr. Snyder appeared again, he hoped he looked unruffled. Blank, like her. 

			She raised a scrap of paper to the window. A single word was written in black ink. Tomorrow.

			As soon as she returned him to darkness, he scraped against the screw faster, faster, even though the rope cut into his wrists, even though he could hardly breathe now, because he didn’t want to know what she was planning, and he wasn’t going to be her lab rat, he wasn’t, and there was only one thing to do.

			Break the rope.

			Break the rope, and get out. 

			Now. 
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			Cyrus

			Friday, June 19






			Even now, days later, the words haunted Cyrus. They’re lying to you. All of you.

			After he’d first read the message, he tried replying, to no avail. And as soon as he closed it, it vanished from his post box as if it had never existed. That left him wondering if he’d imagined it in the first place. Or maybe it was just part of the game. There wasn’t much to lie about in NutrexoWorld, though, unless Lord HiFi was being dishonest about the going rate for Blazin Bitz. But it didn’t make sense that someone—an Elite, no less—would bother warning him about a trifle like that.  

			No, the message meant something else. He kept logging on with the hope that he’d find another note explaining further, but his post box remained empty.

			This annoyed Cyrus. He’d been sent one cryptic and unhelpful message by an anonymous informant—but what was he supposed to do with that information? He wasn’t about to confront Dr. Snyder; he hadn’t seen her since she drew his blood two days ago. He thought about asking Erika, but couldn’t figure out what to say. So, I was playing this game—yeah, one I’m not supposed to have access to—and someone said you were lying to me? And hinted that the others might be here too? Care to enlighten me as to what’s really going on? 

			The weirdest thing about it was that the longer he was here, the less he cared. Thinking about the protest, and all the other things he could not remember, always made him vaguely uncomfortable. Yet he couldn’t bring himself to feel as upset as he probably should. 

			So he played for a few more days, hoping to figure out why someone had given him access to this game, and what they were trying to tell him. He certainly couldn’t ask any of the players. He didn’t know who any of them were in real life, and if the Elites were listening to every word, he couldn’t risk saying anything that would tip Erika off to his identity.

			Bitz-picking quickly grew tiresome, but Cyrus managed to secure a spot in the estate’s kitchens. He began in the lowliest job, the rat slayer who kept plague-infested rodents from devouring all the food. When given a chance at cooking, though, he proved to be as good at creating virtual meals as he was the more tangible kind. Of course, it was much easier; all the food was made with Nutrexo-brand food mixes, and besides, it only had to look edible. 

			Then, the previous night, an epiphany had come. He had finished a successful shift in the kitchen, which he’d started by killing a record number of rats and finished by baking a five-layer cake that received perfect scores from Lord HiFi. Afterward, he wandered through the fields of NutrexoWorld, circling the FireWall yet again, wishing that some non-Erika Elite would come out to explain everything. No one did, but when he stared out at the horizon he noticed something that made him drop his video game controller.

			It wasn’t much: just a tall, white grain silo.

			A silo.

			He felt like a complete idiot.

			Cyrus hadn’t really stopped to consider the possibility he was at SILO; everything that happened with Dr. Snyder the day of the protest had seemed totally disconnected from what he and Andi were investigating. But when he thought about it now, it made perfect sense. The food, the blood draw, the mysterious lack of answers... it had top-secret research project written all over it.  

			So had they all been taken here? Naveed, Roya, Andi too? There was no way his parents—or Andi’s—would agree to that; they must be looking for him. 

			But no one had rescued him yet. He didn’t want to speculate about why that might be, so he gave himself a new mission to keep his mind off the unpleasant possibilities.

			He was going to breach the FireWall.

			All this time, he’d been respectful of the boundaries within the game, determined not to cause any trouble after his last attempt at hacking. Now, it was time to stop holding back.

			He poked into every corner of the game, and eventually hit gold: he managed to open up the source code.

			While this was thrilling, he didn’t know where to start. It was written in a programming language he didn’t know very well, so first he had to piece together the basic commands, the syntax rules. Plus, he only had his video game controller to work with, so any new code would have to be written by selecting each letter on the on-screen keyboard. It made him tired just thinking about it.

			At first he hoped to get online, so he could contact his parents. But by examining the code, he determined his game was connected to the others only through a local computer network, not via the internet. So much for that idea.  

			As he clicked through the endless files, he began to wonder how Elites were able to watch characters and read their conversations. He found his answer in a subfolder called “Monitoring,” and had to stop himself from cheering out loud: system administrators could observe the game without appearing onscreen, and the code was right there for the taking.  

			An invisibility potion. Perfect.

			By then, it was well past midnight, and the only NutrexoWorld creatures stirring were the plague-ridden rats. Cyrus could barely keep his eyes open, and the code was starting to bleed together, so he told himself he’d take a nap. Just for a few minutes.

			But when he awoke, Erika was setting his breakfast on the coffee table and replenishing his Blazin Bitz stash. Cyrus, thankful he’d had the foresight to turn off the TV, waited until she was gone before logging in to NutrexoWorld.

			He showed up ten minutes late for his Friday morning kitchen shift. The head cook was not happy, but didn’t have much time to scold him, because they had to go upstairs for a mandatory meeting with Lord HiFi. 

			Cyrus spotted WindWhisperer in HiFi’s parlor, and peeked at her chest as he typed hello. The room was packed—it seemed that all of Nutrexington was there. 

			Lord HiFi entered and addressed the crowd. “As you may know, King Richard recently issued a new decree: he wishes to cut down the orchard and cover this land with corn. His Elites have counseled that cows fed corn will grow fatter sooner, and the Elites also can turn corn into fuel. He dreams of bringing the automobile to this kingdom, and connecting Nutrexington to Northwood and Southport, so that the entire kingdom can be traversed in a day.”

			A woman identified as Joules turned to Cyrus and WindWhisperer. “Think of it! All the way to Southport in a single day. I’d be able to visit my family on the weekends!” 

			HiFi continued, “We must not let this happen.” 

			No one wrote a word.

			“For centuries, this land has provided for us,” he went on. “If we allow the magnificent Bitz-trees to be cut down, these fields will feed automobiles instead of us. Automobiles that we don’t need! Our horses have served us well. And cows do not want to eat corn; they are suited for eating grass. A diet of corn will make them unhealthy. We do not want to eat meat from unhealthy animals! And we should not be forced into dependence on other fiefs just to suit the whim of the king. I intend to fight for our orchard, for our way of life. If you do not care to join me, I ask you to please leave now. Those who stay are willing to fight.”

			Joules wrote, “Easy for him to say. Of course he wants everything to stay like it is. He’s a landowner.” She turned and left, but Cyrus stayed, along with WindWhisperer and a handful of others.

			HiFi could not look dismayed; he always had the same expression. Instead, he wrote, “I am disappointed that more did not stay. But all of you shall be rewarded for your loyalty.”

			“We’re with you. What’s the plan?” asked Cyrus.

			“All I want is to have a chat with King Richard, but he has turned down my requests to meet him. That leaves us one option. Form an army, and lay siege to the castle.”

			Cyrus wondered if HiFi knew the Elites were monitoring this conversation. It was an impossible task. How were they supposed to attack an enemy that knew their every move? 

			“I’ve given each of you 100 extra coins to purchase weapons and armor.  Now, go forth. Spread the word.” Cyrus was about to follow WindWhisperer out the door, thinking he’d head over to the blacksmith’s to snag the battle ax he’d had his eye on, but Lord HiFi stopped him.

			“On a completely unrelated note, I have another job for you,” HiFi wrote.

			“How can I be of service?” Cyrus asked.

			“Today is Sir James’ birthday, and I would like to send him a cake. I trust you can create a work of art for him?”

			“Oh, yes, sir. Any special requests?” Cyrus was hoping HiFi would give him some guidance; he wasn’t sure whether he was expected to poison the cake, or add a little rat blood or something. 

			But all Lord HiFi wrote was, “No. But bring it through the parlor on your way out. I’d like to see it before you deliver it to the Iron Gate.”

			So Cyrus spent the next hour baking and decorating the cake. He wanted to get back to the code, but he knew the head cook would fire him—or at least confiscate his battle ax money—if he stood motionless in the kitchen instead of scrubbing dishes while the cake was in the oven. Even as he worked, though, he was thinking hard, coming up with a plan.

			Finally, the cake was ready, and Cyrus carried it to the parlor. The butler hurried off to fetch Lord HiFi, who entered holding four sticks of dynamite. He didn’t say a word as he pushed them into the cake, so that only the tips of their fuses stuck out, like birthday candles. Zounds! Cyrus thought, but knew better than to exclaim anything in the chat box. He wondered if an Elite was observing the scene.

			Lord HiFi wrote, “’Tis a beautiful cake. Now, off to the Iron Gate with ye. An Elite will meet you there. Make haste.” 

			While Cyrus respected Lord HiFi’s boldness, he was also slightly annoyed at this unexpected development. There wasn’t much he could do about it now, though. He’d established himself as being aligned with HiFi, so removing the dynamite would be out of character and potentially suspicious. It was very important that he act normally.

			When he arrived at the FireWall and approached the Iron Gate, a woman was waiting. She wore a red cloak, the standard dress code for Elites. Cyrus bowed while balancing the cake, which might have ended messily in real life, but was easily accomplished in the game. 

			“Thank you,” the woman wrote, and Cyrus inhaled sharply when he read her name.

			Lady Erika.

			He was tempted to run away, abandon his plans, return to the kitchens and cower in a corner. But he stopped himself. Act normal. Act normal. 

			“You’re welcome,” he responded, turning to leave. Now was his chance: he took a deep breath as he pulled up the source code at the bottom of his screen, and was about to execute the invisibility program when Lady Erika spoke again.

			“Wait. I have something to tell you,” she wrote. 

			He braced himself. This was it; she must know what he was up to.

			But what she wrote was unexpected. “I want you to know that my loyalties lie with King Richard, and they always will.” The words lingered on the screen long enough that he was about to prompt her to go on, but then she began typing again. “So I need you to deliver a message to your Lord. Do not rise up against the king. If you do, there will be consequences.”

			Cyrus was glad she couldn’t see his real eyes staring at the dynamite-filled cake. He hoped HiFi knew what he was getting into. 

			“I’ll deliver the message,” he wrote.

			“And make sure you check your post,” Lady Erika added. “Thank you for delivering the cake. Good day.”  

			Cyrus had been so busy he hadn’t checked his post yet, but there was no time for that now; Erika was carrying the cake to the gate. He bowed and wrote, “Good day, m’lady,” before walking away. When he’d put enough distance between them, he pulled up the code and ran the program.

			It worked as he’d expected: his avatar vanished from the screen. The Iron Gate groaned open as Erika entered, turning around to make sure Cyrus hadn’t followed. She apparently saw no one, even though he slipped through the gate before it slid shut. 

			Once inside the stone walls of the castle, he followed invisibly as she walked through a long hall lined with a series of doors, stopping at the one marked Erika Sinclair. She set the cake on the desk next to a stack of leather-bound books and sat in front of a computer.  

			Cyrus didn’t pay much attention to what she was doing at first, because he was too busy pulling up his post. Sure enough, there was a new scroll from his informant—Erika, he now suspected. It was brief: I’m trying to help, so hang in there, okay? And don’t worry about the girls. The girls are fine.

			He read it over several times, memorizing the words, knowing that it would self-destruct once he closed it. At least this message was more straightforward than the last, but something about it was still unsettling. 

			The girls. That’s what it was, the repetition of that phrase. The girls are fine. So both Andi and Roya were here, and they were okay, but... what about Naveed? 

			Two possibilities came to mind. Either Naveed wasn’t here, or he wasn’t fine.

			Cyrus couldn’t think about that now; he needed to pay attention to the game. This wasn’t easy, not while he was fitting all the pieces together: Erika knew he was playing the game; she must have sent the messages; maybe she had given him access in the first place; she was trying to help somehow.

			He closed his post and found himself staring at Erika’s computer again. It wasn’t a blank, generic screen, though. Tiny icons for documents and folders were scattered across the desktop, and an email program was open. Cyrus could hardly believe it—he seemed to have stumbled across a window into Erika’s actual work computer. A computer that was almost certainly connected to the internet.

			Erika was clicking on a new message she’d just received from Tara Snyder. Cyrus read over her avatar’s shoulder as she pulled it up.

			Erika, we’ll need to move our lab meeting. I have some urgent experiments to conduct and can’t make it this morning. 2pm tomorrow in the library—my office is a mess right now.

			Erika began typing a reply. Cyrus took off his glasses and rubbed his bleary eyes in disbelief, but the words were still there when he put them back on. 

			Urgent experiments? WHAT ARE YOU DOING TO HIM, YOU PSYCHO???

			Then Cyrus watched them disappear, letter by letter, as she deleted the reply. 

			He felt uncomfortably warm, as if surrounded by a strange, blinding light. He wanted to shield his eyes, but hiding from it wouldn’t make it go away.

			Shit. So Naveed wasn’t fine—he was in trouble.

			A man identified as CliffEastman knocked on Erika’s office door. “You got the cake? Good—James is already in the courtyard.”

			“He is? I’ll be right there.” She fired off a terse reply to Dr. Snyder (“OK, see you then”) before lifting up the cake. Cyrus, still dazed, decided to follow her. He was tempted to see if he could poke around on her computer, but needed a minute to think first. He could always come back while everyone was distracted by exploding cake. 

			They entered the courtyard through an archway covered in vines. A blue pond filled much of the space; a flower-lined path circled its perimeter, and a series of stepping stones led to a white gazebo on a small island. Erika crossed the stones and set the cake down on the table. 

			Several other red-cloaked Elites gathered in the gazebo, pouring drinks. “Sir” James, dark-skinned and broad-shouldered, wore a party hat atop his cloak hood.

			“Ah, here’s the cake!” James wrote. “Looks like Lord HiFi wanted to give me a little present.” He pulled out the sticks of dynamite, and the chat box filled with Jolly!s from the other party guests. “Isn’t that cute? The old ‘explosive cake’ trick.”

			“Wait a sec, I’m behind on what’s happening in the advergame,” Cliff wrote. “So the peasants are getting restless? Killing rats and fighting bandits isn’t enough to keep them entertained?”

			“Apparently not,” James replied as he sliced the cake. “We’ll need more combat when we release the commercial version. Maybe we’ll have another country declare war. Evil King Hannigan has a nice ring to it.” 

			“Love it!” Cliff wrote. “But what are you going to do with Lord HiFi?”

			“Oh, I’ll let him have his rebellious fun for a while. Then we’ll show him what happens when he messes with King Richard.” James ate his cake. “Mmm, this is the best virtual cake I’ve ever pretended to eat. Truly dynamite.” 

			There were more Jolly!s. James continued, “Seriously, though, I think this guy’s getting too into the game. He’s one of my research subjects, and he’s been playing nonstop. Think I’ll cut him off for a few hours later today. Make him do something else for a while.” 

			A woman identified as Katherine asked, “So how’s everything going with the study, James?” 

			“It’s okay—I’ve been trying for weeks to get more subjects, but a few days ago Tara decided not to enroll anyone else. So after these two are done, I’ll be closing up shop. It’ll be so nice to get back to the city again. I’m sick of this place. Thank God you built this remote desktop system into the game, Cliff. Without it I’d probably go insane alone out here.”

			“Hey, I’m still around,” Erika wrote.

			“Oh, yeah, I almost forgot. I never see you anymore. What have you been working on with Tara? She keeping you busy?”

			“Yes” was all Erika wrote.

			“Did you tell her about my party?”

			“No. She wouldn’t show up anyway,” Erika wrote. “She’s running an experiment this morning.”

			“Good,” James replied. “Because, Cliff, I’ve been dying to know if you’ve talked to Scott. Strange that his transfer to Boston was so sudden. He was here for that whole security breach mess on Friday and didn’t say a word about leaving. Then on Monday he was gone. Do you think Tara tried to blame it on him or something? I mean, she and I have had our moments... just wondering if he told you anything.”

			“No. I was hoping you guys knew more about what’s going on. He hasn’t come in to the office this whole week. Sounds like his daughter’s a total wreck.”

			“So sad. Can’t blame her, after what happened to her boyfriend,” Katherine wrote.

			“I know, those poor kids. It’s all anyone can talk about, even here on the other side of the country.” 

			Whoa, hold up, Cyrus thought, as he experienced yet another surreal insight. Brooke had gone to Boston, and her dad’s name was Scott, and he worked for Nutrexo. The “poor kids” must be the four of them—but didn’t these people know they were right here at SILO? Well, one person knew for sure. But Erika sat motionless against a white pillar, silent and placid as the blue water stretching behind her. 

			“I met the boys once, at a Christmas party,” Katherine was writing. “James, do you remember that? The year we had dinner at Canlis?”

			“Vaguely,” he replied.

			“I didn’t know Mahnaz—we never worked together—but I was seated at their table that night. She brought the boys with her, and they were dressed up in these little suits. God, it was adorable. I asked Naveed what he was learning in kindergarten, and he started to tell us a fairy tale. Hansel and Gretel, I think. Everyone was so captivated that no one noticed Cyrus had disappeared until after the story was over. Mahnaz called to him, and Sam got up to look around, but then Cyrus popped out from under the table, threw his suit into the air and streaked across the room shouting, ‘I’m NAKED!’ Mahnaz was mortified. They didn’t stay much longer.”

			“Oh yeah, I do remember that! It was hilarious,” James wrote.

			“I can’t get my mind off of it. Those little boys. Those tiny suits.” There was a pause, and then she wrote, “Sorry, guys, got to go. Ellie woke up from her nap. I’ll sign back on in a few hours.” 

			That was as much as Cyrus could take; he turned his back on the birthday party and retraced his steps to Erika’s virtual office. Maybe it was for the best that he’d never heard this story before; he didn’t want Maman trotting it out when he inevitably started bringing girlfriends home. But, to his mind, its omission from the annals of amusing family anecdotes could only mean one thing: he had always been an embarrassment to his mother.

			Now was his opportunity to prove himself, to be the hero for once. At Erika’s desk, he was pleased to see that she’d left her computer unlocked, and that he was able to manipulate it. Another permission bestowed by that monitoring code, maybe. He opened a web browser, intending to log on to his email and contact his parents, but it took forever to load the homepage. While he waited, a new message appeared in her inbox with the subject line, “Urgent: draft of slides for board mtg.” 

			Erika, I reviewed the slides. They still need some work; see notes in the attached file.

			An older message in the thread, sent by Dr. Snyder on Wednesday night, explained further. 

			Erika, I need you to compile the tables and draft the slides for the board meeting. It’s on Mon at 10am—please send them to me by tomorrow night so I have time to review.

			Cyrus opened the file, scanning through the slides, trying to stuff more information into his already-crammed head. He wanted a copy to look back on later, so he forwarded the message to an anonymous email account he’d created back when he and Dev had fancied themselves hackers, then permanently deleted it from Erika’s sent items and marked the original message as unread to cover his tracks.

			The browser homepage still hadn’t loaded, so he gave up and started a new message in Erika’s email program. He had just typed in his parents’ email addresses—which, in typical boring parent fashion, were their full names—and the subject line (HELP!) when a red-cloaked figure entered the office.

			Erika was back.

			He closed the message and logged out of the game, but it was too late. She had seen the email composing itself on her computer screen, and it wouldn’t take long to figure out who’d written it.

			Cyrus reached for a handful of Blazin Bitz, because that was his reflex now. This time, though, he let the chips fall back into the bowl. He wasn’t hungry at all.  

			He couldn’t go back; the game had distracted him too long, and it was no longer safe there. Erika might have been sympathetic before, but she would no doubt be angry at him for breaching the FireWall. And even if she still wanted to help him, whatever she was doing wasn’t working fast enough. 

			It was time to go. He had to figure out how to escape. 

			And, apparently, he had to save his brother.

			

		

15

			Naveed

			Friday, June 19






			Dr. Snyder opened the door to Naveed’s prison. She wore a disposable yellow smock over her lab coat, and was pushing a metal cart covered with a white sheet. Something large and lumpy was underneath. Naveed didn’t want to think about what it might be. He figured she was going to try to make him eat something again, and this time it was going to be much harder to refuse, no matter how revolting it was.

			The door whooshed shut behind her. She sat down on a stool, and the cart rolled into his knees. The room was too small for this.

			Naveed stared her in the eye, even though he had to squint. It was too bright after all that darkness. He couldn’t help glancing at the cart again, wondering if she’d brought any water.  

			“We’ll start the experiment shortly,” Dr. Snyder said. “But first I want you to know what this research is about. A colleague of mine has gotten disconcerting results from the new herbicide—weedkiller—we’ve been testing in the fields. It appears to be harmful to birds. Neurotoxic, in fact.”

			She pulled on a pair of purple gloves. “I’ve been doing toxicity assays on rats to study its effects in mammals. The results are encouraging—only one has died so far. Yesterday, I ran a test with one of my cows. Unfortunately, the cow was already weakened by an infection, and the stress of the experiment was too much. Well, when life gives you lemons….” She yanked off the sheet. 

			Naveed wasn’t prepared for the shock of what he saw on the cart: the cow’s severed head. 

			Its eyes were open—of course she had left them open. They stared at him through the thick lashes rimming its eyelids. Its dull brown hide was matted with blood, especially around the neck. The smell—fetid, foul—filled the room. Naveed felt like vomiting, but managed to regain his composure by breathing through his mouth.

			Dr. Snyder selected a scalpel from the shiny surgical instruments lined up on the cart. “Neurotoxins are fascinating, but the nervous system is hard to study in living subjects. Some of the symptoms of nerve damage—mental impairments, tingling or burning in the limbs, loss of sensation or balance—can be difficult to measure. Brain scans like MRI’s can give some information, but if you want to see what’s happening on a cellular level, you have to examine the brain tissue.” 

			She began cutting through the cow’s scalp, peeling away the skin. Naveed closed his eyes.

			“What’s the matter? It’s only meat. Oh, you probably don’t eat meat, do you? I bet you’re a vegetarian.” He bristled at her contemptuous tone. Even though he wasn’t, it always bothered him when people gave Brooke a hard time about being vegan. 

			“I’m not.” He forced his eyes open. For some reason, probably because he didn’t want her to be right—ever, about anything—he added, “We have chickens, and I’ve helped slaughter them before.”

			“Then this should be no big deal. I just wanted you to see what’s going to happen to you, in the end.” 

			He tried to act like she wasn’t getting to him, but couldn’t hold back a shudder when he realized what she was threatening to do. 

			She sliced through the cartilage holding the cow’s horns to its skull, and added them to the accumulating bloody pile of skin and muscle. Naveed swallowed hard to push back the bile rising to his throat as she continued talking. “Rats aren’t people. Cows aren’t people, either. The herbicide is hitting the market soon, and we have to make sure that workers aren’t going to drop dead if they’re still picking in the fields when it’s sprayed. Not that anyone cares about them—they’re all illegals anyway—but it could be a public relations nightmare if it harmed the wrong people.”

			Naveed opened his mouth to push back against her racist remark, but had to close it again quickly to stop himself from gagging. 

			She kept talking. “I’m not trying to kill you—in fact, I’d prefer it if you lived; it’s convenient having access to a human specimen—but I’m afraid with the way you’re behaving, refusing food and water, it’s a foregone conclusion.” 

			“No,” he said through the lump in his throat. “I’m not going to die here.” 

			She shrugged. “No one is exempt from the rules of the body. But at least you can take comfort in knowing that you’ll be making a contribution to science after you’re gone. For the greater good.”

			“Oh, is that the ‘greater good’? Avoiding PR nightmares? You know, if you hurt me, my parents will have you making a contribution to the prison population.”  

			Dr. Snyder picked up a jagged saw. “I don’t relish the idea of doing this kind of work on human subjects, but your attitude makes this much easier for me.” She sliced at the cow, and even though Naveed looked away, he heard the saw scraping against wet bone. It vibrated into him, shaking him apart. 

			She was so intent on her work that she stopped paying attention to him for a while; it took a long time, and much concentration, to saw through bone so thick. Naveed resumed scraping, quickly but quietly, against the screw in the wall. He wasn’t sure if it was his imagination, but the rope seemed to be loosening. Maybe it was finally beginning to fray….

			Then the saw stopped, so he did too. Dr. Snyder pried open the skull, removing the brain. It released with an awful slurping sound. Naveed stared at his shoes. 

			“Still don’t want to look?” she asked. “I didn’t think so. Just like your mother—you want everyone to think you’re such a hero, but you’re only a spineless coward.”

			Naveed met her eyes again. She stood up, her yellow smock covered in blood, holding the pink cow-brain as casually as if it were a tray of appetizers. He hated her with a ferocity he’d never felt before. All the ugly things inside him took root, they grew, they bloomed. He wished he could take her saw and start hacking away. First he’d cut off her hands….

			But she gathered the surgical instruments and left, locking the door behind her. Naveed slumped with relief. He thought she’d come back for the cart, or turn the light off again, but she had left it on for him. He was alone with the cow head, its skull now an empty cavity like a blood-filled bowl, its eyes still attached, still staring.

			She would be back to do the experiment, but he didn’t know when. He kept his head down, trying to ignore the growing stench of decay and the panic fluttering in his chest. Although it seemed pointless, he scraped his wrists against the wall. Up, down. Up, down.  

			And then, on one upward thrust of his wrists, the rope snapped open. He moved his hands and felt a satisfying slackness as it fell away. 

			His hands were free. Free. 

			His chest was still bound, but he was able to hold the chair steady with one hand and wriggle the ropes over the back of the chair. Then they were loose, and he slipped them over his head. Now, he only had to untie his ankles—  

			But the door opened. She was back. 

			No time to think. He stood up, ready to claw at her, to grab her by the throat. But the days of sitting in that chair had taken their toll, and he dizzily lurched forward, losing his balance. She took advantage of his disequilibrium and pulled the chair upward, yanking his feet from under him. He reached for the cart to break his fall, but it wheeled away from him as he clutched onto it, and they all fell together, him and the cow head and the cart, and everything was a crimson blur. His hands slipped on the blood-wet floor, and he came down hard on his right ear. Even the red went away then; all he saw was a starry night sky.   

			For a moment he was dazed, staring out the open door at the laboratory stretching beyond, at the rows upon rows of cages, white rats turning on their wheels within, squeaking squeaking. By the time he realized what was happening, she was already retying his hands, this time to the top bar of the chair, so tightly that the rope dug into his raw skin. He lay on his chest, the chair on top of him, nestling its weight into his upper back and his bent knees. 

			She made no acknowledgment of his escape attempt, but tipped the cart upright and wheeled it from the room. Then she set the cow head next to his, so that they were eye to eye. Naveed wanted to say something to show he was not a coward, that she hadn’t broken him. But nothing came, because he was, and she had. The only words at all were, I hate you I hate you I hate you, which escaped on his breath in a whisper.

			“What did you say?” She kneeled down, her starched white lab coat grazing the bloody ground. She touched his temple, and he tried to turn his head away, but given his position it was impossible. She traced a line across his forehead. Her fingertip, encased in latex, felt cold and waxen.  

			Naveed said, louder, “I’m not going to die here.” In his mind, he added, And if I ever get out of this place, I am going to ruin you. 

			Dr. Snyder picked up a large white bottle marked with a skull and crossbones. A hose was attached, with a nozzle at the end. “Well, then, I’m sure I can find other uses for you. I’ll bring you some water later… assuming you make it through this experiment.” 

			She closed the door, leaving the nozzle head inside the room. A fine mist soon sprayed from it, filling the air with an unnaturally sweet odor—what did it smell like? Pancake syrup? But it was getting hard to breathe, and the mist burned his lungs, and he grasped for a pleasant memory—the figs, think of the figs—and he tried to picture Brooke with her bright sun-kissed hair, holding the fig to his mouth. 

			But all he saw when he closed his eyes were the figs that crows had dropped, rotting in the grass, riddled with gaping red wounds.

			

		

16

			Roya

			Friday, June 19






			Roya had no idea why they called this place a farm. Nothing grew here. 

			When Andi told her she’d arranged a visit to the freezer farm, Roya was excited, thinking there would be plants. But it was only a room with machines and boxes and equipment. And freezers. Lots of freezers. It was big, L-shaped, and Andi ran laps around it with her hair up in a ponytail. What Roya wanted to do was climb, but she was not allowed to touch anything, and Erika and the guard were watching. 

			At the front of the room was a huge machine. Andi taught Roya the name of it: autoclave. It had a big circular door that opened into a dark hole, and a tray inside like a silver tongue. Erika worked nearby, covering lids of beakers with foil and masking tape decorated with white lines, then loading them into its mouth. When she turned the autoclave on it whooshed and clanked like an old washing machine. The beakers were very hot when they came out, and the lines on the tape weren’t white anymore. Inside the machine they turned black.

			Roya did not like the autoclave. She stayed as far from it as she could. That was how she found the window.

			It was around the corner, hidden behind a stack of boxes atop a freezer. Roya could only see a sliver of it, but that was enough. Through the haze of dust, she saw a green fringe of grass, and a sprawling juniper bush, and the golden glow of sun.

			Roya rushed to tell Andi, but Andi only whispered, “Not yet.” She angled her head toward the guard, who sat in the corner of the L. 

			Roya was tired of waiting. They’d been here for five whole days. Today was Friday, and it made her sad to think about her parents making dinner in an empty house, when Cyrus should be cooking. The sadness was distant, hard to reach, but Roya wanted to feel it. She wanted to feel something, after spending all this time in a daze. Even though the constant calm felt kind of good, she fought against it, because she needed to remember: she was trapped here.

			Now that she’d finally found a chance to escape, she was going to take it. When they were far from the guard, Roya whispered, “We can wait until he’s not looking. Then you just have to lift me up. I can fit through.”  

			“It’s not the right time,” Andi whispered back. “Dr. Snyder’s coming to get me in a few minutes. I’m going to help her test some recipes.”

			Roya did not like that Andi was spending time with the bad lady. “But I don’t want to go back to my room yet. I’m tired of that place.” 

			“I know. Want me to ask Erika if you can stay here a little longer?” 

			Roya fingered the silver star charm on her flute case. All she wanted was to feel that grass beneath her feet, to breathe air that was fresh, not refrigerated. If only she were alone, she could figure out how to climb on top of the freezer, open the window.... 

			“Yes. I want to stay,” Roya said. 

			But Erika had left the room for a moment, so Andi asked the guard instead. He grumbled, “Maybe, if Erika watches her. Snyder needs me to escort you.” 

			While Andi ran laps, Roya sat against a freezer at the far end of the room. This was like something from a story book: being held prisoner, searching for a way to escape. To get out of here, she’d need to be clever, like the wily tricksters in the Shahnameh and A Thousand and One Nights. Roya leaned against the freezer, eyes closed, thinking and thinking and thinking. 

			When Dr. Snyder appeared in the doorway, Andi hugged Roya and whispered, “Soon. I promise.” She jogged away, her black ponytail swinging back and forth. 

			Roya stood up. The guard was following Dr. Snyder and Andi, but he paused to ask Erika, “You okay with the little one?” The turkey picture on his neck moved when he talked.

			Erika tore off a sheet of aluminum foil and crinkled it over a beaker. “Yeah, I can watch her.”

			“Call if you need me,” he said.

			Roya was scared, but this was her chance. She waited until the guard was at the door before she ran toward the group, saying, “Wait for me!” as she passed the autoclave. They were far away enough that they wouldn’t be able to hear her over the machine. 

			Roya waved at Erika. “Bye.”

			Erika looked puzzled. “You’re going with them? I thought you were staying here.”

			“Andi asked me to come,” Roya said, and as she turned to run toward the closing door, she accidentally-on-purpose knocked into a cart of clean beakers, sending a few crashing to the ground.

			Erika cried out in surprise and bent to pick them up. Roya kept running, but instead of leaving through the door, she wedged herself behind an adjacent stack of boxes and kept very, very still for what seemed a very, very long time.

			Roya couldn’t hear anything but the thump of her own heart and the rumble of the autoclave. She worried that Erika would come looking for her hiding place, or maybe call the guard, but she didn’t. 

			Eventually, the machine stopped. Glassware clinked as Erika took out the black-marked beakers and started a new load. She wheeled the cart out of the room and closed the door behind her. 

			Roya was alone.

			The boxes next to her were big and sturdy, but not heavy. She pushed three of them around the corner, one by one, and built a staircase in front of the freezer.

			She nudged aside the boxes on top, then squeezed herself into the small space between the ceiling and the freezer. She touched the window. It was warm.

			But it didn’t have a latch, and Roya realized she would have to break it. She climbed back down and searched the room for something heavy that could shatter the glass. She had to be quick. Erika could come back any minute. 

			Beakers, boxes, gloves, test tubes. Nothing was strong enough. She wished for a rock, but of course there were no rocks here.

			Roya looked down at her hand. She had been holding the star when she made that wish. And then something on the ground caught her eye, right by the door. The brick Erika had used as a doorstop when she pushed the cart in.

			Brick in hand, Roya rushed back to the window. Standing atop the box stairway, she threw it with all her might.

			The shattering glass would have been loud, if it hadn’t been for the autoclave. Roya scooted atop the freezer, reaching her hand outside—outside!—to retrieve the brick. She used it to push out the glass that still hung in the frame, clearing an opening for herself. The warm summer air found its way to her, and she breathed in deeply. She crawled out the window, checked that no one was near, then wriggled through the juniper hedge.

			Roya crouched in the grass looking at the blue sky, which she could see in patches between the many cherry tree branches crisscrossing overhead. The cherries were ripe, red as rubies. 

			For the first time in days, she smiled. 

			Roya entered the orchard and scaled one of the trees. It had grown up tall, unpruned, but she found knobby knots in the trunk to use as footholds. There were so many cherries within her reach that she picked enough to fill her pockets within minutes. She bit into one. It was tart, a pie cherry. Albaloo! she thought with delight. She had always liked the Persian name better.

			Then she heard something: a flutter of wings and a hoarse caw. A crow landed on a branch beside her. He was glossy and regal, very important-looking. 

			“Hello,” Roya whispered, placing a cherry in her palm and offering it to him. He accepted it. “I’m Roya. What’s your name?”

			He raised his wings, and a patch of white feathers gleamed in the sun.

			Something about the light, those shining feathers, that unexpected streak of white, took Roya somewhere else. The orchard faded away, and she was back in Khaleh Yasmin’s living room. It smelled like saffron rice, and Khaleh Yasmin’s hair—dark black with glints of white peeking through—gleamed beneath her head scarf as she told stories, ending each tale with the same short verse in Persian: Gheseyeh mah beh sar resid, kalahgheh beh khunash naresid, which translated to something like, Now our story is done, but the crow’s journey home is never over. She never looked at Roya as she said it; she looked up at the photograph of her lost son Omid, who—Roya once overheard—had fought with the Iranian army in a long-ago war, and was martyred at age seventeen in an explosion or maybe from poison gas, they never knew how, so many people were dying then. For a while after it was hard for Roya to face the photo of Omid with his little brother Farhad, just a toddler in the pictures. But eventually Roya looked up at him every time Khaleh Yasmin got to the part about that crow and its endless journey. She liked to think that he was listening too.

			Now, in the tree, Roya took another mouth-puckering bite of albaloo, settling on the perfect name. She cocked her head at the white-feathered crow and said, “Hello, Omid.” 

			Though Roya knew she couldn’t stay in the tree long, she crouched there with the crow for a few minutes. Far away, someone was playing a song on the guitar. She’d never heard it before, but it had a nice melody, and she listened until it was interrupted by another sound: the crackle of a loudspeaker. Roya could only make out four words: Spraying. Move inside. Immediately.

			That didn’t sound good. But Roya wasn’t about to go back through the window.  

			The crow looked at her and cawed. She knew exactly what he was saying.

			Follow me.




			Through fields of tall grass Roya ran, following Omid until he perched on a craggy dead tree next to a big red barn. 

			When Roya emerged from the field, another crow stood in her path. This one hopped along the ground like the pair of crows in her yard. 

			An airplane droned in the distance. Omid fluttered down beside them, cawing as if in warning. Roya tried to pick the other crow up, but it pecked at her fingers, cackling angrily and flapping out of her hands. 

			“Stop that! Come with me—you’re in danger!” Roya said, but it hopped further away. Frustrated, she kept grabbing for it, until she saw the plane in the distance, flying low—

			There was no time. She abandoned the crows and ran for the barn, but stopped when she saw the huge padlock on the door. Frantically, she grabbed it with both hands, pulling and twisting at it as the plane flew closer, closer, and as she was about to give up she heard a faint click and it popped open: someone hadn’t squeezed it shut all the way. She pulled the lock off and cracked the door open just in time. Omid sailed in behind her. She was grateful for his company.

			Inside the barn, a green tractor stood in the center of the room. The building was dusty and old, and some of the walls had gaps where the wood had rotted away. They shook when the plane buzzed near, and the air began filling with a sweet scent. It reminded her of Sunday breakfast, of… maple syrup? But it had a chemical edge that made her head hurt and her chest tighten, so she pulled her shirt over her nose and ran for the tractor. Its door was unlocked, and Omid followed her before she closed it. Inside, it smelled of gasoline and hay. 

			They stayed in the tractor for a long time. Omid perched on the dashboard, and she told him stories about other crows: the ones who had died in her garden, and the one Naveed had helped years ago. Then, thinking of Khaleh Yasmin again, she told him stories from the Shahnameh about the Simorgh: the mythical phoenix-like bird that appeared as a dark cloud when summoned, and always offered protection, healing, guidance. 

			When she ran out of things to say, she played him the melody she’d just heard in the cherry tree. Normally, crows didn’t think much of her flute playing—they weren’t songbirds, after all—but Omid seemed to enjoy it, cocking his head and looking so interested that she rewarded him with more albaloo. He squawked in gratitude, setting a cherry on the dashboard to tear it into small pieces with his beak. 

			Soon the sun slanted through the gaps in the walls. It must be sunset. Roya cracked open the tractor door and sniffed the air. It smelled musty, like a barn again. Omid cawed in thanks before flying through the barn door she pushed open for him.

			Roya stayed to explore, climbing a rickety ladder into a loft. Through its filmy window, she could see all the way over the fields to a low white building. It was different from the one she’d been trapped in, because it was long and narrow and didn’t have any windows. Next to the building was a large pool filled with something brown and wet, maybe mud. 

			But Roya focused on the chain-link fence that ran alongside the white building, stretching far into the distance. It was topped with razor wire, so she couldn’t climb over it. Beyond it was a tangle of untamed woods. If she could find a way through the fence, she would be free, and could hide in the forest until she figured out what to do next.

			As Roya descended the ladder, wind blew through a crack in the boards, carrying with it a terrible smell. Not the same chemical sweetness as before, but a harsh barnyard stink so strong it stung her eyes. She hopped off the ladder and ducked into a section of the barn where the walls were thicker. 

			A pile of old farm tools was heaped in one corner. Beneath the pitchfork and rake and hoe was a rusty shovel. She hadn’t even wished that time, but it was exactly what she needed. 

			Shovel in hand, she ran out of the barn and into the dusk, stopping abruptly when she saw Omid standing near a small dark body in the center of the path. It was the other crow, the one she had left behind. He was still, his talons curled up like tiny hands. 

			Roya hoped it hadn’t been painful for him, and wished that she’d fought him harder, or that he had listened. But it wasn’t really her fault, or his. The poisoned air had killed him, she was sure of it. 

			Roya trudged toward the fence. There was no way to help him now, no time for a burial. She had her own digging to do.

			

		

17

			Andi

			Friday, June 19






			Andi was making cupcakes. In Dr. Snyder’s kitchen. 

			She had to concentrate as she weighed the ingredients on a scale and portioned out the batter for their test conditions (three different doses of EcoCow milk, with regular cow’s milk as the control). But as soon as the cakes went into the oven, she took in the scene: Dr. Snyder in her white apron, wiping the counter; Zane the security guard on a bar stool, snacking on chips and salsa. 

			It was bizarre. That was the only way to describe it.

			As surprised as she’d been by the invitation to help with this project, Andi had jumped at the chance to learn more. But so far, she hadn’t come up with anything new. Dr. Snyder was not in a talkative mood, and her apartment hadn’t offered any insight either. Andi wasn’t sure what she expected; it wasn’t like she was going to find a So You Want to be a Mad Scientist? self-help manual on the bookshelf, or a white board diagram explaining what had happened the day of the protest. Still, she was disappointed: it was tiny, barely furnished. The walls were bare, the rooms devoid of personal touches.

			When Dr. Snyder finished wiping the counter, she said, “Why don’t we sit on the patio for a minute. Would you like something to drink, Andi? Zane?”

			“You got any beer?” Zane asked.

			“No, but I have wine.”

			Zane made a face. “I’ll stick with pop, thanks,” he said.

			Andi opted for water, and Dr. Snyder arranged the beverages on a tray, along with a glass of red wine for herself.

			The patio was a concrete slab surrounded by high walls, containing a round table and four plastic chairs. Andi had just stepped outside when a crow swooped above Dr. Snyder’s head, cawing menacingly.

			Dr. Snyder shrieked, and the tray wobbled as she transferred it to one hand, using the other to protect herself from the dive-bombing bird. Her wine glass toppled onto the ground as the crow brushed the top of her head—Andi caught an unexpected glimpse of white in its wings—and she turned to run back inside. But Zane stood in the doorway, reaching for something on his belt: a gun, Andi realized with dread.

			“You want me to—” Zane started, but the crow was already fluttering out of sight, still cawing.

			Dr. Snyder exhaled and set the drinks on the table. She stooped to examine her broken wine glass, and the dark red liquid pooling on the concrete. “Next time you see him, be my guest. That crow, the one with the white feathers—he’s such a nuisance. I tried to trap him the other day to run an experiment.” She picked up the shards, collecting them in a neat pile on the tray.  “Of course, he’s just a bird. He doesn’t understand about making sacrifices for the greater good.”

			Dr. Snyder retreated inside. Andi wished she could peek over the wall to see what lay beyond, but Zane was right there watching, with a gun in his holster. 

			So she sat at the table sipping her ice water. As she strained to listen for the crow, she heard something else: a song, one she recognized. At first, she figured it was precipitated by her longing for home, that it only existed in her head. But when she heard that hesitation during the bridge as the chord changed to D minor, that millisecond of silence that happened every time he played it live, she knew.

			Her father was here, playing his guitar. He was here, on another patio somewhere, strumming and singing. From this distance, she couldn’t hear his voice, but Andi knew the lyrics by heart. 

			Now that you’re here I can’t think straight

			Thoughts circling back like figure eights

			Out of control we skid into the curve

			We have to surrender, we have to swerve

			Andi choked back the cry that rose to her throat, trying to cover it by coughing. It took every ounce of self-control not to leap over the wall and run for him, yelling, Dad! It’s me, I came for you, quick we have to get out of here—

			But that could only end badly. She forced herself to stay quiet, and was gulping her water when Dr. Snyder returned with a new glass of wine in hand.

			Andi was grateful for the silence as they sipped their drinks. She tried to collect herself, but it wasn’t easy. All she could think about was how to find her father and leave. The problem was, she had no idea what to do. Every possibility for escape was too risky, too impractical.

			“You know, it’s been a long day at work. I had to do some difficult experiments, and I’m not really up for talking about research right now,” Dr. Snyder eventually said, and Andi forced herself to focus. “So why don’t you tell me more about yourself, Andi. When did your family come to this country?”

			Andi bristled at the question, and its implication that her ethnicity was the most important thing about her. Besides, the answer was complicated. She wasn’t in the mood for a conversation about how it felt to be forever dipping her toes into the waters of two different cultures, unable to fully immerse herself in either one. 

			So she gave Dr. Snyder the answer she wanted. “My grandparents moved here from Taiwan before my mom was born.”

			“Oh, I see. So what do your parents do?”

			“My dad’s...” Andi trailed off, because it was hard to finish. He’s a subject in your study. In fact, he’s right over there, playing guitar for us! She took a sip of her water and continued, “He’s in between things at the moment. And my mom works in the Psychology department at the university.” Andi always phrased it that way, because it sounded better than admitting that her mother was basically a secretary. In college, she had studied philosophy but dreamed of being a professional photographer. She’d met Andi’s father while on assignment, taking photos at a music festival where Mile Seven was playing. 

			“Psychology? Interesting. Is she a professor?”    

			Andi was about to answer, but was interrupted by a deep voice blaring from a nearby intercom: “Attention. Spraying begins in five minutes. Please move inside immediately.” 

			“Oh, I forgot. We’d better go in,” Dr. Snyder said, but Andi stood slowly, listening. The late afternoon air was now still. Her father had stopped playing, so he must have heard the announcement too.

			The oven timer began beeping as they walked inside, so Dr. Snyder removed the cupcakes and prepared for the blind taste test. Andi sat on the sofa, still rattled from hearing her father and wishing intensely to leave. She couldn’t keep up the pretense much longer. 

			“Zane, would you like to join us?” Dr. Snyder asked once she’d set everything up. He nodded eagerly. 

			The first three cupcakes tasted normal to Andi, but the fourth was better somehow. She couldn’t pinpoint anything different about the flavor, yet she quickly declared it the winner.     

			“Yeah, that one’s definitely the best,” Zane agreed, though it was hard to hear through his mouthful of cupcake. “Are there any more?”

			Dr. Snyder handed him another cake, then began slicing one into wedges for herself. 

			“Which one was that?” Andi asked.

			“The one with the highest EcoCow milk dose—just as I hypothesized.”

			“Why did it taste so much better, though?” 

			Dr. Snyder bit into a small wedge of cake. “Mmm,” she said. “I think we’ve got it—I’ll submit our recipe to the product development team so they can produce a test run for us.”

			Andi was unsatisfied with the lack of answer, and no longer in a hurry to leave. The taste test had renewed her interest in the EcoCow milk. So she offered to help clean up, figuring that the tipsier Dr. Snyder got, the more likely she’d be to let something slip. 

			“Yeah, why don’t you ladies take care of that,” Zane said, drifting over to the sofa with his bag of chips. He turned on a hockey game.

			Andi gathered the uneaten cakes on a plate, trying to figure out which were the good ones so she could sneak one more bite, but Dr. Snyder seemed to know what she was thinking. “Sorry, they’re all gone. But I’m glad to see they have the intended effect.”

			Andi carried the empty muffin tins into the kitchen, trying to sound nonchalant as she asked, “What do you mean?”

			“Well... while manipulating the genes, I did put in the code for something else—a protein that stimulates dopamine receptors in the brain. Or, to put it in layman’s terms, it makes you feel relaxed.”

			Andi should have felt triumphant to finally get her answer, but instead she was only disturbed. “You did? Why?”

