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      Days have come and gone. Nights, eventful and non, have passed with the expected consistency of the world turning, and my people remain slaves. The Democratic Alliance of Virginia, and its regiment of enlisted soldiers, blackcoats to everyone but their own kind, continues to drive man, woman, and child alike to the point of exhaustion.

      The war, if there every truly was one, is lost, and I’m on the fringe looking across the great divide between undeserved freedom and chains.

      My legs used to be nothing but muscle, as hard as hickory wood, but after weeks of running, hiking, and marching, they feel as if they’re turning into oatmeal. I don’t know how much longer I can go on like this before my body truly begins to break down. The Republicons and I, we’re not eating well. It’s hard to hunt and trap game when you’re trailing the biggest, loudest herd imaginable.

      Nearly every edible thing with four legs scampers as soon as forty thousand people get within earshot.

      Sometimes we get lucky. Sometimes the animals are curious, like now, drifting in the direction of the horde’s din, ears perked and alert. They have to be familiar with the scent of man. Humans have been in this part of the forest for centuries.

      Perhaps the commotion is as intriguing as it is frightening. Whatever the case, I don’t plan to tell my bunch that they should run.

      James hides behind a mountain maple, but not very well. His large frame sticks out from either side, but he’s doing the best he can. I’m ten feet away, making myself small against the trunk of a poplar tree. He puts his fingers to his lips and points northwest. I follow his gaze and see that the whitetail deer, thirty yards away, are on the move, heading west, but slowly.

      I think it’s a mama doe. It’s slightly difficult to tell because the horns are gone this time of year; however, I can assume it’s a female by the two fawns that are playfully prancing nearby.

      James nocks an arrow, takes a deep breath, and then aims.

      My mouth is already watering, imagining the blessed meat searing over a campfire. I’m so hungry that I feel no guilt for the fawns. They’ll learn the ways of nature. They’ll survive without a mother.

      James hesitates a second too long.

      Pow.

      The doe and her fawns whip their snouts around, smelling the air, ears keenly aware of danger, listening for more of the same.

      Pow, pow.

      We blink, also turn in the direction of the shooting, and the little family unit is already up the hillside by the time we look back. James curses and lets the arrow fly in a desperate attempt, missing by a full yard as it flies over her back and disappears into limbs and leaves. There goes our best chance at a real meal in days, and likely another precious arrow lost in the dense underbrush.

      The sound of gunfire, over the ridge and to the east, had come from one of the watch-guard DAV infantryman. Either he was herding the PRV slaves back into formation, someone had dared an escape attempt, or one of the elderly couldn’t go on—a mercy killing, he’d claim.

      I’ve grown bitter over the past few days. As long as it wasn’t my mother or my father—we’ll do a recon mission later to find out exactly who—I’ve begun to think that whenever this unfortunate occurrence happens, maybe it’s better to arrive in the Great Beyond ten, twenty, thirty years too early, rather than spend the rest of your days making someone else bountiful and rich.

      I’m reasonably confident that it’s not my folks. We’re matching strides with the rear of the marching horde. Two days ago, we learned that Mother and Father are being kept up close to the front, near Finn the Betrayer; perhaps as bait for me, perhaps due to Mother’s healing knowledge, but there’s no way to tell.

      James whispers an apology about his miss.

      “It’s not your fault,” I whisper back. “Maybe the Blakes or Marla will have better luck over on the eastern side.”

      James smirks. “And the sun will rise in the west tomorrow.”

      “I’m so sick of Mint Monster for dinner.” My stomach grumbles, partly in protest, partly from hunger.

      Mint Monster—that’s what we’ve taken to calling the green concoction that we make in our canteens, just to give our water some flavor and substance. It’s a mixture of fresh mountain spring water, mint that grows on the banks of creeks, along with wild raspberries, blueberries, and ramps. Maybe even the occasional mushroom if we can find the edible ones. We mash it as best as we can, but with all the chunks floating around, it’s like drinking curdled milk and my stomach revolts every time I swallow.

      Three days ago, we stopped stealing from the DAV supply wagons when the blackcoats accused a group of hungry PRV citizen-slaves of thievery. They lined up twenty men, women, and children along the side of the road and shot them in the head, one by one.

      I didn’t feel the need to eat after that. Not for a good, long while.

      The guilt kept my belly full.

      Water is plentiful, as it always has been, but the gang of us cannot continue to live on Mint Monster and the occasional squirrel or rabbit that don’t know enough to scamper away from the tromping masses.

      Is it better to starve to death in freedom or feel your soul waste away in chains?

      My people, the formerly free population of the People’s Republic of Virginia, are now the property of our northern enemies, the Democratic Alliance of Virginia. We were betrayed by those who were supposed to protect us.

      And that’s the deepest kind of betrayal—when the people who are in your heart decide to rip it to shreds without remorse or guilt.

