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Chapter 0: Jagged 

 

“Kells. Kells. Kells. Kells. Kell—”  

“I heard you,” I mumble, rolling my head away from the fogged car windowpane. My 

stiff neck creaks like I’m a zombie. “You don’t need to say my name a zillion times.” 

“I didn’t,” my brother says. “I said it twice. We’re stopped. I’m bored. Wake up and be 

bored with me.” 

I don’t want to be awake. My entire body aches from the Pox, especially my head. I 

stretch my legs, realize there’s nowhere to stretch, and give up. My aunt and uncle’s SUV is 

stuffed. And stuffy. Three days of flu have left me crusty and sweaty. And I suspect, really, 

really, smelly. My fever only broke last night, right before we fled Atlanta. My body has that 

flat, floaty sensation you get when you’ve been sick and there’s still a film of trippy sleep 

between you and the real world. Like the horizon has frozen in time, and your thoughts are 

skating across barefooted. 

I blink thickly in the dawn light and check my bracelet. It’s seven a.m., and we’ve 

stopped on an overpass. It’s so depressing below. Concrete and girders and disease and 

desperation and trash, and for some reason, random pieces of clothing strewn everywhere. The 
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scene is still in grey-tones, but the edges are glowing. I can tell it’s just about to turn, like when 

someone uses a photo app on a selfie. 

“Huh. Time is moving really funny for me,” I say finally. My tongue feels thick. 

“Time always moves funny.” Huck places his UReader on the towering stack of luggage 

between us. It slides off and lands on my shoulder, the sharp edge hitting the tender flesh where 

the vaccination needles always go. It doesn’t matter. I’m already sore. Everywhere.  

My visit to Atlanta has both exceeded, and failed, my expectations. I’ve gotten out of 

touring colleges, since the city is in lockdown. But now all I have with me for surviving 

indefinitely at Uncle Benson’s cabin are a few changes of clothes, three SAT study guides, and 

far too few tampons. Also, my aunt and uncle don’t drink coffee, so I’m doubting their cabin is 

stocked. That’s a major fail. 

My brother points out his window to his left. “Kells. Look.” 

God, I hate looking down. “Hang on. I can’t see over this—” I pull a carton onto my lap. 

Now I’m holding thirty pounds of baked beans and canned mushrooms atop the carry-on flight 

bag already smothering my legs. 

“People are fighting down there.” Huck pushes hair from his face. 

“Well, that’s depressing, then.” I stretch my aching body and stick my head through the 

gap. I can’t see what Huck’s talking about. Why’d you wake me up on a bridge? To torture me?”  

“I told you. Something’s wrong. Everything looks jagged.” 

“Oh,” I say sadly. “Yeah. They’re probably looting. That happened ten years ago, too. 

You were too young to remember.” 

“Ten years ago, people looted with their mouths? That’s strange.” 

I can’t tell if Huck is being sarcastic or just working through a metaphor. Usually we 
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make sense to each other, but I’m so tired right now that I don’t even know what I’m feeling. I 

settle back into my seat and press my warm forehead against the cool windowpane, wishing I 

was still asleep. The looting. The sickness. The power outages and panic.  

The Pox. It’s back. 

“Where are we?” I ask. 

“Atlanta. North side,” Aunt Nell answers from the driver’s seat. Her voice is raspy. 

“But we left from just south of Atlanta,” I protest. “How are we still here? We’ve been 

driving all night.” I follow the access road with my eyes, noting where it runs past a 

neighborhood. That’s jammed, too. Horns honk, people yell, sirens blare. Since the Pox returned, 

the sound of ambulances has become common, like bird chatter in the woods surrounding my 

home in New Hampshire.  

A thin hand scrabbles next to my shoulder as Huck reaches for his UReader. Then our 

SUV jerks forward with a jolt, like maybe Aunt Nell was dozing off and just realized the line 

was moving. Huck drops the tablet, which whacks me in my shoulder again. From the passenger 

seat, Uncle Benson gives a snort and shifts position. 

“Huck. What happened while I was out?” I whisper. “I need an update.” 

My brother turns and looks just past me. His eyes are rimmed with red. “You were half 

asleep when Uncle Benson stuffed you in the car. We’ve been driving for ten point five hours. 