			“If you feel good when you’re eating something, you’ll eat more of it. These last few years have been hard on the company. We need to do everything we can to raise profits—we’re falling behind our biggest rival, Hannigan Foods. Plus, we’re making people happy, giving them what they want. It’s a win-win situation.”

			“So... it’s like a drug?” Andi asked.

			“No, not at all.” Dr. Snyder sounded almost angry at the suggestion. “It’s all in the dose. The amount we’re talking about here is miniscule; it’s hardly even there. No different from any naturally occurring ingredient, really. In fact, sugar has similar effects, but no one calls it a drug.”

			Andi was unconvinced. It still sounded drug-like to her—and, more importantly, it felt so. She already ached for more, craving these cupcakes the same way she did Blazin Bitz. She hadn’t been able to give up eating the chips, even after swearing them off following her last conversation with Dr. Snyder. They always calmed her down, and she needed all the calm she could get in this place.

			She thought of her father, sitting in a room like hers, also growing addicted to the Bitz. It seemed an especially cruel twist of fate that, after all he’d gone through to get sober, his brain chemistry was now being hijacked by a harmless-looking snack food. At least he wasn’t so far gone that he’d forgotten how to play his own songs... but he’d apparently grown apathetic enough not to bother corresponding with his own daughter.

			“Oh. That makes sense,” Andi said, in an attempt to cover her skepticism and keep Dr. Snyder talking. “So how did you do that? It sounds complicated.”

			“That was the easy part, actually.” Dr. Snyder launched into an explanation that Andi only half-heard, because she was still thinking of her father, still hearing his song in her head, still trying to figure out how to reach him.

			Dr. Snyder started the dishwasher and poured another glass of wine—which was this, her third? Fourth? She leaned against the counter, swirling it contemplatively, and Andi watched the liquid catch on the edge of the glass, dripping down to collect in the red pool at the bottom.

			When Andi crossed the kitchen to refill her water from the refrigerator dispenser, she noticed a framed photograph balanced atop a stack of books. It was a family portrait, awash in the same golden haze that Andi recognized from her own parents’ baby pictures. A long-haired woman in big glasses sat in the center of the frame. A toddler with blonde pigtails stood beside her, gazing up and smiling—Dr. Snyder, Andi guessed. Another figure in overalls sat on the woman’s lap. Andi couldn’t tell if it was a girl or a boy, because the child’s head had been cut out, leaving a white hole in the woman’s chest, right where her heart should be.

			“That’s my mother.” Andi almost jumped; she hadn’t noticed Dr. Snyder approach, but now she stood close enough that Andi could smell her fermented breath. “It’s the only photo I have of her, and my brother ruined it. So I had to cut him out—I can’t stand looking at his face.” She turned to Andi. “Do you have any siblings?”

			“No.” 

			“Lucky you.” Dr. Snyder took another sip of her wine. “My mother’s pretty far gone now. But every time she’s coherent during one of my visits, she only wants to know how he’s doing. Even though he has never once gone to see her—I know, I checked with the nursing staff. Even though I’m the one paying for her care. It’s always him she wants to talk about. Her golden boy. The one who could never do anything wrong.”

			Andi didn’t know what to say. She felt strange, as if she were the one drinking wine, and the world was starting to go topsy-turvy. 

			“She has no idea what my brother did to me,” Dr. Snyder continued. “How he tortured me, my whole life. He used to tell me that she wasn’t my real mom at all, that she’d found me crying in a Dumpster and took pity on the dirty little baby that nobody else wanted. And when she started losing her memory—she had early-onset dementia, but for years we had no idea what was happening to her—he said that was my fault too, that it had started the day she brought me home. According to him, I was cursed, and as long as I was around she would never be well again. He made my life miserable… he hurt me in so many ways… but every time I went to her for help, she believed his story over mine. He was so charming, so perfect around her. He knew what she wanted to see.”

			“That’s awful,” Andi said reflexively, unsure how this conversation had taken such an intimate turn. Why is she telling me this? she wondered. The answer came swiftly, disconcertingly: Because she has no one else. Dr. Snyder had isolated herself so completely that her only option for companionship was a girl she had imprisoned. 

			“And that’s not the worst of it.” Dr. Snyder’s eyes looked cold, like frozen lakes. “Once, the summer I was fourteen, my mother left us to look for my dad—she was convinced he was waiting for her somewhere, even though he died when I was two. She didn’t come back for days. My brother wouldn’t let me call anyone, or tell the police. He was seventeen, already a fucking meth addict—he didn’t want any cops around. I was so worried, I rode my bike all over town trying to find her. When I walked in the door, all of his asshole friends were there with him, everyone completely wasted, and they were going on and on about how hot I looked in my bike shorts. I ignored them and went to my room, but it didn’t matter. They found me.” Dr. Snyder gulped the rest of her wine, then set the glass in the sink. The crystal rang out a sharp, clear note, and she placed a finger on the rim to silence it. “My brother knew. I’m sure he heard me. But he didn’t stop them.”

			Andi felt sick. She stared at the empty wine glass, at the pale pink half-moon imprint made by Dr. Snyder’s lipstick. “I’m so sorry,” she said, and she was. 

			“Well. They all wanted me to believe I was worthless; they thought it would be easy to tear me down, because I was just a girl. But I was smarter than that. I got out of there as soon as I could, and decided to study neurology when I got to college. I wanted to figure out what was broken inside my mother’s brain and how to fix it. But Richard Caring started his Women in Science program shortly after I graduated high school, and I ended up on a different path. The Nutrexo Foundation financed my studies, and afterward they offered me a job here. They believed in me. They saw that I could accomplish great things. 

			“Not that it’s been easy. None of it has. People are still trying to sabotage my work, to destroy my career. But I won’t let them. I’m going to do it, Andi. I am going to save this company.”

			Over on the couch, Zane muted the television while advertisements played, and Andi became aware of the dishwasher’s B-flat hum, of the quiet whooshing of water within, and she felt suddenly like she was drowning, like she’d never escape. Dr. Snyder was going to keep her here forever.

			“That’s why my research is so important. The experiments I did today... they were necessary, Andi.” Dr. Snyder had a strange look in her eyes, almost as if pleading for something. Forgiveness, maybe. “They had to be done.” 

			Andi couldn’t suppress a shiver. She tried to look away, but her eyes were drawn back to the photograph, to that gaping white hole. She couldn’t ask, but she wanted to know, and at the same time she didn’t want to know at all.

			What did you do?  
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			Cyrus

			Friday, June 19






			Cyrus stared at the papers in front of him. He had spent the entire afternoon dreading Erika’s return after she caught him writing that email beyond the FireWall, trying, and ultimately failing, to come up with an ingenious escape plan. But when she brought his reheated frozen dinner around eight—much later than usual—she didn’t say a word, just set the stack of questionnaires on the table as always. Maybe she hadn’t seen after all. Maybe he’d been lucky, for once.

			He finished the last questionnaire, but another sheet of paper was underneath: a map. Several locations were indicated with an asterisk. An ID badge marked “Visitor” was paper-clipped to the left edge.

			A handwritten note was also attached:

			Midnight is shift change for security. You’ll have maybe 15 minutes. Get Andi and leave through the south gate—you’ll need the ID badge to get out. I’ll be waiting for you on the access road, and will explain everything then.

			It will be just the two of you. Roya escaped through a window and I don’t know where she is. (Dr. S doesn’t know she’s gone yet.) There won’t be time to get N tonight. I think he might be in the lab, but she’s the only one who knows the combo to get in. I’m working on it but will have to go back for him later. 

			Memorize this map. I’ll collect it with the questionnaires at 9pm. 

			Cyrus pocketed the badge, hardly able to contain his delight. A prison break! They were busting out of SILO!

			When Erika came to collect the papers, he thanked her the only way he could. “Dinner tonight was fantastic. Heated to perfection.” 

			She thumbed through the stack, checking that everything was in order. “Glad you liked it,” she said, with the tiniest hint of a smile. When she left, he heard the usual click as she locked the deadbolt—and then one more, as she unlocked it again. Cyrus imagined the guard outside seeing her lock up like usual, oblivious that she was actually leaving the door open. 

			Time seemed to elongate as he waited, going over the plan again and again in his mind. He had no idea what the weather was like here—they could be in Siberia, for all he knew—but they hadn’t been given any warm clothes, not even a sweater. Well, there was a bathrobe, but he wasn’t about to wander down the road looking like he’d escaped from an asylum. Short-sleeved white shirt and jeans it was. They wouldn’t be outside for long, anyway; according to the map, the south gate wasn’t far from this building.

			He wished he could take the bowl of Blazin Bitz along, but that wasn’t practical, and if he stuffed the chips into his pockets, they’d get all broken up. So he ate as many as he could while wondering what to do about Roya and Naveed. It felt wrong leaving without them, but this chance wouldn’t come again. 

			Finally, it was time to go. He stepped into his shoes and was turning the door handle as midnight struck. He peered cautiously down the hallway: empty, as promised. He hurried out, mentally following the map to Andi’s room, which was also unlocked. 

			Her room was dim, and it took a second for his eyes to adjust from the bright hall. Andi sat in the recliner, her face lit by the flickering TV screen. When she saw him, her eyes widened. 

			He raised a finger to his lips, then whispered, “Get your shoes on.”

			She didn’t move. “You’re here?”

			“Yeah, I’m here. Nice to see you, too.” Cyrus couldn’t figure out why she looked so horrified.

			“I didn’t know!” Andi still seemed stunned, so he scanned the ground until he saw her flats, and handed them to her. 

			“Come on. We’re escaping. There isn’t much time.”

			That did the trick: Andi pulled on her shoes and followed him into the hall. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. Cyrus turned toward the exit.

			“No, Roya’s room is the other way,” Andi said.

			“She already escaped,” Cyrus told her.

			“She did? How do you know?”

			“Erika told me—I guess Roya got out through a window.”

			“Erika said that? Are you sure we can trust her?”

			“She’s helping us get out of here. Let’s—” 

			“Wait, what about Naveed? Is he here, too?”

			“Yeah, but we don’t have time to find him. Unless you happen to know how to get into Dr. Snyder’s lab.”

			He didn’t expect her to understand what he was talking about, but she stopped in the middle of the hall. “He’s in the lab? Are you sure?” 

			“That’s what Erika thought. Wait, you know where it is?”

			Andi turned the opposite direction, and they rushed through the corridors, getting farther and farther from the planned exit. Cyrus wondered if he’d be able to find the way back, but Andi seemed to know exactly where she was going.

			She led him to a door labeled with Dr. Snyder’s name. The handle was locked, but Cyrus swiped the ID badge on the adjacent card reader and it clicked open. A loud beep echoed through the hallway, and he expected Security to come running, but there was only silence.

			The light automatically came on when they entered the office, but Cyrus quickly flicked it off. Andi crossed the room and began pressing a keypad beside another door, each number in sequence.

			“You’ve been here before? She gave you the code?” Cyrus asked.

			“Be quiet, I’m trying to concentrate,” Andi said, and started humming, which seemed odd given the circumstances. Even though he was dying to ask more, and was impressed by her apparent code-cracking abilities, he managed to keep his mouth shut. 

			“Da, da, da, da…” she sang, punching keys with each note. She tried the door. It didn’t open. “No. Da, da, da, da….”

			“Um, could you hurry up? I don’t know if I mentioned this, but we only have fifteen minutes,” he said.

			She ignored him, intent on her task. After two more failed attempts, the door finally clicked open. 

			A single light above a wall of rat cages illuminated the animals, leaving the rest of the lab in shadow. Even though it was the middle of the night, the rats turned in their wheels, and eerie squeaking filled the otherwise silent room.  

			Andi stared straight ahead, and Cyrus followed her gaze to a large white bottle with a spray nozzle attached, next to an interior metal door. She leaned against the wall as she sank down into a crouch. 

			“The incubator room. The Compadre,” she said, twisting her hair into a tight coil. “Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no.”

			“Andi? Are you okay?” he asked, concerned by her rapid breathing. 

			“No,” she gasped. “This is my fault, I should have known….”

			Cyrus kneeled beside her. “Look at me. Take deep breaths, like this.” But his were fast and shallow too. Her panic was contagious. 

			Andi finally managed a deep, ragged breath. It became a choked sob when she exhaled. “I’m afraid to look.”

			“Then we’ll go together. Come on.” Cyrus didn’t stop to consider why she was so hesitant; he just wanted to find Naveed and get out quickly. 

			“Together. Okay.” Andi breathed in one more time, and when she stood up, something had changed. Her expression was now one of resolve. She handed him a pair of purple gloves from an open box on a shelf. “Put these on. We don’t want to touch anything in here. She works with toxic chemicals and stuff.” 

			As he put on the gloves, he followed Andi across the lab to the metal door. She ripped off the piece of cardboard taped to its square window. 

			At first, Cyrus couldn’t comprehend what he saw inside. There was blood on the ground. There was a wooden chair, toppled on its side, and a person was tied to the chair, a person who wore a black shirt, and faded jeans, and green sneakers. The same clothes Naveed had worn to the protest.

			Because it was Naveed.

			It felt like the floor was swaying beneath him. Cyrus gripped the black edge of a lab counter. Andi, meanwhile, pulled on the large horizontal handle that latched the door, but it didn’t budge.   

			“I’ll look in the office. Maybe the key’s in there.” Andi ran away through the lab. Cyrus admired her ability to move. His feet were rooted in place, and he could only stare.

			Then a movement caught his eye: Naveed’s hands opened. Relief swooped through him, and he managed to move his feet, to walk to the metal door and study the lock. Right now, it was best not to think about what had happened to his brother, or to dwell on the fact that his own idiotic behavior had landed them here in the first place. All that mattered was that Naveed was alive, and they had a chance to save him. 

			The lock did not seem very secure; the room was obviously never meant to hold prisoners. In fact, Cyrus thought that simply breaking the handle might work, so he looked around for a tool. He settled on a small, boxy centrifuge, and began hammering at the latch. 

			As it fell to the floor, leaving the interior mechanism still attached, Andi returned, holding a plastic baggie. “I couldn’t find the key, but I did find our stuff in the supply closet.” 

			“Awesome,” he said. “Is Naveed’s pocketknife in there? I need a screwdriver.”

			It was, and the locking apparatus unscrewed easily. There was now a hole where it had been, and Cyrus used it to pull open the door.

			A foul smell hit them first. It was the smell of death and rot and waste and… an oddly sweet cloying chemical scent. Just being in there for a few seconds made Cyrus want to throw up. He propped the door wide open with the white bottle.  

			“I need the knife!” Andi said, taking it from Cyrus’s hand. She knelt beside his brother and said, “Naveed, are you awake? It’s Andi. And Cyrus. Stay still, I’ll free your hands.” 

			Cyrus watched as Andi sawed at the rope, but averted his eyes when she began peeling it away from Naveed’s raw red wrists. And that was when he noticed the cow head in the corner, empty-skulled and open-eyed.

			He jumped back. “What the fuck is that!”

			“Shh!” Andi hissed. She had freed Naveed’s ankles and was helping him sit up. Half of his face was covered in blood, and his hair was soaked with it. 

			“Cyrus? Little help?” Andi asked, but he just stood there, anchored by a paralyzing bolt of terror, his gaze shifting back and forth from the monstrous skull to his blood-drenched brother. Naveed slumped against the wall, limp as an unwatered plant. 

			“Answer me!” Cyrus said wildly. “What did she do to you? What’s that… that thing doing in here? What’s with all the blood?” 

			Naveed looked in Cyrus’s direction but said nothing. His eyes, sunken into hollows, were distant.  

			“You’re hurt,” Andi said, gently lifting Naveed’s curls to search for wounds. He recoiled from her gloved hand, shaking his head no. 

			The softness of her voice gave Cyrus a strange jolt, and an unexpected emotion arrived among the others swirling inside him: envy. Not that he was jealous of his brother’s condition; that would be pretty messed up. But no one outside his family had ever spoken to him so tenderly, and he’d never realized how much he wanted that.

			Focus, he told himself. Forget about the bloody floor, and the cow head, and your weird desires—it’s time to leave. NOW. Out loud, he said, “We have to go. Can you walk?” 

			Naveed nodded, but Andi briefly left the room, returning with a beaker of water. She held it to his cracked lips, and at first dribbles trickled from the sides of his mouth, like he’d forgotten how to drink, but soon he began gulping greedily. He took the beaker from Andi, but it slipped through his hands, shattering on the concrete floor. Cyrus’s eyes shot to the lab door, worried that a guard would come running to investigate the noise. Naveed looked bewildered. He studied his hands, opening and closing them.

			Andi jumped to her feet. “We need to go. Dr. Snyder’s apartment is right above us. She might have heard.” 

			At the mention of her name, Naveed went rigid, then attempted to get up. Cyrus and Andi helped him stand, and he rocked from foot to foot, as if testing his balance. They rushed back through the lab, past the office, and, after checking that the hall was empty, into a stairwell and up a flight of stairs—but not the one Cyrus had planned to take. 

			He swiped the ID badge to open the exterior door, and they fled into the cool night. The fresh air seemed to give Naveed a boost of strength, and he pulled away to jog on his own. A half-moon shone through cherry tree branches overhead; rotten fruit squished underfoot as they ran. Cyrus tried to remember where the orchard was on the map, but he hadn’t paid much attention to the outlying areas, only to his planned route. He had no idea how to get to the south gate from here. 

			The orchard ended at a row of tall green grass—a wheat field. Andi turned around.  

			“What about my dad?” she asked Cyrus as they waited for Naveed to catch up. “He’s here, in another building. And Roya… she’s got to be nearby.”

			“There’s no time. The best we can do is get out of here and find help. We have to keep going.”

			“I can’t leave him,” Andi protested.

			“We don’t have a choice,” Cyrus said. He was right: a woman’s voice cut through the quiet night seconds later. They couldn’t hear what she was saying, but they all knew who it was.

			They plunged into the unripe wheat, zigzagging along the rows. Cyrus ran faster than he ever had, though it still wasn’t fast enough to keep up with Andi. Her feet pounded the dirt between rows, little clouds of dust billowing up around them. Even Naveed sped up, though he was panting wheezily, and Cyrus knew he couldn’t sustain the pace for long. 

			As they ran further, the air became less fresh. At first, Cyrus sniffed brief wafts of barnyard, but with each step the odor became more pervasive, and soon it was all they could smell: a nose-burning stench of urine and manure, as if the waste of a million farm animals had been collected and allowed to fester under the summer sun.

			Which it had, as they discovered when they emerged from the wheat. A gigantic pool stretched before them, and it was filled not with water, but with a murky liquid. Its surface was broken up with dark floating chunks and shiny green buzzing flies. A long, windowless building stood beside the lagoon. Cattle lowed softly within.

			“The EcoCows,” Andi whispered.

			The beam of a flashlight swept across the ground as Zane stepped out of a distant corner of the wheat field. There was nowhere to hide, except the barn.

			“Come on.” Andi steered them to the building. Cyrus swiped his badge on the card reader and pulled open the door.

			They stood on a narrow central walkway flanked by pens full of cows. The stench in here was unbearable. Cyrus breathed through his mouth, but it didn’t help much; he could practically taste the stinging odor. 

			Naveed turned around like he was going to leave, but Cyrus blocked him. “There’s nowhere else to go. Come on!” 

			Naveed looked at Cyrus with terrified eyes and shook his head no, but Cyrus grabbed his arm and pulled him along behind Andi, who ducked under the metal bars to hide in one of the pens. The cows mooed, but didn’t otherwise protest. Cyrus made a conscious effort not to touch anything in this filthy place, but Naveed stumbled and fell into the wet muck covering the floor. As Cyrus helped him up, he realized that the ground was buzzing with flies; they were standing in a disgusting soup of urine and manure, a shallower version of the pool outside. 

			“Great hiding place, Andi,” whispered Cyrus when they caught up with her. The three of them crouched together, listening for footsteps. Cyrus stared at the cows; all of them had a milking apparatus attached to their huge udders, connected by long plastic tubes to a massive tank. Some of the cows were lying on the ground in their own waste, but the cow in front of them was standing. Her bones jutted out through dirt-matted skin, and her udders were swollen and red, snaked with bulging veins.  

			Zane opened the door and walked down the long central row. The click of his boots and the jingle of his keys were loud against the muted whooshing of milking machines and the periodic mooing of cows. Miraculously, he didn’t seem to see the three of them crouched in the corner. He had just turned back toward the exit when Naveed started half-coughing, half-gagging.

			“Shh!” Andi and Cyrus both mimed with fingers to lips. Naveed tried hard to stifle it, but it was beyond his control. Zane’s footsteps grew closer. 

			Cyrus scooped a handful of manure into his still-gloved hands, and Andi did the same. When Zane walked up to their hiding place, they threw the muck in his face. 

			He stepped back, letting out a disgusted cry. He slipped on the fallen cow patties and lost his footing, landing on the ground with a satisfying thud. Cyrus pulled Naveed up and ran for the back door, glancing back to make sure Andi had followed.

			But she hadn’t. She was approaching Zane.

			Cyrus was about to call to her, but stopped when he realized what she was doing: Zane’s gun had fallen onto the ground beside him, and he was distracted, still wiping cow muck from his eyes.

			Swiftly—and gracefully, Cyrus thought—she retrieved the gun without Zane noticing, and followed Cyrus and Naveed through the door.  

			Outside, a fence topped with razor wire stretched beside the building; they ran alongside, because there was nowhere else to go. Naveed hobbled along between Cyrus and Andi. They were moving too slowly, and Zane was catching up, and he had probably radioed for reinforcements. Sure, they had a gun now, but Cyrus doubted Andi had ever used one before, and he certainly hadn’t. Right when Cyrus thought the situation couldn’t get any worse, Andi fell to the ground with a soft yelp.

			Cyrus reached for her hand, noticing that she had fallen into some sort of pothole. Only… it wasn’t a pothole, it was a shallow tunnel under the fence. Andi, who had made the same discovery, successfully wiggled through. Naveed went next; Andi pulled him out on the other side as Cyrus dove into the hole. 

			He’d only made it halfway through when Zane grabbed his ankles. Cyrus kicked frantically, while Andi and Naveed tugged at his hands. He felt like he was in a medieval torture device, being stretched in both directions, in danger of coming apart entirely. 

			Then Cyrus’s foot made contact with Zane’s face, and his grip loosened enough for Cyrus to break free. The fence scraped his back as he was pulled to the other side. 

			He scrambled up a steep hill behind Andi and Naveed, grasping bushes and roots. At the top, he glanced back to make sure they hadn’t been followed. Zane watched them from inside the fence, not even attempting to fit through the small tunnel. He grabbed at his holster, only to find it empty.

			Andi raised the gun, right on cue. She held it with both hands, aiming it straight at Zane.

			He stumbled backwards, stunned, just as Dr. Snyder ran up behind him. She wore a bathrobe, and her hair, silvery in the moonlight, flew unsecured in the slight breeze. 

			“Andi!” The fence rattled when she clutched it. “Andi, don’t leave, it’s not safe out there! Stay, just stay, I won’t hurt you, I promise. Don’t you see? There’s nowhere to go.” 

			Andi took a deep breath, and for a fleeting moment Cyrus thought she was going to pull the trigger. But she lowered the gun and turned her back on Dr. Snyder. Cyrus pulled Naveed up from where he lay gasping on the ground, and they plunged into the thick woods behind them.  

			“There’s nowhere to go!” Dr. Snyder yelled again, frantic. “You can’t hide! Wherever you go, I will find you.”

			



		

Part 2



			We Skid Into the Curve
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			They hadn’t gone far into the forest  before darkness engulfed them; moonlight barely penetrated the canopy of pine trees. They weren’t moving quickly enough for Andi’s liking, but it was the best they could do in this dense brush.  

			The black gun in her hand was heavy, its textured handle rough beneath her sweaty palm. It felt burdensome rather than powerful, and she didn’t like being stuck with it, but she couldn’t give it to Cyrus. He was saddled with Naveed, whose unsteadiness grew with every step. So Andi held the gun tightly and followed the path they cleared, glancing over her shoulder to make sure no one had caught up. She didn’t know what she’d do if Dr. Snyder found them….

			Well, Andi had a gun now. She supposed she’d have to use it.  

			The images she’d seen that night would haunt her forever: Naveed lying in all that blood blinking vacantly, like he didn’t even know her; the severed cow head on the ground beside him; the EcoCows trapped in that filthy barn, their inflamed udders, their long-lashed, sorrowful eyes. But she was also unable to forget the photograph of Dr. Snyder’s mother, that white hole where her brother’s head had been. Dr. Snyder had lied about so much, but Andi knew she had not lied about that. 

			Andi’s attention was on the woods behind her, so she didn’t notice when the small, wild-haired figure appeared before them, silhouetted in the dim moonlight. 

			“Roya? Is that you?” Cyrus whispered.

			“Kourosh!” Roya threw her arms around his waist. 

			“You got out! Did you dig that hole?” 

			“Yes,” said Roya with pride. “It took a long time. The dirt was hard.”

			“Then you saved us too. They totally would have caught us….” He shook his head. “I can’t believe you figured out how to get out of there before we did.”

			“I had to. I wasn’t sure if she was ever going to come.” Roya looked at Andi, then her eyes flicked over to Naveed’s gaunt, shadowy face. “Oh, Naveed, what happened?” She moved to embrace him, but he stepped away.

			“Don’t touch me,” he said, his voice thin and raspy. It was the first he’d spoken.

			Roya turned to Andi. “I told you he was there! She was lying, you knew she was lying, so how could you go along with everything she said?”

			“I—I’m sorry, I had no idea he was—” Andi began, her voice cracking, because she felt awful. She’d been so focused on her father that she hadn’t given much thought to where Naveed and Cyrus might be. At least, not until tonight, after all that talk about Dr. Snyder’s brother, about the difficult experiments she’d done.... 

			“Stop it. I’m fine, really.” Naveed said. 

			“You’re not!” Roya was on the verge of tears. “I can smell the poison, it’s all over you, and you’re bleeding.” She held his muddy hand, squinting at his wrist.

			“It’s nothing.” Naveed pulled it away and coughed to clear his throat. “The smell… it’s just manure, from the barn….” 

			“No, it’s a different smell. Kind of sweet, like fake maple syrup. They spray it on the fields. It’s been killing the crows.”

			“Maple syrup,” Cyrus murmured, and Andi could practically see connections forming inside his head, the same connections she’d made in the lab: the white bottle, the spray nozzle, the chemical smell. “It’s killing crows? How do you know that?” 

			“Please, stop.” Naveed sounded miserable. 

			“But—” Roya started.

			“Never mind.” Cyrus said. “We need to keep moving. This way looks pretty clear—come on.”

			Roya took Naveed’s hand, turning her back on Andi. She was right to be angry, Andi thought while trudging behind them. Roya may not know the details, but she understood enough: something horrible had happened to her brother, and Andi had failed to prevent it.  




			They hadn’t been hiking for long, half an hour at most, when Naveed collapsed. He fell into a stand of moonlit ferns and did not rise. 

			Andi, still lagging behind the others, rushed closer. Roya was crouched over him, frantic. “Naveed! Wake up!” She slapped at his cheeks with her small hands, repeating, “Wake up, wake up, wake up….” 

			After a seemingly endless minute, Naveed responded. “Let me sleep,” he mumbled, turning his head away.

			Cyrus stepped out of the ferns. “We should stop for a while. It’s hard enough to get through this brush as it is, and if we have to carry him….”

			“But shouldn’t we keep going? We can’t let them find us,” Andi whispered, not wanting Roya to hear.

			“They won’t. They didn’t follow, and it would be impossible to track us through the woods when it’s this dark. We’re safe for now,” he whispered back. He was trying to be comforting, but the last two words settled ominously in Andi’s mind. For now.

			Roya, her hands still on Naveed’s cheeks, looked at them through teary eyes. “Kourosh, is he going to be okay?”

			“Of course. He just needs rest. Here, let’s clear a spot for him.” He started moving rocks and fallen branches from the adjacent ground. Andi set the gun down and helped the others lift him out of the ferns. Naveed rolled onto his side and Roya lay down beside him, sniffling.

			“Why don’t you get some sleep, too. We’ll keep watch,” Cyrus offered. Roya didn’t answer, but she closed her eyes and put her thumb into her mouth. She nuzzled at Naveed’s back with her curled-up fist. 

			Cyrus took a seat on a mossy log nearby. Andi retrieved the gun and offered it to him, holding it by the barrel. “I hate carrying this. Do you want it?”

			“Not really, but I’ll take it if you want me to.” He set it on the log. “Good thing you got it—that’s probably why they didn’t follow us.” 

			Andi was about to sit next to him when she remembered the wallets in her back pockets. She handed them to Cyrus. “Here, I found these in the supply closet.”

			Cyrus’s wallet was held together with duct tape. He opened it, revealing a few tattered dollar bills. “Thanks. Man, I wish cash was edible. I’m super hungry.” He tucked both wallets into his jeans. “I’ll give Naveed’s back later. Did you find anything else? Our phones?”

			“They weren’t there. Just the wallets, the knife, and this.” As she pulled out Naveed’s wristwatch, one of the purple lab gloves fell onto the forest floor. She stuffed it back into her pocket.  

			“The watch!” Cyrus exclaimed, strapping it to his left wrist. Andi didn’t understand why he was so excited, until Cyrus continued, “He just got it for graduation—it’s got a bunch of extra features. Including a compass.”

			“But we don’t know where we are. How do we know which direction to go?”

			“At least we can make sure we’re not going in circles.”

			Andi glanced at Roya, now fast asleep, and then at Naveed’s shadowed body, his shoulders rising and falling to the rhythm of his breath. “What are we going to do about him? He really needs water. I don’t think she gave him any. Or if she did, it wasn’t enough.”

			“We’ll forage for food in the morning. Find some edible leaves—those have water in them, a little bit. And then we’ll look for a better source.” 

			“But they sprayed the fields tonight... do you think the leaves are safe?”

			“They’re probably fine. The wind wouldn’t carry it this far into the woods.” Cyrus poked at the ground with a stick he’d found beside the log. “Andi, how did you do that, in the lab?”

			“How did I know the combination, you mean?” A heavy ache settled in her gut when she remembered the afternoon she’d first seen that metal door across the lab, and those messy shelves nearby, looking like they didn’t belong. If only she’d put it together then, she might have been able to get Naveed out before—

			To avoid thinking about it, she kept talking. “I was in her office the other day. She bought the story I told her at the protest, that I wanted to do an internship, and I got her to talk about her research. When she opened the lab door to... put something inside, I memorized the notes the keys played.” 

			“The notes were different? They all sounded the same to me.”

			Andi shrugged. “I have a good ear for that stuff, I guess. That’s probably the one time in my life it’s ever been useful.” 

			Cyrus was looking at her curiously. “You’re just full of hidden superpowers, huh? But no, I was wondering about after we got inside. I mean, one minute you’re about to have a panic attack, and the next you’re being all awesome, like an ER doctor or something. I need the knife! Water, stat!”

			Andi was quiet for a time, thinking. “I had to do it. Because it was my fault.” 

			“No, it wasn’t. This whole thing only happened because I tried to break into that computer.”

			“But we wouldn’t have even gone into NRI if it weren’t for me. And I should have figured out what she was doing, but I didn’t, not until you and I were sitting there in the lab. Once I put it together... it was like the part of my brain that was panicking turned off, because I had to focus on the only thing that mattered. Rescuing him.” 

			“Good thing you did. I couldn’t even move. All that blood….”

			“I think it was the cow’s, though. I didn’t see any cuts on his head or anything.”

			“That’s good,” Cyrus said. “What was that cow all about, anyway?”

			Andi shuddered, wishing she had a blanket to cover her bare arms. It was cold out here in the night. “I have no idea. She’s... she....” Andi didn’t know how to finish. “She needs help,” she finally said. 

			“Well, that’s the understatement of the millennium.” Cyrus excavated a tuft of moss from the log with his stick. 

			There was nothing more to say. Andi put her head in her hands, wishing she could erase everything she’d seen that night.

			“Hey, I have an idea,” Cyrus said. “Let’s pretend we’re on a camping trip. Nutrexo doesn’t exist. The others are sleeping in the tent, but we came out here to look at the stars.” 

			“Did you just say ‘let’s pretend’? What are we, five years old?”

			“I’m just saying that might make it easier to, you know, talk about something else for a while.”  

			“Yeah, but pretending our problems aren’t there won’t make them go away.”

			“Dwelling on them won’t help, either. There is honestly nothing we can do right now. This has been a horrible night, and I think we both deserve a break.” He punctured the ground for emphasis.

			He was right, Andi realized. This whole week had been a constant strain. She was always holding back, always careful about what she said, always presenting herself as the person Dr. Snyder wanted to see. But… it wasn’t only at SILO. Ever since her father’s record store had closed, she’d worked hard to pretend everything was fine, wanting to keep up appearances for her friends, for her mother. But here, next to Cyrus, she felt the same ease that she did around Naveed. She didn’t have to worry that every word she said was being analyzed and judged; she didn’t have to do anything to impress him. In fact, trying to impress him would probably have the opposite effect.  

			“Here,” she said, extending her empty hand to him. “How many marshmallows do you want on your s’more?”

			Cyrus caught her eye and smiled. He pantomimed picking up the invisible marshmallows and impaling them on his stick. “I’ll take… oh, I don’t know. Fifty.”

			Andi pretended to hand him more from the imaginary bag next to her, then found a stick of her own. They leaned forward, extending them towards the nonexistent campfire. 

			“Maybe I should make s’more cupcakes for the bake sale,” Cyrus mused.

			“What bake sale?” Andi’s stomach growled. “And yes. Yes, you should.” 

			“You know those outdoor movies at Columbia Park? I got permission to have a stand there in a couple weeks. Oh, Andi, it’s going to be epic. Like, days of baking to get ready. I had one last year, too. Got to keep saving up for my car.”

			“But you’re not even sixteen yet.”

			“I will be in a few months. They barely give me any hours at the bakery, and it’s not like my parents can help out much. And I’m not about to go trekking around Seattle on a bike. Not my thing.”

			Andi couldn’t suppress a smile. “Cyrus, don’t take this the wrong way, but… you guys are so weird.”

			“Hey, Naveed’s the weird one, not me! What kind of teenager would be content to spend a day carving wood and reciting Persian poetry? I’m super normal, compared to him!”

			“Yeah, but you’re planning to finance your car… by holding bake sales. That’s not exactly a common strategy. Especially for guys.”

			“What’s wrong with that? Everyone should know how to bake, and how to cook. Those are basic life skills!” 

			“I’m just joking,” Andi said. “I think it’s awesome. What else are you going to bake?”

			Cyrus started listing all the treats, the cookies and cakes, the turnovers and tarts, until Andi begged him to stop. He sat up to stretch, then reclined against the log, propping his head on it like a pillow, looking up. 

			Andi joined him. Above, tree branches spread out like spokes in a wheel. Wedges of sky were visible in the gaps, sparkling with distant light. Andi had never before noticed that stars actually twinkled; it was hard to tell in the city. The sky seemed textured, as if loosely woven fabric had been draped between earth and sun, but no one had smoothed out the wrinkles. 

			They sat for a while in silence, watching the stars brighten and fade, each lost in their own thoughts. 

			Finally, Cyrus straightened up. “You all right keeping watch for a minute? I really have to pee.”

			“Of course,” Andi said, though she didn’t want him to go. 

			“Okay if I take this?” He picked up the gun.

			Andi nodded. Twigs snapped as he disappeared into the darkness, leaving her there, tiny under the immensity of the sky. 

			She wasn’t alone, though. The others still slept nearby, and as Andi listened, Naveed’s wheezy breath quickened. She stepped over the log to see him twisting in agitation, murmuring words she couldn’t understand. She crouched next to him, patting his shoulder, wondering if she should try to wake him up. 

			He seemed to sense her presence, and reached out to her with eyes still closed. His head came to rest in her lap, and she let it stay. She touched his face, feeling its angles. Scratchy stubble shadowed his chin, and his curls were stiff from dried blood, but his skin was soft.  

			It felt wrong, holding him like this. Naveed was devoted to Brooke; that had been clear when she’d seen them together at the play. But his nearness felt good, and right now she needed something good.

			Besides, it was calming him, too. His breath slowed, and he sighed in what might have been contentment. He pressed closer, and she was suddenly at the mercy of an intense, churning tide that contained everything: love and fear, sorrow and hope, yearning and anguish. When it receded, all that remained was a deep, aching regret. Despite Cyrus’s praise, what Andi had done in the lab had not been enough. And her father was still at SILO. 

			Overcome, she began sobbing. Though she tried to be silent, a whimper escaped. It echoed in the hush of the midnight forest.

			Naveed moved his hand to her knee, and its warm weight settled there, radiating through her and bringing a small measure of comfort. Andi sniffed, trying to regain composure. Though she didn’t want to move, she figured she should get up before Cyrus returned. He had been gone for a while, actually. She was beginning to wonder why he wasn’t back yet when Naveed awoke. 

			Andi froze, her hand still on his cheek, as he opened his eyes and regarded her with horrified surprise.  

			“What are you doing?” he yelled hoarsely, jerking back. “Get away from me!”

			Andi stood, as Roya sat up rubbing her eyes. “Naveed? Are you okay?”

			He didn’t answer. Roya held him now, stroking his back and looking to Andi. “What happened? What did you do?”

			“Nothing.” Andi wiped tears from her cheeks, grateful for the dark. Her insides felt squirmy, like she’d swallowed a living worm.  

			Cyrus sauntered back at that moment, oblivious to the tension in the air. “Oh, good, you’re awake,” he said. “Time to pack up, guys. I found water.”
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			The promise of water changed everything. That word, that single word, transformed the tense mood into a more hopeful one. Andi hung back as the others helped Naveed up, Cyrus supporting him on his shoulders.

			“How far?” Naveed sounded tired, even though they had just started walking, but at least he wasn’t upset anymore.

			“Not very,” said Cyrus. “I cleared a trail for us. This way.”

			The river was narrow, shallow; maybe it wasn’t technically a river at all, but it was filled with cold clear water, and that was what mattered. Naveed stumbled to the bank, dipping his hands into the stream and drinking, drinking. 

			Andi hesitated. “Is it safe? Isn’t mountain water contaminated with parasites and stuff?” she asked Cyrus.

			“Sometimes, but what choice do we have? We don’t have a filter, or anything to boil it in. We’ll have to take our chances.” 

			In the end, Andi’s thirst won out, and she joined the others at the river’s edge. The water numbed her fingers, but was bracingly refreshing. She didn’t often drink plain water, ever since Marina had gotten her hooked on Nutrexo’s zero-calorie, vitamin-enriched FlavrBoost packets. Even without enhancement, though, this was easily the best thing she’d ever had to drink.

			At first, Naveed lay by the stream, drinking from Roya’s cupped hands, but soon he sat up, leaning against a rock. Roya joined him, and although their words were drowned by the rushing water, Andi could tell by Roya’s cheerful tone of voice that they were reassuring.  

			Naveed didn’t say a word to Andi, and he avoided her eyes. She had no idea if he was angry with her, or if he’d been confused, but she felt she had crossed a line. She told Cyrus she wanted to rest for a while, and curled up on the hard ground. Despite her exhaustion, sleep did not come. 

			As dawn approached and the birds sang their waking songs, Cyrus and Roya explored nearby, searching for edible plants. When Andi got up, they showed her how to find spindly shoots of miner’s lettuce, and how to pluck tiny white elderflowers (which, according to them, had healing properties) from their green stems (which were toxic). Andi was wary of any plant in which medicine and poison were in such close proximity, but she nibbled a few fragrant blossoms while preparing a pile for Naveed. 

			Roya began exploring further afield in search of more edibles. “Stay close,” Cyrus called.

			“I will,” she replied, disappearing into the brush.

			As soon as she’d gone, Cyrus sat next to his brother. In the early morning light, the filthiness of Naveed’s clothes and skin was obvious. “You should wash the blood off your face. It makes you look like a zombie or something. I’m fearing for the safety of my brains right now.” An odd expression crossed Naveed’s face, but he returned to the riverbank. 

			“Wash your arms too—I’ll make some bandages,” Cyrus added. With the knife, he cut two long strips from the bottom of his dirt-smudged T-shirt, then cleaned them in the river before wrapping them around Naveed’s wrists. Andi turned her attention back to the cluster of elderflowers, but she heard Cyrus say, “I’m sorry. About being so stupid the day of the protest, and, you know. Everything.”

			“Kourosh, listen.” Naveed sounded irritated. “She wanted to take us—well, except for Andi—and none of it had anything to do with you, okay? But I don’t want to talk about it right now, so don’t ask. And quit apologizing.”

			“Okaaaay....” Cyrus responded, drawing the word out. It sounded like an exhale, a release.

			Cyrus asked Andi to help him create a makeshift gun holster from another strip of T-shirt fabric. They had just finished concealing it under his shirt when Roya reappeared at the tree line. “Guys! Come see!” she called. 

			Andi and Cyrus stood up, but Naveed stayed seated. “You go,” he said. “I need a few minutes to wash up.”

			“You sure?” Cyrus asked.

			“I’ll be fine,” Naveed assured him. 

			“Okay, we’ll be right back.” Once out of his earshot, Cyrus said to Andi, “He seems a lot better, huh? I think you’re right, he just needed something to drink.” 

			“Yeah, I guess so.” Andi didn’t want to tell Cyrus about last night’s embarrassing encounter, and he wouldn’t want to hear what she really thought: Naveed was far from better. Water had helped, but it couldn’t fix everything. He needed to eat, too; leaves and flowers weren’t enough. And those were just the immediate priorities.

			They soon emerged in a grassy meadow dotted with wildflowers. “Look—the Mountain!” Roya said, throwing her arms wide and spinning in delight. Mount Rainier towered above, so close they could see the stark edges of its glaciers, frozen walls stretching along the mountain’s craggy furrows. The shining ice reflected the rosy gleam of sunrise.  

			“Awesome,” said Cyrus, consulting the compass watch and studying the mountain ridges. “So, as long as we keep heading west, we should eventually hit civilization.”

			“Eventually?” Andi repeated. Naveed had barely made it to the river; she wasn’t sure he could manage a long hike. “How far do you think we’ll have to go?”

			Cyrus shrugged. “Hard to say. I got the impression SILO was pretty remote. We’re probably at least ten or fifteen miles from anything else.” 

			This did not reassure Andi, but Roya was trying to get their attention. She pointed across the meadow to a section of forest marred by scorched stumps. “Look! There was a fire. Maybe we can find some morels.” 

			“Maybe,” Cyrus said. “Guess we should all head that way, then.”

			“No, Naveed should stay by the river. You come with me,” said Roya, pulling Cyrus’s hand.

			“Okay. Andi, will you stay here with Naveed?”

			“Are you sure we should split up?” Once, Andi would have jumped at the opportunity for time alone with Naveed, but not now. 

			“It’ll be fine—mushrooms will make a good breakfast. We won’t be gone long.”   

			Roya set off across the meadow, Cyrus hurrying after her. Andi watched them go, feeling small again, only a speck at the base of the enormous mountain. Now that it was morning, she was impatient to get moving, but Naveed needed more rest, and more food, before they set out. It couldn’t hurt to stay a little longer.  

			When Andi returned to the river, Naveed was bathing in the middle of the stream. His clothes were heaped on the riverbank, but he still wore his boxers. Andi stepped behind a bush, wanting to allow him privacy, but unable to avert her eyes. She watched him lie down where the water was deepest, heard his involuntary cry when he submerged himself in the cold river. The rushing water skimmed around him, rippling his hair, sliding down the sharp angles of his ribs to pool in the crater of his belly button, sparkling in the shafts of light filtered through the trees. 

			Soon he eased himself out of the water and returned to the riverbank. Crouching there, in his wet boxers, he began washing his jeans. Every movement was slow and deliberate; he did what was necessary, nothing more. He seemed to have a hard time wringing the jeans out and set them, still dripping, on a nearby rock. After plunging his shirt into the water, he wiped off his once-green sneakers. They were now a muddy olive color.

			Andi judged that it was time to reveal herself, and made her way toward the river. He looked up in alarm when he heard the bushes rustling, but returned to cleaning his shoes when he saw it was only her. 

			“Where did the others go?” he asked as she approached, holding his shirt underwater again. His arms were covered in goosebumps. The air was chilly this early in the morning.

			“They’re looking for mushrooms.” Andi examined his jeans on the rock: they were still grimy and bloodstained. She took the heap of heavy denim and joined him at the riverside.

			Naveed tensed up, as if wanting to stop her. But he said nothing, so she started scrubbing.

			“Aren’t you cold?” she asked as she worked. She tried not to look at the thick, curly black hair on his chest; it was very hard to ignore his near-nakedness. Andi would have given him her shirt, but that would only make things more awkward.

			“Yes. But it’s worth it, to be clean again.” 

			Andi took a deep breath. “Naveed, I’m sorry about earlier. I was trying—”

			“I thought you were Brooke,” he interrupted, still avoiding her eyes. He spoke slowly; his words, like his movements, were measured. “I thought she was holding me. That it was a nightmare, all of it. Then I saw you, and I knew. I didn’t mean to flip out like that. I just….” 

			Andi waited, but he didn’t finish the sentence. “It’s okay,” she said, relieved that he wasn’t mad at her. “Cyrus knows how to navigate us out of the woods—we’re close to Mount Rainier. We’re going to be fine. Once we’re home, everything will get back to normal.” But she recognized the emptiness of this promise. How could Naveed ever be the same again, after spending days tied up in that foul-smelling room, staring at that open skull….

			“Back to normal,” he repeated, his voice flat. After a pause, he added, “Can I ask you something, Andi?” 

			“Of course. You can ask me anything.”

			“You wanted to work at Nutrexo? Why?”

			The stains were not coming out. Andi pulled the jeans out of the river and began wringing the icy water from them. “I didn’t, not really. My dad signed up to be in a Nutrexo study, but I found out something harmful was happening at SILO and that my dad was there, and Cyrus and I made this plan to investigate.” 

			“Your dad was there?” Naveed sounded shocked.

			“He still is.” Andi fought to keep her voice steady. “There was no time to get him last night.” 

			“Shit. I’m sorry,” said Naveed. 

			Andi blinked, hard. “Well, as soon as we get back, we’ll send help. Have the police go in and find him.”

			“So that’s why you... the internship....” Naveed paused. “But when you first woke up there, what did she tell you? You remember what happened at the protest, don’t you?”

			“Not really. I remember going into the building, and Cyrus getting in trouble, but after that it kind of... fades. When I woke up she told me there was some sort of ‘incident.’ That I fell and hit my head. I didn’t believe it, but it was obvious she wanted me to, so I went along with it. Why, do you know what happened?”

			“Yes. She drugged us.”

			Even though Andi had suspected as much, it was disturbing to hear it put so bluntly. Naveed was resting his head on his knees now. “Andi, I don’t... can we not... oh, I’m just so tired and I can’t....”

