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PROLOGUE

Newt

It snowed the day they killed the boy’s parents.

An accident, they said much later, but he was there when it hap-

pened and knew it was no accident.

The snow came before they did, almost like a cold white omen, fall-

ing from the gray sky.

He could remember how confusing it was. The sweltering heat had 

brutalized their city for months that stretched into years, an infinite 

line of days filled with sweat and pain and hunger. He and his family 

survived. Hopeful mornings devolved into afternoons of scavenging for 

food, of loud fights and terrifying noises. Then evenings of numbness 

from the long hot days. He would sit with his family and watch the light 

fade from the sky and the world slowly disappear before his eyes, won-

dering if it would reappear with the dawn.

Sometimes the crazies came, indifferent to day or night. But his 

family didn’t speak of them. Not his mother, not his father; certainly not 

him. It felt like admitting their existence aloud might summon them, 

like an incantation calling forth devils. Only Lizzy, two years younger 

but twice as brave as he, had the guts to talk about the crazies, as if she 

were the only one smart enough to see superstition for nonsense.

And she was just a little kid.

The boy knew he should be the one with courage, the one to com-

fort his little sister. Don’t you worry, Lizzy. The basement is locked up tight; 

the lights are off. The bad people won’t even know we’re here. But he always 
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found himself speechless. He’d hug her hard, squeezing her like his own 

teddy bear for comfort. And every time, she’d pat him on the back. He 

loved her so much it made his heart hurt. He’d squeeze her tighter, si-

lently swearing he’d never let the crazies hurt her, looking forward to 

feeling the flat of her palm thumping between his shoulder blades.

Often, they fell asleep that way, curled up in the corner of the base-

ment, on top of the old mattress his dad had dragged down the stairs. 

Their mother always put a blanket over them, despite the heat—her own 

rebellious act against the Flares that had ruined everything.

That morning, they awoke to a sight of wonder.

“Kids!”

It was his mother’s voice. He’d been dreaming, something about 

a football match, the ball spinning across the green grass of the pitch, 

heading for an open goal in an empty stadium.

“Kids! Wake up! Come see!”

He opened his eyes, saw his mother looking out the small window, 

the only one in the basement room. She’d removed the board his dad 

had nailed there the night before, like he did every evening at sunset. 

A soft gray light shone down on his mother’s face, revealing eyes full of 

bright awe. And a smile like he hadn’t seen in a very long time lit her 

up even brighter.

“What’s going on?” he mumbled, climbing to his feet. Lizzy rubbed 

her eyes, yawned, then followed him to where Mum gazed into the 

daylight.

He could remember several things about that moment. His father 

still snored like a beast as the boy looked out, squinting as his eyes ad-

justed. The street was empty of crazies, and clouds covered the sky, a 

rarity these days. He froze when he saw the white flakes. They fell from 

the grayness, swirling and dancing, defying gravity and flitting up before 

floating back down again.
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Snow.

Snow.

“What the bloody hell?” he mumbled under his breath, a phrase 

he’d learned from his father.

“How can it snow, mummy?” Lizzy asked, her eyes drained of sleep 

and filled with a joy that pinched his heart. He reached down and tugged 

on her braid, hoping she knew just how much she made his miserable 

life worth living.

“Oh, you know,” Mum replied, “all those things the people say. The 

whole weather system of the world is shot to bits, thanks to the Flares. 

Let’s just enjoy it, shall we? It’s quite extraordinary, don’t you think?”

Lizzy responded with a happy sigh.

He watched, wondering if he’d ever see such a thing again. The 

flakes drifted, eventually touching down and melting as soon as they met 

the pavement. Wet freckles dotted the windowpane.

They stood like that, watching the world outside, until shadows 

crossed the space at the top of the window. They were gone as soon as 

they appeared. The boy craned his neck to catch a glimpse of who or 

what had passed, but looked too late. A few seconds later, a heavy knock 

pounded on the front door above. His father was on his feet before the 

sound ended, suddenly wide-awake and alert.