Jumper gave a lot of orders. You snored for a while. We’ve gone forty-seven miles. I think 

things got worse overnight. Except you. You got better.” 

“Yes.” Sometimes Huck just needs me to state the facts for him, so he can grasp them in 

his mental fingers. “I’m okay. We’re all okay. Aunt Nell, you must be tired. And thirsty. Here.” I 

pull a bottle of water from another carton and hold it out, but she just gives a tired smile and 
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places it in the console. I know she’s wiped. She and Uncle Benson got hit hard with the Pox, 

and my cousin Jumper and I did our best with them. Then it hit Huck, then Jumper, and then me. 

For days there’s been a funny metallic ringing near the back of my tongue, like when you taste 

blood. I know that taste, because sometimes I bite my cuticles so much they bleed before I 

realize it. It’s not my best quality. 

But I can tell I’m on the other side of the virus now. I can tell because I got through all 

those strains a decade ago, and then all those vaccines ever since, the ones that fast forward you 

through an entire mini virus in two or three days. This new Pox was somewhere in between. 

Worse than the vaccines, but easier than the first pandemic. At least, it was easier for my family. 

We all got sick, but we all got through. We’re lucky this time. 

This time, our family stayed the same size. 

“Mom. We need to get off this highway,” Jumper says from the back. “And you should 

drink that water. You’re dehydrated.” 

I’d almost forgotten Jumper was behind us, curled around camping gear and more canned 

goods. An earbud dangles across his neck, and his chin looks stubbly. I’ve never seen facial hair 

on my cousin. I think I might have misplaced a day somewhere. 

“I’ll drink when I need to,” my aunt says. “I want to save water.” 

A siren sounds in the distance, and we slow again, then inch to the right to make way. 

There’s not much room. The shoulder has created its own lane for over a mile, and I can’t help 

looking down again, since we’re jammed against the guardrail. I watch with sticky eyeballs as a 

woman below runs across a street, holding a child in a car seat. She’s being chased by a teenager 

who keeps trying to grab it from her hands. And on the sidewalk, two people are wrestling. Huck 

was right. The people down there are fighting with their mouths.  
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What the hell? My bracelet says I’m fine. The fever’s gone. But am I seeing things? 

Jumper’s voice becomes urgent. “Mom. They’re going to close Route 75! I just heard.” 

I turn toward my cousin, which makes my zombie neck twinge. “How can they do that? 

Everyone will be trapped in their cars!” 

He ignores me. “That Pox cop behind us. You think we can draft off it?” 

“That’s illegal,” Huck mumbles.  

No one responds. But Huck’s right. I know because my written drivers’ test offered four 

different questions, in four different permutations, about not drafting on Pox cops during 

roadblocks and Pox checks. I took the test the day I turned sixteen, almost two years ago, and 

Huck quizzed me. Our parents aren’t the drive-us-around type of parents, or the help-you-study-

for-a-test type of parents. Or the parenting type of parents. 

Soon the red and white lights of the Pox cop flash behind our car. Now I realize Aunt 

Nell is more alert than she looked. Because the moment the Pox cop passes, she turns the wheel 

hard and pulls out sharply. The car jolts again. Everyone’s awake now. She slams the gas and we 

tail the cop, passing other motorists on the left, ignoring their front ends nudging to get back in 

line. We nearly clip a mirror, and angry, tired faces glare through windows as we rush by. 

“A lot of people are giving us the finger,” Huck announces. 

“They should be,” Aunt Nell says. “This is a scabby thing to do. But if they close 75, 

we’ll never get to the outpost.” 

Outpost? Is that what they call their cabin?  

Scabs. Now I’m sure there’s no coffee there.  

“Hang on,” Aunt Nell calls. “I need to make that exit!” 

“What are we doing?” I hear my Uncle Benson say. 
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“Not dying in Atlanta!” Aunt Nell replies. 

Soon we’re starting, stopping, speeding, dodging. My aunt is apparently some kind of 

secret agent. Or is this just what Atlanta city driving is like? I’m from a small town outside 

Hanover. We don’t have expressways. Half the time when I’m trying to merge, a tractor is in my 

way.  