			“Hey, don’t worry, you don’t have to talk about it. Why don’t you lie down for a minute? There’s a sunny spot over there—” 

			He lifted his head. “One more thing... I have to know... the food. Did she make you eat the food?”

			“Oh. Yeah,” said Andi, surprised by the question.

			“And you ate it? You followed the rules?”

			“Yes. I did.” She hated admitting this. It made her sound weak.

			“And nothing bad happened? She didn’t hurt any of you?”

			“No.” Andi suddenly understood. “Wait, is that why she… locked you up? Because you didn’t comply with the study?” 

			He didn’t answer for a long time. Instead, he rinsed his shirt again, holding it at the neckline while the current tugged at the black fabric. It looked like an oil slick, suspended darkly on the surface of the water.

			Finally, he turned to her, his eyes in shadow. “Yes. I brought it upon myself.” 

			Andi felt like her heart was being squeezed. “Oh, Naveed, I’m so sorry.”  

			“Don’t be. It wasn’t your fault.”

			“But I should have known….” 

			“No. You—and Kourosh—got me out. That’s…” he trailed off, coughing. “That’s what matters,” he managed to choke out.  

			“You okay?” Andi asked.

			“I’m fine,” he said through his coughs. When they tapered off, he stooped at the river’s edge, filling his hands. He was shaded by trees, but a sunbeam pierced through a gap in the branches, illuminating him from behind. A thin rim of light outlined his edges, and it was like viewing a solar eclipse: witnessing the disappearance of something steady and bright and warm, and realizing how much had been lost. 
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			Andi was hanging Naveed’s clothes  on a branch to dry when Roya skipped back to the riverside, holding the hem of her shirt to make a large pouch brimming with mushrooms. Cyrus followed close behind, arms full of gathered wood.

			Cyrus looked at Naveed, who was curled up napping on a sunny wedge of moss, still wearing only his boxers. He raised his eyebrows. “So this is what happens when I leave you kids alone for five minutes?”

			“Shut up,” Andi said, blushing. She turned her head, hoping Cyrus hadn’t noticed. “Anyway, you’re the one who told him to clean up.”

			“Well, I wasn’t expecting him to take a bath and do his laundry in a freezing cold river.” He set the wood down. “Here, help me clear a spot for a campfire. The mushrooms need to be cooked.”

			As they worked, Andi asked, “So, these mushrooms aren’t going to kill us, right?”

			“Of course not. We go foraging every summer—morels are really easy to tell apart from the poisonous varieties. And the psychedelic ones,” Cyrus said.  

			Roya helped them build a ring of stones, then Cyrus held his glasses over a tinder nest of dry pine needles and moss, angling them to focus the sun. When the moss began to smolder, he added bark for kindling.

			While Cyrus tended the fire, Andi and Roya scanned the river for any fish big enough to eat, but found none. Not that they had anything to catch them with, anyway.

			Once the coals were hot, they roasted the morels on sharpened sticks. It was admittedly a step above imaginary marshmallows, but Andi was not as eager about breakfast as the others. Roya woke Naveed after they’d cooked their first batch. 

			“Put your clothes on before you come to the table,” Cyrus called. Naveed grumbled something in reply, disappearing for what seemed like a long time to get dressed. Finally, he worked his way into the clearing, gripping nearby plants for support. Andi had tried to get his clothes as dry as she could by holding them near the fire while he slept, but it hadn’t helped much. He held his still-damp jeans by the belt loops as he sat down in the fire’s warmth.

			Cyrus handed him a mushroom kebab. “So Roya, you have to tell them how you escaped. It’s a fabulous story.”

			Once Roya had told her version, Andi filled in the gaps. She mentioned spending time with Dr. Snyder, but left out specifics of what they’d talked about. It wasn’t the right time to discuss the personal details Dr. Snyder had revealed.

			No one had dropped dead by the time she finished talking, so Andi began to eat as Cyrus described the video game he’d played at SILO. The mushrooms weren’t terrible, though their flavor was overwhelmingly earthy, their texture spongy. She ate a few to satisfy her hunger, but decided she was done when she bit down on a pocket of gritty dirt. 

			Naveed had devoured his quickly, despite being given the largest share, and still looked ravenous. Andi passed her remaining seven to him. He protested, but only halfheartedly, and was visibly grateful when Andi insisted. Roya noticed the exchange and gave Andi a small smile.

			Meanwhile, Cyrus was recounting his adventures beyond the FireWall. When he mentioned the email from Dr. Snyder, Naveed stopped him. “Did you open the attachment?”

			“Yep. I didn’t get to see all the slides, but it pretty much laid out everything they’re up to at SILO.”

			“Like what?”

			“Let’s see. It started with an overview of how Nutrexo produces food—they’ve figured out how to profit from every step. First, of course, you have to grow the crops. They sell these special seeds that can grow even when they’re sprayed with a weedkiller—which they also make.”

			“But the old weedkiller doesn’t work too well anymore,” Andi added, avoiding Naveed’s eyes. “Some of the weeds evolved, and it doesn’t destroy them now. That’s why they developed Compadre, because they needed something stronger.”

			Cyrus plowed on. “So, the plants live their happy little weed-free lives. After they’re harvested, they’re transformed into other things. Corn becomes high-fructose corn syrup, or ethanol for fuel. Soybeans become oil for us, or feed for livestock, like the EcoCows. The cow’s milk is taken apart into other ingredients. Then it all gets reassembled—and voila! You have processed foods, like Blazin Bitz.

			“The next step is getting people to eat them. That’s where advertising comes in—but not just commercials, all sorts of other stuff, like the ‘advergame’ I played. They focus on kids, for brand loyalty. The younger they hook you, the longer you buy their products.”

			“I watched TV in my room, a little.” Roya drew circles in the dirt with her stick. “People in the shows were always eating Blazin Bitz. And they kept playing that commercial. These are the best times, Blazin Bitz and you.” 

			“Did you find anything else?” Naveed asked Cyrus, before she’d finished singing the line.

			“Not really. The last slide I saw mentioned a pharmaceutical company they acquired, Genbiotix, but I don’t know how that fits in.”

			“Maybe they make drugs for the cows,” Andi suggested. “Dr. Snyder told me they’re always getting infections, so they get antibiotics in their feed.”

			“I don’t know,” Naveed said. “Something’s missing. This all sounds like business as usual, so why the top-secret research facility?”

			“I bet it started as a place to hide the EcoCows,” Andi said. “That pool of manure smelled horrible. If anyone else saw the way they were living, stuck inside all the time, standing in their own waste….” 

			“They might not care,” Naveed finished. “It’s not just like that at SILO.” 

			He probably had a point, Andi had to admit. In general, she avoided thinking about where her milk and meat came from, preferring to imagine cows grazing in pristine meadows by day and sleeping in spacious barns by night. But this mental image had been based on the idyllic farms depicted on milk cartons and cheese commercials. Definitely not the most objective source. 

			“You’ve been watching too many of Brooke’s PETA videos,” Cyrus was saying to Naveed. “I think you’re right, though. There has to be some reason they brought us to SILO, other than to eat Blazin Bitz and play video games. And we weren’t the only human subjects there,” he added, with a meaningful look at Andi. 

			“Actually, there was something else—” Andi began, but Cyrus interrupted. 

			“Oh, hold up—HiFi!” A fleck of the mushroom Cyrus had been eating flew out of his mouth, punctuating his excitement. He finished chewing before he continued, “From the game. The Lord of Nutrexington… he was into music; he had a collection of lutes. I found out later that he was one of the research subjects. Maybe it was your dad! He’s always logged on. Everyone in NutrexoWorld respects him—he’s the largest producer of Blazin Bitz in the realm.”

			Andi gathered her hair and ran her fingers through it. Somehow, this was not reassuring. 

			“Sorry, you were saying?” Cyrus said to Andi.

			“Well... so, you know how the EcoCows were supposedly designed to produce twice as much milk? Dr. Snyder told me she slipped in this other gene too, that reacts in the brain to make you feel calm. They’re using the EcoCow milk in the new product we were testing—Blazin Bitz Crave. That’s why they’re so addictive.”

			“I didn’t like those little chips,” said Roya. “They made me feel strange.”

			“Huh,” Cyrus said. “That explains a lot. I mean, I hate to admit it but... I would seriously kill for some Bitz right now.”

			Andi felt the same way, but she didn’t want to say so out loud. “Anyway, she’s already gotten approval from the government to put them into production.”

			“I bet that’s what the board meeting on Monday is about,” Cyrus said. “Convincing them to go ahead and get them on the market.”

			“What day is today?” Naveed asked.

			“Saturday,” said Andi.

			“Saturday?” he repeated, incredulous. “Well. That gives us two days to get back and stop her. I mean, them.” 

			“Yeah. SILO’s going down,” Cyrus said. “I emailed the slideshow to myself, so we’ll have some good evidence to show the police.” 

			“You did? Kourosh, you are amazing,” Naveed said, and Cyrus straightened up, grinning. “Guess we should head out, then.”

			“Are you sure you don’t need to rest longer?” Roya asked.

			“Nah, I’m ready. Breakfast was perfect.” Naveed smiled at them gratefully, and Andi found herself relaxing. He did seem a little better; maybe he just needed some food, maybe everything really would be okay.   

			Then Naveed’s smile vanished. He turned his face skyward, listening, and Andi heard it too: the rumble of a distant helicopter.
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			When he heard the helicopter, Cyrus froze. All he could think about was the meadow: the grassy, wide expanse would make a perfect landing spot. He watched Naveed jab the burning logs apart and scoop dirt on the fire to extinguish the flames. He watched the smoke rise above the trees, announcing their location.

			Cyrus joined Andi, who was running to the river, and together they tossed handful after handful of water onto the coals. Roya stood blinking in the midst of the activity. “But what if it’s coming to rescue us?” 

			“It’s not. The only people who know we’re out here are Dr. Snyder and those guards,” Cyrus said. “We need to leave—they could land in the meadow.”

			The roar of the helicopter grew louder. Naveed pointed at a gap in the trees and shouted, “Go! Roya, follow Andi. The fire’s almost out. We’re right behind you.”

			Andi and Roya hurried away. As soon as they were gone, Naveed grabbed Cyrus’s wrist with ice-cold fingers. He spoke so quickly that Cyrus didn’t have time to comprehend what he was saying. “I’ll get rid of them, I’d only slow you down anyway so follow the girls and get out, run away from here and keep running, use the gun if you have to but be careful, cover your tracks and don’t light any more fires and promise”—he paused to catch his breath—“promise you’ll take care of Roya.” 

			He let go and stumbled in the opposite direction, toward the meadow.

			“Wait!” Cyrus lunged after his brother, attempting to tackle him. Somehow, Naveed managed to slip from his grasp, and Cyrus fell hard on the forest floor. 

			“JUST GO!” Naveed yelled over his shoulder as he disappeared into the trees.

			Cyrus stood up, still breathless after the impact, and readjusted the gun in its makeshift holster. He should go after Naveed, but by the time he persuaded him to come back—assuming he even could, which was doubtful—the helicopter would have had plenty of time to land. Getting into a shootout with people who were actually trained to use firearms was not an appealing option, and if Cyrus failed to stop them, the girls would be on their own. They could be easily found by anyone who could follow their tracks. 

			Although he didn’t want to, he had to let his brother go. Cyrus hoped Naveed knew what he was doing. He ran into the brush where Andi and Roya had gone, stopping to smooth the ground behind him.

			Cyrus caught up with them soon enough. Andi glanced back. “Where’s Naveed?”

			If he told the truth, they would insist on going back. So Cyrus lied. “He’s covering our trail, so the others won’t find us. He was right behind me—don’t worry, he’ll catch up. He’s good at tracking.”

			Andi hesitated. “But he could only catch up if he moves faster than us.” 

			“Yeah, but… hold on, listen.” There was nothing to hear; the forest was quiet. “The helicopter must’ve landed. So unless you want to go back to SILO, we have to keep moving. Come on.” Cyrus added, more urgently.

			“Wait! I have an idea.” Roya tugged at a loose string in her flute case and held it taut in front of Cyrus. “The knife,” she demanded. He sighed, knowing there was no sense arguing, and cut the purple yarn. She draped it over a branch so that it hung in a colorful arc, like a miniature rainbow. “Now he’ll be able to follow us.” 

			“Okay, okay. Let’s go!” As soon as the others turned around, Cyrus removed the string, shoving it into his pocket. 

			As they moved deeper into the woods, the brush became thicker. They picked their way through dense ferns and close trees, descending steep rocky hills and trying to avoid patches of stinging nettles. Roya continued unraveling her flute case, leaving markers along their path. Cyrus continued removing them when she wasn’t looking. Every time he did, he felt worse. He was a terrible person, leaving his brother behind and then lying about it. 

			While trying to distract himself from this guilt, Cyrus found himself mesmerized by Andi’s neck. It was a lovely neck, long and elegant. He had a nice view of it, because the day was growing warmer, and she had twisted her hair up into a knot and fastened it with a slender stick. He watched the wisps of hair that had escaped. Some of them danced as she walked. One caught against the sweat shimmering on her skin, curled into the letter C. He was starting to ponder what that could mean when he realized his preposterous train of thought. Thankfully, she couldn’t read his mind and find him deep in contemplation about her neck, like some hungry vampire. 

			He remembered the day they’d met, how Naveed came into the bakery all excited, as if discovering a record store was a Nobel Prize-worthy achievement. Cyrus wasn’t in the best mood; he was still flustered after dropping a tray of dishes earlier in his shift, and was starving (or what passed for starving in those days, anyway). So when Naveed dragged him over there before lunch, explaining that there was someone Cyrus had to meet, he had not been impressed. Andi was kind of quiet, except when she was being opinionated about music he didn’t like, plus she had a cold and kept blowing her nose. There was nothing more unattractive than snot. And, she was obviously interested in his brother. A common complication.

			But there was something about Andi, he had to admit. She had hidden superpowers, for one thing. She was smart, too, and thoughtful. And her eyes were beautiful, dark as chocolate, and her mouth was pale pink like early strawberries. 

			He also liked talking with her, especially when she let her guard down. Like last night by the imaginary campfire. Cyrus mentally replayed their conversation while he removed another piece of Roya’s yarn. This time, he was so lost in thought that he didn’t notice Roya was watching until it was too late. 

			“Why are you taking it away?” Roya asked, her voice rising. “Don’t you want him to find us?”

			“Of course I do! But I…” Cyrus studied the ground, staring at a fallen leaf. “I don’t think he’s coming, Roya. I think he lost our trail.” 

			Andi joined them as Roya replied, “But you said—”

			“I’m sure he’s fine,” Cyrus interrupted. Seeing the worry on both of their faces, he added, “I haven’t heard the helicopter take off again. So they haven’t caught him.” 

			Andi looked skeptical. Cyrus tried to transmit his thoughts to her: Please, let it go, for Roya’s sake. But she didn’t receive the signals. “You really think he got away? He’s not in the best shape. He can’t move very fast.”

			“Yeah, but you saw how much better he was after breakfast. He won’t let himself get caught. Right, Roya?”

			Roya nodded slowly, but didn’t look convinced. 

			“We’d better keep moving.” Cyrus pushed into the brush, and Andi fell into step beside him. 

			“So, what really happened back there?” she asked quietly.

			Cyrus’s mouth was very dry. “What do you mean? Like I told you, he was covering our trail. He said he’d be right behind us.” 

			“Cyrus.” He liked the way his name sounded when she said it, especially how she was saying it now, so softly, even though he didn’t deserve softness; he had just lied to her. “He’s not himself right now. I’m worried that he—” 

			Cyrus felt as if he was under the SILO fence again, being pulled in two directions. Only this time, he snapped. “Can we please stop talking about my brother?” he asked, too loudly.

			“Okay, then. Yes. Let’s stop talking.” She turned away from him, so that once again he was staring at her neck, at the curled hair that still clung to it. 

			“We have to trust that he’ll be fine, okay?” Cyrus said to the back of her head. “He’ll be fine.” He shouldn’t have said it twice. That made it sound like he didn’t believe it was true.
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			Wildflowers bent their golden heads to the ground as the helicopter landed in the meadow. Naveed watched from the tree line. He was ready.

			When he’d first heard it by the campfire, the sound had flooded him with dread. They’d have to run again, and he wouldn’t be able to keep that up for long. He didn’t want the others to know how depleted he was, or how his lungs ached even in this fresh air, or how disoriented he felt in all this openness, this light. He had been grateful for his rescue, of course, though he was still deeply embarrassed about Cyrus and Andi seeing him like that, and also about passing out at some point during the night. To them he was a burden, a heavy one. It was his fault they’d been caught. They had only started that fire to cook mushrooms for him, to warm him up. 

			So he knew he had to leave them. But as soon as he’d gotten away from Cyrus, he’d struggled to figure out his next move. It was difficult to think clearly; he’d used up all his brainpower during their conversation about SILO. He told himself that his head was only foggy because he was still so hungry, that it had nothing to do with the weedkiller Dr. Snyder had tested on him after finding it was neurotoxic to birds....  

			He wished he had his knife so that he could carve; that always helped get his thoughts in order. But there was no time for that, and, really, this wasn’t rocket science. He settled on three options: turn himself in, run, or hide.

			Shortly after he decided to find a place to hide, he discovered the ravine. Its steep, sudden drop was not visible until he approached it, and it plunged down about thirty feet to an expanse of rock and shrubbery. Just below the rim of the cliff was a small ledge, big enough for a person to stand on.

			A new plan began to form. Naveed sat down, holding onto an exposed root as he lowered himself to test the ledge for steadiness. It was solid, an outcropping of rock. A scraggly bush grew from beneath, cradling it like an arm.

			He pulled himself back up, panting from the exertion. He had to rest on the ground for a minute before sitting up, then rest again before he could stand. It was irritating that these simple things now took so much effort.  

			Then he followed the sound of the helicopter, and by the time it landed, he was crouched by the tree line, waiting. As the propeller slowly whipped to a halt, two men climbed out: the SILO guards, Zane and Chase.

			Naveed stood up, steadying himself against a tree until the dizziness passed. It took longer than usual, maybe because his heart was beating so fast. 

			“Hey!” yelled Zane, spotting him and breaking into a run. 

			Naveed turned and ran, too. From here, it was a short sprint to the ravine, but Zane and Chase were fast, and it didn’t take long for them to catch up. He was seized with terror; this had been a stupid idea. But there was no time for second-guessing.  

			So he leaped, as planned, down onto the rock ledge. Also as planned, Zane and Chase blindly followed, not realizing they were on the edge of a cliff until it was too late. 

			But Naveed had neglected to account for the momentum of his body, which could not come to a stop in such a small space, and his left foot skidded off the ledge. Grasping frantically, he caught hold of the scraggly bush. He closed his eyes while the world spun around him, while he gasped for air, and he kept holding, kept holding, until everything settled. 

			He was still on the ledge. He sat back with a giddy laugh of triumph, mentally thanking the plant for preventing him from falling.  

			The SILO guards weren’t so lucky, though. At the bottom of the ravine, Zane was sitting up, swearing. Beside him, Chase lay howling. His foot was bent at a weird angle. 

			Naveed couldn’t help feeling guilty. Although this was a good outcome as far as his own escape was concerned, he knew what it was to be trapped like that.

			“Sorry,” he yelled down, but Zane took it as sarcastic and unleashed a fresh stream of curses. He wasn’t looking at Naveed, though; he was studying the ground, searching for something he’d dropped— 

			Shit. He probably had a gun. 

			Of course he had a gun. Aided by adrenaline, Naveed climbed out of the ravine and stumbled away. 

			When he arrived in the meadow, he peeked inside the helicopter, wishing he knew how to fly one. He made a mental note to learn, even though this would probably be the only time he found himself stranded in the woods with a helicopter at his disposal. 

			Inside, there were treasures everywhere he looked. A cooler filled with soda and sandwiches and chips and cookies. A GPS device mounted above the cockpit controls. 

			He tossed these into a plastic bag, then climbed out and searched among the wildflowers until he found a large rock. He bashed in all the gauges in the control panel, figuring that an attempt at sabotage couldn’t hurt. 

			Naveed leaned back in the pilot’s seat for a brief rest, twisting open a soda (the seal was still intact, he noted) and powering up the GPS. First, he went into its settings. It was an older model, and didn’t have the ability to send location signals, only receive them. Good—they wouldn’t be able to use it to track him. He zoomed out on the map display, pleased to see that Seattle was about fifty miles away. On a bike, that would be nothing, a day’s ride. And Orting, a town in the Rainier foothills, was less than ten miles to the west. 

			Orting. That name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t recall why. 

			Naveed sipped his soda. He had thought the river water was bliss, but this surpassed it. The sugar flowed into his body, invigorating it, helping to lift his brain fog. The carbonation soothed his stomach, which was mad at him for eating so many mushrooms so quickly. He envisioned himself downing a soda on a commercial. Whenever I’m lost in the wilderness, running for my life, nothing refreshes me like the smooth taste of Coolixir. 

			With his newfound mental clarity, he knew he had to leave. Right now. It wouldn’t be easy for Zane to climb out of the ravine, but Naveed didn’t doubt that he would find a way. So he set out, beginning his journey westward, away from the mountain.
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			Andi stepped through the forest as twilight fell on Sunday, scanning for berry bushes. She was getting better at identifying edible plants. The woods, which she’d always seen as a random jumble of vegetation, had begun to look different, more organized. She kept hoping for berries, but every time they found a bush—usually salal, which was everywhere—the hard green beginnings of fruit taunted them. None were ripe this early in the season, so they were stuck with tough, bitter leaves that did little to satisfy their appetites.

			They had been hiking for two full days. From time to time, they’d heard the helicopter in the distance, but were careful to keep under the thick canopy of trees. Now, they barely talked; everyone was cranky and exhausted. Andi glared at the back of Cyrus’s head as he followed the compass westward. She hated not knowing what had happened to Naveed. It felt like they’d given up on him. Just like she’d given up on her father.

			As she walked through the muggy heat of evening, breathing the oppressive air, her father’s song played in her head. We have to surrender, we have to swerve…. She wished she could go back in time and convince him not to volunteer for the clinical trial. Or prevent the record store from going out of business in the first place.

			The day after the store closed, Andi had gone with her father to pack up what remained. She wanted to say goodbye to the space, and to spend some time with him before she and her mother flew down to Berkeley to visit her grandparents for Chinese New Year. Her father would not accompany them this time. Andi understood more Mandarin than she let on, so she’d gleaned that her grandfather, who owned a tea importing business and dozens of tea plantations in Taiwan, had loaned her father a large sum to start the store. He had never made enough profit to pay it back. 

			Inside the store, they worked in silence. Andi removed the pictures from the walls, but hesitated at the last one, the photograph of one of her dad’s sold-out shows at the Paramount. Her mother had taken it from backstage, so Andi saw what he’d seen: the rows and rows of people, filling even the balconies, all of them eager to hear him play.

			Her father stepped next to her, taking off his black-framed glasses to wipe them on his flannel shirt. He’d always had a larger presence at the record store: there, he was Jake Powell, frontman for Mile Seven, who had once toured the world. But now, he was only her dad. 

			When he spoke, the words echoed in the empty room. “I should have known back then,” he said. “Once you make it to the top, the only direction left to go is down.” He laughed halfheartedly, as if it were a joke. 

			“Dad,” Andi started, but she wasn’t sure what to say. “It’s not your fault. This just wasn’t the right location. Maybe you could try selling things online, building a website....”

			“No. I’m done.” He touched the wall, holding his palm there. “I’m sorry.” She turned away while he took down the photograph, because she was all choked up, and couldn’t say what she wanted to then. But if she ever saw him again, she would say it: You’re not a failed rock star. You’re not a failed business owner. You’re my dad, and even if no one else hears your songs, I’ll always listen. 

			And then he’d gone away to SILO, a place that promised him not only money, but the chance to do something for the greater good. If she had been able to rescue him, he would know how much he was missed. But she had failed.

			She kept hearing his song… only, it was being played by a flute, and then she realized it wasn’t in her head; Roya was playing the melody as they walked.

			“How do you know that song?” Andi asked, but Roya gazed at the sky and did not answer.

			Andi asked again, louder, because she thought she was going crazy. This time, Roya responded, “I heard it at SILO. Omid likes it too… wait, there he is!” 

			Roya ran ahead, scaling a tree. Andi wondered where she found the energy to climb. Cyrus sat on a flat rock, studying the wristwatch compass. Andi wanted to sit, too, but knew it would be hard to get up again, so she leaned against a tree instead, closing her eyes. They would have to find a place to camp for the night soon.

			Then Roya yelled from above, “Hey—there’s a house! This way!”

			Cyrus sprang up, and, once she had dropped from the tree, Roya chattered on about how she knew Omid would help them, that she only needed to play the song and he would come. 

			They soon reached a fence lined with tall hedges and followed its perimeter until they emerged on a road. At the top of a winding driveway, surrounded by flowering plants and fruit trees, was a small yellow cottage. 

			They stood for a moment in disbelief. They had done it: they were out of the woods. A few calls to their parents, and then to the police, and it would all be over.  

			The frantic barking of a dog shattered the stillness, and a dark shape moved toward them from the orchard. Andi was about to turn and run, but Cyrus held her wrist. He pointed to the opening door. 

			“Astro! What is it, boy?” An older woman in a worn linen shirt stepped onto the front porch. As the dog ran up to the three of them, he stopped barking. He nosed Roya’s hand, then licked it. She stroked his back tentatively.

			“Is it—” The woman drew in her breath. “It is you.” She squinted into the golden light of dusk, scanning the road behind them. “Is Naveed with you?”

			“How do you know about Naveed?” asked Cyrus. Andi could tell that he, too, was shocked that the woman recognized them. Maybe she worked for Nutrexo, and they had walked into a trap.

			“Everyone knows who you are,” said the woman. She had a thick Germanic accent. Behind her, another woman with long gray hair and broad shoulders had appeared in the doorway. “But we also have met Naveed at the market. We sell our summer fruit there. I’m Gretchen, by the way, and this is Frida.” She glanced back at the road, nervously this time, and stepped aside, gesturing to the open door. “You look very tired. Would you like to come in?” 

			Andi and Cyrus exchanged a glance. Andi was still uncertain about whether to trust them, but she desperately wanted to. Her muscles were sore, her feet blistered; her arms burned from brushing against stinging nettles. Her hunger was intense. She felt she might pass out if she didn’t eat something soon. 

			Cyrus asked, “Can we just use your phone? Naveed’s still out there in the woods. We need to send in a search party for him. And I need to call my parents.”

			“Your parents?” Gretchen asked. Even though it was a perfectly normal request, it seemed to confuse her.

			“You don’t know?” Frida’s voice was deeper than Andi expected, a good half-octave lower than Gretchen’s. Almost as if to herself, Frida added, “Where have you been, that you don’t know what has happened?”

			“What are you talking about?” 

			“I’m sorry, Cyrus,” said Gretchen. “But you cannot call your parents right now.”
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			“Why can’t I call my parents?” asked Cyrus. 

			Roya reached up to hold her brother’s hand. “Are they okay?”

			Gretchen hesitated. “Yes, they are all right, but… I am sorry to tell you this. They were arrested.” 

			“Arrested? Why?” 

			“Well... if you really don’t know... it is a long story. I don’t think I will explain very well. Please, come in. Frida, can you find that article online?” 

			“Can I call my mom?” Andi asked as they followed the couple into the cottage, trying to keep her voice steady.

			“Of course. But before you do, you should know what’s happened.”

			Inside, it was stuffy despite the open windows; the humid, stagnant air was unable to escape. Frida led them down a narrow wooden stairway to the basement, where it was cooler. She could only locate two chairs, so Cyrus and Andi sat at the desk while Roya sank onto a tattered corduroy couch, the black lab curled up next to her. 

			Gretchen reappeared with three tall, frosty glasses of ice water, and Andi sipped hers gratefully as Frida booted up the ancient desktop computer and clicked around. Cyrus, beside her, breathed audibly; she could tell he was restraining himself from taking control of the mouse. 

			Finally, Frida found the article. “Here it is. Take your time. We were about to have supper—we’ll set out some plates for you, when you’re ready to join us.” She and Gretchen excused themselves.

			“What happened? Will you read it to me?” Roya asked drowsily from the couch.

			“Hold on,” Cyrus said, already reading. Andi, though, focused on the top of the page, where her drab school picture was displayed alongside a photo of Cyrus’s family at the beach. Naveed stood smiling in the center of the frame, his arms around Cyrus and Roya, pulling them close. Andi pressed her hand to her chest. Looking at the photo made her heart ache.   

			Cyrus scrolled down, so that the screen was filled with words, and there was nothing to do but read. 


			Dead Or Alive? New Evidence Comes To Light In Seattle Bombing


			Six days after a car bomb exploded during a downtown Seattle protest, leaving seven people injured and four children presumed dead, police reveal they are now investigating the possibility that Naveed (17), Cyrus (15), and Roya Mirzapour (8), along with Alexandria “Andi” Lin (16), did not perish in the explosion—and may have carried out the bombing themselves.

			Saman and Mahnaz Mirzapour are currently facing terrorism charges after the explosives detonated in their van. They both maintain they had no knowledge of the bomb. But, according to police, Mahnaz—who worked as a research scientist at Nutrexo until she was fired eight years ago—admitted to data theft after confidential files from the company were found on the family’s laptop computer. 

			Authorities had assumed that the children decided to leave when the protest grew chaotic, and were in the van when the bomb exploded. However, skepticism about their deaths has been growing in some circles, since no remains have been found.

			Yesterday came a new development: a flash drive containing password-cracking software was found near the site of the explosion. Police were able to obtain a partial fingerprint and matched it to Cyrus Mirzapour. This led to a re-examination of previously collected evidence, and Seattle Police Chief Emmett Packard states the SPD is now pursuing the possibility that Cyrus and Naveed Mirzapour engineered the bomb and went into hiding following its detonation. 

			On the morning of the explosion, Naveed Mirzapour sent a text to his girlfriend that may have hinted at his plans: “Can’t talk now, headed to protest. It’s gonna be epic. Fill you in later.” She noted that he had been avoiding her in the days leading up to the protest, and has not had any communication with him since.

			Federal authorities also obtained a string of messages written in Farsi from Naveed’s email account. The family is of Iranian descent, and he had been corresponding with a friend in Tehran, Farhad Abbasi, for over a year. In an email sent three days before the protest, Naveed described his excitement for the rally, saying that he was eager to fight back against “corporate control of the food supply.” “Any pointers?” he asked Mr. Abbasi, who had alluded to his own involvement in anti-government demonstrations in Tehran.

			Mr. Abbasi’s response: “Cause a little chaos. And don’t get caught.” 

			Police note it is unlikely that Roya, the youngest Mirzapour, has been involved, but Andi Lin’s role is less clear. Her mother, Joyce Lin, has repeatedly declined requests for interviews, but confirmed with police that her daughter met the brothers months before the attack. 

			Some have speculated that the Mirzapours used Ms. Lin to exploit her connections with Nutrexo’s senior VP—Mark Williams’ daughter is a close family friend—but Williams denies having any discussions about the company with Ms. Lin.   

			Nutrexo issued a statement yesterday urging employees to be alert, and to work from home when possible. “We have reason to believe that another, larger, attack on our company may be imminent. But we must stand strong. America deserves a safe, wholesome food supply, and Nutrexo delivers. We will not let these terrorists destroy what we’ve worked so hard to provide for the people of this country.”

			Chief Packard urges citizens to remain aware of their surroundings. If anything suspicious is seen, the police should be contacted immediately.   

			Cyrus’s chair scraped the floor. He disappeared into the bathroom, slamming the door. Roya, who had fallen asleep on the couch, stirred but did not awaken. 

			Andi turned back to the article and read the first of the 837 comments before she managed to stop herself. 

			I can’t believe I spent the last week feeling sorry for these kids. Now I wish that blast actually did kill them.

			Mahnaz Mirzapour deserves to rot behind bars. No wonder her sons are violent extremists, she’s probably been force-feeding them propaganda their whole lives. And now the rest of us are at risk, thanks to her. 

			i dont get what these people are trying to prove. they say their making things more fair but really their just taking away our freedom. i’m gonna buy what i want and eat what i want. nutrexo knows what people like and their giving it to us and i’m going to keep supporting them and buying there products.    

			Andi’s cheeks burned, and despite having not eaten all day, she felt nauseated. She lowered her head to the desk and took a deep breath. 

			So Dr. Snyder hadn’t been lying, not entirely. There actually had been an incident at the protest, and Andi’s recurring nightmares about shaking ground weren’t so much dreams as memories. No one had come looking for them because everyone thought they were dead. At least, until now; it was certainly no coincidence that the flash drive happened to turn up the day they escaped from SILO. Nutrexo was trying to make them sound like crazy terrorist bombers, so no one would believe them when they tried to tell the truth.

			Mark’s statement also bothered Andi. They had discussed the company together, and he probably knew exactly what was going on.

			And then there was her mother. It was painful to think about how this past week must have been for her. She probably believed Andi had been killed; Andi couldn’t imagine she’d buy the story that Andi had run off with terrorists. But it hurt even more knowing that her mother was alone—her dad was still at SILO, so lost in his fantasy world that he had no idea what was happening. Andi wanted desperately to call her, to tell her everything, but the police were probably monitoring her mom’s phone, and she needed more time to think. 

			Andi sat up, scrolling mindlessly down the page until an advertisement in the sidebar caught her eye. Mesmerized, disgusted, she watched as it continued its endless loop. She had to show Cyrus. 

			Andi tapped on the bathroom door. “Can we talk?”

			“Fine.” Cyrus twisted the knob open. He sat on the closed toilet, holding his glasses in one hand, pinching the bridge of his nose with the other. The gun was on his lap.

			He didn’t look up. “So, did you call your mom? I bet she can’t wait to rescue you from our family of fucking terrorists.”

			“No. I’m sure she knows that’s not true—but I’m not going to call her yet. Cyrus, I’m not abandoning you. Besides, there’s something I need to show—”

			“What am I going to do with this?” Cyrus swept his hand over the gun. “Gretchen and Frida were nice to take us in, but if they see this... it’ll look like....” 

			Andi picked it up. “Here. I’ll find somewhere to hide it for now. Once we explain what happened, they’ll understand.” 

			Cyrus didn’t protest. His eyes focused on a cracked floor tile. “I can’t believe... I mean, what the fuck, Andi? A bomb? And my parents, in jail... why are they doing this to us? Is it because of those documents my mom took?”

			“I don’t know. Probably.” It would have seemed an excessive response to a security breach, had it not been for what Richard had said at the party: Tara assured me that her team has it under control. He had put a mentally unstable person in charge of an important cover-up.

			As Andi thought about the party, she realized why the name “Emmett” had sounded so familiar. “I’m not sure the police will believe our story, though. Richard Caring and Chief Packard are friends or something—they used to be frat brothers.” 

			Cyrus buried his head in his hands. “Oh, God. What am I going to tell Roya?” he asked, his voice cracking. “Dammit. Naveed would know what to do. But he’s lost, Andi, and I… I can’t handle this.” 

			His shoulders shook as he sobbed. Andi stood there, uselessly, close to crying herself; the more she considered their situation, the heavier its impossible weight grew. And there was a gun in her hands, black and hard, heavy too. She hid it underneath a stack of towels in the cupboard, then put her hand on Cyrus’s back. He looked up at her with watery eyes. “You don’t have to do it alone,” she said. “We’ll figure it out together.”

			Cyrus exhaled, replacing his glasses. “Together. Okay.” 

			They returned to the main room. Andi debated whether to show him the ad; he had enough on his mind. But, if they were going to do this together, he needed to know. She led him back to the computer. 

			“Sorry, but you need to see this.” Andi pointed at the screen, where the advertisement played on.

			They watched as small red chips sprung from a blue bowl like a fountain, filling the air with elaborate patterns. The banner at the bottom read, “A new flavor of awesome: Blazin Bitz Crave. Get ‘em July 1.”
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			Naveed had two options: Richie’s Burgers or Terrence’s Tavern. It was Sunday night, late, and they were the only two establishments open in this rundown strip mall in Orting.

			He had eaten his last sandwich earlier in the afternoon, washing it down with the remaining Coolixir (which had gone flat and warm during his travels, becoming so syrupy that it was almost undrinkable). The day had been hot and muggy, so he was extremely thirsty, but his first priority was to call his parents. Then he’d call the police, send them out to search for the others if they hadn’t yet been found. He hadn’t seen a single payphone, not that he had money anyway, and he couldn’t ask to use someone’s phone, because he also hadn’t seen a single person. There were only three cars in the entire parking lot. 

			Richie’s Burgers was one of Nutrexo’s fast food chains, so Naveed opted for the tavern instead. A welcome blast of air conditioning greeted him when he opened the door. The portly white guy behind the counter was absorbed in the blaring television. Naveed cleared his throat and the man turned around.

			“We don’t serve minors here,” he said, looking Naveed over.

			“Please, sir, could I just use your phone? I need to get a ride home.” Naveed hadn’t spoken for a while, and the words lodged in his throat like crumbs. He began coughing, and once he’d started, he had a hard time stopping. He leaned against the counter, hacking away.

			The bartender sighed and slid a glass of water over as Naveed regained control. He placed the bar’s cordless phone next to it. “Fine. But keep it quick. And wait for your ride outside.” 

			“Oh, thank you,” Naveed managed to say. “Thank you.” He waited until the bartender turned his back before he reached for the glass, because he didn’t want the man to see his wrist bandages. They were stained and wet—though he hadn’t looked, he suspected the wounds had started leaking pus. He kept hoping they weren’t infected, but wouldn’t be surprised if they were, after his fall in that filthy barn. The caustic mixture of urine and manure had stung his raw skin for hours before he’d been able to wash it off. 

			The bartender had opened a bag of chips to eat while he watched the 11:00 news. Since he was distracted, Naveed sank onto a bar stool. After his long hike, two days of dragging around a body that would rather not be moving at all, he was beyond exhausted. But this was the end of the road; he would call his parents after enjoying this glass of water. This beautiful, cold glass of water. Beads of moisture formed where ice pressed against its walls, and the clear liquid glowed under the dim overhead light. He lifted the glass to his lips, losing himself in the ecstasy of hydration.

			Once he’d drained most of the glass, he called home. But the answering machine clicked on after two rings, meaning it contained unheard messages. He hung up and dialed his parents’ cell phones, but they both went straight to voicemail. 

			Naveed’s uneasiness grew as he remembered the day of the protest. The sirens, the SWAT team…. 

			Without stopping to think it through, he dialed one more number.  

			“Hello?” Brooke’s voice was croaky, and she exhaled deeply after she answered, like she’d been holding her breath a long time. He had woken her up. “Who’s this?”

			Naveed wanted to be there beside her, feeling that soft breath against his skin. “Brooke? It’s me.”

			“It’s you?” she whispered, so quietly that he had to press the phone closer to his ear. “Oh my God, it’s you. Where have you been? Are you okay?”

			“Brooke, I just… I need a ride.” As soon as he said it, he realized he shouldn’t have called. She was across the country; how could she possibly help?

			“A ride?” she repeated, confused. 

			Naveed wanted to know if something had happened to his parents, but was afraid to ask. He could barely talk anyway. All that came out was, “I just want to go home.” 

			“Ohhh,” was all Brooke said. A small sound, filled with so much sorrow. 

			Naveed’s insides knotted up, because then he knew: something horrible had happened, and it was not over. After everything—after SILO, after his long trek out of the woods—this was more than he could take.

			The only thing that prevented him from breaking down was the presence of the bartender, who had been kind enough to let him use the phone even though he probably looked like a junkie. So Naveed tried to cover the sobs rising to his throat with coughs, but that made everything worse. Even though Brooke was still talking, he had to put down the phone while he spluttered uncontrollably. He glanced up, certain that he’d get kicked out before their conversation was over, but the bartender was engrossed in the news.

			“Moving on to our feature story tonight, new evidence has surfaced in last Monday’s downtown Seattle bombing,” the newscaster was saying, and Naveed’s attention shifted to the television. Two photographs appeared onscreen, a school picture of Andi and a snapshot of him with his sister and brother. At first he thought the news had made a mistake. They were running the wrong pictures for this story; the four of them had nothing to with a bombing. But the newscaster continued, “The children who were presumed dead after the blast may actually be in hiding. Though their parents have been the main suspects, police now suggest that the Mirzapour brothers may have built the bomb.” 

			Naveed felt light-headed, even though he was still sitting down, and his chest tightened; there wasn’t enough oxygen here. 

			A bomb. At Nutrexo headquarters on the day of the protest, when Dr. Snyder was holding him down, the room had seemed to shake, but he was confused then, half-drugged with his head all rattled from ramming into her, and had figured he’d only imagined it.

			His parents were blamed for it? And now Naveed and Cyrus were suspects too? 

			Another surge of dizziness. This time his ears were ringing, and his field of vision narrowed, so he breathed harder and stared at the television but he couldn’t hear what they were saying because Brooke’s tinny chatter still rose from the phone, and they were still showing the photograph, the one that Maman had taken at the beach in Port Townsend last summer. The Naveed in that photo—young and healthy, curly-haired and clean-shaven—bore little resemblance to how he looked now: dirty and sweaty, with matted hair and thick stubble obscuring his face. In the picture Roya gazed up at him, and he remembered the day it was taken, how they had explored the abandoned bunkers at Fort Worden, descending with flashlights into the unlighted concrete structures, and Roya had gotten lost in the dark corridors. Her ghostly wail had traveled through the pitch-blackness, seeming to come from everywhere. Cyrus had gone one way and Naveed chose another, sweeping the flashlight through the next room to find her sobbing in its center. She hugged him ferociously, her fear pure and intense. Now he understood how she had felt.

			Brooke was trying to get his attention. “Hey. Hey! Are you still there?” 

			Naveed picked up the phone with shaky hands. “I’m here.”

			“Did you hear me? Don’t call the p—the people you’d usually call, because they can’t help you. And you should head out now.” She said it casually enough, but put slight emphasis on the word now. “Go to the place where we ate coconut cake. I’ll find someone to meet you there.”

			It seemed to Naveed that she was speaking in riddles, and he wondered if she thought she was talking to someone else; he realized she’d never said his name. Coconut cake? It sounded vaguely familiar, but he had no idea where she meant.

			He wanted to ask, but she was sobbing now. “Please be careful. You shouldn’t have called. I’m so glad you called. I love you.”

			Her voice was replaced with a dial tone, and Naveed, perplexed, turned the phone off. He was about to leave, as she’d told him to do, but the television caught his eye again. Now two different photographs were displayed on the screen, unflattering mug shots of his parents that must have been taken the day of the protest. Maman’s ponytail was half-undone, and her eyes were red-rimmed. Baba looked pale and bewildered behind his bushy beard.

			The newscaster was introducing a journalist who had been covering the story. “I know everyone’s talking about the boys now, but let’s start with the parents,” the newscaster said. “Saman Mirzapour’s still being held as a suspect, but most of the evidence has pointed to Mahnaz. What’s the current theory on her involvement?”

			“She did admit to the theft of confidential Nutrexo documents. But since several sources have stated she isn’t very tech savvy, police were pursuing the theory that she had help. At first they thought Saman accessed the documents, but the discovery of Cyrus’s flash drive hinted that he might have been the one to hack in. He’s known to be accomplished at computer programming.”

			“So they were working together?”

			“Most likely. Mahnaz had become convinced that Nutrexo was hiding something about the EcoCows, and says she stole the files in order to prove it. Most of these contained data that could only be analyzed by someone with specialized knowledge in statistics. She had the necessary skills.”

			“But there was nothing in the documents to back up her claims?”

			“No. Nothing at all. None of the data files contained anything incriminating, and the only report described an approved research protocol that had nothing to do with the EcoCows.”

			“The Mirzapours are immigrants from Iran. Is there any evidence tying them to larger terrorist organizations or Islamic extremist groups?”

			“Not at this time, but it’s an active area of investigation. In any case, it’s clear that the family rejects American values. Their neighbors have described them as being ‘different’ and ‘never quite fitting in.’ Additionally, some sources have indicated that Mahnaz was under treatment by a psychiatrist after being fired from Nutrexo.”

			Naveed felt like he was descending into those bunkers again, descending rapidly while bombs fell above, shaking the concrete walls with their shattering force. Because this was war. A war against his family.

			“Now, let’s turn to her sons. Evidence has been mounting against Naveed in particular....” 

			At that moment, the bartender turned around. Crumbs of bright red dust lingered in the corners of his mouth. The open bag behind him brimmed with red mini-chips. Blazin Bitz.  

			Naveed stood up. He still held his water in one hand, but not tightly enough. It slipped through his fingers onto the tile floor, where it exploded into shards and puddles. He froze for a second among all the jagged broken things, dizzy because everything was moving in circles.

			Then he ran, and the bartender yelled, “Hey!” but did not follow, and Naveed didn’t know whether he’d been recognized, but he wasn’t safe there; he wasn’t safe anywhere. 

			Naveed raced out of this strip mall and into another, keeping to the back alleys, running running. 

			Running through the dark. 

			Running the concrete mazes. 

			Running away. 

			Into the war zone.
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			Cyrus gazed through the window as he washed his hands in the deep white sink of the sweltering kitchen. A feast was spread on the picnic table outside, illuminated by flickering lanterns. He walked through the door as if in a trance, listening to Frida describe the offerings. There was a frittata made with freshly-collected eggs, filled with homegrown shiitake mushrooms and parsley and sorrel; a cast-iron skillet heaped with roasted rosemary-garlic potatoes; a glass bowl full of deep-red cherries; a salad of spinach, sliced strawberries, and toasted almonds; a loaf of brown bread, sliced thickly, with a nearby pot of rhubarb jam; a pitcher of goat’s milk. 

			The sight of this abundance nearly moved Cyrus to tears. But he restrained himself; he’d already cried in front of Andi once today, and wasn’t about to do it again. He’d even managed to keep it together when he woke Roya and told her what happened. She’d been confused at first, and even after he’d gone over it several times she didn’t grasp the full implications. To her, the situation seemed easy enough to fix. “We’ll tell the police the truth. Then they’ll have to let Baba and Maman go, and we can go home.”

			Cyrus couldn’t quite explain that it wasn’t going to be that simple.  

			At the table, despite the pit of heaviness in his stomach, Cyrus piled his plate high. Roya passed a jar of sauerkraut to Andi, who took one whiff and pushed it to Cyrus.

			“Sure you don’t want any? It’s good for you! Packed with probiotics!” Cyrus teased, giddy from the presence of all this food. He scooped out a bright magenta forkful—the kraut was made from purple cabbage—and took a bite of his frittata. It was probably the most delicious thing he’d eaten in his whole life.