“Did you see anyone?” Dad asked, his voice a bit croaky.

Mum’s face had lost the glee from moments earlier, replaced with 

the more familiar creases of concern and worry. “Just a shadow. Do we 

answer?”

“No,” Dad responded. “We most certainly do not. Pray they go away, 

whoever it is.”

“They might break in,” Mum whispered. “I know I would. They 

might think it’s abandoned, maybe a bit of canned food left behind.”

Dad looked at her for a long time, his mind working as the silence 
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ticked by. Then, boom, boom, boom. The hard cracks on the door shook 

the entire house, as if their visitors had brought along a battering ram.

“Stay here,” Dad said carefully. “Stay with the children.”

Mum started to speak but stopped, looking down at her daughter 

and son, her priorities obvious. She pulled them into a hug, as if her arms 

could protect them, and the boy let the warmth of her body soothe him. 

He held her tight as Dad quietly made his way up the stairs, the floor 

above creaking as he moved toward the front door. Then silence.

The air grew heavy, pressing down. Lizzy reached over and took her 

brother’s hand. Finally, he found words of comfort and poured them out 

to her.

“Don’t worry,” he whispered, barely more than a breath. “It’s prob-

ably just some people hungry for food. Dad will share a bit, and then 

they’ll be on their way. You’ll see.” He squeezed her fingers with all the 

love he knew, not believing a single word he’d said.

Next came a rush of noises.

The door slammed open.

Loud, angry voices.

A crash, then a thump that rattled the floorboards.

Heavy, dreadful footsteps.

And then the strangers were pounding down the stairs. Two men, 

three, a woman—four people total. The arrivals were dressed sharply for 

the times, and they looked neither kind nor menacing. Merely solemn 

to the core.

“You’ve ignored every message we’ve sent,” one of the men stated as 

he examined the room. “I’m sorry, but we need the girl. Elizabeth. I’m 

very sorry, but we’ve got no choice.”

And just like that, the boy’s world ended. A world already filled with 

more sad things than a kid could count. The strangers approached, cut-

ting through the tense air. They reached for Lizzy, grabbed her by the 
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shirt, pushed at Mom—frantic, wild, screaming—who clutched at her 

little girl. The boy ran forward, beat at the back of a man’s shoulders. 

Useless. A mosquito attacking an elephant.

The look on Lizzy’s face during the sudden madness. Something 

cold and hard shattered within the boy’s chest, the pieces falling with 

jagged edges, tearing at him. It was unbearable. He let out an enormous 

scream of his own and threw himself harder at the intruders, swinging 

wildly.

“Enough!” the woman yelled. A hand whipped through the air, 

slapped the boy in the face, a snakebite sting. Someone punched his 

mother right in the head. She collapsed. And then a sound like the crack 

of thunder, close and everywhere at once. His ears chimed with a deaf-

ening buzz. He fell back against the wall and took in the horrors.

One of the men, shot in the leg.

His dad standing in the doorway, gun in his hand.

His mom screeching as she scrambled off the floor, reaching for the 

woman, who had pulled out her own weapon.

Dad firing off two more shots. A ping of metal and the crunch of a 

bullet hitting concrete. Misses, both.

Mom yanking at the lady’s shoulder.

Then the woman threw an elbow, fired, spun, fired three more times. 

In the chaos, the air thickened, all sound retreating, time a foreign con-

cept. The boy watched, emptiness opening below him, as both of his 

parents fell. A long moment passed when no one moved, most of all 

Mum and Dad. They’d never move again.

All eyes went to the two orphaned children.

“Grab them both, dammit,” one of the men finally said. “They can 

use the other one as a control subject.”

The way the man pointed at him, so casually, like finally settling 

on a random can of soup in the pantry. He would never forget it. He 



6

scrambled for Lizzy, pulled her into his arms. And the strangers took 

them away.