Yes, the day has definitely begun. The color is returning. I’m starting to wake up. I have 

a headache running back and forth from one ear drum to the other, and I think I’m scared. It’s 

hard to tell, because I don’t like being inside my actual body when I’m up high. So dodging cars 

and skimming guardrails while we’re zooming over another eight lanes of traffic below? Not my 

favorite. A car nearly cuts us off and we swerve then lurch forward toward the siren. I taste blood 

in my mouth. Oh. I’m biting my finger again. Damn. I reach out and check for Huck’s seat belt, 

knocking him in the face with my hand, since I’ve closed my eyes.  

“Ow! Watch it!” 

“Don’t take off your seatbelt.” 

“I’m fifteen. You can’t make me wear it in the back!” 

“Huck put on your goddamn seatbelt,” Jumper yells from behind us. 

“You’re not wearing one, either!” 

Our car swerves into the left lane with a sickening screech of tires. 

“That’s because there isn’t one back here—” 

“Don’t argue with him, Jumper,” I say. “Just ask instead of ordering him around. Huck, 

please. I’m scared. I’m scared, okay? Please?” 

“Okay. But don’t talk about me in the third person.” 

“Right! Sorry!” I nearly yell as a tractor trailer decides to play chicken with us.  
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We follow the Pox cop off the exit ramp, past an accident, over crunching glass that no 

one has cleaned up or set any flares for, since probably every blue cop in the city is busy dealing 

with the rioting over curfews and the looting of drug stores. Not to mention, the power grid was 

on and off all yesterday and the traffic lights are just endlessly blinking their tired eyes.  

Finally, our car slows and I stop feeling like I’m in a chase scene. Now we’re in the city 

again, on solid ground. I lean forward, trying to see what’s happening. Despite the stay at home 

orders, there’s people milling everywhere, outside of cars, hurrying down sidewalks with slim 

grocery sacks. I see Pox cops in red arguing across barriers with local cops in blue. The Pox cops 

ahead of us are slowing. But what’s the point? Everyone has the Pox again now. Who are they 

hassling? And for what? 

“What happens if someone called our plate in? Will we get pulled over for following 

them?” I ask as Aunt Nell angles around the parked cops. They’ve stopped by an apartment 

complex. 

“I’ll flash my CDC badge and tell them I’m on official business,” my uncle replies.  

“But we’re heading out of Atlanta,” Huck points out logically. “Away from the CDC. 

What are we going to say? We’re on a very important donut run?” 

No one answers. That’s because we’re all gaping. The scene is far worse than I imagined. 

We’re near the northside hospital and the university now, and the lawns of both are covered in 

twenty-somethings wearing backpacks and haggard-looking patients dragging filthy hospital 

gowns. 

Jumper punches the roof of the car. “They kicked them out of the hospitals? And the 

dorms?” 

“Apparently,” Huck says, his fingertips dancing on the windowpane. 
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The rest of us keep gaping, with Jumper’s constant stream of “Scabs. Those scabby Pox 

cops. Those poor people. Oh my god. Scabs, look at that,” accompanying my disbelief.  

“Oh no—” Aunt Nell gasps as we slow to a crawl to thread through the green gowns and 

backpacks and people with nowhere to go. “Is that person attacking—?” 

“Just keep driving. Don’t stop the car. Not for any reason,” my uncle says calmly. “It’s 

happening. We need to get to the outpost.” 

“Oh god,” Jumper moans, covering his face, which is propped between me and Huck as 

he leans over the backseat. “What have we done?” 

“Done?” I whisper. “We? And what is this outpost?” Huck and I finish in unison. 

No one answers that either. The scene is bizarre. On our right, in the college quad, a 

group of students are playing disc golf like nothing bad is happening. But across the street on the 

hospital lawn, two patients have cornered a third by a hospital wall and appear to be biting him. 

They take quick nips at his bare arms, then jump back like they’re not sure what they’re doing. 

But there’s blood now. They’re becoming bolder. 

“Hey!” I roll down the window. “Hey, leave him alone!” I scream pointlessly. I half 

regret trying when one of the men turns my way sniffing, then bolts toward our car, which is not 

moving very quickly. But before he can get to the door, the window is up. 