			When Gretchen and Frida sat down, Cyrus thanked them for the meal. Although the answer was obvious, he asked, “So you don’t believe what everyone’s saying, then?” 

			“No! Of course not,” said Gretchen. “Anyone who has met your family would know you’d never do such a thing. Your mother’s friend Kelly, she is trying hard to spread the word that you are innocent. But, unfortunately, the authorities are not listening.” 

			“Why not?”

			“She was arrested at the protest too, but they let her go because they didn’t have enough evidence against her. Still, she has continued to push back, and published an online piece this week that showed every lead detective on the case has ties to Richard Caring. Some of them used to work as his security guards. He has a long history of partnership with Seattle’s Police Chief, and he financed the state attorney general’s election campaign. He even has connections to the FBI investigators involved.”

			Cyrus’s brief giddiness faded. Andi had been right: the police couldn’t be trusted. 

			“They’ve been doing everything in their power to cast doubt on her credibility,” continued Gretchen. “And they’ve been very successful painting her as a fringe conspiracy theorist. She’s lost a lot of support.”

			“But we knew something else must be going on, and when you turned up... well, it is clear that you have been through an ordeal,” Frida said. “We want you to know that you are safe here, and can speak freely. Orting—the nearest town—is miles away. We have fifteen acres, and if anyone comes near, Astro will let us know.” The dog, seeming to understand, descended the porch steps to begin his patrol. “If you are not ready to talk yet, that is fine, but can I ask… what happened?”

			Cyrus and Andi looked at each other. Gretchen and Frida seemed trustworthy, but he wasn’t sure it was a good idea to tell them everything.

			Andi apparently came to the same conclusion. “You’d never believe us.”

			“Yeah. In fact, we should get going after dinner. Don’t want you guys to get in trouble for harboring terrorists,” Cyrus added, although he had no idea where they would go.

			“We are willing to take the risk. What is important is that you are safe, and get the rest you need,” Gretchen said.

			Roya caught Cyrus’s eye. “Please, Kourosh, can we stay? This is a good place. And I’m so tired.”

			Cyrus again looked to Andi, and she gave a slight nod. “Okay. Thank you,” he said to Gretchen.

			“Before this, we were somewhere awful,” Roya explained. “A farm where they did experiments. A bad lady from Nutrexo kidnapped us and trapped us there. She hurt my brother. She poisoned him.”

			Gretchen and Frida looked at Cyrus in alarm. “Naveed,” he said. “She’s talking about Naveed. He’s okay, though. Roya, be quiet. They don’t need to know all that.”

			“Yes, they do! Because someone has to find him! He’s still out there in the forest, and you said we were going to send help, and I don’t want him to end up like the crows—” 

			“The crows?” Frida asked.

			Roya was sobbing now, rambling about dead crows and maple syrup and barns and mushrooms and helicopters. Cyrus moved to the seat next to her, holding her while she cried.

			Frida reached across the table to pat her hand. “Do not worry. In the morning we will search for your brother. We know these woods very well.” To Cyrus and Andi, she said, “You know why the crows have been dying?”

			Cyrus and Andi remained silent. Roya was hiccupping too hard to answer.

			“We want to help you,” Gretchen said. “But we can’t unless you tell us what happened.” 

			Cyrus considered this. Roya had already told them too much, and besides, it was obvious that they were in way over their heads.

			Andi again seemed to be thinking along similar lines. “We might as well.”  

			So they told Gretchen and Frida about SILO. Andi recounted what she had learned from Dr. Snyder about the new weedkiller, about the EcoCows with the calm-inducing protein in their milk, about Blazin Bitz Crave being released in about a week. 

			Frida interrupted, “Did you see the place where they kept these EcoCows?”

			“Yeah,” said Cyrus. “They were crammed into this barn. It was like nobody ever cleaned it, either. It was disgusting.” 

			“I knew it.” Frida leaned back in her chair. “Sometimes, a horrible smell comes on the wind. It is the stench of miserable animals, of waste collected. We have not been able to find the source, and there are no records of such an operation in this area. But when it comes, it is unbearable. Outdoors, indoors, it doesn’t matter. You cannot get away.” 

			“It is bad for farm workers, too, keeping animals so crowded,” Gretchen added. “I just read an article last week about… where was it, Nebraska? Iowa? There was a disease outbreak at a feedlot, and many of the workers caught a terrible infection. It usually is cured with antibiotics—but in this case they were not effective and some of the workers died. The farm gave their cows so many antibiotics that the bacteria became resistant to treatment. It was lucky they contained it before it spread.” 

			Andi nodded. “Dr. Snyder said she gave the cows antibiotics all the time, but it didn’t seem to do any good. Those poor animals looked so sick.” 

			“Yeah, that place was filthy. Good thing we had gloves on, huh, Andi?” Cyrus spooned rhubarb jam onto another slice of bread, then continued describing how they’d escaped, and how they’d become separated from Naveed. Roya chimed in at the end, eager to attribute their successful journey out of the woods to that crow she called Omid. Normally, Cyrus would have been offended by the suggestion that a bird had been leading them all this time, ignoring that he had been the one to navigate them back to civilization. But, considering the circumstances, it seemed a waste of energy to get upset about something like that.

			When they finished, Gretchen said, “I... I don’t know what to say. I am so sorry these things happened to you. But I am glad you turned up here. And I am glad to know about SILO. Now that we know what it is, we can fight against it.” 

			“So, how are we going to do that?” Cyrus asked. 

			They were startled by a flickering shadow, and turned toward the light, seeking its source. It was only a moth fluttering against a lantern. 

			“We’ll just tell the police,” Roya said, spitting a cherry pit into her palm.  

			“No! Weren’t you listening?” Cyrus’s frustration returned. “We can’t go to them. They’re on Nutrexo’s side, and Dr. Snyder’s had plenty of time to destroy the evidence. Plus, I did something wrong, remember? The flash drive? They’ll arrest me, and since I did one stupid thing they won’t believe anything else I say, like what happened with Maman—”

			“We do have some proof about SILO. That presentation of Dr. Snyder’s,” Andi reminded him.

			“They’ll say I made that myself. Or I’ll just get in more trouble for stealing it, too.”

			“It’ll be okay,” said Roya. “Andi and I will back you up.”

			“It won’t matter! Don’t you get it?” Cyrus saw that Roya was on the verge of tears again, but he couldn’t stop. “What story do you think people are going to believe: the family with Middle-Eastern roots resorts to violence to get their message across? Or the respected researcher kidnaps four kids so she can experiment on them in her secret lab?”   

			“They’ll believe us! Because it’s the truth!” 

			Frida spoke up. “Roya, I want to believe they will accept the truth. But I am not sure yet that calling the police is the best path. We need to think on it.”

			“We will do whatever we can to help you,” said Gretchen. “But now is the time for eating and resting. We can make a plan when morning comes.”
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			Naveed

			Sunday, June 21






			The first thing was to catch his breath. Only after he’d managed this could Naveed focus on anything else. 

			It was dark in here. The walls were close. This made him breathe faster, and his whole body throbbed with every beat of his heart. He angled his head so that he stared out of a crack in the plastic lid, reminding himself that he could easily get out, that this was only a temporary shelter.

			He had scrambled into the Dumpster when he’d heard footsteps behind him. At least, he thought he had, but there were no sounds now. Nothing except the quiet crinkling of garbage bags when he shifted his weight. It was surprisingly soft in here, not nearly as objectionable as he’d assumed Dumpster-hiding would be. 

			Naveed exhaled. Maybe the bartender hadn’t recognized him. Good. He needed a minute to rest, and to think, since everything had just been blown apart into tiny pieces. 

			The police thought he was responsible for the bombing. If he called them for help, they would arrest him, cinch handcuffs tight against his raw wrists—just the thought made him shudder. He could explain about SILO, but he’d heard enough of the newscast to guess how that would play out. Even though he couldn’t imagine what “evidence” they’d dredged up—or fabricated—against him, it was obvious that Nutrexo was controlling the message. They had twisted Maman into the person they needed her to be, and could easily do the same to him.

			What infuriated Naveed the most was that they’d framed his family using a racist stereotype, and the rest of the world apparently had no trouble believing it. His parents weren’t even practicing Muslims, not that this would have made them any more likely to be terrorists in the first place—but he hated that Nutrexo had gotten the upper hand by tapping into the dark, powerful undercurrent of Islamophobia. All it took was a whisper, a suggestion, for entire institutions to align against his family. And that not only hurt, in a deep, soul-scraping way, but it made his situation even more dangerous.

			It was also cruel to use Maman’s mental health history as “proof” that she was crazy enough to bomb Nutrexo. She would never have dreamed of doing such a thing, not even when she was seeing the psychiatrist all those years ago.

			Shortly after she was fired from Nutrexo, the newscaster had said. Naveed searched his memory, fitting pieces together, because now he knew that she’d lost her job after the Survival of the Fittest competition. Someone on Dr. Snyder’s research team had died—although, given her level of crazy, Naveed wouldn’t be surprised if Molly was a rat or something—and she had blamed Maman for it. He wished he could talk to his mother now, ask her what had really happened. All he had to go on were the memories of that difficult time years ago, back when his sister was a baby. 

			Roya had been born a month too early. Naveed was nine then, and the first time he saw her in the incubator at the hospital, she was a tiny pink creature, her body scrunched in on itself. She had reached out to him, curling her tiny fingers around his. Cyrus, who was seven, didn’t want to touch her. He said she looked like an alien. 

			In the weeks before Roya was big enough to come home, Naveed often fell asleep to the sound of hammering. They had hired someone to build a dormer bedroom for the new baby, but construction dragged on and it wasn’t finished in time. Baba, who had always loved building them backyard playhouses and wooden trucks, ended up taking over. He would come home from a long day at his desk job, prepare dinner with Cyrus, and then get to work. Naveed, drawn to the smell of sawdust and the whir of power tools, sometimes assisted. It seemed miraculous to him, watching planks of wood come together to give shape to a space that, before, was empty air.

			Naveed liked working on the bedroom, because it helped him get his mind off of school. Ever since he and Maman had discovered the intriguing world of birds thanks to Rostam the crow, it had been hard for him to concentrate on the dull subjects they studied inside. At recess, he’d taken to feeding the crows peanuts, wanting to see if they would learn to recognize his face. They had started greeting him whenever he walked out of the building, landing at his feet and hopping alongside. This had gained him a reputation as a freak, though Naveed failed to see what the other kids found so weird about it.

			Everything changed when Roya came home from the hospital. The dormer bedroom stayed closed off at the end of the hall, construction halted except on occasional weekends. Baba worked late, picking up odd jobs to make ends meet since Maman had decided not to go back to work. She’d told them that she wanted to stay home with the baby. 

			Naveed noticed that Maman was different. Even when she was doing normal things, her movements were robotic, her eyes focused on something else, something far away. It seemed to Naveed that a shadow lurked within her now. It hid in different places on her face, in the frown tugging down the corners of her mouth, in the dark circles beneath her eyes. There were days when the shadow covered her entirely, and she didn’t bother getting dressed. She would still be wrapped in her blue silk robe when they sat down to dinner.

			At night he’d hear her drifting through the house, floorboards creaking under her feet, Roya wailing in her arms. It made him wonder if sometimes people turned into ghosts while they were still alive.

			Naveed didn’t talk about it with the others. Cyrus was too young, and still resentful of the sudden lack of attention. Baba was exhausted from work; besides, when he was home, Maman seemed more herself. Naveed was the only one who saw the shadow, so it was up to him to chase it away. 

			He decided to make himself useful. Roya was always fussiest in the evenings, so Naveed helped get dinner on the table, reheating the meals Baba and Cyrus prepared on the weekends. He kept his brother entertained.

			But it didn’t work. Months passed, and everything slowly unraveled. Maman grew more distant. Naveed started having nightmares populated by terrifying, unseen creatures. One day, the boys at school kicked sand into Naveed’s face as he lay on the ground watching a hawk circle above. They laughed while he ran to the bathroom, rubbing his streaming eyes to clear them of grit. Naveed spent that afternoon daydreaming; he knew that crows didn’t attack unless people harmed them or came too close to their nests, but that didn’t stop him from fantasizing about training his schoolyard crows to dive-bomb anyone who tried to mess with him. He was so lost in thought when his teacher handed back his math test that he didn’t notice he’d failed it until she asked him to stay after class. She wanted to know if everything was all right at home. He said it was fine. 

			Rain had poured down as they walked home that day, and Cyrus splashed in puddles, then tracked mud into the house and refused to clean it up. Distracted by the subsequent yelling match between his brother and mother, Naveed left the rice-and-bean dish in the oven too long and the edges turned black and crispy. Roya was teething, and so inconsolable that Maman didn’t bother to sit down to eat with them. She walked in a silent loop, pausing each time she passed the dining room table to take a bite of charred rice, avoiding the patches of congealed cheese. It was a blue-robe day, and her face seemed harder and more shadowed than ever. 

			Naveed wondered if he should say something about the test before she heard about it from his teacher. He didn’t want her to ever find out. That was the kind of thing that strengthened shadows.

			After dinner he stood before the mountain of dirty dishes piled in the kitchen sink. As he stared at the casserole pan, at the food sticking to the blue glass, he realized that things were not going to get better. That it would never be the way it was before.

			He hunched over the sink and let the tears come at last. Hearing a creak behind him in the doorway, he ran the water and reached for the dish soap. But he couldn’t stop crying. He felt like he’d let in something enormous: maybe there were shadows everywhere, and they had come for him too. Maybe they came for everyone, eventually.

			“Naveed-jaan, don’t worry about the dishes. I’ll do them,” Baba said. 

			Naveed wiped his eyes with the backs of his hands, but he couldn’t say anything and he couldn’t leave because there was no way out of the kitchen without facing his father. He couldn’t hide, though: Baba was already embracing him. Naveed sobbed into his shirt, and told him everything. 

			Not long afterward, Maman started seeing a special doctor; she met Kelly at the park around the same time. In fact, back then Naveed had thought that Kelly actually was the special doctor. The work they did together—making jam, knitting hats, tending plants—seemed to him a reasonable form of therapy. Whether it was due to the influence of the psychiatrist or Kelly or both, the end result was the same: Maman came alive again. The shadow was chased away, and once it was gone, it was almost as if it had never been.

			One day that spring, while Cyrus dug a series of holes and Roya lay on a blanket clutching at blades of grass, Naveed helped Maman plant a black elderberry bush against the back fence. She poured water into the deep hole, then teased the roots apart with her fingers and spread them into the puddle. Naveed held the trunk steady while she filled up the hole with soil and compost. 

			“Thank you for your help this winter,” she said as she patted the dirt. 

			“Sure.” Naveed didn’t know what else to say. He watched her mud-caked hands. She never wore gloves; she said she liked to feel the earth between her fingers.

			“No, I really mean it, Naveed-jaan.” She looked up. “I know it was hard on all of you. But you kept going. And that kept me going.” Her eyes darted back to the ground, as if she’d said more than she should. He sat there holding the plant that was nothing more than a stick right then, sensing something in those words that he couldn’t yet understand. 

			They moved on from the low time, transforming their weedy backyard into a vibrant garden and finishing construction on the dormer bedroom. Through it all, the elderberry bush grew. Every summer it bloomed with fragrant white flowers, later growing heavy with dark berries that Maman harvested and boiled into a syrup. Whenever one of them was sick, she’d tuck them into bed and give them a spoonful every few hours, promising they’d feel better in the morning. 

			Ever since then, Naveed had been certain that no matter how bad things got, they would work out in the end. But such optimism seemed childish now that he was on the run, hiding in a Dumpster. He couldn’t imagine this situation ever coming right. 

			It disgusted him how they’d taken pieces of his family’s past out of context and twisted them into such lies. He had to do something to clear their names.

			If only he wasn’t so exhausted. 

			If only he had something to eat.

			He again noticed the softness of the garbage bags underneath him, realizing, now, that the air smelled oddly good. Yeasty, like... bread? He untied one of the bags and tipped the lid of the Dumpster open to allow in the glow of streetlights. 

			The bags were full of discarded loaves. They were past the sell-by date, but still looked as fresh as the day they were made, without a speck of mold. At least not that he could see. 

			And so he ate. His mind wandered away from his current preoccupations, and he thought instead about the bread he was eating, about everything that had gone into making it: the seeds and soil, the water and land, the fertilizer and pesticides, the laboratory-made vitamins and fillers. 

			All for nothing. Each of these loaves would be left to rot inside its bag, the nutrients that were originally extracted from soil not allowed to return, the old cycles broken. It would instead be sent to a landfill where it would remain for a thousand years, a hardened black lump still imprisoned in plastic. 

			Such a waste.

			As he chewed another slice of bread, he considered the immensity of his own problems. They seemed insurmountable. It was tempting to give up. 

			But that wasn’t an option. He had to keep going. For one thing, Cyrus and the others were probably still in the woods somewhere. Naveed took a little comfort in the fact that they had a compass and a gun, but he wished there was some way he could get in contact with them, or send help if they hadn’t reached safety.

			The best he could do was attempt to set the record straight. It was clear who had done this: only one person was twisted enough to plant a bomb in their minivan and fake the deaths of four kids so she could do her experiments. But he couldn’t go straight to the police. First, he would need proof. 

			He thought back to the protest, picturing his arrival at Nutrexo Headquarters. He’d been so distracted that morning, and hadn’t noticed anything suspicious, but— 

			Naveed sat up as it struck him. He knew someone who might have seen everything.

			He took the GPS out of his back pocket and typed in “Seattle Central Library.” It was forty-three miles away. He lifted the lid, peeking out to make sure the alley was empty, then grabbed another loaf of bread before climbing out of the Dumpster. 

			He was going to fix this. 

			He was going to ruin her. 
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			Andi

			Sunday, June 21






			In the shower, hot water cascaded over Andi’s shoulders, dislodging the dirt and sweat that had covered her skin. When the muck swirled down the drain, she was clean. She had left SILO behind for good. She was safe at Gretchen and Frida’s house now. 

			Although this brought some comfort, it did not bring happiness. Andi couldn’t help thinking of Naveed scrubbing himself in that freezing river. She wondered where he was sleeping tonight.

			She returned to the basement in a pair of Gretchen’s pajamas, the arm and leg-cuffs rolled up and drawstring cinched tight. Roya had settled into a featherbed on the floor, one arm draped over Astro, already drifting off. Though Andi felt the same exhaustion, she couldn’t imagine sleeping yet. 

			Cyrus, seated at the computer again, looked up when she entered. “I had to install a secure browser, which took forever—but I’m downloading the presentation from SILO now,” he said quietly, so as not to disturb his sister. “Good thing I sent it to my anonymous email address. Otherwise those FBI guys probably would have intercepted it.” 

			Andi sat next to him, combing her still-damp hair with her fingers. She wondered if she should try contacting her mother by email, but the police were likely monitoring hers, too.  

			Cyrus inhaled. “Mmm. You smell like peppermint, Alexandria. Which is an awesome name, by the way. Does anyone ever call you that?”

			“Not really. I usually go by my Chinese name.”

			“Andi’s a Chinese name?”

			She pronounced it for him in Mandarin, Ān Dì, and Cyrus tried repeating it. Now that she was clean, his sweaty smell was more noticeable. Somehow, though, it wasn’t unpleasant. “You can go take your shower now, if you want,” Andi offered. 

			“I want to see this first.” He glanced at the download progress bar, which was creeping rightward. “Akh, they really need to get a faster connection!”

			Andi asked the question that weighed on her mind. “Cyrus, what are we going to do?” 

			Cyrus studied her. “What do you think we should do?”

			“Well, we can’t stay here forever,” she said. “Somehow, we have to convince everyone we’re telling the truth. But I don’t know how.”

			Cyrus didn’t respond; the download had completed and he was opening the file. Together they scanned the slides, skipping the complicated tables and figures, until they arrived at the “Results” section: 

			
					After 2 months of feeding with BB-Crave, subjects showed significant increases in blood pressure, triglycerides, LDL and total cholesterol compared to controls. 

					Subjects reported high acceptability and palatability of BB-Crave. 

					BB-Crave has potential to grow profits for both Nutrexo and our subsidiary Genbiotix’s novel antihypertension drug, Conara.

			

			The presentation ended there. 

			“So that’s what they were doing with the Blazin Bitz?” Andi asked, thinking aloud. “They put the EcoCow milk in them, which makes you feel calm, and you keep craving more so you keep eating. Then your blood pressure and cholesterol go up, and then you need drugs to fix the problems it gives you? All so they can make more money?” 

			“Yeah, sounds about right,” Cyrus said. 

			Andi gathered her hair, twisting it tightly. Now she felt even worse about leaving her father there. 

			“God, I ate so many of those chips.” Cyrus looked sheepish. “I couldn’t stop.”

			“Do you feel okay?”

			“I feel fine. But maybe... maybe we should see a doctor in the morning. If our cholesterol’s screwed up, it would be more proof that we’re telling the truth.” 

			“Good idea.” Andi rubbed her temples; her head was beginning to ache with fatigue. “We could go to the hospital—Harborview or something.” 

			“Yeah! They have to treat everyone there. Even ‘criminals’ like us.” Cyrus seemed cheered by the plan. “They’ll still have to get the police involved, I guess, but at least it gives us a chance to tell people who might listen. But before we go… we have to spread the word about this, so everybody knows what they were doing to us at SILO. Especially since Blazin Bitz Crave is coming out next week.” 

			“Isn’t that board meeting tomorrow? Where Dr. Snyder’s giving the presentation?”

			“Yeah.” He consulted the email. “Ten a.m.”

			“What if we told the media about it? So that the news stations showed up. Maybe if they heard it for themselves—”

			“They can’t barge in on a private board meeting, though.”

			Andi thought about all the times she’d seen Nutrexo being praised in various news clips. “You’re right. They wouldn’t do it anyway. I think they have ties to Richard Caring.” 

			“That newspaper article was pretty biased, too. I bet Nutrexo gives them a ton of advertising money.”

			“This is ridiculous. I thought that was the whole point of journalism: to seek the truth.” Andi sat up straighter, remembering something Naveed had said at the protest. “Wait! What about the newspaper Naveed bought downtown—Real Change? He told me he likes them because they’re honest, not afraid to tell things like they are.”

			“Hmm… that could work. I’ll look into it. Maybe we could give them an exclusive interview.”

			“Sounds perfect.” Andi relaxed against her chair, stifling a yawn.   

			“Go get some sleep,” Cyrus said. “You can have the couch. I won’t be up much longer.”

			Andi stepped over Roya’s small body and reclined on the corduroy couch. Exhaustion descended upon her, weighing down her aching limbs, anchoring her pounding head. But she waited a moment before closing her eyes, watching Cyrus’s glasses glow in the light of the computer screen. 

			“Cyrus?” she said. He turned to her, his eyes wide and expectant, and she noticed for the first time how green they were. She had wanted to thank him for leading them to this place, to tell him she was glad he was here, because he somehow made this impossible thing they were up against seem vaguely possible. But something about the way he looked at her made Andi feel kind of shy, and she was too tired to articulate it, so she only said, “Good night.” 

			“Oh.” He turned back to the computer. “Good night, Alexandria. Sleep well.” 
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			Naveed

			Sunday, June 21






			Stealing the bicycle had seemed like a good idea at the time. It made perfect sense to Naveed: the bike was unlocked, abandoned beside an empty driveway; he needed to get from Orting to Seattle; he had no money; he couldn’t risk asking anyone for help. Biking had always been easy, and he kept telling himself it was only forty-three miles. That was shorter than the Lake Washington loop, which he and Brooke had done a few weeks ago. If he could cover ten miles an hour, he’d be there before the sun rose.

			Still, there was a part of him, the part that kept whispering neurotoxin neurotoxin whenever he had trouble thinking, that urged him to stop. This isn’t some lazy weekend bike ride around the lake, the small insistent voice said. It’s night, and you don’t have reflectors or a helmet, and you’re so tired you can barely see straight. You’re making everything worse. Breathing shouldn’t be this hard. It shouldn’t hurt this much.

			It’s not that bad, Naveed told himself. Besides, I have to do this. It’s important. This is war.

			To distract himself, he thought about his conversation with Brooke. It had been such a relief to hear her voice, to know she was safe, but he was also ashamed of how pathetic he must have sounded. Part of him feared he could never be with her again: once she found out how messed up his head was now, she might not want to stay.

			Still, he kept replaying the words she had said right before she hung up. I love you. A tiny wild hope fluttered against the doubt. Maybe, if he could prove what he needed to prove, if he could show that all this had been worth something, that he was worth something, it could be okay again. Someday. 

			There was another complication, though: he was confused about Andi. It had been so comforting to feel her touch, to be held, even when he was filthy and disgusting. Of course, he had thought she was Brooke at the time. But later, when they had been alone by the river, he’d wished she would again cradle his head in her lap, sheltering him with her warmth, keeping watch while he slept. It was a fleeting desire, but he was uncertain what it meant.   

			Right now, everything was uncertain. All he could do was keep moving forward.

			He kept to the smallest, darkest streets he could find, on constant lookout for any police cars. For the first several hours of his ride, the terrain was mostly flat with a few long downhill stretches, and the inclines were manageable. But, inevitably, the first real hill loomed ahead. It wasn’t too steep; under normal circumstances he would have powered on without a thought, but now it took all his focus to convince himself that he could do this.

			Naveed only made it halfway up before breathing became so difficult that he gasped for air. In the process, he choked on something—maybe an unlucky bug, maybe his own saliva—which triggered an intense coughing fit. He swerved into the road, losing his balance but managing to catch himself before falling. 

			He had veered into the lane of oncoming traffic. Good thing it was the dead of night; he hadn’t seen a car in ages. Dismounting shakily, still cough/gasping, he wheeled his bike off the street and crouched alongside it in the tall grasses. Seconds after he stepped off the pavement, a car crested the hill and sped over the place where he had just stood. There was a loud crack as its tires drove over the GPS, which must have fallen out of his pocket. Its shiny guts lay flattened on the road, sparkling in the moonlight.

			Eventually, his breath slowed, but he couldn’t stop shaking. He told himself it would be okay. He was fine. From now on, he’d walk his bike up hills. Take it slower. Follow the stars instead of the GPS. He searched for Polaris above, but the sky was big and swirling, and he couldn’t find it. Everything looked unfamiliar, random; he couldn’t pick out a single constellation. 

			It made him dizzy, the way the world spun. He’d better lie down for a minute. 

			Behind him, blackberry vines arched over a thicket of crabgrass: a good place to hide. He unlooped the bag of bread from the handlebars and heaved his bike into the brush. Sharp pain shot through his wrists when he tried to bear weight on his hands, so he army-crawled as far as he could into the tunnel made by the brambles. In the distance, he thought he heard someone laughing, but it was probably his imagination. 

			Once inside his hideout, he rolled onto his back and tried to untie his wrist bandages to examine the wounds. But his hands were weak, and he only managed to loosen the knots before giving up. Not that it mattered; the red streaks traveling up both his arms were proof enough. 

			The infection was spreading.

			He had been running from this, refusing to acknowledge the symptoms, but there was no denying it now. A chill seeped through him from the inside out, which made him acutely aware of the lingering dampness of his jeans; the river water still clung to the thick denim in places, refusing to dry. A deep ache spread not only through his chest but into his limbs, his back. Now that he was lying down, he wasn’t sure he could get up again.

			What bothered him most, though, was falling apart at the worst possible time, when he still had so much to do. He had to get downtown. He had to find Isaiah, the Real Change vendor whose chant greeted Brooke and Naveed every time they went to the Central Library: “Real Change, ma’am? Have a great day, ma’am, have a great day, sir.” Isaiah, who had been right across the street from their parked minivan the morning of the protest. If Dr. Snyder had somehow planted the bomb in their trunk, then Isaiah must have seen. He was Naveed’s only hope. 

			Naveed had to keep going. Stopping would be giving up. Stopping would be letting everyone down. So he’d eat and rest, just for a few minutes, and then he’d move on.

			He opened the bread, but its overpowering yeasty smell nauseated him. For the first time in a week, he wasn’t hungry at all. He twisted the bag shut and curled up on the ground, using the bread as a pillow, pulling his arms into his shirt and shivering. He wished fervently for warmth: for a blanket. For tea, or soup. For home.  

			He slipped into a fitful, cough-interrupted sleep. A nagging mantra repeated (get up - go to the library - find Isaiah), morphing and twisting as he traveled through varying levels of consciousness. Sometimes, parts of it repeated over and over: get up - get up - library - library. Sometimes it threaded into dreams, where he was walled in by library books, and unfolded newspapers lined the floor like in a rat cage, and Isaiah’s voice boomed, These are the best times, Blazin Bitz and you, and from a shadowy corner a red stain bled into the newsprint, spreading, spreading…. 

			Near sunrise he awoke, convinced that the plastic bag of his bread-pillow was melting beneath his cheek, warping and bubbling from its heat. It wasn’t, but some distance away he heard voices. He remained still and silent, remembering that he did not want to be found, drifting back into sleep. 

			As the hours passed, as the morning stretched itself across the sky, waking became less frequent. He was sinking into something like a frozen lake, something dark and cold and deep. The urgency of his mission dimmed. Everything did, as he sank deeper, deeper. 

			But then the dream-sound began, and it was the sound of sawing, but not through wood, no, through something wet and alive; a sound that changed as the blade cut through skin, through muscle, and then, finally, as it wrenched through bone. 

			Naveed tried to tread upward, back to the surface, but something was wrong; he was trapped beneath thick ice, and he kept getting pulled back down, and the more frantically he struggled the deeper he sank, and she was there, she was down at the bottom waiting; he had to get out, there was something he needed to do, he was running out of time—  

			Then a voice came from above, a man’s voice, unfamiliar. His words shattered the ice, heavy as a stone, startling Naveed to wakefulness.

			“Well. What do we have here?”
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			Cyrus
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			Cyrus woke up disoriented. At first he thought he was back home in the room he’d always shared with his brother, but the familiar sounds of Naveed’s deep, steady breathing were replaced by lighter and faster ones. He remembered where he was as soon as he turned over and saw Andi on the couch, a pillow over her head. Great, he must have been snoring.

			He tried to go back to sleep—his body ached, his throat was sore, and he knew he needed more rest—but was unable to get comfortable. In the night, the things he didn’t want to face had a way of returning. Guilt seeped in as he thought about his brother. Naveed could have been here too, feasting with them, sleeping under blankets, if only Cyrus had done something differently, if he’d said the right thing back in the woods. 

			But Naveed wasn’t here, and Cyrus couldn’t talk to anyone about it. He was just as worried about Naveed as Andi was, but he couldn’t stand listening to her fret over his brother. He hated admitting that, but it was true. 

			Cyrus knew that his pudginess, his geekiness, made him invisible to Andi. But maybe he could change that. Maybe he could be the hero, for once. 

			He had an opportunity now. If he could come up with a surefire way to expose SILO, they’d have to shut it down, and their “prisoners”—including Andi’s father—would be released. Then everyone would be more likely to listen to the truth and realize that his family was innocent. 

			He’d liked Andi’s idea to do an interview with Real Change. One of their recent articles, a piece about food waste, had been critical of Nutrexo’s policies. But he could already see Nutrexo fighting back by casting doubt on the paper’s credibility. Plus, it only came out once a week. By the time their story was published, it might be too late. And he didn’t want to just tell people who were willing to buy newspapers from the homeless. He wanted to tell everyone.

			Cyrus sat up in bed, struck by a new idea. Being careful not to wake the others, he crept over to the computer.

			Using the secure browser he’d installed in order to obscure his true IP address, he created a new account on the developer forum where he and Dev sometimes hung out, in case the FBI was tracing his usual login. Then he searched for Dev, and was pleased to see that his friend was logged on, even though it wasn’t yet 8 a.m.

			He requested a private chat, and seconds later Dev accepted. 


			zombie555: Hello old friend 

			it’s me, the one who brought u cherry turnovers last week


			devcha89: Well hello

			Hey it’s good to see you but can we move this conversation somewhere else? 


			zombie555: Uh ok


			devcha89: I set up a username for you:

			Co-op hippie attack weapon + favorite dish to bake + # times you beat me at chess.

			Passphrase: same one we used for PNWQ


			Dev sent him a link to an encrypted chat site, and Cyrus logged in, impressed—but not surprised—that Dev had come up with such an ingenious way of checking his identity. He was glad Dev wasn’t taking security lightly. 


			deltacube008: So it IS you!

			Cy I’m so glad you’re alive, but you are in some deep shit right now


			wormpie1: Yes, I am aware of that.


			deltacube008: So I have to know, WTF IS GOING ON????

			Oh, and are you ok?


			wormpie1: Thanks for asking. I’m swell. 

			as for the other question, it’s a loooooooooong story.


			deltacube008: Hey is Naveed with you?


			wormpie1: No I’m with Roya and Andi but we got separated from Naveed. Why? 


			deltacube008: Shit. This has been the weirdest night ever.


			wormpie1: ???

			u know where he is?


			deltacube008: Not exactly. 

			You got a few mins?

			You in a safe place? Somewhere private? Secure connection?


			wormpie1: Yes. Totally safe & secure. 

			I have a favor to ask too,

			But tell me what’s going on first


			deltacube008: OK. Where to start? So we went on our “vacation”

			(I don’t know what my mom was thinking. Camping was a disaster.) 

			And when we got back on Wednesday I found out you were dead.

			My mom was kind of weird about it.  

			She came into my room all serious, said she didn’t want me doing any interviews 

			(all these reporters wanted to ask me about you)

			And told me to never, EVER say anything critical about Nutrexo to anyone.

			Well. That was an odd thing to say.

			So the next day when she was at work, I snooped around her office.

			I really needed something to take my mind off the whole Dead Best Friend thing.

			She’s pretty good at covering her tracks, but I’ve figured out most of her tricks by now.

			Ok, this is where you have to promise not to tell ANYONE what I’m about to say


			wormpie1: of course not. 

			what did u find???


			deltacube008: Our moms were conspiring against Nutrexo. Yours, mine, Brooke’s.

			You know how Brooke’s dad Scott works there? 

			I guess Kelly had found out they were up to no good 

			Someone got drunk at their Christmas party and let details about the EcoCows slip

			But Kelly and Mahnaz didn’t come to my mom for help until after some conference where they found out the govt approved EcoCow milk. 

			They wanted to blow the whistle on it, get the whole project shut down, but they needed evidence against it, so they convinced my mom to hack into Nutrexo’s servers and take some confidential docs. 


			Cyrus coughed, and got up to take a drink of water from the bathroom sink. It made sense that Dev’s mom had helped; he’d known that Maman didn’t have the skills to get those documents on her own. But he didn’t understand how Nutrexo found out she had them in the first place—

			His heart sank as he remembered standing in the buffet line with Andi before the play, telling her about the stolen file. Back then, the whole thing had seemed a harmless diversion. But what if someone had overheard him? He never should have said anything in public.  

			Feeling guiltier than ever, he returned to the computer and continued the chat.


			deltacube008: My mom and Kelly owe your mom big time. Mahnaz took the fall for both of them.

			They’ve been trying to clear her name but so far, no luck. 

			People have been tearing her apart, saying that she basically killed you and stuff.

			And Nutrexo gets to look like the victim—there’s like this huge campaign to support them. 

			It’s been painful.

			Then things got weird Saturday night. 

			All of a sudden the news is like, oh, maybe they aren’t dead after all, 

			maybe *they’re* the terrorists!


			wormpie1: Yeah. It’s because we escaped Saturday. 

			They’re trying to cover their asses, make us look crazy 

			so that nobody believes us when we try to tell the truth.


			deltacube008: ESCAPED? From where?


			wormpie1: I know this sounds insane but I swear it’s true. 

			They took us to the same place where they’re developing the EcoCows

			A research farm in the middle of nowhere. They call it SILO.

			There’s this scientist Dr. Snyder who does experiments on people too


			deltacube008: Well, fuck.

			I don’t even know what to say. 

			You sure you’re ok?


			wormpie1: Um, I think so. 
The three of us are fine. 

			But Naveed, not so much.


			deltacube008: What happened?


			wormpie1: Some messed up shit I don’t really want to talk about

			so do u know where he is?


			deltacube008: Oh yeah I was getting to that.  

			Ok so after I found out what our moms were up to, I had to tell somebody.

			Of course the person I wanted to tell was you but I couldn’t. 

			I tracked down Brooke, because I thought she should know.

			We started chatting here and decided we couldn’t just sit back and let everyone believe what Nutrexo’s telling them.

			So I started working on a new website, totally untraceable to us.

			NutrexoTruth.com. The problem is we don’t have much content. 

			I’m not about to go poking around in their servers for more proof.

			Especially after what happened with your mom—bad luck that the docs she got didn’t turn up any dirt.

			Plus Brooke and I both got interrogated by the FBI yesterday so we have to be extra careful

			(Ugh. I tried, but it was pointless. Those guys have already made up their minds about you.)

			ANYWAY. Last night Brooke popped up here and said that Naveed called her! 


			wormpie1: WHAT??? 


			deltacube008: Yeah but Brooke was kinda panicked

			I guess he didn’t sound so good, asked her for a ride home

			He didn’t seem to have any idea how much trouble he’s in

			But she couldn’t tell him cuz she was afraid the FBI might be listening


			wormpie1: Shit 

			so where did he call from?? 


			deltacube008: She searched the number after she hung up. 

			He was at this bar called Terrence’s Tavern, like an hour south of Seattle in Orting.


			wormpie1: In Orting? That’s where we are! 

			We could go look for him


			deltacube008: Actually... I don’t think he’s there anymore

			Brooke told him (in code) to go to this park on Lake Washington, Coho Beach, where her cousin got married. In the woods there’s this old burned-out tree

			She wanted him to hide out there until someone could pick him up

			BUT she didn’t know he was in Orting when she suggested it, 

			And obviously he doesn’t have a way to get there

			So she told me to call Ethan, get him to search 

			(Wish I could’ve gone. Hate not being old enough to drive yet.)

			She was freaking out pretty bad, afraid her phone had been tapped, 

			That the FBI would make her tell where the hideout was, 

			and ambush him there if he did make it.

			Or that someone recognized him in the bar, and the police would find out he called her but she didn’t notify them like she’s supposed to.

			Then she was like, “Sorry gotta go” and signed off

			I’ve been hanging out here hoping she would come back on, but… nothing.

			(Just found out why—guess she took off, you can google it.)


			wormpie1: Yikes 

			u heard anything from Ethan?


			deltacube008: He’s been searching all night with a couple others. Nothing yet.


			It occurred to Cyrus that each moment of relief he’d felt in the past few days had been swiftly followed by something unpleasant. Like Naveed smiling by the campfire just before the helicopter showed up, or arriving at Gretchen and Frida’s only to find out what happened at the protest. This was no exception. Naveed had managed to find his way out of the woods, but he was not safe. 


			    

			deltacube008: So, where are you?


			wormpie1: We’re at this farm with these nice old people. 

			I had the best dinner last night


			deltacube008: Glad to hear it. You said something about a favor?


			wormpie1: Oh yeah can I send u a file? It’ll explain everything. I know Nutrexo’s probably gonna say we made it up, but I got it from the source and didn’t change a thing

			Anyway u should put it on ur new website

			Oh and I’ll see if I can find SILO on the satellite map

			Also a picture of Dr. Snyder. She’s the one they should be looking for.

			but make sure it can’t be traced back to u

			I want everyone to know the truth

			Maybe people will believe it if we put enough proof in front of them

			How u gonna spread the word about the site?


			deltacube008: Two words for you, my friend: 

			DANCING SQUIRREL


			wormpie1: HELL YEAH MEME IT UP!!! 

			Think u can make it go as viral as old Nutkin did?


			deltacube008: You’re like super famous right now.

			(Maybe infamous is a better word.) 

			I’ll barely have to do anything and the internet will blow up.

			Do you have a webcam? Maybe you could shoot a quick video.


			wormpie1: Sure I’ll get on that when the others wake up

			Thanks Dev. For everything. 


			deltacube008: Sure thing. Seriously, SO GOOD to hear from you.

			You need anything else, you know where to find me.


			As soon as Cyrus sent Dev the encrypted file and logged off, he searched for Terrence’s Tavern. The results page was filled with recently-updated news sites. He clicked the first link and read.  

			The owner of the bar had called the police about an hour after Naveed had left. “He didn’t look much like the kid they’ve been showing on the news,” he said. “But something about the whole situation seemed off. It kept nagging at me, so I figured better safe than sorry.” 

			The FBI had analyzed shards from a glass of water that Naveed dropped at the bar. The fingerprints matched those they had pulled from his carving knife at home. They were now expanding the search area, since a nearby homeowner had reported that her son’s bicycle was stolen from their front yard during the night, and they had issued a police sketch based on the bartender’s description. In the picture, Naveed looked bedraggled and hollow-eyed. Kind of like a terrorist fugitive, Cyrus hated to admit. 

			Across the country in Massachusetts, the FBI was trying to find Brooke. They had traced the call made from the bar’s phone, and wanted to ask her some questions. But her father had awoken to find his daughter, and his SUV, gone. 

			The internet was already blowing up.

			As Cyrus scrolled through the news sites, a crushing dread descended. Police were searching the area, looking for them.

			They weren’t safe at Gretchen and Frida’s anymore.  
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			“Alexandria! Roya! Time to wake up.” The words were muffled through the pillow over her head; Andi had tried to drown out Cyrus’s loud snores during the night.

			She wanted to go back to sleep. Her whole body ached, her back and throat especially. The fresh air on her face felt unpleasantly cool when she pushed the pillow aside. Cyrus stood above her. 

			“What time is it?” she asked. 

			“It’s already 8:30,” Cyrus said. “Here, come over to the computer for a minute.”

			On the floor, Roya sat up, looking as groggy as Andi felt, and they both dragged themselves over to the desk. Roya coughed, and Cyrus glanced at her, concerned. Andi noticed he had dark circles under his eyes. “You okay, Roya?” 

			“I feel kind of yucky,” Roya said. 

			He felt his sister’s forehead and frowned. “Shoot, sis, I think you have a fever. But I know something that might make you feel better. I chatted with Dev this morning, and—like I thought—Naveed didn’t get caught by those guys in the woods. He made it out and contacted Brooke. She told him about a safe place where he could hide. He must be there by now, because it’d be all over the news if the cops had found him.”

			Roya seemed cheered by this, but Andi was still digesting the information. “Wait, back up,” she said. “Where is he? We should go find him.”

			“Frida’s headed there now—to some park on Lake Washington.”

			“Lake Washington? That’s like an hour’s drive from here, right? How would Naveed—”

			“Apparently he has a bike. Anyway, Frida will find him, and they’ll meet us at the hospital. But we need to leave soon. Someone at a bar recognized Naveed and called the cops, so they’re combing the area looking for him. And us.”

			Andi was about to stand up, but Cyrus gestured for her to stay seated. He was clicking around on the computer, opening a website.

			“Do you remember Nutkin the dancing squirrel?” he asked.

			“Of course.” Andi almost smiled as she recalled the video of a frantic squirrel, expertly cut so that he appeared to be dancing to Michael Jackson’s “Bad.” Her father had found it particularly hilarious; it had even inspired the theme of one of their playlists. “What does that have to do with anything?”

			“Dev made that video. He’s brilliant at this stuff. So he’s going to help us spread the word about SILO with viral videos and memes. They’ll link back to this website he’s working on, NutrexoTruth.com, that has the presentation on it. We should still tell our story to Real Change—Gretchen’s calling them now, seeing if we can do a phone interview on our way in to Seattle—but the website will be focused on Blazin Bitz Crave. I mean, this is way bigger than just what happened to us, and people need to know what’s going on. I doubt Nutrexo has a clue that we actually have evidence against them, so we’re going to fight back with everything we’ve got. Put it in front of the people, and let them come to their own decisions. See, check this out—here’s one of the images he made for our campaign.”

			The picture showed a cluster of zombies. Their mouths were stained not with blood, but with bright red powder, and each held its own bag of Blazin Bitz Crave in its crimson hands. “#BewareTheBitz” was printed in large letters at the top. The website address was listed below.  

			“Wow.” Andi was unsure how to react. To her, it seemed too playful, considering their dire situation.

			“I know, right?” Cyrus clicked over to a video program on the computer. Their bleary-eyed reflections stared back at them, mimicking their movements.

			“Wait, what are you doing?” she asked.

			“Dev needs some video footage of us.”

			“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

			“I’ve got my speech planned. Feel free to chime in, but you two don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to.”

			“At least let me get ready first.” Andi reached up to smooth her tangled hair, but Cyrus touched her hand, guiding it away.

			“No, you look perfect,” he said, with such genuine admiration that it almost seemed like a compliment. Then he continued, “The more desperate we look, the better.”

			Roya had not bathed the night before and was the grimiest of the three, but she made no attempt to groom herself. “Please, can we start? I’m tired.”

			“Okay. Here we go.” Cyrus pressed Record and cleared his throat. “Um, hi. This is Cyrus, and Andi, and Roya. Don’t worry, we’re not hiding out planning a violent overthrow of capitalist society or whatever. We had nothing to do with that bomb, and my parents didn’t either. If you want to know what really happened when we vanished off the face of the earth, the person to ask is Dr. Tara Snyder. Maybe you’ve heard that she created the EcoCows? Maybe you’ve even heard that she was doing a small study on human subjects to test new products like Blazin Bitz Crave. But what you haven’t heard is the true purpose of the research. Head over to NutrexoTruth.com if you want to know what she’s really doing.”

			He paused to cough, and Andi felt like she should interject. There was something she wanted to add, but her mind was still waking up and she couldn’t think what to say. Roya slumped in her chair, droopy-eyed, like she was about to fall asleep.

			“Yeah, I know, you’re probably wondering how we found out about this. It’s because we were there. She was experimenting on us, but we got out, and we think everyone deserves to know the truth about Blazin Bitz Crave.”

			Roya tugged on Cyrus’s shirt, and he turned to his sister. “Tell about Naveed,” she said.

			Cyrus faced the camera again. “Naveed’s innocent, too. If you see him just... help him out, okay? The guy’s been through a lot.” He repeated the website address one more time, then stopped recording.

			“There,” he said with a smile. “I think that about covers it. I’ll get this to Dev, and he’ll work his magic and get everything posted. He said the site won’t go live until noon or so—he has to do some back-end work to make sure it can handle all the traffic. Now, we should get our disguises on. Don’t want anyone to recognize us on the way to Harborview.” 

			Andi took her pile of clothes into the bathroom. After she dressed in a baggy blouse and tapered jeans of Gretchen’s, she checked under the pile of towels in the cupboard, but the gun was no longer there. She had expected as much, since she’d told Gretchen about it after dinner, but now Andi wondered if they should have held onto it just in case. She soon dismissed the thought as absurd—they couldn’t march into the hospital armed, and if the police somehow caught them along the way, having a gun would make things worse. 

			Besides, it was unlikely they’d run into any trouble, and she was tired of worrying about it. Andi turned her thoughts to her mother instead, picturing their reunion as she twisted her hair into a knot and hid it under a floppy teal sun hat. Now, she was unrecognizable. And painfully frumpy. 

			Before going upstairs, she found the purple lab gloves in the pocket of her old clothes. They were inside-out, so the side she touched was clean, but a faint manure smell escaped when she transferred them to her jeans. She figured they might be useful as further evidence to back up their story.

			Feeling more hopeful now, she climbed the stairs to find Cyrus and Roya already waiting. Roya sat on the floor, her cheeks flushed, her knees pulled under the same T-shirt she had slept in. A kerchief was tied over her hair. Cyrus leaned against the wall beside her, in a cowboy-style shirt that fit him surprisingly well.

			“Wow,” Cyrus said. “Alexandria, you are a sight to behold.” 

			“Ugh. I look like I just stepped out of the 1980’s. And not in a good way.” 

			“Maybe we are from the ‘80s.” He tapped the bill of the navy-blue mesh-backed trucker cap he wore. A caricature of Smokey the Bear was emblazoned on its front, earnestly reminding them that Only You Can Prevent Forest Fires. “Maybe we’re time travelers.”

			“A time machine would be nice,” Andi said. “I think we could find a good use for that.”

			Gretchen appeared with a thermos of warm tea and a soft flannel blanket for Roya, then handed Andi a canvas bag containing fresh fruit and buttered bread and boiled eggs. Cyrus removed his glasses, wrapping them in a thick swath of fabric and putting them in his front pocket. He looked like a different person without them. Andi again noticed his eyes, which today appeared light brown, with bright flecks of gold and green.

			Gretchen opened the door and ushered them to the car, looking nervous but determined. “The senior reporter for Real Change will be ready for the interview in about fifteen minutes. You can use my phone.” She handed it to Andi, along with a scrap of paper containing the reporter’s number. 

			They climbed into the back seat of her Subaru. Cyrus took the middle and Roya slid in next to him, her blanket wrapped around her shoulders like a cloak. She leaned against his shoulder, barely awake.

			Though she wasn’t hungry, Andi figured she should eat something, and pulled out a container of deep red strawberries. She bit into one so ripe it seemed to melt on her tongue, filling her mouth with sweetness; it was as if the flavor of a thousand supermarket strawberries had been packed inside this single, tiny fruit.

			She ate a few more, enjoying their cool smoothness against her sore throat, before offering them to Cyrus. Then she rested her forehead against the window, watching as the tree-lined streets gave way to strip malls. Gretchen was taking back roads, so it would probably be over an hour before they made it to Seattle.

			Cyrus sighed in pleasure as he ate strawberries. “Gretchen, these are fabulous. Hey, would you mind turning on some music? Maybe something from the ‘80s?” 

			Gretchen fiddled with the radio dial until Cyrus stopped her on a station playing Duran Duran’s “Come Undone.” The song was solidly ‘90s, but Andi decided not to point this out. Cyrus leaned closer, whispering winkingly, “I think we found the time machine.”

			Andi shifted against the seat. Her back ached, and her chest felt tight, congested. She wasn’t in the mood for jokes anymore. “Do you really think this will work?” she asked. 

			“Of course it will! I have a good feeling about it. I’m so glad I contacted Dev. SILO’s totally getting shut down.”

			Andi was quiet, picturing Dev’s red-mouthed zombies.  

			“What’s wrong?”

			“It’s just… I don’t know. This is serious, Cyrus. Do you think that stuff about Bitz-Zombies is going to get the point across? And what if Nutrexo manages to get the site taken down or something?”

			“By the time they figure out what’s going on, it’ll be too late. And there’s more than one way to spread a message, you know. I happen to prefer making people laugh to being all doom-and-gloom.”

			“Mmm.” Andi turned to the window again. Beside her, Cyrus coughed, and the sound of it made Andi think about Naveed by the riverside, of the way he had moved so deliberately, conserving what little energy he had. 

			“This is too far,” she said.

			“What?”

			“Too far. For Naveed to bike. There’s no way he made it to Lake Washington.”

			Cyrus looked irritated. “He made it. He had to.”

			Andi glanced at Roya, but the little girl was fast asleep. “No, think about it. He doesn’t have any food or water—and he told me he hadn’t eaten anything the whole time we were at SILO, so it’s probably been like a week since he’s had a meal. Biking for that long would be impossible. And how’s he supposed to find his way around? He doesn’t have his phone, and can’t ask anyone. Even if he did make it to the lake, I don’t think he would just hide out, with everything that’s going on. That’s not like him at all.”

			“Stop acting like you know him better than I do. He’s my brother.”

			The bite of this comment, the anger behind it, stunned her. Normally, she would have backed down, but Cyrus’s response was frustrating. “Can’t we talk about him for one minute without you getting all huffy?”

			“I am not huffy.”

			“You are!” she whispered, trying to keep Gretchen from hearing. “I want to think this through, okay?”

			“There’s nothing to figure out. He’s at the lake, safe.” Cyrus started coughing again, but Andi got the distinct impression he was faking it this time, to avoid further conversation. 

			“You all right back there?” Gretchen asked from the front. 

			“Fine,” Cyrus said. 

			“There’s a jug of water in the lunch bag,” Gretchen said, nudging the radio’s volume up. 

			“So what exactly did Dev tell you?” Andi asked, recklessly, as Cyrus opened the jug. “If Naveed called Brooke, he must not know what happened at the protest. And why did he call her, anyway? Didn’t you say she left for the summer?” 

			“Will you stop already?” Cyrus turned toward her so abruptly that water sloshed onto his jeans. “I get it, okay? You don’t have to hit me over the head with it.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			Cyrus’s face clouded, and when he spoke, his tone was unfamiliar and cruel. “It’s obvious, Andi. I knew it from the very first day. That music mix, those sappy love songs... they were never meant for Brooke. They were for him.”

			Andi wanted to evaporate, but she was trapped in this car, too close to Cyrus. She felt exposed; he had uncovered something she’d tried to conceal, shining a bright, unflattering light on it. And he had insulted her songs: the songs she adored, the songs she had so carefully chosen. 

			“No,” she said. “It wasn’t like that. He loves Brooke. I know that. I’ve always known.” Then, as shock gave way to anger, “Why are we talking about this anyway? It doesn’t matter.”

			“Oh, it matters. He’s all anyone ever wants to talk about. My perfect brother, the one everybody loves.”

			Andi could hear the anguish in his voice, but Cyrus had hurt her, and something savage came from that raw, open wound; she wanted to hurt him back. The words spilled out before she could stop them, words that should never be spoken. “Is that what this is about? You’re jealous of him? Maybe that’s why you don’t care about finding him. Because you don’t want him to come back.” 

			The words might as well have been knives. In the instant after they hit, his eyes widened, and she saw then why it mattered to Cyrus so much. She saw what he had been trying to tell her.

			It was obvious now. It was the way he glanced up, delighted, whenever she entered the room. It was the way he pronounced her name, her full name, enunciating all of its syllables; the way he had touched her hand this morning, gently guiding it away from her messy hair, telling her she looked perfect.

			Cyrus made a small, choked sound, gripping his stomach and breathing hard, as if she had stabbed him in the gut. She supposed, in a way, she had. She’d gone too far. “Cyrus, wait, I didn’t mean it—”

			He stared straight ahead, not blinking at the sound of her voice. It was like she no longer existed. “Gretchen, can you pull over? I feel like I’m going to puke.”

			Gretchen changed lanes. “There isn’t much of a shoulder here….”

			“Please! Just pull the car over!” When she did, he tumbled out of the car and slammed the door.

			Roya sat up. “Are we here?”

			“No. Go back to sleep,” Andi said. Roya settled back in, pulling her blanket tighter and leaning against the window.

			“I’m going to check on him.” Gretchen unbuckled her seat belt, but Cyrus was already opening the passenger door. 

			He slid into the front seat and reclined it. “False alarm. The back seat was making me queasy, I guess.” He angled the hat down, covering his face.  

			“It’s time to call Real Change—” Gretchen started.

			“Andi can deal with it,” Cyrus said. “It was her idea anyway.”

			An uncomfortable silence settled in the car. Andi took out Gretchen’s phone, even though the interview was the last thing she wanted to do right now. She was feeling worse every minute, because what Cyrus had said was true. She’d never noticed him the way he wanted to be noticed; she had always been dazzled by the brilliance of his brother. But Cyrus had his charms, too. And now that she knew how he felt about her, she saw him in a different light. He did look cute in that cowboy shirt, that trucker cap.

			Not that it mattered anymore. She had messed it up. She had messed everything up.

			Andi dialed the reporter’s number. He greeted her warmly, setting her at ease; he had a soothing voice, a deep baritone. She knew that she’d chosen the right place to tell their story when she asked whether they accepted advertising money from Nutrexo, and without hesitation, the reporter answered that the paper would never take money from them. One of their missions, he said, was to promote economic justice, something that Nutrexo undermined by refusing to fairly compensate workers at lower levels of the company—workers on farms, in fast food restaurants, in factories—while their executives made millions of dollars each year. 

			Reassured, Andi began. The reporter listened, rapt, asking clarifying questions, alternating between intrigue and outrage as she described what had happened.  

			Soon they began to pass sprawling warehouses and shipyards stacked high with sun-faded shipping containers. The city skyline glimmered ahead, growing closer. Harborview Medical Center wasn’t far from downtown, so Andi wrapped up the interview and hung up the phone.

			The radio had been turned down, but it continued playing old songs. Andi absentmindedly tucked the phone into her pocket and leaned back, straining to listen. At first she only heard disjointed notes, then the chord progression clicked into place in her mind and she knew exactly what was coming.  

			Now that you’re here I can’t think straight

			Thoughts circling back like figure eights

			Out of control we skid into the curve

			We have to surrender, we have to swerve….  

			The car was a time machine. In here, Mile Seven lived again. In here, it seemed like their fame could go on forever, like they would never break up—which made her wonder, what if they hadn’t? What if her father had spent her childhood away on tour? What if he’d never gone to rehab? What if that December morning at the record store, when she’d met Naveed and Cyrus, had never been? 

			We have to surrender…

			With a start, Andi realized what she’d forgotten: she had neglected to say anything about her father when they filmed the video. She’d missed her opportunity; she knew now what she should have said. My dad’s still there, he’s one of the human subjects, he doesn’t know what they’re doing to him. 

			Now she felt even worse. She tried to convince herself that it was okay, because SILO would have to be shut down after their evidence was leaked, and he would be safe then. The thought was not very comforting, though. Just forgetting about him felt like enough of a betrayal.

			We have to swerve… 

			Gretchen exclaimed something in German from the front seat. “Missed my turn,” she added, glancing over her shoulder and merging into the left lane so she could turn around. They were in the thick of downtown now: skyscrapers towered above, traffic was heavy. 

			The car stopped while they waited for someone ahead to turn left. Beside Andi, Roya stirred, inhaling sharply.

			“Naveed?” she said hoarsely. “Naveed! It’s him! There, in that car!” She pointed to a beat-up silver Buick alongside them. Just before it rumbled past, crossing the intersection ahead, Andi caught a glimpse of someone in the back seat. A hoodie was pulled over the person’s head, so she couldn’t see his face, but she did see—or maybe she only thought she saw—his distinctive, angular nose. 

			Cyrus turned around. “Are you sure?”

			“Yes! Quick, we have to follow, he’s getting away!” 

			“I can’t get over—” Gretchen started, but before anyone realized what was happening, Roya had already opened her door. 

			She darted across the street, dodging traffic, and Andi watched in horror as a red Tesla in the right lane slammed on its brakes to avoid hitting her. Then came a terrible crunching sound, metal on metal, as an SUV crashed into the Tesla’s rear bumper. Andi looked around frantically but Roya was nowhere in sight, and Gretchen was shifting into park and jumping out her door, yelling at Andi and Cyrus to stay put and get down.

			Andi couldn’t move. Her heart raced—too fast, this was all happening too fast—and she kept staring out the window, even though she was afraid of what she might see— 

			But Roya reappeared moments later, safe on the sidewalk, blanket still wrapped cloak-like around her. Andi’s relief didn’t last long, because then sirens blared, and red and blue lights flashed, and two police officers slammed their doors, running down the sidewalk, running after Roya.
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			Naveed forced his eyes open.

			Even before he registered the two men leaning over him, he realized something was different. His head felt muddled, and heaviness filled his body, as if his muscles had been replaced with boulders.

			Why was he here, covered in vines? 

			Why was he sleeping outside, alone? 

			“Hey kid, you okay?” asked one of the men, a pale scrawny guy missing his two front teeth. 

			Naveed closed his eyes again because everything was too sharp, too bright. He said nothing. Moving his mouth, forming words—too much work.

			“Something’s wrong with him,” said the other man, tanned and leathery with an untamed black beard.   

			“Leave him alone,” said No-Teeth. “Probably just coming off something, got the shakes.”

			“No, I don’t think so. That cough....” Blackbeard stepped closer. 

			Hiding.

			Naveed was supposed to be hiding from something.

			From them?

			He tried to sit up, but fell back when pain raced through both arms, bolting electric from his bent wrists. 

			Beads of blood dotted his palms. They had been pierced by thorns in the blackberry vines arching around him, trapping him here. 

			Then the world dissolved in a swirl of green as he coughed, an achingly long cough, punctuated by rattling breaths.   

			He wanted to melt into the earth. 

			He wanted all of this to be over.

			But when he resurfaced, the men were still there, talking.

			“He ain’t breathing right.” Blackbeard’s voice was closer; he kneeled next to Naveed now. “And look at his arms, them red lines—like Davis got, when that cut on his leg wouldn’t heal, and they ended up having to—” 

			“This has nothing to do with Davis and his fucking leg,” No-Teeth said. “We don’t know shit about this kid, and I don’t want nobody stirring up trouble at the camp.”  

			“We can’t just leave him here. You want to listen to him coughing all night again?”

			“No, but what’re we supposed to do? Can’t call an ambulance. They’ll find our camp, get the cops involved, force us to leave.”

			“We could take him with us when we go into the city. We’re going right by Harborview anyway.”

			“Are you fucking insane?”

			The men kept arguing, but Naveed couldn’t listen and think at the same time, and Harborview sent a stream of words rushing through his head.

			hospital – doctors – drugs – white coats – blood draws – tests 

			He shuddered, couldn’t stop; new words kept coming, flooding in so clear (neurotoxin – symptoms – brain tissue – bone saw), and he had to fight to keep from throwing up. He couldn’t go there, couldn’t; it was the wrong place anyway, he was supposed to go somewhere else.

			get up – get up – library – library

			Naveed tried to will himself upright, but he was drowning in words, and had to focus now on finding molecules, harvesting oxygen from the air. It took all his concentration. 

			After a time the voices stopped. Blackbeard was shoving vines aside, nudging Naveed’s shoulder. “Hey. Kid. Wake up. What’s your name?”

			Naveed started to answer, but remembered just in time that he shouldn’t. His response came out an indecipherable mumble.

			“What was that? Nate?” Naveed nodded, relieved. “Okay, Nate. My son-of-a-bitch friend over there’s getting his car, and we’ll take you to the hospital so you can get some help, okay?”

			Naveed opened his eyes. Blackbeard stood above him. He was shadowed against the morning sun, but his wiry beard glowed in the light.

			“No don’t take me. To hospital,” Naveed managed to say. “Have to go somewhere first. The library.”

			Blackbeard chuckled. “What, you got an overdue book to return? You’re delirious. Go back to sleep.”

			“No, no, please! It’s important, the library... have to go to the library....”

			“What for?”


			What for?

			Why were they talking about libraries?

			It was gone, his mind blank.

			He was blinking in and out like a star.

			Bright one moment, dim the next.

			In.

			Out.

			Out.




			Clink - clink - clink

			Naveed awoke curled up in the back seat of a car. 

			Sun streamed through the windows. Air conditioning blasted.

			He shivered, even though someone had draped a hoodie

			Over him like a blanket. 

			An empty bottle of water lay beside him on the seat.

			He remembered, vaguely, Blackbeard helping him drink it.

			The car smelled like stale cigarettes and skunky weed, 

			Mixed with the ripe, cheeselike aroma of unwashed bodies, unlaundered clothes.

			The back seat was littered with crushed silver cans

			Whenever the car turned they slithered together 

			Clink - clink - clink

			The upholstery of the passenger seat was torn, ripped cleanly, as if with a knife.

			Naveed stared at that rip for a long time. 


			Sharp laughter from the front seat sliced through his head.

			The springs under his seat squealed with each movement.

			Every detail was crisp and jarring. 


			Then he coughed, and it was like 

			stabbing

			stabbing

			Or maybe it was knives 

			ripping

			ripping

			His mouth was full of metal

			He spat 

			And on the floor it quivered 

			red red red

			He thought, 

			Oh. This is what dying feels like.

			It was an odd relief. 

			He just had to do this one thing

			The one thing he finally remembered

			(Get up. Go to the library. Find Isaiah.)

			Then he could go.


			First he had to find breath again

			Hard to do:

			He felt underwater.

			With difficulty he sat up, slowly slowly,

			Rising like a wave 

			Behind the driver’s seat.

			Pulled the sweatshirt on, hood up,

			Fumbled a long time with the zipper.

			He could hardly bend his fingers now

			They had puffed up

			Like risen dough


			He leaned back against the seat,

			Breathing loud, open-mouthed

			Chest heaving air in and out

			Never easy, never enough.

			Like bailing out a leaking boat

			Tossing buckets and buckets overboard

			While the water kept flooding in.


			Blackbeard looked back from the passenger seat.

			Hey Nate, you all right?


			Naveed choked out, The library take me to the downtown library 

			Isaiah. Need to see Isaiah.


			No-Teeth regarded him with surprise in the rearview mirror.

			Isaiah? At the library?

			What business you got with him?


			Naveed couldn’t even begin to explain.

			Have to ask him something 

			It’s important


			Outside the window: 

			red brick buildings 

			a city park’s crowded green lawn 

			Puget Sound’s blue expanse

			They were nearing downtown

			So close


			Sorry, kid. We ain’t making no stops, No-Teeth said.


			Something flared up in Naveed,

			Searing and uncontrollable:

			Latent anger; intense desperation.

			He lunged forward, wrapping his hands around the driver’s neck.

			I said, take me to the library. Right. Now.


			No-Teeth swerved but quickly regained control

			Let go! Holy fuck, you trying to kill us all?

			Blackbeard tried to pry Naveed’s fingers away 

			So Naveed pressed tighter

			No-Teeth made gasping strangled sounds


			Just as Naveed relented, 

			Blackbeard closed his hand tight 

			Around Naveed’s wrist  

			Naveed screamed  

			Jerked back into his seat

			Agony 

			Exploding


			In the front, voices distant:

			Just dump him here

			Let someone else deal with him

			He tried to fucking kill me

			Told you we shouldn’t get involved

			He’s out of his fucking mind


			When the pain subsided

			Naveed found himself sobbing,

			Heard himself saying, over and over:

			I’m sorry. Please. Please. I’m sorry.

			I wasn’t going to

			I promise I won’t

			If you take me

			To the library


			Just take him, for fuck’s sake, Blackbeard said. 

			Easier than arguing.

			Don’t want him to freak out again.

			Anyway we’re almost there, 

			Only a couple more blocks.


			You and your fucking bleeding heart, No-Teeth said.

			Fine. But keep your eye on him, make sure he don’t try anything else. 

			When we get to the library, you go get Isaiah, bring him to us.


			Oh thank you, Naveed said. Thank you.

			He wiped his nose, his face;

			Leaned back, exhausted and breathless 

			Readying himself.


			Behind them, a commotion:

			Squealing brakes, metallic thud

			Naveed was too tired to turn around,

			But No-Teeth glanced in the mirror

			Just a fender-bender, lucky they didn’t hit us

			He sped through the yellow light

			Kept moving forward


			When they pulled up at the library Blackbeard got out

			Through the open door Naveed heard the familiar chant:

			Real Change, ma’am? 

			Have a great day, ma’am, have a great day, sir.


			So close now

			But Naveed didn’t want No-Teeth to be there 

			When Isaiah recognized him

			For who he really was


			No-Teeth stared now at something across the street

			Something in the shadow of Nutrexo’s looming skyscraper


			It was time.

			Ignoring his tingling feet and aching arms

			Anticipating the inevitable rush of dizziness

			Naveed opened his door

			And ran
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			Andi

			Monday, June 22






			Andi hunched down in the back seat, peeking out her window. Everything was absolute chaos. Downtown Seattle traffic was at a standstill. The man whose Tesla had been rear-ended confronted Gretchen, stopping her from running after Roya. The driver of the SUV behind him soon joined the altercation. Another police car arrived, lights flashing, with one officer trying to break up the fight and the other directing traffic around the accident.

			Cyrus squinted in the passenger seat. “What’s going on? Where did Roya go?” He started taking his glasses out of his shirt pocket.

			“Don’t put those on.” Andi didn’t want anyone to recognize him. “Roya’s okay. She’s on the sidewalk, but the police have her.”

			“Shit.” He sank down in his seat. “What was she thinking? Running off like that....” 

			Andi shifted her attention to the front window. She could still see the silver Buick that Roya had tried to follow, stuck at a light on the next block. Even though Andi had only glimpsed the person in the back seat, Roya had been so certain it was her brother that Andi didn’t doubt Naveed was in that car. 

			She needed to find out where he was going. Anyway, she couldn’t stay here: the police were distracted right now, but as soon as they came near Gretchen’s car, Andi and Cyrus would be discovered.

			Andi hesitated. The police were everywhere; she might get caught out there too. But she had another chance now to help Naveed, to make things right. She had been too late to prevent what happened to him at SILO, but she’d managed to move past her immobilizing doubt and fear the night they escaped. She could do it again. Probably.  

			“We should go,” Andi said to Cyrus. “It won’t be long till the police come over here.”

			Cyrus didn’t turn his head. “But Gretchen wanted us to stay here... and what about Roya, I shouldn’t leave Roya....”

			“Gretchen will look out for her. You do whatever you want, but I’m going.”

			“Fine, then. Abandon me.”   

			Andi didn’t bother responding, annoyed that he continued to hold a grudge even now. She unbuckled her seat belt and slid out the door, closing it quietly. No one paid any attention to her; the sidewalks were uncrowded this morning, and the few people nearby were either rubbernecking the accident, tapping at their phones, or rushing elsewhere. Still, she kept her head down, walking as fast as she could without drawing attention to herself.

			The muggy summer air sat heavily in her lungs, and it kept making her cough. She tried not to think about how achy and exhausted she was. Why did she have to be getting sick now? 

			Andi heard someone approaching her from behind. Alarmed, she glanced over her shoulder, but it was Cyrus, panting and angry, his trucker cap askew. “I’m only following you because I can’t see a damn thing without my glasses,” he hissed. “So just get us to Harborview, and don’t talk to me.”

			The idea of going to the hospital on foot hadn’t occurred to Andi; she was still straining to see the silver Buick. She led Cyrus down two more blocks, watching until it pulled over in front of the library, across the street from Nutrexo Headquarters. 

			Andi ducked into a nearby parking garage, breathing hard. She hadn’t been paying attention to how close they were to Nutrexo, but she didn’t intend to get any nearer. Naveed would know better than to go there, too; he was clearly being taken against his will. But Andi didn’t understand why someone would take him there, unless....

			Unless the police weren’t the only ones looking for them. 

			Nutrexo had probably sent their own agents, people like Zane and Chase, to try to find them before the police did. It would be much simpler for Nutrexo if they weren’t able to tell their story in the first place. If they just stayed dead. 

			Andi hugged her chest, trembling, as the gravity of the situation sunk in. Walking to Harborview wasn’t appealing; she was so tired, and it would be a long uphill hike, plus she wasn’t sure exactly how to get there. Nutrexo might even expect them to turn up at the hospital, and have someone waiting to intercept them. Even if she and Cyrus did make it safely there and tell the doctors that Naveed was in trouble, it wouldn’t help. The doctors would only call the police, who would probably send a SWAT team to Nutrexo Headquarters convinced that he was going to attack the place, and if he did anything unexpected they wouldn’t hesitate to shoot—

			“What’s going on? Did someone see us?” Cyrus asked, peering into the bright street. 

			Andi pulled him deeper into the garage, finding a shadowy nook behind a concrete pillar. “No. Hold on, I need to think for a minute.” Cyrus was already on edge, and Andi worried that if she said anything about Naveed he’d blow up again; he might run off or something, leaving her alone.

			She rubbed her temples, trying to come up with a plan. Gretchen’s phone was still in her pocket. It wasn’t a smartphone, which was probably for the best; their location wouldn’t be traceable. She just had to figure out who to call for help. Frida? She was looking for Naveed at the south end of Lake Washington, nowhere near here. With the traffic, it would take her at least half an hour to arrive. They couldn’t wait around that long.

			Erika? It seemed unlikely that she was at headquarters, but Dr. Snyder did have an office there; maybe Erika did too. She probably wouldn’t be able to help, though. If Nutrexo was after them, it wasn’t like Erika had any authority to call it off. They needed someone with more power for that.

			Someone like the Senior Vice President.

			Andi shuddered. She had no idea if she could trust Mark. He’d always been kind to Andi before, inviting her to join their family vacations to Lake Chelan every summer and Marblemount each winter, applauding the long, poorly-rehearsed plays that she and Marina used to perform. At the park once, when she’d taken a corner too fast on her bike, he’d calmly cleaned up her skinned palms and knees, telling funny stories until she calmed down enough to stop crying.

			He’d also covered for Andi at the party, when she’d first overheard his conversation with Richard Caring about SILO. Even though she knew he had approved the research there and would want to cover himself, she found it hard to believe that he would sit back and let his daughter’s friend be killed in the process.

			Andi took a deep breath. Her head spun with all the possibilities, all the options. Time was passing. People were looking for them: police officers, or Nutrexo guards, or both. She had to make a move, and considering she might not survive this, she decided to take a risk and do the one thing she wanted more than anything else.                  

			“Stay right here,” Andi told Cyrus, who was leaning against the wall, arms crossed. “I’ll be back in a minute, I promise.” 

			She stepped closer to the street, still careful to stay hidden, stopping as soon as the phone got a signal. 

			Andi dialed and held her breath as it rang once, heart pounding with hope. But the call went straight to voicemail, and she was listening to her mother’s voice, calm and cheery, asking her to leave a message.

			She was tempted to hang up, to call again, so she could hear her mother one more time, but the tone sounded—a high B—and then came the silence, empty but expectant. Andi paused, collecting herself, then left a short message in Mandarin. She rarely spoke the language and was self-conscious about her pronunciation, but if someone else was listening to the call, she could at least make things a little harder for them.

			“Mom, it’s me. Don’t believe what they’re telling you,” Andi said into the phone. “It isn’t true. This researcher, Tara Snyder, took us to the same place where Dad’s doing that clinical trial, and I can’t explain now but you’ll read about it soon, on the website, and a newspaper interview I did, but Dad’s still there and you have to help because I couldn’t save him and I think they’re after me and I’m sorry, I’m so so sorry and I love you, Mom. Wǒ ài nǐ.”  

			She hung up, and would have been overcome with emotion had Cyrus not materialized behind her then. 

			“Who were you talking to?” he demanded.

			She fought back tears. “I was leaving a message for my mom.” 

			“You called her? What if the police were listening?”

			“It doesn’t matter anymore. Cyrus, we’re in serious trouble—Nutrexo has people out looking for us, and the police will be searching too, and we’re not safe anywhere and I’m just going to make one more call. You have to trust me, all right?”

			Cyrus narrowed his eyes, but stayed silent. Andi’s mind was made up. She was already dialing.  

			Getting through to Mark’s phone wasn’t easy. First she called information to get the number for Nutrexo, then asked the receptionist to transfer her to Mark. 

			“I can put you through to his assistant,” he said.

			“No, I need to talk to him directly. Please, it’s an emergency,” Andi said.

			“Sorry, I don’t have his direct extension. His assistant can help you.”

			Andi doubted that, but she gathered her courage while she waited on hold. Finally, the assistant picked up the phone. “Mark Williams’ office.”

			“Hi. It’s Marina, Mark’s daughter,” Andi said, drawing out her vowels in what she hoped was a passable impression of her friend. “Is my dad there? It’s an emergency and I really need to talk to him.”

			The assistant sounded confused. “Didn’t you try his cell?”

			“I tried but he’s not answering. Please, someone just took my purse and my phone and I’m kind of freaking out, can you put me through to him?” 

			The assistant must have sensed the genuine anxiety in her voice, because she said, “Hold on. I’ll connect you.”

			Then Andi was on hold again, and Cyrus was looking at her incredulously. “You’re calling Mark? Are you crazy?”

			Mark picked up the phone before she could respond. “Rina? What’s wrong, honey? Are you all right?”

			“No, I’m not,” Andi said, relieved and angry and nervous and scared all at once. “And this isn’t Marina. I’m sorry, but I’m sure you understand why I couldn’t say who I really am.”

			A pause. An exhale. “Hold on for a second.” She heard a chair squeaking, a door closing. Then, very quiet, “Andi? Where have you been? Are you safe? Do those boys have you?”

			“No! It’s not like that at all. Cyrus and Naveed aren’t the ones you should be worried about. They didn’t have anything to do with that bomb. And no, I’m not safe. That’s why I called you: I need your help. If you care about me, you’ll listen to what I have to say. And if they kill me, if they kill us—”

			“Andi, calm down. No one’s going to kill you.”

			“No, listen to me! I saw them taking Naveed—they weren’t the police, they must have been Nutrexo people, and he didn’t do anything wrong, you have to try to help him—”

			Cyrus looked at her in alarm now, but Andi ignored him. “Slow down. You’re not making sense,” Mark was saying.

			“Just come!” Andi said. “Alone, and don’t tell anyone where you’re going. If you don’t come, and we die, then it’s going to be on you. It’ll be your fault, if you don’t help us now!”

			“Okay. Where are you?” Mark asked. Andi described the location of the parking garage and hung up.

			“You told him where we are?” Cyrus asked. 

			“Mark’s our best hope,” Andi said, but it came out barely louder than a whisper. She returned the phone to her pocket, and together they sank back into the shadows to wait.  
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			Naveed

			Monday, June 22






			Naveed watched his feet

			Clumsy now, uncoordinated,

			Stumbling over the slightest obstacles.

			The library sidewalk beneath them, 

			Flecked with shining minerals,

			Sparkled like an inverted night sky:

			He walked across a field of stars


			Disoriented, he looked up

			But kept his head angled low, 

			Shading his eyes under the hood of his sweatshirt


			The library’s steel angles flashed in the sun

			Isaiah stood atop the hill, in the eaves

			They crisscrossed around him

			Like metal twigs in a giant nest


			Blackbeard and Isaiah were speaking as Naveed approached, 

			But he couldn’t listen.

			First had to catch his breath again

			Which now was impossible.

			He sat on the sidewalk, holding his head,

			Throbbing everywhere, heart fluttering, 

			Breathing breathing breathing.

			One of his bandages had fallen off.

			His wrist was swollen and seeping.

			He pulled the sleeve of his sweatshirt down to cover it.


			Isaiah crouched next to Naveed.

			Blackbeard had left.

			Naveed realized No-Teeth hadn’t followed,

			Wondered why.

			People streamed in and out the library doors, 

			But no one even looked at them.

			They were homeless.

			They were invisible.


			You all right, son? Isaiah asked.

			What happened to you?


			Naveed spoke as quickly as he could before he blinked out and forgot everything. 

			Isaiah tell me what you saw that day 

			You must have seen

			We parked right across from you


			I didn’t see nothing, Isaiah said.

			I was just selling papers.

			What happens to other people’s cars ain’t none of my business.


			Naveed persisted. No, you had to! 

			Please 

			I know it was her

			A lady with blond hair blue eyes—


			Isaiah shook his head. No, it wasn’t—

			He stopped. Like I said. I didn’t see nothing.


			Naveed pressed his forehead into his knees. 

			He was losing the thread again.

			He kept seeing stars.

			He talked faster, more desperately: 

			Please. 

			Please. 

			I have to prove it’s a lie 

			Because if I don’t Cyrus is in trouble and Roya—

			Roya will have to grow up alone

			Without us 

			Without our parents 

			She’s still so little, and she’s special, 

			She sees how it’s all connected, 

			My parents get that but not everyone does 

			It would kill her to lose them 

			and our home 

			the walnut tree 

			our cat 

			the chickens 

			I won’t let them take it all away—


			Isaiah held up his hand, lowering his voice.

			Easy, easy. 

			Okay, so I saw your car pull up that morning.

			I saw you get out.

			Saw your sister, too.

			Most people act like they don’t see me, 

			But she noticed.

			Gave me the sweetest smile.

			Highlight of my day.

			(a pause)

			All right, you should know.

			I saw him do it.

			Guy in a brown uniform, 

			Looked like he worked there or something,

			Jimmied open the trunk, 

			Put a duffel bag inside,

			Went back into the building.

			When the SWAT team showed up, I got the hell out of there.


			Naveed struggled to keep up. Why didn’t you tell the police?


			I got my reasons, Isaiah said.

			Besides, they’d never believe me.


			The man, what did he look like? Naveed asked.


			Isaiah started talking again,

			But Naveed was slipping.

			All he heard was tattoo and neck 

			He could picture the face, 

			But he couldn’t remember the name.


			He doubled over as a cough shook through him again

			and then there was nothing

			nothing but the blinding 

			blinding search

			for breath

			breath he couldn’t find

			couldn’t find


			couldn’t 


			find



			The city dissolved

			Everything quieted

			Noise dampened as if snow had fallen

			But this silence was not peaceful

			It was the sound 

			of absence 






			Naveed walked now across a wide grassy meadow

			Where Brooke waited in a white dress


			It made perfect sense: 

			This was a performance, all a performance

			Full of sound and fury, signifying nothing

			No, no, wrong play


			Tense silence 

			People watched, faceless in the shadows,

			Waiting for him to speak his lines

			Finally he remembered, turned to Brooke and recited:

			If thou lovest me then,

			Steal forth thy father’s house to-morrow night;

			And in the wood… there I will stay for thee.


			The scene shifted:

			Now a black lake

			Loomed behind them 

			Next to Naveed, balanced on a stump: 

			A glass platter of coconut cake

			Before him: Brooke, inside the dark cave of a hollowed-out tree

			In her palm a single fig, ripped in half

			She offered it to him

			Held it to his lips


			Beautiful or terrible

			He didn’t know which

			She smiled and he couldn’t say

			If it was more like a sunrise

			Or a sunset


			She responded,

			To-morrow truly will I meet with thee


			Tomorrow


			Wind rushed in

			Her dress blew all around his face

			He couldn’t see

			Couldn’t breathe 

			Through the thick white fabric

			He clawed at it

			(a gulp of breath)

			Tore it away

			(and another)

			It became a scrap of paper in his hand 

			(keep breathing)

			And one word was written there


			Tomorrow


			He was back in the dark

			Alone

			The only light came through a square window

			(not her don’t think of her)

			(his name)

			(you have to remember his name)

			Someone had tied him up

			The guard

			The guard with the turkey tattoo

			His name 

			His name was...


			Naveed opened his eyes

			Isaiah above him now,

			Saying in his loud voice something about a phone,

			Could he use someone’s phone,

			But no one even turned to look

			At the yelling homeless man


			Naveed grabbed Isaiah’s arm. 

			His Zane is name

			No, his name 

			Zane it was Zane  

			But the lady who took us, her name’s Dr. Snyder— 

			You have to tell—


			He was out of breath, couldn’t finish

			Isaiah looked confused

			Naveed wasn’t sure he was making sense

			But he was done.

			Fading.

			Eyes closing again.


			Opening.

			Isaiah had vanished.

			Two new faces glared

			Four hands frisked him

			Jerked him upright

			All he could see was the logo on their black uniforms:

			A heart

			enclosing a stalk

			of wheat
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			It began with the dream. Roya must have drifted off while Gretchen drove them to Seattle, though it didn’t feel like sleep exactly. The dream was so vivid, like something she could touch. Something sharp, like a knife.

			Roya dreamed she sat in darkness. She knew Naveed was with her, even though she couldn’t see him. She thought she smelled wood, sawdust maybe. They must be in the backyard workshop, she thought, so she asked him, “Can you make something for me? A crow. I want a little wooden crow.” Then a faint light shone into the room, enough that she could see his tired, sad eyes. He said two words she didn’t think she’d ever heard him say before: “I can’t.” He held out his arms, illuminating them in the dust-sparkled shaft of light, and she looked where his hands should have been but they were only stumps, not stumps of flesh but actual stumps, like from a tree, and she didn’t know what was worse, the absence of his hands or that look in his eyes, that helplessness.

			The shock of it startled her awake. After her heavy eyes struggled open, she found herself looking out the window of Gretchen’s Subaru, watching the other cars sail past. Then one rumbled slowly by, and she gasped, stunned by what she saw in the back seat: her brother! His face was barely visible under an unfamiliar hooded sweatshirt, but she knew for certain it was Naveed. He leaned against the seat, breathing hard through his open mouth, his nose red as if he’d been crying.

			Roya couldn’t believe she’d found him. But he obviously wasn’t safe—he needed someone to help him, and Gretchen was stuck in traffic, and he was getting away. Roya didn’t stop to think about how stupid and dangerous it was to get out of Gretchen’s car. In that half-asleep moment, it seemed the only thing to do.

			So she ran as fast as she could through the street, but her flute fell from its partially-unraveled case. As she bent to retrieve it, a red car squealed to a stop inches from her hand. Roya picked up her flute and kept going. She sprinted for the sidewalk, her eyes still on the old silver car. The distance between them was growing, and in desperation she raised her flute to her lips to play Naveed’s finding song, hoping he would hear, hoping it could bring him back. But the melody that sounded was unrecognizable, the notes as wild and screechy as the police sirens filling the air. Confused, she stopped to inspect it, and saw the crack running its entire length. 

			She drew in her breath, which made her cough, and pulled her blanket tighter around her shoulders. The world got blurry, and when she wiped her eyes she couldn’t see Naveed’s car anymore. She had lost him. Now the tears flowed harder, and she thought about her flute: how much time Naveed had spent creating it for her, and how swiftly it had been destroyed. It had never occurred to her that a wooden flute could be broken. It seemed like that shouldn’t be allowed to happen.

			Loud footsteps startled Roya, and she turned to see two big men running up behind her. They were dressed in blue, with shiny badges pinned to their shirts: police officers. They yelled things like, “What were you thinking, running into traffic like that?” “You caused an accident back there, the driver says he almost hit you.” “Are you all right?”

			She wasn’t all right. Everything was going wrong. 

			Cyrus had been very serious while he tied the kerchief around her hair earlier, telling her how important it was that they not be seen, that if they were caught she needed to let him and Andi do the talking because he would be in really, really big trouble and anything she said might make things worse.

			So instead of responding, she looked up at the sky. That made her feel a tiny bit better, even though too-tall buildings sprouted around her like deformed trees, and she could see only a little slice of it. Still it was there, spread out above like a comforting blanket, cloudless and unblinkingly blue—except for a stream of crows. 

			They fluttered by in a long line, like dark leaves released from a branch. She wondered if Omid was among them. She had looked for him as they pulled away from Gretchen and Frida’s house, but he wasn’t there. She’d probably never see him again. 

			One of the officers bent down. He was wearing a hat. “What’s your name?” 

			She knew she wasn’t supposed to tell, so she said the first name that popped into her head. “Mary Lennox.”

			“Mary?” his voice was friendly, but he didn’t seem to believe her. “Where’s your mom? Or dad, or whoever... who’s looking after you?”

			Roya almost glanced back to see if the Subaru was still there. Almost. Instead she shrugged and watched the sky, wondering why no one was coming to help her, thinking about her parents. Tears stung her eyes again. 

			She didn’t know what to tell them. Cyrus was so sure the police were going to put him—and Naveed—in big trouble if they were caught, but Naveed needed help, and police were supposed to help people, weren’t they? At the same time, she didn’t want to risk making things worse. Everything was so confusing. Her head felt airy, as if a window had been left open and all the thoughts had flown out. Best not to say anything. 

			“Do you not know where they are? Are you lost?”

			The crows flapped overhead. She studied wings for glints of white, but they were too far away.

			“What’s with the blanket?”

			Roya pulled it tighter. She kept drinking in the sky, trying to let its big blueness fill her up.

			“Take her back to the car,” the hatless one said. “Maybe someone over there knows what’s going on.”

			Roya knew better than to run away. They would chase her down quickly. Besides, when she looked down the street, she saw Gretchen talking to the police, and it made her feel a little better to see a familiar face. The Subaru was parked in the left lane, empty. Roya didn’t have time to wonder where Cyrus and Andi had gone, because Gretchen was rushing toward her.

			“Sofia!” she said, and Roya knew: Gretchen hadn’t told them her real name. Roya hugged her in relief.

			“She told us her name was Mary Lennox,” said the officer in the hat.

			“Oh, it is a name from a story. Perhaps it is the fever, confusing her,” Gretchen said. “I am so sorry, this accident was very unfortunate, but I would appreciate if we could be on our way. She is not well. I need to get her to the doctor.”

			“Not yet,” said a scowling man in a business suit. He was rubbing his neck. “This was her fault. You should be liable for the damages.”

			The red car, the one that had stopped just in time to avoid hitting her, did look bad. Its backside was a jumble of crushed metal. 

			The people kept arguing, and the police tried to calm everyone down. Gretchen kept her hands protectively on Roya’s shoulders, but Roya stopped listening. She held her broken flute tighter, rubbing her thumb against the fracture, as if she could somehow massage the wood back together. She felt terrible for causing all this trouble. Especially since it had been for nothing. Naveed had gotten away. 

			Then she was thinking of her brother again, remembering the night they’d escaped from SILO. That horrible night by the river, when he was barely able to drink from her hands at first. After she’d brought him enough water that he could talk again, she told him how much he’d scared her when he fell. He’d told her not to worry, that he was feeling much better now. But it was like he had a crack inside of him too, and no matter how hard she tried to fill him up, something kept draining out. Something that he needed, but couldn’t hold onto.

			Roya had to find him. Even though she’d lost track of his car, she was determined to figure out a new plan as soon as she had Gretchen back to herself.        

			It seemed she’d have to wait forever. The people kept talking about insurance and whose fault it was for what felt like a very long time. Eventually, a different officer, a woman, asked Gretchen to get some papers from her car. Gretchen wanted to take Roya along, but the officer stopped her, saying she wanted to talk to “Sofia” for a second. Reluctantly Gretchen left, promising Roya she’d be right back. As soon as she’d gone, the officer bent to give Roya yet another lecture about street safety. But as she talked, something in her face changed.

			She stared at Roya. “Hey, you look just like—”

			Roya didn’t want to give anything away, but her face felt very hot, and she was shaking now. She wished Gretchen was still here.

			The woman waved over the man in the hat, speaking to him in a low voice. Now both of them stared, then the man in the hat crouched down and asked, “Roya? Roya Mirzapour?” She drew back, not wanting him to capture her with his thick arms. Over his shoulder, he called, “You’re right. It’s her.” Then, turning to Roya, “Don’t worry, you’re safe now. I don’t know what your brothers have been telling you, but we’re the good guys.” 

			“Where are they?” the woman asked. “If you know, you need to tell us right now.” 

			Roya said nothing.

			“What you got under that blanket?” The man in the hat sounded worried all of a sudden.

			“Nothing,” she answered, but that seemed to worry him more. He tore the blanket away, releasing the warmth she’d spent hours collecting, and revealing the wooden flute she still clutched in her right hand. 

			He laughed in relief. “Just a stick,” he said, reaching for it.

			“No! Don’t take it, you can’t take it!” she yelled hoarsely, but he was too strong, and pried it from her fingers, examining it with curiosity.

			He peered down the hollow tube. “What is this thing?”  

			“It’s my flute. Give it back.” She could hardly get the words out through her chattering teeth. She was shaking all over, cold and achy and scared and alone.   

			“Sorry, I can’t.” The officer opened the door of his patrol car and put it inside a plastic bag before tossing it carelessly into the passenger seat. Roya made up her mind: no matter what he said, he wasn’t on her side, and she wasn’t going to tell him anything.

			He patted her knit flute case to make sure it was empty. The wishing star, still sewn to the front of the case, flashed in the sunlight as he took it from her, too. “We’re going to need you to come with us.” He opened the door to the back seat and firmly placed her inside, holding her shoulder, before she had a chance to protest. As he started the engine, he added, “Don’t worry, your friend will be coming too.” 

			Finally Roya saw Gretchen again, but this time there was nothing reassuring about the scene. Police officers surrounded her, yelling; she raised her hands to the sky, her eyes wild, panicked. Cyrus and Andi were still nowhere in sight. 

			Their car sped away, and Gretchen faded from view. The officer spoke urgently into his radio, saying that he was going to stake out Nutrexo and needed backup, that Roya might have been used as a diversion, and the boys could be headed there right now. It all made Roya feel terrible. She hoped Cyrus was nowhere near this place, because he was right. He was in really, really big trouble. And it was her fault.  

			A wave of pure exhaustion swept over her. Even crying seemed to take too much energy. She leaned against the bars covering the window, tucking her arms and legs under her shirt, trying to warm up. She wanted to look at the sky again to see if the crows were still streaming along on their endless journey, but the tall buildings blocked everything out.

			When they pulled over in front of the library, the officer muttered something to himself and slammed his door. Roya watched him walk up to three men, realizing with a start that she knew one of them: the man who always sold newspapers at the library’s entrance. Today, he was not calling out his booming song; he was arguing loudly with the other two men, one with a beard and one missing his front teeth. 

			Roya was thinking about the day she’d last seen him, about how horribly wrong everything had gone since then, when she noticed something else. Parked right in front of her was the old silver car she had tried to follow. The one carrying Naveed.   

			A quick flare of excitement—she’d found it!—was soon replaced with dread. Roya sat up, looking everywhere, hoping she might spot Naveed before the officer did. But he was nowhere to be seen. 

			Desperate to get out, to find him, she banged on the window. The officer didn’t turn around, but the newspaper man heard. His eyes widened in recognition when he saw her. She opened her hand against the bars, but he did not wave back, or make any move to help her. He turned away, looking almost frightened. Sleep was trying to overtake her again, and Roya struggled to think of a way to help her brothers.

			But she was trapped in this cage, and she couldn’t stay awake, and there was nothing. Not a thing she could do.

			

		

37

			Naveed

			Monday, June 22






			Naveed let the Nutrexo guards lead him away.