“Don’t do that again!” my uncle yells. “Do not touch the windows!” 

I’m shaking now. Yes, I’m scared after all. I drop my fingers from my face and grab for 

Huck. He’s so impulsive. “Huck. Don’t even think about—” 

“But you’re right, Kells! They’re hurting people! Someone should stop them. We don’t 

have any weapons, though. Hey. Jumper. Is there a tire iron back there?” 

I reach for my cell phone to call the police. Even the 911 call doesn’t go through. How is 
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that possible? “There’s no signal at all!” 

“That happened last night,” Huck says. “While you were moving through time in funny 

ways. The Openweb went out.” 

Then a bad sound happens. A really bad sound. A bad sound coupled with a really, bad 

feeling deep in my bones. Also, deep under the car. Our tire has gone flat.  

“We can’t stop here,” Jumper urges. “Drive on the rim. Just drive!” 

“We’ll never make it into the mountains if we ruin the axel,” Aunt Nell says.  

The car decides for us. We’re inching now, barely grinding along the road.  

“Try to get clear of — yes. Okay. I got it,” my uncle says, taking off his seatbelt. 

“Jumper, cover me.” 

I don’t know what he means. “Cover him how? Cover him with what? Jumper! What’s 

going on?” 

A strange click of metal answers me from the backseat. Jumper is holding a gun.  

A gun? Jumper? Jumper couldn’t shoot a lion if it was running straight at us. He’s a 

pacifist. He’s a vegan. He makes disgusting grilled tofu sandwiches that taste like disgusting 

grilled tofu sandwiches. And right now, Jumper is holding this gun at arm’s length, loose in his 

hand like it’s some sort of spatula and he’s not sure he wants to flip over the sandwich yet. 

Our car stops bucking. Uncle Benson hops out. Now Jumper pushes open the back of the 

car and they wrestle the spare off the back door. With the door open, screams and chaos assault 

our ears. I’m shaking. As Uncle Benson works, Jumper pulls the rear door closed and opens the 

window, leaning out to aim with his spatula. His arms are quivering. Through the gap, I see 

people approaching.  

The back of the car inches upward as Uncle Benson cranks the jack. We’re too heavy. 
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He’s going to have a heart attack or something. He should ask us to get out. But we can’t get out. 

Because the world is losing its mind. 

I turn to Huck. He’s silent for once. He’s drumming his fingers against his cheek, 

thinking. His silvery hair looks limp. He just broke his fever yesterday morning. I think. The 

days are blurry. Did no one tell him to take a shower? Does no one else look out for Huck when 

I’m asleep? I can’t do it all alone. What’s happening? Why are people attacking each other? And 

how the hell did Huck do that thing again, that thing where he thinks of something, like the tire-

iron, seconds before it becomes part of a real conversation? Did he know we were going to get a 

flat tire? Did he sense it — or sense it? 

“Huck,” I say quietly, as if he might startle. “We’re okay. This is just the Pox. It gets like 

this. People panic. We’ll be okay.” 

 “I don’t think we’re okay. We’ve broken down in the middle of a mob scene,” he says. 

“And see that guy there?” He points at a man with a rifle. He’s standing on top of a car, 

screaming something I can’t make out. I want to know what he’s saying, I want answers — but I 

don’t open the window. I watch in horror as he shoots out one of the blinking red traffic lights 

just above us. This man does not seem stable. However, he seems a lot more confident about 

using his weapon than Jumper does. 

“What is he yelling?” I ask Huck. “Can you tell? Uncle Benson! Get back in the car! 

Please!”  

“He’s saying that people shouldn’t… something. I don’t know what.” Huck presses his 

ear against the window. “He’s saying… huh.” 

“What? What?” 

“He’s screaming that people shouldn’t have balloons for heads!” Jumper calls. “Now get 
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down in the car! Duck, goddammit!” 

We duck as much as we can considering there’s nowhere to move. Frantically, I push 

luggage aside, spilling canned goods everywhere. The heavy cans whack my toes and I don’t cry 

out. I pull Huck further down and try to cover him with my body.  

“That’s annoying. You smell bad! Stop it!” he cries. 

No. I won’t. I won’t let him go. No matter what happens, I can’t lose Huck. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 