			He didn’t resist;

			He was done, nothing left.

			They could take him now,

			Execute him or whatever.

			He hoped they’d be quick about it.

			At least SILO was far away

			(she was far away)

			Better to end it here


			They held his arms immobile

			(thankfully not the wrists)

			Shoving him along

			The sidewalk stars made him feel floaty

			He drifted again

			To the dream-world

			To the vision of Brooke

			remembering her cousin’s wedding:

			sneaking into the woods with plates of coconut cake 

			finding the old tree, gnarled and burned—

			How could he have forgotten? 

			Was she there now, waiting for him?


			Startled back by voices

			No-Teeth yelling, Yep that’s the guy almost strangled me

			A guard answering, Thanks man we got it from here


			Inside the building now:

			Concrete corridors radiating their air-conditioned chill 

			Elevator rising too fast

			Up and up and up

			To the top

			Of the tower


			Voice of a guard: 

			We got him. Yeah I’m sure. This tweaker on the street saw us

			Said some guy tried to strangle him

			We went to check it out and there he was....

			Nah don’t worry, he doesn’t have any fight left 

			He’s sick or something, drugged up maybe


			Shoved forward again, into a window office

			So bright, so blue

			Naveed couldn’t focus on anything 

			Head swimming from the rapid ascent 

			Lungs filling with everything but air

			Heart thumping erratic, its rhythm lost


			 

			The man in the office

			(square-jawed, cold-eyed)

			Spoke to the guards.  

			Did anyone see him?


			Just a couple homeless dudes, said a guard. 

			Don’t think they recognized him though, 

			didn’t want to get the cops involved either. 


			Good. I’m not ready for them yet, the man said.

			Anyway this proves what we already knew.

			He’s dangerous, needs to be stopped.


			The man stood up, straightening his tie.

			Then, turning to Naveed, Where are the others?


			Naveed stared at his shoes, trying to hide his giddy delight

			(he doesn’t know where they are)

			(so they must be safe they must be)


			Answer me, the man said. Where are they?


			Naveed wished he knew

			But was determined to give the man nothing

			When he opened his mouth cold air rushed in

			His teeth knocked together

			As he stuttered a string of random words


			The man shook his head in disgust. 

			He’s useless. Get him out of my office.

			Over here—Tara’s up on the roof, and Zane’s on his way.    


			Tara.

			The word blasted into Naveed like a grenade, a bomb:

			She was here.

			She was waiting for him.

			Naveed struggled against the guards

			No use

			They were too strong


			Dragging him now up a flight of stairs

			He tried to wriggle his arms free

			Heard a small wet splat, felt the sting of air on his raw wrist:

			The other bandage falling

			Shed like dead skin


			Through a heavy door

			Out into the sky and wind

			He squinted against the mid-morning sun 


			Stretching out before him, hundreds of feet below:

			the bright city

			the shimmering sea 

			the icy mountain


			She was a figure in white at the corner of his eye,

			An apparition he couldn’t face.

			He closed his eyes, so tired of this endless pummeling,

			Trying to let go, slip away.

			But the gap between dying and death

			Could not be so easily crossed 


			An image flickered through his head then: 

			A photo, the one from the news.

			Roya, face turned upward, smiling at him, 

			Trusting him.

			Knowing he would always come back.


			In that instant he saw everything.

			He felt expansive; 

			He had touched something startling and clear. 

			And he thought:

			I will not be the bread in that Dumpster, thrown out too soon, 

			Suffocating in plastic, rotting silent and useless.

			I will not let her rip my family apart.

			I am going to ruin her. 


			He felt her fingertip

			Sharp as a blade

			Tracing a line on his forehead:

			A reminder of what was to come 


			When his eyes opened

			She was all he could see, her face so close   

			Her mouth a thin hard line

			Watching him struggle for each breath, 

			Waiting for it to stop


			Hatred surged

			And with everything left

			He charged forward


			In his mind it happened beautifully:

			He imagined ramming into her

			She would stumble backward, lose her balance,

			Topple over the roof’s edge

			Spiraling down, down,

			White coat flapping like useless wings,

			Falling forever


			But the guards restrained him

			And all he managed in reality was fittingly pathetic:

			He coughed in her face,

			A splattery red cough


			She drew back in revulsion

			Wiped it away, white sleeves now crimson-smeared,

			Glared as she pulled the string from his hood and

			Disappeared behind him 


			He tensed in dread

			Somewhere in the distance, a crow called

			The wind carried the sound away; the wind carried all.

			It was fading, this world.

			One final glimpse of the shining white mountain

			(ancient and alone, that sleeping volcano)

			Before she bound his wrists,

			Cinching string tight against open wounds


			Swirling shadows licked at his vision

			Blotted everything out

			All that existed:

			Pain and more pain and more pain and more

			Endless and always, following him even now

			As he fell 

			into 

			the 

			dark
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			Cyrus couldn’t believe Andi had revealed their location to the enemy. They waited in the parking garage, Andi still clutching the phone. She kept her head down, so he couldn’t see her face, only the floppy teal sun hat she still wore. Cyrus was tempted to run away; part of him thought that would be better than sitting around waiting for the inevitable. But he felt crappy and out of energy. Plus he could hardly see without his glasses, and couldn’t put them back on for fear of being recognized. Venturing blindly into the streets alone was too risky.

			He leaned against the cold concrete wall. Ever since his fight with Andi, Cyrus’s anger had had a single focus, but now it was like a storm of arrows flying all directions. Most shot toward Andi and Dr. Snyder and Nutrexo itself, but some were directed at Roya for running off, and a few pointed inward, too. He shouldn’t have abandoned his sister. He shouldn’t have lost his temper with Andi; she would never have said those horrible things if he hadn’t provoked her.  

			This guilt was overshadowed by the resentment he still felt. Andi had betrayed him yet again by banking on Mark to save them. The VP might be charitable to her, but Cyrus doubted Mark cared what happened to him.

			After a few minutes, Andi stepped closer to the concrete pillar. “I’m going to look for him. Do you—”

			She froze, her voice whooshing into silence. Cyrus inched forward and squinted at the blurry figure, dressed all in black, approaching them. Definitely not Mark.

			“Hands up,” the man in black barked. “And put the phone down.”

			Andi obeyed, and the man picked it up. Cyrus raised his arms as someone else ran up from the street, another man, this one wearing a dark gray suit.

			“Andi!” Mark panted, not even glancing at Cyrus. He turned to the man in black and demanded, “What are you doing here? How did you know—” 

			“Caring sent me,” the man said. A security guard, Cyrus deduced. “He wants to see you, and them, in his office. Right now. Best if you come without making a scene.” He looked from Andi to Cyrus, settling his blurry right hand on the gun in his holster. 

			“Whoa, hold on,” said Mark. “I need to talk to Andi first.”

			“You can talk on the way.” The guard looked at Cyrus. “Where’s your sister?”

			“I don’t know! She’s not with us anymore. She ran off.”

			The guard studied him. Finally, he said, “All right. Now, you first. Keep your hands up and spread your feet.”

			As the guard frisked Cyrus quite thoroughly right in front of Andi—even briefly pulling up Cyrus’s shirt—he found himself wishing he still had that gun they’d taken from Zane. He allowed his mind to wander, imagining various bloody scenarios in which he destroyed his enemies and emerged a victorious hero.

			But his rational self prevailed, and he shut down that train of thought. He wasn’t going to let Nutrexo turn him into an actual terrorist. 

			The guard confiscated the pocketknife, but replaced Cyrus’s glasses in their pocket. Then it was Andi’s turn, and through Cyrus’s lingering anger came a surge of protectiveness. Mark must have felt the same way, because he stood close by as the guard gingerly patted Andi down. “That’s enough. Can we go now?”  

			The guard grunted, and they began walking. Cyrus glanced down the street as they left the parking garage. Red and blue lights still flashed a few blocks away, where the accident had been, but he didn’t see any other officers or patrol cars nearby.

			That was odd. By now, the police should be searching all over the place for them. A heartening thought struck him: maybe they hadn’t recognized Roya. Maybe she and Gretchen would be able to get away unnoticed.

			Cyrus kept his eyes on the sidewalk, even though they only passed a few pedestrians during the short walk to Nutrexo Headquarters. He didn’t want to provoke the guard, who would probably shoot if Cyrus tried to ask anyone for help. Instead, he strained to listen to the conversation in front of him. Mark was apologizing to Andi. “My phone must have been tapped... I’m so sorry. Don’t worry, we’ll get this sorted out.”

			Cyrus doubted that.  

			When they reached Nutrexo Headquarters, the guard opened a back door for them. Cyrus took advantage of the brief distraction, quickly removing his glasses from his front pocket and putting them on. 

			It was a relief to see clearly again, but the guard had noticed, and he grabbed Cyrus’s arms, jerking them behind his back. Andi shot Cyrus an apologetic look. He wanted to say, See? I was right. You never should have called; it was a trap. But she looked so miserable that the vindication didn’t feel triumphant at all.

			The guard shoved Cyrus through basement corridors to a freight elevator, Andi and Mark following behind. It felt like a death march, solemn and final, and when Cyrus began to consider everything he was leaving behind, it was impossible to avoid thinking about his brother.

			As much as it pained him to admit it, Andi’s words from the fight contained a tiny kernel of truth. Cyrus had been stewing over it during the whole drive to Seattle: how could she say such a thing? How could she even think it? But now he allowed himself to examine the ugly thought that perhaps his life would have been easier if Naveed wasn’t there, always making him feel like the lesser brother….

			Easier, maybe. But Cyrus didn’t doubt that he was a better person for having grown up with Naveed. If he were here right now, Cyrus knew what his brother would do. Instead of sulking or dwelling on the mistakes of the past, he’d channel his anger into something productive. He’d save his missing brother. He’d make amends with the girl he liked. He’d face the enemy with his head held high.

			Cyrus straightened up. Maybe he could win over Andi yet. Maybe he could still become the hero.

			The elevator rose rapidly, making Cyrus feel dizzy and breathless. He coughed quietly, turning his focus to Andi when she spoke to Mark in a hushed voice. “You have to help us find Naveed. He was in a silver Buick that parked in front of the library. Someone was taking him here, I’m sure of it.” 

			“But that doesn’t make sense. No one would let him near the building. They’d call the police immediately—everyone’s worried about another attack.” 

			“That’s bullshit!” Cyrus interjected. “Didn’t you see what just happened? This guy here”—he jerked his head to indicate the guard—“didn’t bother calling the cops, did he? Even though I’m supposedly one of the bombers. He admitted that Richard Caring sent him, so don’t act like you have no idea what’s going on. You’re the VP—you must know.” 

			“What are you talking about?”

			Cyrus’s anger erupted. “We were at SILO! Your crazy-ass scientist took us there to do experiments on us—”

			Mark’s eyes widened. “You were there? I had no idea—” 

			“And Richard Caring can’t have us talking about what happened, can he? That’s what Andi’s been trying to tell you.”  

			The guard spoke. “Enough, already. We’re here.”

			The elevator slid open at the top floor, and the guard led them through a short hall to a set of heavy double doors. A different security guard was positioned outside like a sentry. He nodded at them and opened the door. 

			Richard Caring rose from his desk as they entered the office. He was smiling, but it was a plastic smile, devoid of depth. He and Mark looked like they’d been ordered as a matching set from some obscure line of Corporate Executive action figures. Richard was older, graying around the temples, his angular jaw suggesting ruthlessness. Mark seemed a bit softer, but they both were white, and tall, and wore similar tailored suits and polished shoes. Something was different about Richard, though. It took Cyrus a moment of looking back and forth before he realized what it was: Richard Caring was not wearing a tie.

			Cyrus scanned the office for any sign of Naveed, but was distracted by the dazzling panoramic view. Here, seventy-five stories above Seattle, he could see the entire city: the sparkling waters of Puget Sound, the tiny cars streaming salmon-like along I-5, the snow-capped peak of Mount Rainier.  

			As Richard Caring led them to a seating area, the guard muttered that Roya wasn’t with them; she’d apparently run off. Richard didn’t seem bothered by this news.

			Andi and Mark sat on a sofa, and Richard sat opposite them in an armchair, but the guard still held Cyrus’s arms and he had no choice but to stand. A gigantic, ocean-blue Dale Chihuly chandelier hung over the coffee table between them. It made Cyrus uncomfortable, all those curved tendrils of thin glass twisting right above their heads. 

			Cyrus was still fuming, but he restrained himself from blowing up in front of Richard Caring. If he wanted to live through this, he needed to be careful what he said.

			Mark spoke first. “What’s going on? They said they were at SILO! Why on earth—”

			“I don’t know what lies they told you,” Richard Caring said. “But I wouldn’t put too much stock in anything they have to say. Andi isn’t trustworthy; those boys probably brainwashed her. In any case, you know that Tara had full authority over the work at SILO, so I’m sure you understand I had nothing to do with whatever’s going on.”

			“But—” 

			“We can talk later. Now, I need you to go back to your office like nothing happened, and don’t talk to anyone about this until you hear from me.” Richard Caring fixed Mark with an intense stare.

			Mark must have heard all sorts of unspoken threats during that moment of silence, because he said, “You have to keep them safe. If anything happens to them....”

			“Nothing’s going to happen. The police will sort it out. I just need to talk to them for a minute first.”

			Andi had turned to Mark. “No, don’t leave—” 

			Richard Caring cut her off. “It will only take a minute. Mark, get back to your office and wait for my call.” 

			Mark stood up. “Don’t worry, Andi, it’ll be okay. I’ll come back as soon as you’re done with Richard.” Andi said nothing, but her expression hardened. Mark was abandoning them. 

			As soon as Mark had left, Richard Caring’s eyes flicked to the opposite corner of the office. To the right of a well-stocked wet bar and a narrow row of sparsely-populated bookshelves was a door. A backlit “EXIT” sign hung above it.

			“Take them to the—” he started, and the guard grabbed one of Andi’s arms, pulling her upright. But before he started walking, Andi said, “Wait.”

			Maybe it was the desperation in her voice; both the guard and Richard Caring paused, waiting for her to continue. “It’s too late. Everyone already knows what you’re up to at SILO.” She glanced at Cyrus, and there was so much tenderness and apology and admiration in her eyes that the resentment he’d been holding began to evaporate. “Tell him about the website.”

			Cyrus wasn’t sure what time it was, but doubted it was noon yet. Dev wouldn’t have the site up, but Richard didn’t have to know that. “She’s right. Whatever you’re planning to do to us, it’s not going to solve your problems. We have evidence of everything you’re doing at SILO. The hidden gene in EcoCow milk that screws with your brain to make you feel calm, the data showing the human subjects’ blood pressure and stuff going up after eating Blazin Bitz Crave, the tidy little connection to your drug company’s new cholesterol-lowering medication. Oh, yeah, let’s not forget the weedkiller that’s lethal to crows, and, um, probably toxic to people too. Anyway, we have proof, and we just released it to the world.”

			Dead silence. Richard Caring sank into his chair. The stunned look on his face was priceless. Cyrus continued, “You can’t kill us now, because everyone’s going to know that we’re actually innocent. It’s already over for you.”

			Richard Caring’s shocked expression gave way to fury, but his voice remained level and calm. “No. Nobody will believe you. Whatever ‘evidence’ you think you have, it doesn’t matter because SILO no longer exists, and everyone’s on our side.” He reached up as if to straighten his tie, and his fingers seemed surprised that it was not there. He touched the top button of his shirt instead. “I don’t think you realize how much is at stake here. This isn’t about me. If we don’t keep growing as a company, increasing profits every quarter, thousands of people will lose their jobs. We’re a major employer here—the whole city could fall into an economic tailspin. This is the best way forward. I’m sorry, but this has to be done. For the greater good.”

			Andi glanced at Cyrus again. Her eyes glistened; she was trying hard not to cry. He wished he could tell her, somehow, that her peace offering was accepted. They were in this together.

			Cyrus cast about for a new escape plan. He took in the details of the office: the windows, the exit door, the coiled blue glass of the chandelier, the polished wood of the coffee table. The guard still held him tightly, but he had two captives now. Maybe if Cyrus was quick enough, if he twisted around and brought his knee up at the right angle....

			“Get them out of my office. Zane will be here any minute, so we can get this thing done,” Richard said. 

			But the guard had hardly moved before someone started banging on the double doors across the office. Through the heavy wood came the muffled voice of a young woman. “Daddy! Let me in, right now!”

			Cyrus thought the voice sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it until she spoke again. “James told me you gave orders to start production of BB-Crave! When we shut SILO down, I thought that meant the whole thing was off—” 

			He barely had time to register his shock. Erika, who had helped them escape from SILO, was Richard Caring’s daughter?

			Richard strode towards the double doors on the other side of the office. “Get them out, now,” he told the guard. 

			This was Cyrus’s chance. He and Andi locked eyes one last time, and he took in the curve of her eyes, the arch of her neck. He angled his head toward the exit door. 

			Then he twisted around and brought his knee up, right into the guard’s balls, in what was perhaps the most satisfying and forceful kick of his life. The guard doubled over, and Andi ran to the exit door. Cyrus would have followed, but he saw the guard reaching for his gun.

			Knowing he couldn’t beat the guy in combat, Cyrus didn’t stop to think. He ran behind the guard, climbing onto the spine of the couch. As he jumped into the air and grabbed the glass tendrils of the Chihuly chandelier, he thought, this is my finest moment. When he crashed down onto the coffee table, only the deafening sound of shattering glass could be heard. 
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			When she heard the crash, Andi forced herself not to turn around. She hoped Cyrus was still behind her, but when she pushed open the exit door, he didn’t follow. 

			She couldn’t stop, couldn’t let worry paralyze her. It was up to her to find help.

			Beyond the door was a stairwell, industrial concrete-gray, spiraling endlessly down. Such a long descent. How would she ever make it to ground level without someone finding her?

			But down wasn’t the only way to go. To her right, one flight of stairs stretched up. And on the third stair from the top, something caught her eye: a small heap of fabric. 

			Before she realized what she was doing she had already climbed to it. She bent to investigate, her heart tightening in recognition. She knew exactly what it was: she had watched this bandage being made, had watched Cyrus cut it from his T-shirt and wrap it around Naveed’s wrist that morning at the river. The shirt had been white, but it was hard to tell anymore, through the dark stains of dirt and blood. 

			Andi ran up the remaining stairs to a door marked “ROOF ACCESS.” It was locked, so she peeked through the narrow window. Across the roof, beyond a cluster of exhaust fans and satellite dishes, was a body, lying still. All Andi could see were the shoes upon its feet: a pair of dirty, once-green sneakers. 

			Frantic, unthinking, she banged on the door—hoping Naveed was okay, but fearing for him—then turned her attention to the lock. Because she was focused on examining it, she didn’t notice the flash of white in the window, and when the door opened she burst outside without hesitation. But she stopped when she heard the door close behind her, the lock click shut.   

			“Hello, Andi.” Dr. Snyder slipped the key into the right pocket of her lab coat. Wind whipped her hair, once pulled back neatly, now blowing unrestrained across her face. Her blue eyes squinted against the sunlight.  

			Despite the wind, which blew strongly enough that Andi’s hat came off and skittered across the sun-bleached roof, the atmosphere felt airless. In her rising panic, Andi could hardly breathe; she leaned wobbly-legged against the wall where the stairwell jutted out. Unable to look at Dr. Snyder, or the huddled body, she focused on her hat instead. It had blown right to the edge, against the short railing where—she now noticed—a small group of crows had perched. 

			Dr. Snyder stepped in front of Andi, blocking her view. “Why are you here?” 

			Andi barely even heard the question. All she could think about was Naveed. “What did you do to him?” she asked, before she could think better of it. 

			“I didn’t do anything,” Dr. Snyder said. “He was a wreck when he showed up.” 

			“But that stuff you sprayed on him—the Compadre—”

			“He was given a choice,” Dr. Snyder interrupted sharply. “He could have complied with the research, like the rest of you did. Instead, he became angry and violent when I tried to help him. He repeatedly refused the food and water I provided, even though he was fully aware of the consequences.”  

			Disbelief gave way to anger. Andi wanted to defend him, but realized that arguing was pointless—and dangerous, so close to the roof’s inadequate railing and such a long, long fall. She needed to get out of here, needed to find help for Naveed. Whatever relationship she’d forged with Dr. Snyder at SILO was now over, but maybe she could find a way back in, distract Dr. Snyder enough to take the key from her pocket and escape down the stairwell. It was all she could think to try.

			“I didn’t know that,” she said. In her mouth the words tasted bitter. “Dr. Snyder, I’m sorry I—”

			“Stop. I don’t want to hear any more of your lies.” Dr. Snyder stood very close to Andi now, her white lab coat flapping like a loose sail. The sleeves were marred with splotches of smeared blood. “You knew how much SILO meant to me—it was my home. And now it’s gone, because of you. I had to euthanize every one of my rodents. The EcoCows will be relocated, but everything else, the years spent building my lab, expanding our clinical trials—all wasted.”   

			 As she talked, more crows arrived. They gravitated to a spot behind Andi, where something was making a strange, metallic rattling sound. A few others clustered around Naveed. One crow perched on his foot, staring back with shiny eyes. Andi shivered.

			“All of you lied to me. All of you.” Dr. Snyder looked close to tears. “Like Richard, not bothering to tell me the board meeting was canceled, letting me think I was coming here to give my presentation. I even managed to trap that crow… I had a demonstration planned, I was going to show them how harmless this all is, how we need to keep up the work we started at SILO. Lucky Naveed showed up when he did. Richard knows I’m the only one who can take care of it, the helicopter’s coming any minute and you’ll come with us, I’m going to fix it and then he’ll see….” 

			Andi stepped cautiously to one side, because she was sure she’d seen Naveed’s foot move, but Dr. Snyder grabbed her arm. “You stay right here. Are the others inside with Richard?” Andi was silent, but Dr. Snyder seemed to take it as confirmation. “Good. Because now we have another chance... I salvaged a whole truck full of laboratory equipment, and Richard doesn’t know but I still have access to the old labs out in Issaquah, so we can start over and this time I can do anything I want. No reporting to anyone. Complete freedom. And five subjects already lined up.”

			“Five?” Andi asked. Dr. Snyder still grasped her arm, and her grip was so unyielding that Andi’s fingers tingled. She felt dizzier by the minute, like she was spiraling down through the expanse of sky and city and sea surrounding them. 

			“That’s right. The subjects at SILO were released, except for one.” She pulled Andi closer. “I didn’t see the list until after we closed. Did you know your father was there, Andi?”

			Still the wind blew, pulling Dr. Snyder’s hair sideways. Andi didn’t know how to respond; she was afraid to lie, afraid to tell the truth, afraid for her father and Naveed and Cyrus and Roya and herself, and she was afraid of these crows, of the silent way they had gathered. It made her uneasy to realize how meaningless the scene must be to them, while for her, this was everything.

			Andi’s heartbeat throbbed in her ears. “I…” she started, but inhaled sharply when she glanced at Naveed. He wasn’t motionless anymore; his whole body shook violently for a moment before falling still again. She didn’t know what was happening to him, but she needed to get that key and get out of here. Now.

			Dr. Snyder was looking at Naveed, too, with disgusted contempt. Andi had seen this expression on her face once before, that night in her apartment at SILO. For a second she felt like she was back there, listening to the hum of the dishwasher and staring at the photograph of Dr. Snyder’s mother, at the white hole in her chest.

			The words came before Andi had a chance to think them through. “He’s not your brother.”

			“What did you say?” Dr. Snyder loosened her grip.

			Andi inched her free hand closer to Dr. Snyder’s right pocket. Maybe this would work. Just a little further… the key was so close now…. “He’s not your brother,” she repeated. “Doing this won’t fix what happened to you.”

			Dr. Snyder looked at her then, a flash of sorrow giving way to fury as she noticed Andi slip her hand into the lab coat pocket. 

			Before Andi could even react, Dr. Snyder grabbed her by the wrists. Andi struggled to twist out of her grip, but Dr. Snyder was strong. 

			Andi couldn’t free her hands, so she charged forward instead, intending to bash Dr. Snyder’s nose with her forehead. At the last second, Dr. Snyder dodged out of the way, and her shocked gasp was the last thing Andi heard before her head slammed into the wall.




			Starbursts and fog, an intense ringing vibration. 

			Everything slanting and sideways, shimmering blue water and white mountain peaks in blurry vertical stripes. 

			Then the sounds, a hoarse symphony of G-sharp caws: a single note in dozens of raspy avian voices.

			The ground was hot and rough against Andi’s cheek; maybe she’d fallen asleep at the beach? No, she wouldn’t have come to the beach when she felt so awful, with this burning throat and pounding head—   

			The world slipped into clarity again as she watched Dr. Snyder walk across the roof toward Naveed. But something behind Andi was rattling, louder now, and she turned her head to look. Trapped inside a wire rat cage, flapping against the bars, was a crow with patches of white feathers in his wings.

			Roya’s crow. Andi couldn’t recall his name, but it didn’t matter. She wondered if he remembered her. Something in his shiny bird-eyes suggested he did. She wanted to let him out, but he was so agitated that she worried he’d attack her if she did; maybe he remembered her from the afternoon she’d first seen him at Dr. Snyder’s apartment. She didn’t want the crow to think she was on Dr. Snyder’s side. It seemed important to communicate that she was not. How did you tell a crow something like that? If only Roya were here. Roya would know. 

			Andi pictured Roya, wild-haired, so at home in the forest. Roya in the trees. Roya with a flute held to her lips, playing a song….

			Then it was playing in Andi’s head again, the Mile Seven song that kept resurfacing, sounding not quite the same as it did on the radio, but more like the acoustic version she’d heard her father play at SILO, and it was like she was little again—Roya’s age, maybe seven or eight—leaning into him on the couch while he strummed and asking how he made up the songs, like where did they come from, and how did the melody and lyrics fit together so perfectly, and he had answered that they came from the air, that you never knew what you’d hear if you listened. Andi could see, now, that the air held many mysteries, signals being sent through time and space on invisible waves.

			Then came an unmistakable sense of convergence, of pieces coming together, aligning just right.

			The crow. 

			The flute. 

			The air. 

			The song.

			She must be singing it out loud now, because Roya’s crow had cocked his head in recognition. Andi fiddled with the door to the cage, sending a mental message to the bird: Don’t hurt me, please. Go after her. She did this, all of this. 

			When the door opened, Andi leaned away, but he did not attack her. He hopped out of the cage, to a round of excited caws from the nearby crows. Then he flapped his wings, rising up, and it seemed to Andi that he grew larger instead of smaller as he gained altitude.

			Everything grew silent, except for the quiet swish-swish of beating wings. Dr. Snyder looked up as Roya’s crow veered from his path to hover over her head. 

			The crow cawed twice. The hoarse call filled the air. 

			At the signal, the other crows took flight, cawing and cackling as they circled Dr. Snyder. She shrieked as Roya’s crow dive-bombed her from above, tearing at her lab coat with his sharp beak, pecking at her face and hands. 

			Andi shielded her head with her arms, but the birds left her alone. Dr. Snyder was frantically trying to beat back the swooping crows, and Andi realized this was her chance to get away, but where could she go? The only door was locked, and it was so hard just to lift her head; the jarring pain blurred her vision. She wasn’t sure she could stand up, and she couldn’t leave without Naveed.

			Besides, Dr. Snyder was already struggling towards the roof door, fumbling in her pockets for the key, her shrieks lost in the cacophony of caws. When she reached the door, Roya’s crow gave one final surge, pecking and cawing with renewed vigor, but he backed off as Dr. Snyder entered the safety of the building.

			The door clicked shut. Several birds flew down to perch on the railing, but most of the others circled up and away, leaving them.     

			As soon as the door closed, Andi crawled to Naveed’s body, repeating his name, wanting him to know she was there. He faced away from her, wearing a baggy sweatshirt with the hood pulled up, his hands bound behind his back. 

			She sat next to his head and pulled off his hood. A man’s tie had been wrapped around his mouth. His cracked lips, blue-tinged, stretched thinly around his teeth. His nostrils flared with the effort of breathing, and his eyes were open but unseeing. Then his body began shaking with spasms—he was coughing, but not able to draw enough air through the tie, and from beyond it came a gurgling, choking sound. 

			The ringing in Andi’s ears returned, along with a growing lightheadedness, but she forced herself to focus on untying the knot. It was too tight, tangled up in his hair, and she wondered why Dr. Snyder had bothered gagging him like that; in the movies, they did it so the victim wouldn’t make noise, but no one could hear them up here. Then she understood: the tie made it much harder for him to breathe. Dr. Snyder was trying to suffocate him.   

			No. Andi was not going to let that happen. She turned around to ask Cyrus for the knife, but he wasn’t there, of course; time was going funny, sliding back and forth, and her head really really hurt, and she knew this was all very very bad, but right now there was the knot to deal with. If she could untie it, maybe everything would be okay.

			Now, the knot and her fingers were the only things that existed. Pinching, picking, digging, loosening… but when she untied the first one, she discovered another; Dr. Snyder had wrapped the tie around twice, knotting it each time, and the second was even tighter.

			Her energy flagged, but she kept going, although it was getting harder because Naveed couldn’t stay still; his body convulsed, he really couldn’t breathe now, if she failed this would be the end, keep going keep going keep going— 

			The knot finally loosened, and she slipped the tie off. A phlegmy red glob slid from Naveed’s mouth onto the ground, and he gasped in momentary relief. Andi looked away, turning her focus to freeing his bound hands, which were so swollen they didn’t look like his hands at all. His wrists were tied with the string from the hoodie he wore, and searching for the knot meant reaching into that bloody wet mess. It made her want to throw up, but she managed not to because she’d found the knot, and this was the last one, the slipperiest of all, but easier because he wasn’t struggling anymore. She untied it as another coughing fit took hold of him. 

			Andi thought he might breathe better if he was sitting, so she eased him upright. The heat of his body enveloped her as she leaned him against her chest and clapped his back, knowing it was futile. Something was broken inside of him; she could feel it when she pressed her hand to his ribs, an ominous, rattling vibration. 

			When the cough was over, he rested his blazing forehead against her neck, and his breath—calmer now, but still too fast, too shallow—puffed hotly against her collarbone. He was overheating in that sweatshirt, she decided, so she unzipped it and held him closer, even though she was baking. The wind offered no relief; it couldn’t penetrate the intensity of this heat. Sweat trickled down the side of her face, and she wiped it with the back of her hand, but it felt wrong, too sticky and thick. 

			When she looked at her hand, she saw why. It wasn’t sweat. It was blood. 

			The realization was like another blow to the head, another shocking impact that left her dizzy and shaky, but a faint voice was telling her to stay calm, to put pressure on it—who was that, her mother? No, she wasn’t here; was it Naveed? His face was tilted upward and he seemed to see her now, but when she shifted her weight to pick up the sweatshirt his eyelids fluttered closed again. His lips were still purple-blue; he gulped at the air like a fish wrenched from the sea.

			Andi pressed the sweatshirt to her head. Okay. They needed to get to a hospital. From her vantage point atop this skyscraper, she could see Harborview, its patchwork of buildings old and new, the three circled crosses marking its helipads. It was so close, if she could fly she’d get them there so fast, and then they wouldn’t have to face Dr. Snyder, who would come back through the door any minute, sure to be furious when she saw how Andi had helped Naveed— 

			But Naveed was speaking now. Andi hunched down so she could hear. His voice was ragged and distant, as if it had traveled on the wind from far away. “Can’t breathe... they took... the air... can you please... can you stop them....” 

			She was aware of how much effort it took him to speak, but wanted him to keep talking. “Stop who?” 

			“The crows… scare them away, please please if you don’t they’ll tear the whole workshop apart….” 

			“The workshop?” Andi tried to follow his delirious logic. 

			“They’re taking everything away... already got the tools… the scrap wood… it’s gone, all gone….”

			It wasn’t really happening, of course, but it was so real to him that for a fleeting moment it felt real to her, too, and she imagined that she met him there, at that place inside his mind, and they sat together in the emptying workshop, sunlight slanting through gaps where crows had pulled the boards away, nothing left but sawdust collecting in corners, the doorway gaping open to the shady garden beyond. It was not real, but it was true, that sense of disassembly, of loss. Nothing was converging anymore: now, everything was flying apart.

			“They’re so light,” Naveed was mumbling, so quiet she barely heard. “How can they carry such heavy things?”

			It seemed to calm Naveed when she talked, so Andi tried to tell him what had really happened, about Roya’s crow dive-bombing Dr. Snyder, rambling about how it reminded her of this old movie she’d watched in school where birds had started attacking people. Most of her classmates thought it wasn’t scary at all, but she had been unsettled by its message, by the idea of nature fighting back, of something you thought was harmless and easy to control suddenly rising up in rebellion. 

			After a while she sensed Naveed wasn’t listening anymore. She shook his shoulder with her free hand, trying to get his attention again, lying to him over and over: You’re doing great. Keep going, just like that. Keep going, and everything will be okay.

			Soon she was shouting over a whirring roar that kept growing louder, and the wind picked up too. She knew this sound; it was a helicopter, hadn’t Dr. Snyder mentioned something about that? About a helicopter coming to take them away, take them to her new lab, to the place where Andi’s father was now trapped....

			But there was nowhere to run. As soon as it landed, the propeller rotating to a stop, Zane climbed out and made his way toward the stairwell door. He froze when he saw Andi and Naveed, eyes narrowing in his doughy, sweaty face.

			Figuring she had nothing to lose, Andi spoke. “Please, you’ve got to help us! He needs a hospital. Harborview’s right over there, you can land at the helipad, but we have to go right now—” 

			He acted like he hadn’t heard. “Where’s Dr. Snyder?”

			“I don’t know!”

			Zane seemed confused. He checked his phone, then tried to open the stairwell door. Still locked, and he didn’t seem to have a key.

			“Please!” Andi said. “He can’t breathe—if we don’t leave now, he’s going to die.” This last part circled in her mind, because she hadn’t allowed herself to think it before: he’s going to die, he’s going to die. 

			“You think I care about him? About you, after you threw cow shit into my fucking eyes?” 

			Andi had forgotten about that. The skin around his eyes did look irritated and rheumy. “Sorry,” she said, but he ignored her and tried the door again, as if it would magically open this time. It didn’t, and he pounded against it, his swears of frustration dissolving into a wet cough.

			Far below, sirens wailed. Andi’s head throbbed so badly now that her eyes watered, and she channeled her remaining energy into staying coherent. “You don’t want to go in there,” she said.

			She’d gotten his attention. “Oh, yeah? Why not?”

			“Because the police are coming.” She didn’t know this for sure, but it seemed likely, from the sustained wail of sirens. “Don’t you hear them? They’re already here, and we just posted evidence about SILO online, with the names of everyone involved. Including you.” They’d never mentioned him, but Zane didn’t have to know.

			“That so? What’s the website?” he asked, pulling out his phone again.

			“There’s no time for that! Everyone knows what really happened, and the police are here, and you’ll never get away, even in the helicopter. Take us to Harborview, and I’ll tell them you helped us, we can take Dr. Snyder down together, all of this will get blamed on her anyway, if you help us....”

			Zane eyed the stairwell door, still resolutely closed. Naveed started coughing again, and Andi rubbed his back, whispering comforting lies to him. When she glanced up, Zane was coughing, too. He spat on the ground, then looked at Naveed, but not with hatred. With fear.

			“It’s happening to you, too, isn’t it?” Andi asked, desperate for anything that could help. “What he has, it’s bad, so we have to go to Harborview, unless you want to end up like him—” 

			“Who said anything about we?”

			“You can’t leave us here! If you try to leave in the helicopter, they’re going to chase you. They’ll find you, and you’ll be in worse trouble. But if you take us to safety, it’ll be different. You can be a hero, or a murderer. Your choice.”

			Zane looked one last time at the door, then at his phone, weighing his options. He coughed again, holding his chest and wincing. The sirens were louder than ever. 

			Finally, he exhaled in resignation. “Oh, fuck it. Let’s go.”
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			Blue.

			Cyrus was surrounded by blue. The same blue as the ocean, but sharper than water. 

			He lay face-down next to the coffee table in a sea of shattered glass. The air felt heavy, thick with plaster dust from the ceiling panel that had fallen with him and the chandelier. 

			Despite the circumstances, he felt kind of wonderful. He had helped Andi get away. He’d done something memorable. Heroic, even.

			He didn’t dare move, not only because of the millions of shards around him, but also because Richard Caring was shouting commands, and Cyrus didn’t want to call attention to himself. 

			“Lock down the stairwell,” Richard Caring ordered. “Do whatever it takes—don’t let her get away.”

			A guard ran by, shouting into his radio. He sounded different from the one who’d found Andi and Cyrus; the guard stationed outside the door must have come in after the crash.

			Cyrus’s triumph vanished: they were going to trap Andi. There was no way she could climb down seventy-five flights of stairs and get out of the building before they caught her. Fuck. The guard was probably going to shoot her in there. 

			He became aware of Erika’s voice. “Oh my God, oh my God. He’s bleeding, we need to call an ambulance—”

			Who was bleeding, now? Were they talking about him? Cyrus wanted to look himself over to see what she was so worried about, but he kept his eyes closed. Best to stay completely still.

			“Get away from him,” Richard Caring said. “Don’t make any calls yet. Let me think.”  

			“He hasn’t moved.” That was the guard, the one from before. “You think he’s...?”

			“You have to help him!” Erika’s voice rose, frantic. “Listen, Daddy, I’ve been trying to tell you, she took them to SILO! And you must have known. Is that why you’ve been avoiding me all week? Is that why you suggested I work there in the first place? You knew I’d have to keep quiet—” 

			“No.” Richard Caring sounded weary. “I had no idea Tara was going to take them—I would never have allowed that. Never. I didn’t know those kids were even alive until she called me the night they escaped. I only got involved because I had to, in order to save this company. Now, sweetheart, you need to go.”

			“No! I’m not leaving!”

			“Erika.” His voice was hushed, serious. “Tara Snyder is up on the roof. She’s convinced that you helped them escape. As soon as Zane gets here, she’s coming back down to this office, and if she sees you....” 

			Silence. Cyrus’s panic grew at the thought of Dr. Snyder, angry and unhinged, reappearing in this room.

			“So I need you to go. For your own good,” Richard Caring continued. “Let me take care of it. I have a plan, but unless I get a handle on this situation, right now, we’re both going to prison. Do you understand?” 

			“Daddy...” Erika whimpered. 

			“JUST GO!” Richard hollered, and Cyrus heard footsteps through the office, a door closing.

			Great. Another potential savior had abandoned him. Cyrus held out hope that if he could play dead long enough, someone... someone would come help....

			But he was starting to feel woozy. His left arm throbbed, and the adrenaline rush from his heroic antics had faded; it had been a bad fall, a fall into so much glass. Aching reminders of the impact had settled in his bones, and his skin felt strange too, irritated and itchy in some places, wet and open in others. 

			A phone was ringing now, ringing and ringing, but Richard Caring ignored it. “Lock my door,” he said to the guard, then lowered his voice. Cyrus had to strain to hear. “Okay. I don’t think anyone heard the crash, so we still have a little time. Zane knows that his job is to take Tara out, but I told him to wait until she came down, keep it all in the office. Good thing Cyrus is here; it’s better if Naveed isn’t involved. I don’t think I could get the police to look the other way on his injuries. Best if Zane takes him in the chopper and we deal with his body later. We can say Cyrus came in and shot up the place, killing Tara… that Andi got caught in the crossfire, and he freaked and brought down the chandelier. Anyone find Andi yet?”

			The guard spoke into his radio, but Cyrus was reeling from this latest series of shocks. Naveed’s body? And Andi, oh Andi, oh please let her get away somehow—

			The crackly response came, bringing slight relief: “Can’t find her anywhere.”  

			“Did they check the—”

			A door flew open, knocking into the wall and slamming shut again. Richard Caring exclaimed, “Tara! What happened to you?”

			He sounded so shocked that Cyrus doubted anyone was looking in his direction, and hazarded a quick peek. He almost didn’t recognize Dr. Snyder: her hair was wild and disheveled, and blood dripped down her face.  

			Dr. Snyder muttered a reply that Cyrus could barely hear. It sounded like, “They attacked me. Because I trapped him. I trapped him, and they came after me.”

			“What are you talking about? Andi? Was she on the roof with you?”

			“Andi,” Dr. Snyder said slowly. “Yes, Andi found me. But it wasn’t her.”

			“Naveed? But how could he—”

			“No, not him. The crows.”

			There was a stunned silence as everyone realized that Dr. Tara Snyder had truly gone over the deep end. Cyrus couldn’t stop thinking of Naveed and Andi up on the roof, worrying about what Dr. Snyder might have done to them....

			“Where’s Zane?” Richard Caring asked.

			“He’s not here,” Dr. Snyder said. 

			“I told you not to interrupt me until he came.”

			“But they attacked me... I had to get away....”

			“Okay, okay. Why don’t you just... sit down for a minute.”

			Cyrus wondered why she hadn’t acknowledged his presence. Maybe she couldn’t see him from where she sat. No one else had mentioned him, though, for a while now. Did he look that bad, bad enough to be dead? The faster his heart pounded, the more he could feel leaking out, and now he wasn’t sure if he could get up. He wondered if he looked like her, a bloody mess. 

			No one spoke for a long time. At least, it seemed to take forever. The sun shone down on Cyrus through the windows, making him warm and drowsy. The phone was still ringing. Far away, sirens screamed. He could have sworn he heard caws outside, too, but maybe he was falling into a dream. Or maybe he was just going crazy, like everyone else. 

			Soon, though, came a sound that was undoubtedly real, and growing closer: the rumble of a helicopter.

			Richard Caring sighed in relief. “There’s Zane. About time.” 

			At the same time, Dr. Snyder said, “Wait, is that...? What’s he doing in here?”

			Cyrus felt her eyes on him. His heart pounded so loudly in his ears that he was certain they must be able to hear it too. 

			Glass crunched underfoot as she approached. He held his breath. I’m dead. I’m dead. I’m dead.

			She stepped on his hand, and a hushed cry squeaked out of his mouth. A cry that she heard, that everyone heard. She crouched next to the coffee table. Paying no attention to the glass, she grabbed a fistful of his hair and yanked his head up. A cascade of tiny shards clinked onto the hardwood floor like sugar into an empty bowl. 

			Cyrus opened his eyes: no use pretending anymore. His glasses were askew, so her face was half-blurred but entirely monstrous. 

			“There you are. Your sister, where is she?”

			Cyrus said nothing. 

			“Doesn’t matter, I’ll find her,” Dr. Snyder said. A steady stream of blood leaked from a cut on her scalp, diverted from her eyes by the pale curve of her eyebrows. “Then you can watch when I finish my experiment, when I slice open your brother’s skull, take him apart piece by piece, you’ll see everything, and then you’ll understand, you’ll know what it is to lose everything you care about….”

			That was all Cyrus could take. Rage, contempt, everything inside him burned up strong, uncontrollable. Before she was finished, before he could think, his hand closed around a thin spiral of glass, intact except for its sharp broken edge. He sat up, lunging for her face and yelling, “No! You won’t, you’ll never—”

			Dr. Snyder drew back before he reached her, but she lost her balance and toppled backward. Cyrus watched it happen, fast and slow at the same time: she tried to catch herself but the glass shards shifted under her hands, and then she was falling, and there was a sickening thud as her head collided with the edge of the coffee table. She went limp, collapsing on the ground. 

			But Cyrus’s relief didn’t last long; it never did. When he looked up, he was staring down the barrel of the guard’s gun. He closed his eyes, wanting it to be quick. 

			“Do it,” Richard said.

			The guard hesitated. “But what if they’re telling the truth, that they have proof? I don’t want to be the one to—” 

			The guard was interrupted when someone began banging on the double doors, yelling, “Police!” and then, “Rick, are you in there?”

			“Fuck.” Richard Caring kept repeating it as he crossed the office to unlock the doors. A man in a suit entered, trailed by a police officer. 

			“Emmett, what are you doing here?” Richard Caring asked the man. Cyrus recognized the name: he was Seattle’s chief of police. Without waiting for an answer, Richard continued, “Well, thank God you came. I was in a meeting, he barged in and brought the chandelier down....”

			The police officer sprang into action, radioing for reinforcements and calling an ambulance before approaching Cyrus with his gun drawn. 

			“Arrest him,” Richard Caring said.

			“No! She’s the one you want, Dr. Snyder, she’s the criminal here!” Cyrus said, ignoring the withering stare that Richard Caring cast him. 

			“Did you say Dr. Snyder?” The police officer sounded incredulous. 

			Emmett turned to Richard Caring. “Rick, we need to talk.” 

			“Get him out of here first! Can’t you see the damage he’s caused? He could have killed me—” 

			“No, listen. Officer Bailey here took the little girl, Roya, into custody earlier. She’s not talking, but we also arrested an old woman who says three of the kids showed up on her doorstep last night. They told her about a Nutrexo research facility, a scientist named Dr. Snyder who abducted them—”

			“What? You can’t possibly believe that! It’s ludicrous,” Richard Caring said. 

			Emmett continued, “Yeah, we thought so at first. She insists there’s a website launching in an hour with some sort of proof on it, so we were going to wait it out, call her bluff. But then Bailey spoke with a homeless man in front of the library who said he witnessed the bomb being planted in the Mirzapours’ car by a man who works for Nutrexo.”

			“That’s ridiculous. I can’t believe you’d take any testimony from homeless people seriously,” Richard Caring said. “Besides, why would he wait until now to come forward? He’s making it up. Or on drugs, or something.”

			“Apparently, the witness was reluctant to get involved until he spoke to Naveed this morning. Said the kid was in pretty bad shape, but he managed to give two names: Zane. And Dr. Snyder.”    

			“I’m still not following. None of that information sounds reliable at all.”

			“The witness said that a pair of Nutrexo security guards took Naveed into this building. Now, why would they do that? Why wouldn’t they call us right away?”

			“He’s on the roof!” Cyrus yelled. “With Andi! And Zane just got here too, in a helicopter, they were going to have him come in and kill me, and Dr. Snyder, and Andi too, oh shit, maybe he already got her—” 

			Richard Caring was obviously infuriated, but before he could say anything, the police officer was out the exit door, dashing up the stairs. He came back moments later, out of breath. “The roof door’s locked, but there’s a helicopter up there, and some guy’s dragging a body into it.” He turned to Richard. “Where’s the key?”

			“There’s only one copy, I keep it in my desk,” Richard Caring said.

			“THEN GET IT!” the officer bellowed. 

			Richard Caring scurried over, fumbling in the drawer for what seemed like an eternity. “I don’t know where it went….”

			Desperate to do something, unable to get his mind off the words dragging and body, Cyrus gathered his strength and inched toward Dr. Snyder.

			No one stopped him, though the police officer had drawn his gun again. This time, Cyrus didn’t care. He rolled Dr. Snyder onto her back. Her eyes flickered open. “Where is it?” he yelled. “The key, WHERE IS IT?”

			Dr. Snyder looked up at him, her eyes glassy and unfocused. 

			“TELL ME!” Cyrus yelled. “It’s over! The police are here, they know about everything, it’s over for you—”

			“What?” Dr. Snyder said. Her voice was small and weak. “But Richard promised… he said they’d never find out… that he would cover for me….”

			“Well, he sold you out. He was going to kill you, he doesn’t care about you at all! So GIVE ME THE KEY!”

			“No,” she said, but it was more of a moan than a word. 

			Somewhere in the distance, Emmett was calling for a police helicopter and the paramedics were arriving, but none of that mattered. The only thing that mattered anymore was finding the key. Cyrus checked the pockets of her lab coat, but it wasn’t there, so he searched the floor around them even though there was so much glass, even though the paramedics attempted to shoo him out of the way. He found it under the coffee table, wet with blood. The police officer took it and ran through the exit door. 

			One of the medics crouched next to Cyrus, examining his largest wound: a slash in his left forearm at least six inches long, with a large shard of glass still sticking out of it. The medic removed the glass, and Cyrus’s vision got swimmy when he saw how deep the cut was, the pearly beads of fat tissue peeking at him from underneath his skin, more blood streaming out. He was shaking now, and he felt like he was going to throw up, and every time he moved more glass crunched beneath him. It hurt when he tried to breathe in deep, as if there were glass in the air, too, tiny invisible shards cutting into his lungs.

			The medic had just cleaned and bandaged his arm when the police officer returned through the exit door.

			“Too late.” He shook his head. “They were taking off when I got up there.”

			“The police chopper will chase ‘em down,” Emmett said, but the words failed to comfort Cyrus. He stared at the floor, at the blue glass, the red blood.  

			Even if they caught the helicopter, it wouldn’t help. It was already too late.
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			Andi

			Monday, June 22






			The flight to Harborview took only minutes, but to Andi it seemed endless. She sat with her back to the window, Naveed leaning into her like she was a chair. Sharp pain pierced her head as they gained altitude. She focused on Naveed, shouting into his ear over the roar of the helicopter, now repeating a single phrase. Keep going. Keep going. Keep going. He fought for every breath; his skin had grown ashen, like he was literally fading, becoming transparent. 

			Part of Andi doubted they were going to Harborview at all. Maybe Zane would try to get away; he’d fly them to some remote location and dump their bodies in the forest…. 

			But when they landed, the helicopter opened to reveal a group of doctors and nurses in their white coats and blue scrubs standing near the helipad; Zane must have radioed ahead. Andi’s relief was short-lived, because they burst into the helicopter to take Naveed from her arms, even though she wasn’t yet ready to let him go. Neither was Naveed—he gripped Andi’s arm with surprising strength, but they pulled him away and draped him onto a waiting stretcher, pressing a mask to his face. They squeezed the attached bag, inflating and deflating it, calling out numbers in grim, urgent tones. His hands flailed in the empty air, opening and closing, still searching for her. 

			Andi shivered. Without him, without his heat, she was freezing.

			One nurse stayed in the cabin, holding a square of gauze to the cut on her head and asking her name. But Andi didn’t answer, because she still had her eyes on Naveed; if she didn’t keep watching, he’d vanish forever. 

			Suddenly his hands stopped moving, falling slack at his sides. The doctors clustered around him tighter, and Andi heard the word arrest. She thought maybe they’d recognized him and were calling the police, until she remembered that the word had another meaning. 

			She craned her neck to see better, but the nurse seemed to deliberately block her view. “What’s your name?” he was asking again.

			Andi wished he would go away. She wanted to see what was happening, but she also worried how they’d react when they found out who she was. “Please,” she said, “You have to promise. Promise you’ll still help him after I tell you our names. None of it was his fault.”

			They were taking him away now. Andi managed to catch one final glimpse before they rushed him into the building. The last thing she saw of Naveed was his foot, hanging off the edge of the stretcher, swaying limply as they crossed the threshold. She remembered how his shoes had once been such a vibrant green. No trace of that color remained now.

			She stood up, intending to follow, because he shouldn’t be alone; she needed to stay with him. The nurse told her to sit down, so she tried to explain how important it was for her to go, but her lips felt weirdly numb and everything seemed kind of prickly-dark, only around the edges at first, but growing until it was all she could see, until darkness was all there was. Only darkness. 




			Later, Andi was unable to remember anything about that first day in the hospital. She didn’t remember the doctors telling her she had a concussion and was running a fever, that they needed to keep her to do some tests. She didn’t recall the tearful reunion with her mother and Ah-ma—Andi’s grandmother had flown up from California earlier in the week—or her insistent pleas that they search for her father and send an ambulance for Cyrus and call the police to arrest Dr. Snyder, or the hours spent dazedly answering questions as everyone tried to piece together what had happened.

			According to her mother, Andi had stayed calm until Naveed’s doctor arrived that evening. The doctor had spoken with Cyrus, who had needed lots of stitches after his fall. He and Roya also had fevers and coughs and had been admitted for observation, but both were doing all right. The doctor was hoping Andi could clarify a few details about Naveed’s case so that she could make sense of some abnormal test results. 

			Andi wouldn’t answer any questions until she knew how Naveed was doing. The doctor said he had stopped breathing right after arriving at the hospital, but they’d resuscitated him. He was in the ICU now, requiring breathing support for a severe case of pneumonia. The wounds on his wrists were also badly infected, and their main goal was to prevent the infection from spreading any further. She was hopeful: they’d stabilized him; they’d started powerful antibiotics. 

			That was when Andi lost it. Through her sobs, she kept saying, “They won’t work, they won’t work,” but nobody understood what she meant at first. She explained about the filthy barn at SILO and the sick cows and the article Gretchen had mentioned about the farm workers who got an antibiotic-resistant infection and died. She told the doctor that she and Cyrus had been wearing gloves, but Naveed wasn’t; Naveed had fallen into the muck with open wounds on his wrists.

			Her explanation ended in a coughing fit, and the doctor grew quiet and serious then. She asked if Andi had touched Naveed or his clothing after her gloves were removed, and Andi admitted that they all had. The doctor made Andi’s mother and ah-ma put on surgical masks and yellow gowns, as a precaution for infection control; she had the nurse send some samples to be cultured in the lab. She immediately contacted not only Andi’s doctor, but the doctors managing Cyrus and Roya and Zane, all of whom had similar symptoms. They needed to contain it, because a highly contagious and antibiotic-resistant bug could spread easily to other patients. Gretchen and Frida would also be monitored to prevent the disease from spreading beyond the hospital.    

			That night Andi’s fever spiked. Her first memories of the hospital involved waking in her room convinced she was covered in blood and crawling with flies, or that she was dying because her chest was so tight she couldn’t breathe, even through the oxygen mask they’d strapped to her face. Someone was always there holding her hand; sometimes she heard music playing through headphones on her ears. 

			Her visitors looked unfamiliar behind masks and gowns, but she knew them by their voices. And someone was missing.  

			Andi was sure she’d already told her mother, but she tried again and again. Did you find Dad yet? She took him to the labs... the old labs... in Issaquah....

			Yes, they found him.

			Then why isn’t he here?

			Don’t worry, bǎo bèi. He’ll be here when he can.

			Andi waited, listening to every new voice, eager to hear his. It seemed like hours were passing, days were passing, so where was he?

			Didn’t you find him? Why isn’t he here?

			Shh. He’ll be here. Soon.

			They gave Andi a lot of painkillers because every time she coughed it felt like her head would explode, so days and nights drifted together. Sometimes she was content to wander in this feverish druggy haze: if she could delay alertness and stay here forever, the terrible news she dreaded would never come. 

			But even in dreams, she knew that this nightmare couldn’t be reversed. There, she was often visited by Cyrus, glaring at her from beneath his navy-blue trucker cap. He didn’t speak, but he didn’t need to, because the message was clear enough. This is all your fault—by saying those awful things you made them true and now Naveed’s never never coming back—  

			Andi needed to find her father and Naveed. But she was stuck somewhere, wandering through what she first thought was a forest, but eventually recognized as the Mirzapours’ garden. It was larger than she remembered, and she kept getting lost among the overgrown plants, but finally she glimpsed the workshop. Her heartbeat quickened as she approached, because Naveed must be inside; this was the place she’d last seen him. The door creaked open, and she expected him to be sitting at the bench carving something beautiful, but the room was dark and empty. He was already gone.
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			Andi

			Thursday, June 25






			On the third day, Andi’s fever broke. Though her head and chest still ached and she felt nauseated, her abrupt return to reality was almost pleasant, because of one simple thing: there, sitting next to her bed, was her father. She couldn’t see his mouth, since he wore a surgical mask, but she saw the way his eyes crinkled at the corners, the way they sparkled with unrestrained joy. 

			Andi let in a little bit of his glow, allowing hope to shine into her dark corners. He was here; he was happy. An oxygen mask still covered her nose and mouth, and she didn’t much feel like talking, but she managed to say, “Dad! Where were you?”

			He looked away, shifting in his chair. “Don’t worry about that now. I’m just so glad you’re—”

			“No.” She pushed her mask up so she could talk better, surprised by the anger in her voice. Her father also seemed taken aback, but she continued, “No. You have to tell me what happened. Did she do something to you? Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine. We can talk about it later, when you’re feeling better.” 

			“Tell me now,” Andi insisted. “I need to know.”

			When he saw she wouldn’t relent, he sighed. “They discharged me this afternoon. I was having some... heart issues.”

			“Heart issues?” Andi repeated in alarm. 

			“Nothing to worry about,” he said. “It’s fine now. Just a freak thing. My blood pressure got really high from eating those Bitz for so long, and then that madwoman… she drugged me when SILO closed, and I had a bad reaction to the sedative she used. But it’s okay, they found me in time, got it worked out, started some meds that are helping everything get back to normal.”

			“Oh, Dad,” Andi said, her voice cracking. He hugged her tightly, and it was so comforting to be near him that her worry faded, a little. He’s here. He’ll be okay. 

			Her father pulled back, untangling himself from her IV tubes, and smiled at her again. “Andi, I’m so proud of you. If you hadn’t found out where I was....” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t be here right now. And it wasn’t just me, either. That bug you got could’ve been all over the hospital if they hadn’t contained it right away. It’s a nasty one, too, a multi-drug-resistant strain of Klebsiella. It wasn’t responding to anything they tried at first. We were... pretty worried. But yesterday they started this new antibiotic from Genbiotix—” 

			“Genbiotix? But....” Andi didn’t have the energy to explain.

			She didn’t need to. Her father continued, “I know. Apparently they had no idea what Dr. Snyder was working on. They had a rep come talk to us. They feel terrible about the whole thing.” 

			Andi didn’t want to think about that. “What about the others? Are they doing better too?”

			Her father was quiet for a moment. “Your doctor mentioned that Cyrus and Roya have improved. Naveed’s still in critical condition—they can’t give me any details. But if the drugs worked as well on him as they did on you, I bet he’ll bounce back.”

			Andi told herself this was good news. If Cyrus and Roya were recovering, Naveed surely would too. 

			She changed the subject. “Dad... why didn’t you answer my emails? I was so worried... and I wanted you to know that we missed you. That we wanted you to come back.”

			Her father’s eyebrows furrowed. “Oh, Andi, I never should’ve left. But... after the store closed, I came close to falling into my old habits. And I didn’t want that to happen. I wanted to stay sober. I owed it to you, to your mother. I thought by going to SILO I’d be safe—but I wasn’t. Those damn Bitz… plus I got so sucked into that game that I completely lost track of time. I never even heard about the bomb and all that—none of the SILO staff knew I was related to you—until I woke up here.”

			Andi’s mother entered the room then, looking delighted to see her daughter awake. She hugged Andi, then took a seat next to the bed. Andi glanced between her mom and dad. “Are you two... okay?” she asked, wondering about them separately, but also together. 

			“Of course we are,” her mother said. “Now that you’re back.”

			“Mom, I’m sorry. I should have told you about SILO before I went to the protest, or not have gone at all, I guess, I never wanted to leave you all alone….”

			“It’s okay,” her mother said, but Andi pushed on. 

			“Weren’t you trying to contact Dad, after the bomb? And when you didn’t hear from him did you think... did you think he’d left us again?”

			There was an awkward silence. Her mother looked sad and old, and Andi knew she’d been correct, even though all her mom said was, “What matters is that we’re back together.”

			“And I’m not going anywhere,” her father added, stroking Andi’s hair with his gloved hand.   

			She was too tired to talk any more, but her parents seemed eager to change topics, and filled her in on the events of the past few days. SILO had been closed by federal authorities. Dr. Snyder had been admitted to the hospital—she’d also caught the infection—and would be charged with numerous felonies. Mahnaz and Sam had been released; they would fight Mahnaz’s data theft charges, which would likely be dropped since she’d acted as a whistleblower. 

			Richard Caring—along with many others connected to SILO, including Zane, Erika, Mark, and Chase, the other security guard—had been arrested, although Andi’s father thought Erika and Zane might be treated with some leniency. Nutrexo’s stock had plummeted. Everyone knew the truth about the company now: the website was a huge success, and people had been lined up to buy Real Change when their interview came out. Blazin Bitz Crave would never hit the shelves, and neither would Compadre.   

			Andi was relieved to hear this, but wished Cyrus was there. It didn’t feel right celebrating their victory without him.

			The next two days drifted by in tedious boredom. Andi’s mother returned to work. Ah-ma went on a cooking spree at Andi’s house, bringing her rice porridge in the mornings and homemade dumplings in the afternoons. Because of her concussion, Andi was on strict cognitive rest, so she was supposed to lie around doing nothing: no TV, no computer, no reading, no texting (the nurses kept emphasizing this point, even though her parents hadn’t gotten a chance yet to replace her old phone). She wasn’t supposed to talk much either, but they made exceptions for police interviews and visits from the psychologist. This gave her lots of time—too much time—with her thoughts, which constantly turned to the Mirzapours.

			Andi hated being in the dark about how they were doing. But even as she hoped fiercely for Naveed’s recovery, she began to notice a shift in her feelings for him. He’d become painful to think about, and she found it best to let him grow hazy and distant in her mind. Besides, when she considered things rationally, she could see that her infatuation was most likely just a fleeting crush. The two of them had only spoken together a few times. She barely knew him at all.

			Cyrus, though, was different. Everything about him was sharp in her memory: the tenor of his voice, the musky smell of his skin, the curve of his smile. Cyrus eating ripe strawberries, his eyes closing in rapture. Cyrus launching into Richard Caring’s chandelier so that Andi could escape, even after she’d said those horrible things.... 

			On Saturday morning, Andi convinced her dad to visit Cyrus on her behalf. Andi’s visiting restrictions had been eased, so people no longer had to wear masks and gowns and gloves in her room, but they still didn’t want her to leave the unit.

			First, Andi sent her father to the grocery store to buy a bag of marshmallows, a dozen bamboo skewers, a vase, and a card. When he returned to her room, she pushed the skewers into the marshmallows and inserted them into the vase.

			Then she wrote Cyrus a short note:

			I wish we could pretend it never happened. But since we can’t, I want you to know I’m so sorry for what I said. I wish you were here so I could tell you this in person and then, if I’m lucky, we could move on. People are always trying to get me to talk about what happened, but the only person I want to talk about it with is you. Thank you for everything you did. I hope you’re okay. 

			-Andi 

			Her father was gone for a long time. When he returned, he kept his eyes downcast as he placed a sealed envelope into Andi’s hands. He kissed her forehead, then took her mother’s hand, suggesting they go get some coffee. Her mother glanced at him quizzically—she was still sipping her morning tea from a paper cup—but followed him into the hall.

			With growing unease, Andi slid her finger under the flap and unfolded the paper. She had never seen Cyrus’s handwriting before. It was messier than she’d expected, spooling out unevenly across the pages.

			Dear Alexandria, thank you for the bouquet. Of course you are forgiven. I’m so glad to hear—from your dad, no less!—that you’re doing better. He said you’ll probably be discharged on Monday? Me and Roya are going home later today. When you can, you should come over so we can roast marshmallows over a real bonfire.

			I wish you were here, too. It’s just me and Roya and my Auntie Leila in this room and there’s all this stuff I can’t talk about because none of us are quite ready to break it to Roya. 

			This probably isn’t the best way to tell you, but I think you should know. Naveed had surgery yesterday. They drained fluid from his lungs and cut away dead skin from his wrists and hands. Didn’t seem to help much. They’re still talking about the possibility of amputation, plus they’re worried about his brain because he’s been pretty unresponsive. On top of everything, he’s not recovering very well from the operation. Today he’s really unstable, in septic shock. Yeah. Don’t google that. Just take my word for it: bad news.

			I keep telling myself that if anyone can pull through, it’s him. Naveed’s always been tenacious. But the colossal injustice of the universe makes me want to punch someone in the face. (I bet you can guess who.) Why does it have to be him? Why not her? I know, life is unfair and blah blah blah. Still, this is just... it’s too much.

			I haven’t been to visit him yet. To tell you the truth, even the idea freaks me out. It’s like when we were in the lab, and you didn’t want to look in that little room? I guess I’m saying I might feel better about it if we could go visit the way we did then. Together.

			Anyway. I wanted to tell you one more thing. Your gift got me thinking about the conversation we had in the woods. I hope you don’t feel like any of this is your fault. It’s not. We did the best we could, and we should focus on our successes, rather than the things we can’t control. (Okay, I think those are the exact words the psychologist used yesterday. And they felt kind of empty when she said them. But I don’t mean them to be empty at all. I just don’t have any other way of saying it. Oh God, for a second I seriously thought: Hey, I’ll ask Naveed, he’ll know. Dammit, Andi, I HATE THIS.)

			What a terrible way to end. I’m sorry for this mess of a letter. Maybe you should burn it. Yes! Burn it in the bonfire we shall build when this disaster is finally over. 

			Yours, Cyrus

			Once she finished, Andi re-read it from the beginning, every word, and then yet again, each time hoping she’d missed some key detail that meant everything would be fine. When she came up with nothing, she folded the letter and slipped it back into the envelope. She was still sitting there, staring at the envelope in her hands, when her parents returned. 




			That afternoon, someone knocked on Andi’s door. She had a splitting headache and was trying to find sleep, but she opened her eyes when her mother nudged her. “Someone’s here to see you.”

			She hoped to see Cyrus standing in the doorway, but instead, Marina entered the room, holding a small box wrapped in sky-blue paper with an ivory bow.

			Andi tried to hide her disappointment. She had been avoiding Marina and her old friends. They belonged to another life, one she’d left behind long ago. 

			Andi’s mother excused herself, and Marina took her place in the armchair next to Andi’s bed. “How are you feeling?” she asked.

			“I’m okay,” Andi lied.

			“Your dad?”

			“He’s fine.”

			A pause. “And what about... him?”

			“Who?”

			“You know. Naveed. Nobody knows what’s going on with him—just that he’s in critical condition. Is he going to be all right?”

			Andi told herself that Marina was trying to be friendly, but the question felt like a knife cutting through dead skin, like a scalpel to the lungs....

			She looked down. “Why did you come?”

			“Because I care about you. Plus, my dad wanted me to bring you this.” Marina held up the gift. “He feels horrible about what happened—he didn’t know, Andi. I swear. And now he’s locked up like a criminal.” 

			Andi found it hard to feel sorry for Mark; she had gone to him for help, and he had abandoned her. She settled for a generic, “That’s too bad,” though it didn’t sound very convincing.

			“Yeah, well.” Marina sighed and handed the present to Andi. “Here. Take it.”

			Andi pulled on one end of the satin bow until it slipped open, then peeled away the wrapping paper. Inside was a brand-new phone, sleek and elegant in its pristine packaging. Also enclosed was a handwritten note from Mark. Andi, I’m so sorry. I never should have left you there with Richard. I know there’s no way to make it up to you, but I hope, someday, you can forgive me.

			“He thought you might be needing a new phone,” Marina said, smiling tentatively.

			Andi found it strange to think of how envious she’d once been of Marina and all she had. The phone was beautiful, but it wasn’t going to make her happy. It wasn’t going to make things right. 

			“Thank you, but I can’t take it.” She pushed the box away, then laid back against the pillow and closed her eyes. “Excuse me. I have a headache.”

			“Okay.” Marina said it quietly. “We really are sorry, Andi. Hope you feel better.” And then she was gone. 

			When the door opened a little while later, Andi expected her mother to walk through, but it wasn’t her. It was Cyrus. He had a bewildered, off-kilter look, like he wasn’t quite sure where he was. His left cheek was red, covered in tiny scratches. 

			“Hey, Andi. We just got discharged and I thought I’d stop by.” He didn’t enter the room, but stayed by the doorway. Something about his strained voice, and the way he was standing—kind of slumped, like he wanted the wall to hold him up—alarmed her.

			Andi sat up. “I’m glad you did. Is everything okay?” 

			“Okay? Um, I guess, yeah, I guess everything’s okay,” he rambled.

			“Come in?” she asked, but he shook his head.

			“I can’t stay long. We’re headed down to the ICU.” He forced a hollow laugh. “I thought it was bad when I wrote that letter this morning, but I guess there’s always room for things to get worse.”

			It felt like the ground was disappearing, plunging Andi into a pool of freezing cold water. “Oh, Cyrus, please come here.” 

			He crossed the room and she embraced him, and they held each other and sobbed as he told her that Naveed was in respiratory failure, that his liver was shutting down, that he probably didn’t have much time left. 

			Cyrus pulled away too soon, mumbling that he had to go, but Andi took his hand. “Wait. I’ll come with you.” 

			“You will? They’ll let you leave the unit?” asked Cyrus.

			“I’m sure I can convince them.” Andi pushed the nurse call button. “They’ll understand.”

			Cyrus looked at her with wet eyes. “Thank you.”

			“Of course.” She squeezed his hand. “We can do this. Together.”
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			Roya

			Saturday, June 27






			The branches of the walnut tree outside Roya’s window made shapes. Tonight, they formed a ship, curved against a sea of sky. She watched the branch-boat bobbing in the fading light. Roya was tired, but she couldn’t sleep. She kept thinking of Naveed, of the way his hands had looked, his fingers curled against thick bandages. The shape of them reminded her of the dead crow’s talons.

			Earlier that day, after they were discharged, Cyrus and Roya had entered his room together, wearing the same yellow paper smocks and masks that visitors had worn when they were sick. At first the nurses wanted Andi to stay in the waiting room with Auntie Leila and Kelly and Brooke and Khaleh Yasmin. But Baba had insisted she be allowed to come in, too. Maman was already inside, and she had very red eyes, and she hugged them all extra hard, even Andi. No one said anything. The room was silent except for the constant hiss and beep of machines. 

			The figure in bed was unfamiliar through the mess of tubes and wires. His hair was ratty and tangled, his skin a little yellow. Roya didn’t want to look at his face, because it was like looking at a horrible skeleton-monster with a tube shoved down its throat, so she kept her eyes on his hands.

			Cyrus didn’t speak, and his glasses were fogged up. One of his arms was draped around Andi, as if he needed her help to stand. 

			“Where is he?” asked Roya. 

			“He’s right here, azizam,” Baba said, but she couldn’t explain how she knew he was in front of her, but she didn’t feel his presence; he wasn’t there. Cyrus took her gloved hand, and she could tell he understood. That helped, a little.

			“Can I play my flute for him?” she asked. 

			“Best not to,” replied the nurse, tapping away at his computer. “You should keep your mask on. Can you sing something, instead?”

			Baba pulled away and spoke to the nurse quietly enough that Roya knew she wasn’t supposed to listen, but she did anyway. “Please. It would mean a lot to her, and… she might not have another chance.” They were only words, but somehow they managed to rip up her insides.

			The nurse sighed. “All right. Just for a minute.” 

			Roya pushed up her mask and began to play Naveed’s finding song, but because of the crack stretching the length of her flute, the melody that came out wasn’t right. It sounded like what she was feeling in her heart, all jagged and broken. She hadn’t wanted that; she’d meant to play him something beautiful. This was her one chance, and she was ruining it, and if he couldn’t hear the song, he might never be able to find his way back— 

			She stopped playing then, because she was crying and coughing too hard to continue. Maman gathered her up and carried her out, and they threw away all their coverings, the papery things and the rubbery gloves, and they sat together a while, holding on.

			Now, at home, Roya rose from her bed, then crept down the hall to her brothers’ room and tapped on the door. “Can I come in?” 

			“Can’t sleep? Me neither,” said Cyrus, scooting over in his bed. Roya was grateful. It wasn’t that she couldn’t fall asleep, but that she was afraid of dreaming. The bad lady visited her there, sometimes.  

			She climbed in next to him on the top bunk, noticing that his arms were splattered with purplish stains. The small dots bled into the white bandage covering his stitches.

			“What happened to your arms? Were you shredding beets?”

			“No. I made a batch of sauerkraut. With purple cabbage.”

			“Oh,” she said, quiet for a moment. Then, “Do you think we look like aliens to him?”

			“What?”

			“To Naveed. When he sees us in those masks and stuff.”

			“Oh. No. I mean, don’t worry about that, he hasn’t been awake. They’re giving him lots of meds so he stays asleep. They want him to be comfortable.”

			Roya decided to just ask it. “Where is he, Kourosh?”

			Cyrus sighed. “I don’t know. But I see what you mean. It didn’t feel like he was there.”

			“Yeah.” She looked at Cyrus, who seemed so small-eyed without his glasses. “Has he gone to the heavenly garden?”

			“No,” said Cyrus. “He’s still alive.”

			“Where is he, then? He’s not here, he’s not there, where could he be?”

			This was the point in their conversation when Roya feared Cyrus would become frustrated and stop talking with her, like he often did. But he breathed in and said, “Somewhere in between, maybe.”

			Roya tried to think of a place between heaven and earth. “Like, at the top of a big tall tree? The very tallest one?”

			“Yeah, maybe.”

			“Do you think he climbed too high? So high that he can’t get back down?”

			“It’s possible.”

			“But he wants to come back, doesn’t he?”

			“Of course he does. I’m sure he misses us.”

			“I miss him, too.” She paused. “But what if he can’t find his way? What if he never comes back?” Once she’d said it, she wished she hadn’t, because it was a terrible thing to think.

			Cyrus’s nose was red. He rubbed it. “Then we’ll be sad for a long time. But we’ll remember him forever. And… we’ll still have each other.”

			“And we have Baba and Maman. And the chickens, and Pashmak.”

			“And Auntie Leila. Khaleh Yasmin. Kelly and Brooke.”

			“And we have Andi. I’m glad we have Andi.”

			He smiled, a little. “Yeah. Me, too.” 

			They lay in silence for a few minutes. Then, Roya asked, “Will you tell me a story?”

			Cyrus turned to face her. “I thought you’d never ask.” He coughed to clear his throat, and then began. “Once upon a time, there was a penguin named… Percival. One morning, he looked up in the sky to see a spaceship flying overhead, piloted by none other than Excelsior, the evil robot.” 

			The story was unlike anything Naveed had ever told, a humorous tale of adventure on the high skies. Cyrus started falling asleep after a few minutes, so it got a little confusing at the end, but she didn’t mind. When he trailed off, she whispered, “Thanks. You tell good stories, Kourosh.”

			He yawned. “Thanks, Roya. Hey, I’m sorry you had to go through all that with us, but at the same time... maybe this sounds weird, but I’m glad you were there. You’re pretty awesome, you know that?”

			Roya stayed with him until he fell asleep. Then she descended the ladder and slipped into Naveed’s empty bed. The sheets were cold. Cyrus was snoring now: in, out, in, out.

			The bedroom window was wide open to the cool night, replacing the stuffy hot air bit by bit with freshness, which made Roya think about breathing, and how amazing it was to take in this clean sweet air so easily.

			When she woke, the thin light of dawn shone through the fluttering curtains. Even though she still felt tired and yucky, she wanted to be outside. She dressed in her room, then picked up her flute and its case from the dining room table—Baba had attempted to seal the crack with beeswax—and headed out through the kitchen. As she opened the back door, the breeze rippled a sheet of paper on the counter. It was that picture she’d drawn after Naveed told the story about Rostam, the crow with the broken wing. She stopped, realizing that something was missing. Why hadn’t she drawn Cyrus?

			She thought back to that day. She had been drawing at the dining room table, Maman working nearby. Roya was trying to figure out where she should put Cyrus when Maman’s laptop clicked shut.

			“What’re you working on?” Maman asked.

			“It’s a drawing of the story Naveed told about the crow. See, here’s me, in your belly. And Naveed, with Rostam. And Baba at Mount Rainier….”

			“Here, let me show you something.” Maman retrieved an old book from the top of the bookshelf, a field guide on crows that Roya had never seen before. They flipped through the pages together.

			“I like crows,” said Roya. “They’re smart.”

			“They are. Very smart,” Maman agreed. “And resilient—no matter what we throw at them, they find a way to make do. We destroy their habitat, they move into our city trees. We take away their food supplies, they scavenge our garbage. I think they’ll be here long after we’re gone,” she mused. “We could learn a lot from them.”     

			“Like how to eat garbage?” Roya had asked, not understanding, not then. 

			Now, Roya decided to finish her drawing. She sketched in Cyrus next to Naveed, with a big goofy grin on his face. Yes. That was her family. 

			She wandered outside to the walnut tree. Dew sparkled on blades of grass, and the chickens clucked in their safe enclosure as Roya scaled the tree for the first time in weeks. Its limbs held her in a gentle embrace. 

			Lifting the flute to her lips, Roya took a deep breath. The note that sounded when she exhaled was clear and strong, and she almost laughed in relief. A few of the tones were off, and they weren’t as pure as they had been before, but her songs were recognizable again. She played for a long, long time, watching the light change as the sun rose. 

			She stopped when a crow perched on a branch above her. He regarded her with his small dark eyes and raised his wings, to show her the white feathers hidden there.  

			Roya was stunned. “Omid! How did you find me? Was it the song?” He was close enough to touch. She saw what Naveed had meant about the rainbow colors in crow feathers, though it wasn’t so much that she could see them as she could tell they were there, underneath. 

			As she watched the crow, Roya thought about endless journeys, and all the things that never came back. An idea formed in her head. When she spoke, the words were hard to say through the lump in her throat. “My brother… he’s really sick and I don’t know… I don’t know if he’s coming back. But maybe you can help. Will you go to him? You’ll find him in the tallest tree, the one that leads to the heavenly garden. But you have to stop him from going there. Help him come home, instead.”

			Omid cocked his head, taking one last look at Roya. Then he cawed and fluttered away. 

			Roya repositioned her flute case so that she could clasp the silver star charm in her palm. It seemed to have its own warmth, its own light that radiated outward, spreading hope through the universe. 

			She closed her eyes and made her third and final wish.

			

		

44

			Naveed

			Thursday, July 2






			At first, there was oblivion.

			Time was meaningless. Everything was. This place was an endless sea: rising, falling. No sense struggling. Best to surrender.

			Stray sounds occasionally penetrated. Wheels spinning squeaky on smooth floors. Dissonant music. Constant beeping. Disembodied voices. 

			When the oblivion ended, Naveed wished it would return, because this new place was so much worse. Too hot. Too cold. Hands on fire. Chest like a ripped-up curtain. In the room, eyes floated above yellow smocks. People talked but their words were too round, rolling around and bumping into each other like marbles. Nothing made sense.

			Always, a nagging discontent: his family was in trouble, he was not supposed to be here. But he was trapped, and this imprisonment was both familiar and horrifying. He kept trying to leave, but he was tethered to his bed, and the few times he managed to get close, they sent him back to oblivion.

			When he first recognized Maman’s voice, her presence came as a relief. She was okay; he didn’t have to save her. Still, he was agitated. He needed to ask her a question about someone whose name he couldn’t remember, about something bad that had happened long ago. But he never managed to figure out who, or what. 

			One day, Naveed awoke drenched, as if he’d emerged from the depths of the sea. His mind felt clear again—clearer than before, at least, though a groggy haze remained. He squinted: the room was bright with daylight. A black-haired girl in a yellow smock stood with her back to him at the window, adjusting the blinds. From the way she moved he thought he knew her, but the light was so strong he had to close his eyes.

			The door clicked open. “Hey, Brooke!” Hearing Cyrus, so sunny and cheerful, calmed Naveed, but Brooke’s appearance unsettled him. When had she dyed her hair? He didn’t remember it being black. She’d always chosen bright colors, before.  

			“Oh, hey, Cy. How’d your appointment go?”

			“Just swell—got the clean bill of health. Hey, you want a banh mi or anything? My parents are walking down to Little Saigon to grab lunch.”

			“Sure,” Brooke said. “I’ll have tofu—”

			“No mayo. Got it.” Cyrus paused. “So, how’s he doing today? Hey, they switched him to those, what do you call them, the nose-thingies.”

			“Yeah, they took him off the mask this morning. O2 sats are looking great, and his fever’s down too. They tapered his meds, so hopefully he’ll wake up before the neurologist gets here.”

			Naveed thought he should speak up, because it was strange listening to them discuss him like he wasn’t here, like he wasn’t a person at all but a complicated machine with lots of gauges to read. At the same time, it was nice to hear them talking together. Usually, Cyrus’s interactions with Brooke were limited to his taunting her with raw chicken or stinky cheese. 

			“So what have you been up to?” Cyrus was saying now. 

			“Yasmin just left. She was reading him a Persian poem, that one by Attar… The Conference of the Birds, I think? I’m not sure, I can’t concentrate on anything. I just... I wish I knew how today was going to go.”

			“Me, too. But I’d say we’re due for some good news.”

			Naveed wanted to keep listening, but he had to cough. This sent stabbing pain through the left side of his chest, so he reached to hold it with his right hand, but that hurt too. He opened his eyes to see that both of his hands were wrapped in bandages, from his wrists to his fingers.

			Brooke was trying to get his attention. “Naveed? It’s me, Brooke. You’re in the hospital. You’re safe here; you’ve been sick, but you’re going to be okay. The others are fine. Cyrus is even here to see you today.” It sounded like she was reciting lines; they were practiced and vaguely familiar, as if she’d said them many times before. 

			Cyrus sat on the opposite side of the bed, adjusting the mask that covered his nose and mouth. “Sorry we look kind of sci-fi. Infection control, hospital policy, you know.” 

			They both seemed nervous, almost as if they were afraid of him, afraid of how he’d react. It was unnerving. He was scared to ask what was wrong with him, and Brooke’s words had brought something back. He was worried about someone, he was worried about….

			“Roya?” he asked. It came out in a hoarse whisper, and he wasn’t sure they’d heard. Another image flitted across his mind: Andi silhouetted against the sun, blood streaming down the side of her face. So he added, “Andi?”

			“They’re both fine. Roya will be so happy to hear you’re doing better,” Cyrus answered. “She’s home with Auntie Leila. She’s been drawing you pictures every day. See? On the walls?” 

			One wall was covered with Roya’s sketches. Naveed must have been out a while. “How long?” he asked.

			Brooke understood what he meant. “It’s been ten days,” she said. 

			This disturbed Naveed. They had been sitting here for ten days, watching him sleep? Worse, watching him wake up, confused and raving, intent on escape. No wonder they’d seemed so nervous. But they were smiling now, he could tell by the way their eyes looked; he could practically hear their loud grins filling the room with a harsh ringing sound. 

			“Don’t worry, you didn’t miss anything,” Cyrus said. “No, I take that back. You missed a bunch of shitty things, but we got everything straightened out. Maman and Baba aren’t in trouble anymore, and all the people who had anything to do with SILO were arrested. Including her.”

			Naveed felt like he was rushing to close a door, shutting out a room of memories that he didn’t want to face. He turned to Brooke, remembering instead about the play, about how she had left. “You came back?”

			“Of course I did. I love you, Naveed. I want to help you get better.” Brooke touched his forehead, but for some reason her gloved fingertip felt sharp, like a blade. 

			Like a saw. 

			He pulled away, swatting her hand with a ferocity they both found surprising. The revulsion was so intense that he leaned over the side of the bed and threw up.

			Brooke stepped back with a little yelp—it had splashed on her shoes—and he was too embarrassed to look at her, so he made the mistake of looking down, at the bags hanging under the bed, bags of collected waste....

			He felt sick all over again, and kept retching up a thick bile that tasted of metal and vitamins. He couldn’t stop it now; the door was creaking open, and every time a wave of nausea crested, another memory surfaced: sticky blood on the floor, face pressed against it—rotting flesh and dull eyes staring—yellow smock, purple gloves—dark sky, clouds of crows—stifling stale air he couldn’t breathe—

			Another wave. This time he heard a voice, distinct and spine-chilling: Your mother is not a good person, Naveed. 

			And another. What she did to Molly was unacceptable…

			“Naveed,” Cyrus was saying somewhere far away. He sounded stern, but Naveed tried to ignore him. Molly. That was the name he’d been searching for. This was important: what had she said about Molly?

			Destroying lives, just so she could get ahead…

			“Hey. Naveed. Over here. Look at me.”

			Naveed blinked. He was upright again. A nurse held a plastic bowl under his chin and was trying to get him to drink water. He took an obedient sip, focusing on his brother. Cyrus stood next to a cluster of IV poles. Plastered on each bag was the company logo of Genbiotix, another familiar word—

			“Don’t go to that place,” Cyrus was saying. “You’re not there anymore. I promise you’re safe; they locked her up. Everyone here wants to help you.”  

			Naveed gulped more water, trying not to wonder how Cyrus had known where he’d gone, trying to put Molly out of his mind. Brooke reappeared by his side, and he mumbled that he was sorry, though he still couldn’t quite meet her eyes. 

			“You don’t need to apologize,” she said. “It’s fine. Just a side effect from the antibiotics.” She was trying to sound nonchalant, but Naveed knew she was perturbed. He should tell her how much he loved her, but he wasn’t even sure what that word meant anymore. A black rot had spread inside him, obliterating everything good.

			“I wanted to meet you,” Naveed said to her, desperate to talk about something else. “Not here. In the wood... the tree... or, wait, at the airport? In Montreal?” But she only looked sadder, and he winced at his failed attempt to sound coherent. 

			“My dad lied about Montreal,” Brooke said. “He was never going to fly you out. He only said that so I would come to Boston. Oh, Naveed...” Now tears collected in the corners of her eyes. “I’m never talking to him again. This was all his fault. Apparently he’d been working at SILO, setting up a remote monitoring system for the EcoCows. When those documents got stolen, Dr. Snyder accused him of being involved, since she knew my mom hates Nutrexo. She threatened him, and when he found out Mahnaz took the files, he ratted her out so he could keep us safe and... I’m so sorry.” 

			Naveed felt queasy again, and couldn’t think what to say. Thankfully, the nurse interrupted to take his vitals and ask some questions, so Brooke excused herself to go home and clean up. 

			“She really loves you,” Cyrus said after she left. “She’s been here every day. Well, every day since she got out of jail.”

			“Jail? What?” 

			“Yeah, long story. Did you notice her hair? She dyed it black because she was on the lam—after you called, she started driving her dad’s car back to Seattle. But the FBI wanted to talk to her. Back then, they still thought you were a terrorist and shit. Anyway, they caught up with her near Chicago, but she was only in jail for, like, a day, while everything got figured out. I’m sure she’ll tell you about it later. Her dad, though... he’s locked up now, on animal cruelty charges.”

			This was too much for Naveed to process right now, so he changed the subject. Though he was afraid to hear the answer, he asked, “What happened to my hands?”

			“It was that infection. They had to take off some dead skin. Don’t worry, it’ll grow back. Better than waking up with hook-hands, right?” 

			Naveed stared at the bandages, thinking of how his hands must look underneath. Raw. Exposed.

			Cyrus’s phone pinged. “Oh! That’s Andi. She’s going to freak out… when I tell her… who I’m talking to,” he said, texting a response as he spoke.

			“So she’s okay?” Naveed asked. “Her head?”

			Cyrus looked at him funny. “Do you remember? About the roof?”

			The roof. For some reason, the word made him think of white mountains and black crows, but it also made him feel like someone was standing on his chest, and he took a minute to close his eyes and breathe. He didn’t want to think about it further, but he could still see that mental image of Andi, her hair rippling in the wind. Even though she was covered in blood, he had known she could save him. “Not really,” he answered. “But she was bleeding, I think?”  

			“Yeah. She’s all right now. She split her forehead open, got a pretty bad concussion—she doesn’t remember much about that day. She’s back at home, but still has to rest a lot, and her mom doesn’t want her to have visitors yet.” His phone pinged again. “I told her you were awake and she says, ‘You just made my day. Tell Naveed I said hello.’”

			“Tell her I’m glad she’s okay,” Naveed said. Noticing the way Cyrus’s face shone as he composed the text, he asked, “So, you like her?”

			Cyrus met his eyes. “I do.”

			“Good.” He forced something that he hoped looked like a smile. “Thought you might.”

			“Okay, but I’m only going to say this once: you were right. She’s awesome.” Cyrus exhaled happily. “Hey, why are you looking at me like that?”

			Naveed wasn’t sure what emotion showed on his face. He wanted to be happy for Cyrus, but instead he felt weighed down, overwhelmed by how much his brother had matured. “It’s just… you’re so… you seem older, I guess.”

			“Wiser, I think you mean.”

			“Okay, then. Wiser.” Naveed had to cough again, and by the time he was finished he had no energy left. He closed his eyes.

			“Hey, why don’t you sleep a little. The neurology team’s coming by soon to do some tests, so you might as well rest up.”

			The thought of being examined twisted Naveed’s stomach. He peeked at Cyrus. “Please, can you stay with me?” 

			“Of course. I’ll be right here.” 

			It seemed he’d barely drifted off before Cyrus was waking him up again, because his parents had arrived. They hugged him and chattered away, saying how much they loved him, how much they’d worried. Naveed stared at Baba’s hair, noting its grayness and wondering if his beard had gone silvery, too, underneath the mask. Maman’s eyes were shadowed with dark circles and creased with wrinkles. It was as if he’d been gone for years, but Naveed knew it wasn’t the passage of time that had aged them. 

			Once they’d finished talking, they paused to let him say his lines, how he loved them also, how great it felt to be alive. But he couldn’t say a word, because he was hearing Dr. Snyder say not a good person and dead cow eyes were staring at him again and he told himself of course Maman had nothing to do with Molly, Dr. Snyder was lying, she always always lied, but he needed to ask his mother, he needed to know. 

			The doctor entered the room then, trailed by two medical residents. Naveed once again pushed Molly to the back of his mind, since it took all his energy to focus as they described the course of his illness, detailing his miraculous recovery. They told him about the antibiotic-resistant strain of bacteria that had invaded his body, settling in his already-irritated lungs and colonizing his blood; how he’d been malnourished and dehydrated and barely able to fight against it; how it had taken a few surgeries, but they’d gotten his lungs working again, and had narrowly avoided amputating his hands. They spoke about all of this with detached reverence, as if recounting the battles of an overseas war.

			It was easy for them to claim victory, he thought. They weren’t the ones feeling its effects. They weren’t the ones with all the rebuilding to do.

			They explained that although his body was healing from the infection, they were concerned about the toxic effects of the weedkiller on his brain. Naveed tried to force the door closed again; the voice was taunting him now with neurotoxin neurotoxin. To make it go away he focused on Cyrus, whose calm presence anchored him. He needed to stay in this room. He needed to remember that these friendly doctors were trying to help.

			The doctors showed him the MRI scans they’d done earlier, and tested his reflexes, and asked him many, many questions. They made him wiggle his toes, which was easy. His fingers were harder to move, and a distant ache traveled up his arms when he did, but the doctors seemed satisfied. Next they had him close his eyes while they poked at his hands and feet. “Say ‘yes’ whenever you feel something,” a resident instructed after giving him a test poke on the arm.

			He lay there, eyes closed, wondering why it was taking so long for them to begin. After a few minutes he turned his head to Cyrus and asked in a low voice, “When are they going to start?”

			“Um.” was all Cyrus said, and Naveed opened his eyes. They were poking at his fingers now; he saw them poking, but he didn’t feel a thing.

			Everyone looked grim and serious, but to Naveed it just felt surreal. They kept poking. Nothing, nothing, nothing.

			The doctors left soon after for a brief hallway conference, but his family stayed. “Maybe it’ll come back,” Cyrus said feebly, and Baba said yes, of course it would, and Maman hugged Naveed, sniffling under her mask. He reached up reflexively to pat her back, hyper-aware that he couldn’t feel the thin paper smock beneath his fingertips.  

			When the doctors came back, they presented their diagnosis. Naveed’s brain function seemed okay, but the loss of sensation in his hands and feet suggested the peripheral nerves had been damaged. With physical therapy, he would likely regain most of the function in his hands, though he could expect lasting impairments in fine motor skills. It was possible that some sensation might return, but they didn’t know how much, if any.  

			They sounded matter-of-fact, and gave it a hopeful spin, hinting that it could have been so much worse. Naveed knew he should be thrilled to be alive. He should be grateful to have hands at all. But he didn’t want numbness and lasting impairments and people poking at him and looking inside his brain. He didn’t want to hear that voice anymore. He didn’t want any of this.

			After the doctors left, the nurse ushered everyone out of his room so he could sleep. Naveed felt shivery and awful, but wouldn’t be able to find rest until he talked to his mother. So as she was leaving, he called, “Maman, wait.”

			She returned, and he asked the nurse to give them a minute alone. Once the door had closed, he said, “Tell me about Molly.”

			“What?” Her eyes went wide, and she gripped his bedrail, as if to steady herself. 

			“Tell me about Molly.”

			She shook her head. “I’m sorry, I don’t... I don’t know anyone named Molly.”

			“No, she told me! That competition. Survival of the Fittest. Something happened with Molly… she died, I think....”

			Maman smoothed the blankets, not looking at him anymore. “You’ve been through a lot. You had a high fever for so long… I’m sure you had some very vivid dreams.”

			“I’m not making it up!” Naveed said, too loud, his voice raspy and deep. He was worried now, because he saw it in her downcast eyes. Guilt. 

			“Shh, Naveed-jaan. Please calm down.” 

			It was too much. “Why are you lying to me?” he asked, but something strange was happening, the room tilting, door swinging open and wispy memories like ghosts flying in his face, blinding him. He needed to get away, and even though the tubes and wires tried to pull him back down, he didn’t let them. He started ripping them out with his stupidly useless hands, and Maman tried to stop him but he batted her off. Distantly alarms beeped, but he was already gone, already back in that tiny dark room, and she had come to finish the experiment. She was forcing him down, grabbing his head, raising the saw—

			Then it all began to fade in a familiar way; they were sending him back to oblivion. This time, he didn’t care. This time, he wanted it. He wanted to go.

			

		

45

			Cyrus

			Monday, July 13






			In its brightness, the jar of sauerkraut reminded Cyrus of Blazin Bitz. The snack food, though, could never match this pure, vibrant color: the cabbage had once been dull purple, but fermentation had transformed it to a glowing magenta. He ladled the last of the finished kraut into a glass jar, sealing it up quickly. He didn’t want to scare Andi off with the odor of stinky cabbage on her first day out of the house. 

			Cyrus had started this batch the night he’d been discharged from the hospital. Auntie Leila had brought Roya straight to bed, but Cyrus drifted to the kitchen, restless. He found a head of purple cabbage lurking forgotten in the back of the refrigerator, and shredded the whole massive thing. He dug out the heavy earthenware pickling crock and scooped in all the cabbage, layering it with sprinkles of salt, then pounded with a wooden muddler until it began to give up the water trapped inside its cells, pounding harder and harder, as frantically as a television doctor performing CPR, even though he was the one who had killed it; now that it was cut, it had started the inevitable process of decay. He pounded it to give it a new kind of life, to bathe it in a salty brine of its own juices, from which would grow trillions of bacteria, transforming it into something else, a thing that was cabbage but not cabbage. Good bacteria, nourishing ones—not the kind that had infected them, that were causing his brother’s body to fail. As he pounded, Cyrus couldn’t help marveling at the tiny organisms, who covered the earth in a vast invisible blanket, and whose collective power could be great enough to destroy creatures millions of times larger than themselves. 

			But Naveed had been spared. He was coming home today, after three weeks in the hospital, and Andi and Cyrus were planning a celebratory feast. Cyrus’s original idea was to throw a big surprise party. All of Naveed’s old friends and his coworkers from the bookstore wanted to see him, but he had made it clear he wasn’t up for visitors. He wasn’t having freak-outs anymore—the doctors had put him on some drug that seemed to mellow him out—but he was still miserable. He only spoke when necessary, he picked at his food, he slept a lot. For a while, Cyrus told himself that things would get back to normal soon. But when improvement didn’t come, he realized he couldn’t keep pretending that his brother was the same person he was before. The old Naveed, who would have loved a huge party in his honor, was nowhere to be found.

			So they would keep the homecoming celebration small: just their family, and Brooke’s, and Andi’s. This would be for the best, since they were still dealing with all the legal and financial fallout, still turning down the never-ending requests for interviews. Now that Cyrus’s auntie Leila had returned back home to Oregon, Baba was handling everything himself; Maman wasn’t helping much. 

			Cyrus and Brooke visited Naveed every day, but Maman had stopped coming after that first day Naveed woke up, when he’d flipped out while she was alone with him. She stayed in her bedroom most of the time now, saying she didn’t feel well. At first Roya worried she’d caught the infection, but Cyrus knew that wasn’t it. Sometimes he’d find her in odd places. She’d stand in front of the bookshelf, taking each book off and replacing it unopened. Or she’d sit in the garden pulling up the wrong plants. Not the weeds, but the vegetable seedlings: the plants that were young, and still growing.

			He’d tried to tell her that it wasn’t her fault, that Naveed had been anxious about the tests, upset about his hands. It was nothing personal. But she only shook her head, turning away. 

			So Cyrus was looking forward to a break from the depressing slog. As he slid the sauerkraut into the fridge, the back gate squeaked open, and he stepped onto the patio to see Andi and her father walking up the path. Andi took small, careful steps, eyes on her feet; Cyrus knew she still got dizzy sometimes. He felt a little dizzy, too, as he watched her approach in a buttery-yellow summer dress, noticing that she had arranged her hair so that it swooped over the scar on her forehead. She held a small present, wrapped in shiny paper. 

			Cyrus waved. “Come on in! I was just getting started.”

			When she reached him, Andi hugged Cyrus in greeting. He wanted to stay right there forever, so close to her hair and her mouth and that adorable dimple in her chin and that beautiful neck he wanted so badly to kiss, but her dad was right there watching, so he let go. 

			Jake shook his hand. Cyrus didn’t even wince; all his cuts from the broken chandelier had healed. Some of the scratches were still visible—though his cheek had finally cleared up—and he’d always have a long scar on his left forearm, but at least none of them hurt anymore. 

			“So, Cyrus, what’re you cooking today?” Jake asked.

			“Joojeh kebab. Baba’s been looking for an excuse to fire up the grill. Plus, it’s Naveed’s favorite.” Or, at least, it used to be. Cyrus planned to make a bunch of skewers with tempeh instead of chicken, just in case. Naveed wasn’t into eating meat lately but was supposed to be getting a ton of protein, so Cyrus had consulted with Brooke for suggestions.

			“Mmm, sounds delicious,” Jake said. “So, how come you never cooked it for me when you worked in my kitchens?”

			Cyrus laughed. “Sorry, Lord HiFi, but we didn’t have any saffron in our rations.” He paused. “Hey, by the way, how did the rebellion go?” 

			“We lost.” Jake sighed. “They took my estate, chopped down the orchard, planted the corn. I escaped and made it to Southport, but they’d been invaded by King Hannigan’s army. They were so busy with their battles that nobody cared about overthrowing the system, doing away with all that feudal nonsense.” He shook his head. “Guess you can’t fight the man. Unless, of course, you’re a couple of Seattle teenagers who are way smarter than the rest of us.”

			“Give it a rest, Dad.” Andi sounded irritated, though Cyrus couldn’t understand why. He was still basking in the glow of all they’d accomplished: he’d never forget the pride on Maman’s face when they first reunited. You managed to do what I never could, she had said.

			Baba entered the kitchen. “Jake, Andi—welcome! Glad you could join us.” He shook Jake’s hand, and the two men left to talk in the living room. 

			Andi perched on the stool that Cyrus had pulled up to the counter for her, still holding the shiny present. 

			“Here, I’ll put Naveed’s gift on the table,” he offered. He already knew what it was; she had mentioned a few days ago that she wanted to make Naveed a music mix. “Don’t worry,” Andi had said. “It’s not like I’m going to put love songs on it or anything… that would be wrong on so many levels. I just want to make him something that might help. As a friend. And this is what I know how to do.”

			Cyrus replayed those words in his head often. As a friend. 

			Now, in the kitchen, Andi looked at her hands, as if she’d forgotten she was holding anything. She slid out a second present from underneath the first and handed it to Cyrus. “I made one for you, too—and I’ll send both of you the playlist, but just wanted to have something to give that was… you know. Tangible.”

			Cyrus was touched. He didn’t want to get all emo on her, so he turned away to set the CD by the stereo while he collected himself. “Awesome. I’ll put it on while we cook,” he said. “But first we’ll need to pick some herbs for the sabzi plate.”

			They walked onto the patio. Andi took a deep breath. “Ah. It’s beautiful out here. I’m so glad to be out of the house. My parents won’t let me do anything but rest—it’s driving me crazy.”

			“Is your mom joining us for dinner too?” 

			“Yeah. I think she’s a little nervous. She was really angry with your parents at first, wanting someone to blame. But my grandma’s been playing up the Buddhist angle, getting us to meditate and work on forgiveness and stuff. It’ll be good for her to hang out with them.” 

			“Meditating, huh? I wonder if Naveed should try that,” Cyrus mused.

			Andi shrugged. “Maybe. Can’t say it’s helped me much, but I’m not very good at it yet.”

			Cyrus began picking, and Andi followed. She took another deep breath as the green, herbaceous scent of spearmint enveloped them. “Is it hard to grow a garden? My mom always said it was too much work, but what else am I going to do this summer? To be honest, I’m kind of done with the internet right now. It’s disturbing, knowing what the whole world thinks of you.”

			“I know what you mean,” said Cyrus, though he’d been spending most of his waking hours staring at screens. He and Dev had finally fixed the persistent bug in Pacific Northwest Quest, and their followers were eagerly anticipating its release—thanks to the success of NutrexoTruth.com, they no longer needed to rely on contests for discoverability. “But no, gardening isn’t hard. Plants want to grow,” Cyrus continued. “You guys have a great spot in your backyard, lots of sun. It would take a little work to get it set up, to build the soil, but we’ve got lots of compost. We could even make you a raised bed, if you want.”

			“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I should start with something easy.” Andi plucked a few leaves of basil and added them to Cyrus’s basket. “Hey, so did you see that article in the paper today?”

			“Um, no.” Cyrus hadn’t been paying much attention to the news. 

			“I guess Nutrexo announced another round of layoffs. Two thousand this time.”

			“Wow. Does that mean it’s official, then? They’re going out of business?”

			“Not yet. Sounds like it’s complicated to shut down a company that big. But it doesn’t look good for them.”

			“That’s great! It’s what we wanted, right?”

			“Yes. I don’t know. It’s just... all those people, out of work....”

			“They’ll find other jobs. It’s not like Nutrexo’s the only employer in town.”

			Andi was quiet for a minute. “It mentioned the EcoCows too. Apparently they were all sent to slaughter.” She crushed a tender leaf of cilantro. Its faint ghost-smell lingered in the air. 

			“Oh,” said Cyrus, unsure how to respond. 

			“I didn’t want them to die! That’s not fair—they spend their lives sick and miserable, only to be slaughtered? And the whole thing with Genbiotix still bugs me too. None of this would’ve happened if Nutrexo hadn’t acquired them, but they still get to look like heroes, because their drugs saved our lives. And Richard Caring will probably end up at some cushy white-collar prison, even though he's a monster. He was willing to make millions of people sick, but in such a sneaky, silent way that he never would have gotten in trouble for it, so he didn’t care.”

			The herb basket was now full, so they began walking back to the kitchen. She had a point, Cyrus thought. Richard Caring’s version of evil—his blindness to the human consequences of his business decisions—was very different from Dr. Snyder’s. But maybe it was just as devastating, because of its insidiousness, its scale. And yet if anyone asked Richard, he’d say he was only doing what was necessary to keep Nutrexo in business. That it was all for the greater good. 

			“I guess it feels like we didn’t actually fix much,” Andi was saying.

			Cyrus stopped on the patio, under the kiwi vines, and set down the basket. He took both of Andi’s hands in his. She met his eyes and did not look away. He felt the softness of her hands, and he breathed in the fragrance of the herbs they’d picked together, and he wanted to tell her how much it meant to him to have shared the journey with her, but he couldn’t find the words. 

			“Well,” he said. “At least it’s a start.” 

			She smiled, and it was radiant: brighter than Blazin Bitz, brighter than any jar of magenta sauerkraut had ever been in the history of the universe.

			

		

46

			Naveed

			Monday, July 13






			Naveed walked arm in arm with Brooke through the garden. His feet shuffled numbly forward along the stones of the path. Left foot, right. Almost there. 

			He hoped his smile looked convincing. He’d been on edge all day, enduring the last blood draws and X rays and waiting for the results, anxious that he’d answer a question wrong or they’d find something abnormal and decide they needed to keep him. But in the end they let him go, escorting him through a basement corridor to a back exit so he could avoid the reporters clustered outside the main doors. When he’d stepped outside, he felt a small burst of relief, until he scanned the parking lot for the minivan. It wasn’t there, of course; it was long gone, blown apart into fragments. Baba led him to their new car, which didn’t smell right at all. The whole ride Naveed couldn’t stop picturing explosions and twisted metal.    

			But now he was here. Home. Roya ran to greet him, almost knocking him over with the ferocity of her hug. On the patio beyond, everyone else gathered around the dinner table. They rose from their chairs, like he deserved a standing ovation, even though he’d accomplished nothing, really. He hadn’t changed things the way Andi and Cyrus had. All he’d done was survive, and even that he hadn’t done very well.

			As they ushered him into the armchair they’d positioned at the head of the table, Naveed searched for Maman, but did not see her. He shifted uncomfortably on the overstuffed cushions. The chair was usually in the living room, and its presence here felt incongruous: they had taken something that didn’t belong and tried to make it fit. From here, he could see far into the garden. Beyond the table, beyond its abundance of food and drink and flowers, beyond the grinning faces watching him, was the fig tree, its leaves fluttering in the breeze. 

			Maman stepped out the kitchen door. Her tired eyes squinted against the sun, as if she’d been in the dark a long time. She set a pitcher of iced tea on the table. “I’m so glad you’re home,” she said, stooping to hug him.

			Naveed pulled away. He couldn’t bring himself to hug her back, not after the lies she’d told at the hospital. 

			Cyrus brought over a tray of flatbread. “Want some lavash?”

			Okay, he could do this. Keep smiling. “Um, sure.” 

			Cyrus set the bread on his plate, and Naveed stared at its uneven edges. He didn’t want to eat in front of everyone. Even after hours of torturous physical therapy—his skin hadn’t healed yet, so every movement hurt—his hands remained stiff and clumsy. He was always dropping forks. And he still couldn’t get over how disturbing it was to hold objects in his hands: to feel the weight of them, but nothing else.

			Roya, sitting to his left, said, “I helped roll out the dough.”

			“They turned out perfect, Roya,” said Cyrus. “I had some fantastic kitchen helpers today.” With this, he glanced at Andi, who met his eyes and smiled.

			Andi. Naveed owed her an apology—he owed her more than that, actually. She had saved his life, yet he hadn’t so much as sent her a text the whole time he was in the hospital. The thought of revisiting that day with her, of trying to put the way he felt into words, was overwhelming. 

			Somewhere above, a crow called raggedly. Naveed glimpsed black feathers through the kiwi vines, and though others were talking now, all he could hear was the dry rustle of its wings. His breath caught in his throat.

			“Excuse me, I’ll be right back.” He tried to stand up, but they had trapped him in that heavy misplaced chair, and he stumbled. Brooke was right there to steady him, and before they walked inside, he noticed everyone’s identical expressions of disappointment and pity. 

			“You okay?” she asked.

			“I’m fine. I just need to go to the bathroom.” 

			She hesitated. “I’ll be right outside. Take your time.”

			He closed the door and sat down, letting a cough rattle through him, frustrated with the frailty of his body and his mind. He couldn’t go back. He couldn’t look at that fig tree, with its hard green fruit ripening gradually in the sun, the crows lying in wait. He couldn’t stand to watch Maman trying so hard to pretend everything was fine.  

			After several minutes had passed, he turned on the water to wash his fingers, careful to avoid his reflection in the mirror. Brooke was still waiting when he came out of the bathroom.

			“I’m pretty tired. Think I’ll go up to bed.” Naveed turned toward the staircase.

			Brooke tilted her head. “But you’ve been sleeping all day.”

			Mostly he’d been faking it to avoid speaking to people, but he wasn’t about to admit that. He missed his own bed, his quiet room; the drug-induced, frequently-interrupted sleep he’d grown accustomed to at the hospital was anything but restful.

			“You don’t have to talk,” Brooke continued. “You don’t even have to eat if you don’t want to. Just sit with us for a few more minutes. Please? We’ve missed you.” 

			“No, I really can’t.” He searched for a way to explain without sounding crazy. “It’s so nice of you all, the food looks delicious but there’s too much of it and I’m not hungry and it’s just that everybody’s… everybody’s watching me.” 

			She regarded him, eyebrows furrowed. “Okay. I’ll help you upstairs,” she offered. 

			By the time he made it into bed, he really was exhausted, and wanted only sleep. But Brooke didn’t leave; the mattress squeaked when she sat on its edge. “Can I stay for a minute?”

			He nodded, and she crawled in beside him. Slowly, tentatively, she slid her hand under the sleeve of his T-shirt. Her fingertips felt smooth against his shoulder, and there was a hunger in her touch. Soon both of her hands stroked his chest, avoiding the square of gauze still covering his surgical wound, lingering over his heart. She looked up, asking with her eyes if this was okay, and for that moment, for that one little moment, everything vanished and it was like before. He leaned in and they kissed, for the first time in weeks. He stopped worrying he’d contaminate her. He stopped telling himself that she couldn’t possibly be attracted to him anymore, that she stayed out of kindness, a sense of duty. He stopped thinking about anything at all, because there was only this: her gentle hands, her soft lips, the faint scent of rosewater in her hair. It felt like being lifted. He was no longer being dragged endlessly across pavement; he was floating instead, flying over rooftops, dazzled by sunlight. 

			And then her phone buzzed. She tried to ignore it, stubbornly kissing him again, but he had been wrenched back to reality. He pulled away. “They must be wondering where we went.”

			She checked her phone. “Yeah, it’s Cy. He says the food’s getting cold.”

			“You should go eat with them. Tell them I’m sorry, okay?”

			“Don’t worry about it. They’ll understand.” She smoothed his hair, leaning in for one more kiss before she stood up. He closed his eyes, wanting that moment back, wishing for her to stay. He wondered if she realized what she’d done, how she’d shown him he could still sense so much, even with damaged nerves. He hadn’t been sure there was anything good left inside him, but now he’d seen a faint gleam. It was buried under a mountain of decay, but it was there: something alive, something golden. 

			She was already across the room when Naveed propped himself up on his elbow. “Brooke, wait.”

			She paused in the doorway. “Do you need anything?”

			“Could you come back for a second?”

			She returned, kneeling next to the bed, and her face was so near again, but instead of kissing her he brought his mouth to her ear: close, but not touching. A tiny electric storm brewed there, in the millimeters of space separating them. “Brooke,” he whispered. He wanted to say her name over and over again. He wanted to say it forever. “Oh, Brooke. I love you.” 




			Of course, darkness had returned by the time Naveed awoke. Night always brought back the worst things. The suffocating panic. That voice, those words.

			Once he’d grounded himself among his bedroom’s familiar shapes, he tried to find sleep again. But he was wide awake. Those words, they echoed. They wouldn’t leave.

			He wanted to forget.

			He would never forget.

			Naveed got out of bed and crossed the room to the desk. He rifled through the top drawer, trying to be quiet, though he noticed Cyrus had already pulled his pillow over his head.

			Finally, he found it: his old carving knife. It wasn’t quite as sharp as his usual knife, which was still in the workshop, but it would do.

			Naveed made his way downstairs to the living room sofa and clicked on the light. For a while, he sat there with the knife in his hands, feeling the light’s warm glow, trying to figure out why everything looked so different, even though the objects were the same: the patchwork quilt draped over the old couch, the Persian rug, the ancient woodstove. 

			Pashmak descended the stairs and joined him on the sofa, kneading her paws on the blanket he’d pulled over his legs as she tested for a firm spot to rest. She planted herself on Naveed’s lap, purring. The grandfather clock chimed twice.

			Naveed reached over the arm of the sofa, into the nearby basket of wood blocks. He had cut them for Roya years ago, sections of a large branch pruned from the fig tree. He pulled one at random and held the wood in one hand, knife in the other. Pashmak jumped from his lap to the cushion and curled up next to him. He started scraping at the bark, but he couldn’t grip tightly enough, and the wood fell to the floor with a loud clatter. 

			The knife slipped from his hands, too. As it fell, as he acknowledged one more thing he’d lost, grief overcame him. He hugged his knees to his chest and wept. 

			After a time, someone sat beside him on the sofa. He glanced up: it was Maman. Part of him wanted to be held, to bury his face in the soft blue silk of her robe, but instead he jerked away when she tried to hug him, sobbing, “Leave me alone.”

			“Naveed-jaan.” Her voice was frightened and cold, and he looked up to see her holding the knife he’d dropped. 

			“Oh, that,” he said. “I wasn’t going to hurt myself, if that’s what you’re worried about. I couldn’t sleep, so I came down here to carve, because I had to see if I could. Because I just wanted… something… to be the way it was….” He wiped his nose on the hem of his T-shirt. “See? I can be honest, so why can’t you?”

			Maman sighed and left the room, probably hiding the carving knife and every other sharp object she could find. When she returned, she handed him a tissue. He didn’t want to take it, but he needed it. He blew his nose. 

			“No more knives,” she said. Then, her tone softening, “Do you want something to eat? Let me heat up some leftovers for you. Khaleh Yasmin dropped off a big pot of khoresht… or, Gretchen and Frida sent over a jar of goat milk yogurt. You must be starving.” 

			“No, that’s okay. I’m not starving.” He emphasized the word, so that she would know not to say it so casually. “I don’t want food. I want you to tell me the truth.”

			Maman winced. He knew he was hurting her, but now that he had an outlet for all the anger he’d kept inside, it was impossible to stop. 

			“You’re right,” she said quietly. “You deserve to know what happened. Maybe it will help you move past this. Or not. All I know is that I’ll never forgive myself for what you had to go through.” Her voice broke, and she paused to collect herself. “I’m so sorry.”

			Naveed said nothing. He was looking closely at his mother for the first time since coming home, at her red-rimmed eyes and her limp unwashed hair and her blue silk robe. And he noticed something else, something he hadn’t seen in her since Roya was a baby. He saw it even though it was invisible. The shadow.

			The more Naveed thought about how devastating these weeks must have been for her, the harder it became to hold onto his anger. He pulled the blanket over his shoulders and listened. 

			Maman exhaled. “Back when I worked at Nutrexo, Tara Snyder and I both headed different labs focused on genetic engineering. I was developing a strain of rice that would be resistant to a blight causing famines across Asia. I believed in it, Naveed-jaan. I loved my job. I had a team of ten people under me, and we felt close to a breakthrough, but had been coming up on dead ends for weeks.

			“Then Richard made an announcement that Nutrexo would close two research divisions in the coming year. We had to go to Corporate Headquarters—our labs were over on the Eastside—and present our case for why we should be spared. He called it ‘Survival of the Fittest.’ Maybe he thought competing against the other labs would be good motivation.

			“But my team kept coming up with nothing. We got more and more desperate. I was afraid of losing my job, and I felt responsible for the others on my team. Plus I was pregnant with Roya, and I couldn’t imagine how we’d survive on just your father’s income with a new baby. I had to help provide for her, and for you boys. 

			“My closest colleagues and I met late one night after another discouraging day in the lab. I don’t remember exactly whose idea it was. We all knew Tara, but there was something about her that made me wary. It was the way she manipulated things: how she could twist her numbers so that her results always looked good, even when the raw data told a different story. How tinkering with the genetic code came so easily to her, even in mammals that no one else worked on because they were so complex. 

			“Tara had been working with cows for years, but Molly was the first one healthy enough to survive to reproductive age. Tara became completely obsessed with her, monitoring the pregnancy every single day to make sure it was progressing normally. Because once the calf was born, Tara would be able to test whether the transgenic protein she’d inserted was expressed in Molly’s milk. 

			“The calf was due shortly before the Survival of the Fittest presentations. If the protein was expressed—and that was very likely—her team would keep their jobs, and ours would be gone. The genes would be present in Molly’s calf; Tara would be able to continue breeding these cows, and if she was successful with this, we knew she’d keep plowing ahead, without thinking about ethical implications. 

			“We wanted to stop her. So we decided that Molly had to die.”

			Naveed raised his eyebrows, but remained silent. This was not at all what he’d expected.

			“It was for the greater good, Naveed-jaan. We were trying to prevent the EcoCows from happening.”

			Naveed scoffed at the phrase. “Well, the EcoCows happened.”

			Maman pulled at a loose thread in her sleeve. “Yes. They did.”

			“So you killed Molly?” Naveed said. She had always declined to help slaughter chickens; he couldn’t imagine her dispatching a cow.

			“It was terrible,” she said. “We did some research, we found the veterinary drugs we needed in Tara’s lab, but none of us were vets. We underestimated the lethal dose, and… because of that… Molly suffered. For days and days. Tara tried everything she could to keep her alive, because it was still on the early side for the calf to be born. When it became clear that Molly wasn’t going to make it, Tara decided to deliver the calf. But it was too small, too weak. It didn’t survive.”

			Naveed was hit with nauseating disgust, not only from the disturbing story itself, but also from its implications. He had so badly wanted to write Dr. Snyder off as a delusional maniac—but, about this at least, she’d been telling the truth. And she had locked him up as retribution for this horrible thing his mother had done.

			Maman continued, “And the worst part was, it was all for nothing. Tara won the competition anyway and went ahead with her research. When Kelly told me about the EcoCows, I thought I had another chance to do it right this time, to redeem myself, but... well.” She stared at her hands. “I had a bad feeling about the protest. I should have listened to my gut... but I never thought they’d find out we took the documents, and I couldn’t have imagined what Tara was going to do.” 

			Naveed could barely hear her through the furious ringing in his ears. Her fault. This was all Maman’s fault.

			“I’m sorry I lied to you in the hospital,” she went on. The apology got his attention. “But you were so... it wasn’t the right time. And there was another reason.” She paused. “The police never asked about it when they were interrogating me. Tara’s the only one who would’ve brought it up, and I’m sure Richard Caring wanted to keep her as far from the investigation as he could. I was afraid someone would overhear, that they’d come back for me after I was just released, and I... I can’t go back there.” 

			Another blow to the gut: Naveed kept forgetting that she had been a prisoner, too. 

			“I suppose it’ll all come out eventually,” Maman added. “During the trial. And we’ll deal with it then. But I’m not ready yet, after everything.”

			Naveed turned this over in his mind. Part of him wanted to go on blaming her. Anger was easy; forgiveness was hard. But he had to admit that maybe it wasn’t entirely her fault. She couldn’t have predicted how Dr. Snyder would seclude herself, how unbalanced she would grow. And Maman had gone a different direction, channeling her guilt into something positive, surrounding herself with people she loved and building beautiful things with them. 

			They sat in silence for a while before Maman stood up. “You didn’t take your meds earlier, did you? You’re due for another dose. I’ll heat up some leftovers, too; you shouldn’t take them on an empty stomach.”

			He didn’t answer, but he didn’t stop her, either. He leaned back against the couch cushions, still thinking, while she clanked around in the kitchen searching for a saucepan. Then a loud creak in the floorboards startled him and he looked up. Roya stood at the top of the stairs, her small figure in silhouette. 

			“Naveed! There you are!” She descended and ran to the couch. He lifted the blanket for her, draping it over them both. Her bare toes felt like ten little ice cubes against his leg, but he didn’t brush them away. “I had a bad dream and I went into your room but you weren’t in your bed and I was afraid, afraid you were gone again, and I hardly got to see you, and I missed you so much, so much....” 

			She sobbed into his shoulder. He wished he could comfort her, but there was nothing he could say, because the person she missed—the old him—really was gone. Or maybe not entirely gone, maybe just... buried. Buried in that rotting heap. Waiting until the decay was complete, and things could grow again.

			Roya’s tears soon slowed, and she leaned into his chest, right against the spot where they had cut him open. “Ow,” he said softly, because it still ached, because everything still ached.  

			“Did I hurt you?” Roya pulled away. 

			“No,” he said, out of habit.

			“You don’t have to pretend. If you’re hurting, just say so.” 

			Naveed rested his head on top of Roya’s. He was so tired. “Roya, can you be patient with me? I’m still a little... messed up inside.”

			“That’s okay. I think we all are. But—I know what might cheer you up. You haven’t opened your presents yet.”

			“Presents?” 

			Roya leaped off the couch, returning from the dining room a moment later with a small pile of gifts. She held the littlest one out to him.

			“Thanks,” he said. “Will you open it for me?” She had used a lot of tape. It would take forever for him to unwrap it.

			Roya looked at his bandaged hands. “Oh, yeah. Sorry.” When she’d finished, she placed it on his palm. It was the silver star that Rostam had left, so long ago. 

			“You keep it,” she said. “It went on the journey with us. I found out at SILO that it has magic powers. It grants wishes. I’m pretty sure you get three, since that’s the usual rule.” 

			“Oh, yeah? Did yours come true?”

			“Yes. Well, I’m sort of still waiting on the last one, but it will.”

			Naveed closed his fingers over the charm. “Thank you, Roya. I wish none of it ever happened.”

			Roya, aghast, took it back and began rubbing it, as if trying to erase something. “Don’t waste your wishes on impossible things!” she said. “You can’t change what’s behind. Only what’s ahead.”

			Naveed almost smiled. It was comforting that, in many ways, his sister was still the same. “Oops. I’ll be more careful next time.” 

			Maman entered the living room with a tray containing a glass of water, a bowl of stew topped with bright green herbs and magenta sauerkraut, and a small collection of orange pill bottles. One of them fell over when she set the tray on the coffee table, its contents rattling. 

			She offered the bowl to Naveed. He accepted it with both hands, still looking at the tray, because he’d noticed the bottle of elderberry syrup behind the pills. It was a small thing, but somehow that dark syrup said so much: it was a reminder of what they had already overcome, and it was a promise, too. A promise of transformation, of growth. Of healing.  

			Dr. Snyder was whispering inside his head again, but he wasn’t in that dark room anymore. He was home, in a bright warm place, and the stew smelled amazing, and here he was safe. So this time, he didn’t listen. Instead, he set the bowl on the coffee table and hugged his mother, a long, deep hug. He wasn’t ready to forgive her, but he was ready to start trying.

			After he let go, he asked her to sit with them. Pashmak curled up in her lap, and Roya unwrapped the gifts while Naveed ate hungrily. When he looked up from the empty bowl, he saw something new in Maman’s eyes: the tiniest glimmer of light.      
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			Andi

			Tuesday, July 14






			The following afternoon, Andi received a text, her first ever from Naveed. Hey Andi, sorry about yesterday, I was hoping we could talk. Can you come over today?

			Andi considered turning him down. Until the day before, she’d been steadily recovering. Her headaches had been less frequent, and sometimes she even felt good about all they’d accomplished together, and all she’d done on her own. It was kind of amazing that she had saved her father’s life. And Naveed’s, more than once.

			But she hadn’t been prepared for how it would feel to see Naveed again. Maybe it would’ve been easier if he’d looked better, but he was gaunt and unsteady and his eyes projected a deep misery, even when he smiled. When he’d left without eating a single bite of the feast they’d spent hours preparing, she’d felt simultaneously concerned and snubbed. 

			Andi had gone home right after dinner with a headache so intense that she had to take painkillers the doctor had prescribed. As she’d dozed off waiting for them to take effect, she tunneled back into those wispy memories from the roof, and had vivid nightmares of being hunted by a formless white monster while crows circled overhead. She couldn’t hide; it found her always, driving her to the edge, and when she stepped backward there was nothing to hold her, nothing to stop her from falling down, down, down. 

			Even after Andi woke up, her anxiety remained, and she started worrying about other things. Like the lung infection: everyone had been so pleased with her for averting an epidemic, but she wondered how they could know, when it was still so soon after it all happened. What if it was too late, what if it was still spreading?  

			In the middle of the night, when thoughts like these plagued her, she would try to empty her mind, to focus on her breath, like Ah-ma had taught her. If that didn’t work, she’d reach for her phone, scrolling through old messages from Cyrus. Just thinking of him calmed her, brought her back down to earth. Reminded her that normal things happened every day. Good things, even.

			So when she received Naveed’s text, Andi debated whether to go. She wasn’t certain she was ready to be around him, let alone carry on a conversation. His melancholy presence at dinner had left her wondering how he felt about being saved. She was unsure he wanted to be here at all.

			Besides, she needed to tell him things, like the unpleasant details about Dr. Snyder’s past that he had a right to know, but that she didn’t want to talk about. Andi hadn’t even brought this up with Cyrus yet. He wouldn’t want to hear it, anyway; he thought Dr. Snyder was evil, plain and simple. He’d been astonished when Andi told him she’d visited Dr. Snyder in the hospital.

			It had been the day after she and Cyrus had gone to see Naveed together. Andi had requested to leave the unit once more, this time for a short trip to look in on Dr. Snyder’s room. After much deliberation, her parents and the hospital staff had finally agreed. It might help give her some closure, the psychologist said. He was big on closure. Andi, though, was more concerned about something she didn’t tell anyone about, a fear irrational but real. She wanted to see for herself that Dr. Snyder was safely locked up, that she couldn’t escape somehow and find Naveed; his hold on life was so tenuous that she’d only need to pull the right plug and he’d be gone....

			But she needn’t have worried. Dr. Snyder’s room was far across the maze of the hospital, and they had to be buzzed in to the unit, and a guard sat outside her locked door. It was all very secure. Andi’s father wheeled her to the window, and she stood up to peek inside.

			Dr. Snyder lay on the bed, pale and bandaged, her eyes closed. Aside from medical equipment, the room was empty. Unlike Naveed, who had a whole room of people waiting for their turn to sit with him, Dr. Snyder was alone. 

			For some reason Andi thought about Dr. Snyder’s mother, probably an old woman by now, living in a nursing home somewhere. Who would visit her now? Who would pay for her care? 

			Dr. Snyder must have sensed motion at the window, because her eyes flew open. Andi, startled, took a step back, but there was no animosity in them now. There was something there, though, something deep down, a complicated mix of emotions that Andi couldn’t name, much less understand.

			Dr. Snyder turned her head toward Andi, raising one hand to a bandage above her right eye. Without thinking, Andi mirrored her movement, touching the bandaged wound on her own head, above her own right eye. They stared at each other a moment before Andi’s father—silently fuming behind her—said it was time to go. Andi turned away from that small sick person, wondering what the gesture had meant: whether it had been an apology, or an acknowledgment, or nothing at all.

			Now, Andi’s thoughts were interrupted when another message came through, this one from Cyrus. Hey did u get Naveed’s text? he’s a little more himself today. u up for a visit?

			Andi decided to go, because she wanted to see Cyrus. She was eager to tell him about the project she’d begun that morning. She’d been awakened by birdsong, which lately hurt her head—all those notes chirping through her brain—but today she hadn’t tried to fight it. She’d surrendered to it, and listened. Then, on a whim, she’d started transcribing the notes. At first, it was a mess, with no discernible melody, but then she began to play with it. Rearranging phrases, cutting out dissonance, paring away some repetition, until she was left with something that sounded... well, not exactly good. But interesting. More importantly, the task had absorbed her, transported her somewhere else. It was a strange diversion, to be sure, and she would have felt weird telling anyone else about it. But not Cyrus. Cyrus would think it was awesome.  

			Andi descended to the basement, where her father was practicing for an upcoming in-studio performance at KEXP. He agreed to let her walk over by herself, as long as she texted him when she arrived. She took the back way, crunching along the gravel alley that stretched behind their homes, underneath a canopy of backyard trees arching over fences. 

			When she arrived at the Mirzapours’ gate, she paused. From here, she could see Naveed sitting on the patio, sleepy-eyed and messy-haired. He stared off into space, earbuds on, one arm around Roya. She appeared to be knitting something, her tongue sticking out in concentration. Cyrus sat next to them, hunched behind a laptop, clacking away at the keyboard.

			Something about their relaxed closeness made Andi feel like she was intruding. It was the first time the three of them were back together, really, and she didn’t want to interrupt. 

			She was about to go when Naveed caught her eye. He smiled, just for a second: a quick, bright grin. 

			“Andi!” He waved her in, and Cyrus looked up too, his face shining with delight. Andi opened the gate, filled with the warmth of being so welcomed. 

			Cyrus rushed down the path to embrace her. She rested her cheek against the softness of his shoulder.

			He pulled out of the hug, but kept his arms encircled around her waist. “What a pleasant surprise,” he said. “I wasn’t sure you’d come, with your head and all.”

			“Would you rather I came without my head?” Andi said, with a sly smile.

			Cyrus blinked, then burst out laughing. She loved it when she made him laugh. “No. Oh, no, Alexandria. I adore your head. Wait, that sounded kind of weird. What I mean is…” He paused, tracing the line of her jaw, letting his thumb linger on the cleft in her chin. “Your head is very, very beautiful.”

			He kept his arm around her waist as they walked to the patio, which was good because she was suddenly quite lightheaded, her skin still tingling from his touch. 

			“So how come you didn’t tell us you were coming? I would’ve walked you over,” he said. 

			“I didn’t? I thought I texted you back.” Now that she was thinking about it, though, Andi didn’t remember sending a response. It was embarrassing. Little things like that were always slipping her mind now.

			“No worries,” Cyrus said. “Perfect timing, actually. I’ve got a cherry pie in the oven.”

			“Mmm. When will it be done? My dad won’t let me stay long. He’s coming to get me in an hour. Oh. That reminds me.” She pulled out her phone and texted him.

			“Ten minutes left,” Cyrus was saying. “And then it should cool down for a few. Hey Roya, can you give me a hand? We should get those dishes cleaned up before they get too crusty.” To his brother, he said, “Okay, you and Andi can talk now. But when the pie’s ready, your time is up.” 

			“Fair enough.” Naveed removed his earbuds. Once Cyrus and Roya entered the kitchen, he offered Andi his elbow. “Walk with me? I want to sit in the sun for a minute.”

			She helped him up, wondering if he needed her support to walk, but he shook his elbow free as they stepped along the path. He didn’t speak, and neither did Andi. She didn’t know how to start. She thought about asking what he’d been listening to, wondering if it was the mix she’d made for him, but then she started feeling self-conscious about it, thinking about how many hours she’d put into compiling the right songs and writing up the liner notes. The liner notes now seemed especially dorky.

			They walked past the workshop, turning onto a side path near the fenced vegetable garden and following it to a fire pit ringed with logs. Naveed sat on one, gesturing for Andi to sit next to him.

			He cleared his throat, which was a lengthy process. Finally, he said, “So, how are you doing, Andi? Sorry, you’re probably as sick of that question as I am. But Kourosh said you weren’t feeling too well yesterday.”

			“I’m fine. Still get headaches if I do too much, apparently.” 

			“I’m so sorry,” Naveed said. “This whole mess… you never should have been there at all.”

			Andi thought about what might have happened if she hadn’t led them into NRI that morning. Dr. Snyder probably wouldn’t have gotten the opportunity to take them to SILO, but Naveed would have brought his brother and sister back to the minivan when the protest grew chaotic, unaware of what was inside....

			Andi forced herself to stop. “Well, I’m glad I was,” she said. “Maybe ‘glad’ isn’t the right word. But if I wasn’t there—”

			“I know. If it weren’t for you, I’d be….” Naveed trailed off, leaving the thought unfinished. “I wish I had something to give you, some way to thank you. But I’ve got nothing.” 

			“Naveed.” He sounded so sad, Andi could barely stand it. “You don’t owe me anything. Ever. Okay? I still feel like I didn’t do enough.”

			“But it was enough,” he said. “It was. And you made me a gift, on top of everything else. The playlist… it’s perfect. Masterful. You have no idea how much I needed it.”

			“It’s no big deal.” Andi stared at the fire pit, at the blackened lumps of burned wood peeking through the mess of gray ashes. “Always nice to put my worthless talent to good use.”

			“Don’t say that. It isn’t worthless. Understanding what people need… making something that lifts them up a little, gets them out of their head… that’s not a small thing.”

			Andi kept her eyes on the fire pit, feeling her cheeks burn, trying to will them to stop.

			“It reminded me of that day in the record store,” Naveed went on. “The day we met, do you remember?”

			Would she ever forget? “Yeah, of course.” 

			“That day… this is going to sound kind of stupid.” Naveed leaned forward, wincing as he picked up a small branch from the ground. He wiped away the dirt with his fingertips, studying it for a moment before tossing it down again. “But, have you ever had one of those days where everything feels sort of… magical? Like there are all these other worlds existing within this one, and they’ve always been there, only you’d never been able to see them before? That’s how I felt about finding your dad’s store.”

			Andi looked toward the back fence, realizing that she recognized the plants growing there: a tall elderberry bush, flanked by thickets of salal. Meeting the Mirzapours had opened many new worlds for her, too. “Yes. I know exactly what you mean.”

			“I’m glad we met, Andi,” Naveed said. “You and Kourosh make a good team, you really do. It feels like you’re part of the family. Like I have another sister.”

			Now Andi looked at her feet, because she probably had the strangest smile on her face. If Naveed had said something like this when they’d first met, she would have been devastated. But, now, she was thrilled. She was relieved not to be his girlfriend, not to be responsible for him when he was still so raw, when there were times she could barely keep herself together. And she understood what he meant: that his love for her was as deep and abiding as it was for Roya. That no matter what happened, they would forever be linked.

			“Guess we should go back. The pie’s probably ready,” Naveed said.

			Andi rose first, extending her arm to help him. Now was not the time to bring up Dr. Snyder, but that was all right. There would be plenty of other days. 

			As they walked past the vegetable garden, Naveed plucked two blueberries from a nearby bush and offered one to her.

			“Thanks.” She popped it in her mouth. “Hey, did Cyrus tell you I’m thinking of starting a garden?”  

			“You are? That’s a good idea. Cultivating.” He gestured toward the chicken coop. “Do you need some compost? We’ve got lots.”

			Andi laughed. “You guys. Always with the compost. Sure, but I’ll need some seeds too.”

			“How about some lettuce?” Naveed led her to a tall dandelion-like flower, and pulled one of the buds from its stem, placing it in her palm. She slit it open with her thumbnail, and there they were: dozens of seeds, huddled together like tiny bodies searching for warmth, each with its own fluffy white umbrella. When she spread them out, a sudden breeze lifted them up. 

			Even though they were tiny, Andi could see their power. She saw how they straddled the worlds: the dark soil, the bright air. They needed both. They would grow; they would die. For some plants, like the lettuce, that would be the end; they lived for only one season. But some, like the blueberries, would go dormant, their roots deepening through the cold wet winter so they could emerge stronger every spring.

			Here Andi stood, in this shady garden. There was a boy waiting for her on the patio, and a cherry pie too. Before she continued down the path, Andi studied the air one last time, searching for the seeds. She couldn’t see them anymore, but she knew they were there, traveling invisibly, searching for the right place to set down roots. The right place to begin again. 
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			Take Action



			Thank you for reading When We Vanished! Although the companies and situations presented in this novel are fictional, they were inspired by reality. If you’re fired up after finishing this book, there are many ways to get involved in changing our dysfunctional food system. Here are four of my top picks:

			
					Learn to cook. Cooking for yourself (and planning your meals in advance) is an excellent way to reduce reliance on processed food. In an age when we’re constantly marketed products that are engineered to make us crave more, cooking has practically become a radical act. Yes, it takes time, and may feel like an unattainable goal in our endlessly busy lives. So, if you need to, start slow. Enjoy the process of learning. Ask your elders for family recipes and the stories behind them. Think of cooking not as a chore, but a form of creative expression, and a way to form deeper connections with others. 

					Eat more plants. Incorporating fresh fruits, vegetables, and plant-based proteins like beans, nuts, and lentils into your diet is beneficial on many levels. Expand your repertoire and try something new—you might discover a new favorite.

					Grow your own food. Even if it’s just a single pot of herbs on the windowsill. Caring for a plant, watching it grow, and harvesting the results connects us to a fundamental part of our heritage as humans. Don’t let that wither away. Allow it to flourish instead. 

					Volunteer for non-profit organizations. Food banks, school food programs, and food justice organizations are always looking for volunteers. It’s a great way to contribute to your community while connecting with others who share your interests. And if you don’t have time to volunteer, you can always support them by signing up for their newsletter and/or making a donation. 

			

			You can find additional resources, recommended reading, and recipes at alannapeterson.com/resources.

			

		

Acknowledgments



			This book has been a labor of love that could never have been accomplished without the help of many people. Though I’ll try to keep this brief, know that my gratitude for each one of you and your particular gifts runs very, very deep.

			To Pam O’Shaughnessy: thank you for your always insightful, tough-but-fair editorial comments. And for your expertise in many things, including law, music, mysteries and poetry. Also for your generosity, your hospitality, your enthusiasm for these stories of mine. 

			To Janice Kao, true friend and recipient of countless novel-length emails: thank you for your keen attention to detail, your spot-on suggestions, and your eternal patience while I tackled writing about characters from different cultural backgrounds (though any mistakes that remain are my own). Your feedback was essential, and I’m grateful to you for pointing out my missteps and engaging me in many important conversations. Fēi cháng gǎn xiè!

			To Pontia Fallahi, who advised on the Persian aspects of the manuscript and became a dear friend in the process: thank you for indulging me on random questions about names, language intricacies, and pickled vegetables. Dastet dard nakone!

			To Raj Patel and Gina Siciliano, who graciously provided advance praise for this book: your work inspires me, and I’m so honored to have your support.

			To Jacob Covey, who designed the perfect cover and the gorgeous interior: this book would not exist without you. To Melanie Peterson and Dora Keating, for your valuable edits, and for being continually eager to read my work. To all the lovely folks I’ve met through RVFB and CAGJ, especially Heather Day and Simone Adler, who have taught me so much about activism, organizing, and the world of nonprofits.  To Mary O'Shaughnessy and Brad Snedecor, for supporting me through the college years. To Susan Trunk, for encouraging me to post this in its original form as a serial novel. To Mara Siciliano, for the zombies.

			To everyone who read early drafts of the manuscript and provided feedback: Kristel Peterson, Nicole and Justice Manha, Llory Boynton, Mohan Ganeshalingam, Dennyse Sewell, Joshua Schlager, Ramlah Olt, Stephanie Bodeen, Mary O’Shaughnessy, Dugan and Jan Porter, Katya Klesse, Jeanne Neal, Claire Boynton, and Nicole Kraft. (Apologies if I've missed anyone!) Your comments and encouragement helped shape the story into what it has become.

			This list wouldn’t be complete without thanking my amazing family. To my parents, in-laws, and sisters, thank you for being there for me in all sorts of ways throughout this long process. To Cora and Desmond, for being two of the sweetest people imaginable. And of course to Brett, for never wavering in your support during my years of “failure,” for letting me soak your shirts with tears of frustration, for cooking me delicious food and minding the children and serenading me with ukulele tunes while this book came to fruition. Seriously, I couldn’t have done this without you. 

			Finally, to every single one of my readers, thank you for joining me on this wild ride. All of this was always meant, first and foremost, for you.

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		

			Leave a Review



		

		
			
				[image: Thank You! Photo of a cherry pie.]
			

		

		

			Thanks for reading When We Vanished. I have been working on this series for eight years now, and the process of creating this finished product has been long and difficult. There were many times when I wondered whether I should keep going, or just give up. So I truly appreciate you taking the time to read it. And now that you've finished, I have a small favor to ask...


			Can you take a few minutes to write an honest review?


			Reviews are such an effective way of spreading the word and helping other readers find this book. Also, feel free to recommend it to your friends, and talk about it on social media using the hashtag #whenwevanished. All of these things help me immensely. Thank you, and I look forward to hearing your thoughts!
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			Where Shadows Grow, the second book in the Call of the Crow Quartet, is now available in print and digital editions! Ebooks can be purchased from the following retailers:


			Buy direct from Rootcity Press (10% of all proceeds go to We Need Diverse Books! Available in EPUB, Kindle and PDF formats.)

			Buy from Kobo

			Buy from Google Play

			Buy from Barnes & Noble (Nook)

			Buy from Apple Books

			Buy from Amazon (Kindle)


			You can stay in the loop about future releases and receive sneak peeks, bonus content, and other exclusives by signing up for my newsletter.
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