      Finn the Betrayer spared my life on the battlefield, but he stole any chance I have of making a real stand against him when he destroyed my abilities as a Kinder with that serum.

      Then there’s President Larson, who handed over the PRV citizens in exchange for clemency—at least I think that was the word that was used. He gets a bed with silk sheets and a host of servants. He’ll never have to work again. His people, however, the ones he took an oath to protect and serve for the betterment of mankind, will be forced to work until their fingers bleed in the DAV mines and factories for as long as they live.

      Roughly forty thousand people tramp northward, hunkered over in the never-ending rain. Their clothes are sopping wet, nothing more than puddles themselves in tangible form, draped over tired, aching shoulders and feet that have trouble remembering how to pick up and set down in front of the other one.

      We’re weeks away, maybe even more than a month, of steady marching before we return to the DAV’s capital city of Blackvale. How these people, who can barely stand, let alone move their aching bodies forward, will be able to work is a complete mystery to me. I’m looking at it with reason and logic, and that’s a mistake.

      James says that the DAV leaders didn’t spend so much money and risk the lives of their soldiers to march tens of thousands of empty shells northward. They’ll find a way to make it work, whether it’s a whip across bare skin or a handgun cocked next to a throbbing temple; some tactics used by the blackcoats will make all their effort worth it.

      That is, unless we can find a way to put an end to this madness. Simply freeing my people to run back to Warrenville isn’t an option. The DAV leaders will regroup and come after us again with a bigger army and more resources.

      I’m beginning to wonder if my mission to free my people has already failed before it has begun.

      No, it has to be something drastic, one that will ensure our sanctuary and freedom forever. What might that drastic option be? Does it exist?

      I don’t know. Maybe not. Maybe they’ll never be free, and I’m out of my mind to think I can do something about it. I have to believe I can, though, because this can’t all be for nothing.

      I can find a way, can’t I?

      My dreams say one thing, while my waking hours insist that they’re nothing more than just that…dreams.

      Spirited imaginings of a hopeful child.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Another three days of hiking pass by in a dull, lifeless blur. We track the marching PRV slaves, but off in the distance and out of sight.

      We walk. They walk. It’s wet, miserable, and I’m not sure it’s possible to be more tired. Not that I’m jealous of my enslaved people, but at least they’re fed twice a day. It may be moldy bread and tough, flavorless beef jerky, yet at the moment, I think I’d surrender just to have a bite of something I can tear with my teeth.

      However much my stomach feels like it’s eating itself from the inside out, I can’t surrender. I have a mission. It could be a mission that won’t come into play for a month, but it’s out there, waiting for me to act on it.

      Some days I fill up on the thought of revenge, and it carries me through the night.

      Some days I burden my stomach with so much Mint Monster that I feel as if I’ll never want another drink. Our bodies crave nutrients, however, and we need the strength to go on.

      We lost the Blakes yesterday. Not to death, but to a lack of heart and desire. The conversation was short and James allowed them to leave without much of a fight. Little Blake begged. Big Blake gave good reasons. Apparently, the bonds of the Republicon family code weren’t enough. At least not ours. They claimed to have a real family, somewhere to the east, somewhere near the ocean, and they were tired of running. They were tired of fighting.

      I had told James to let them go. This is my war, and I’m not going to make anyone fight it for me, even if they still consider me to be their leader.

      And now, as I sit here mashing up a handful of mint, watching the skin of my palms temporarily turn green, I don’t exactly regret the fact that they’re miles and miles away and aren’t coming back. They were big. They required a lot of our resources. With the two of them gone, we’re actually able to spare a few blueberries and raspberries to eat.

      We sit alongside one another, resting on two downed maple trees that appear to have been ripped up during a recent storm. Their roots look fresh. It was a storm, or a giant used them as toothpicks. That was one of the Elders’ favorite stories to tell—stories that kept the children from running away in the middle of the night. It reminds me of better days, brings a smile to my lips, and practically begs me to tell it.

      I share it with the rest of the group—James, Marla, Squirrel, and the others who are committed and determined enough to stay on this journey.

      I lower my voice, making it deep and gravelly. “We need to stay together,” I say, “even in the dead of night.”

      James lifts an eyebrow. “What’re you going on about?”

      “These two maples, they aren’t just trees.”

      Squirrel grins and plays along. “That so?”

      “Nay, children, these trees were toothpicks used by the Great Ones as they roamed the hillsides during the blackest of hours. Giants, a hundred feet tall, maybe more, carefully tiptoed through the woods, looking for meals.”

      “That’s some bull right there,” Squirrel chides. “How’s a hundred-foot tall giant gonna tiptoe without waking anybody up?”

      James punches his shoulder. “Let her finish, dummy.”

      I say, “They tiptoe silently because they’ve had thousands of years of practice. They step over hillsides like they’re tiny mounds of dirt. Rivers change their paths if a Great One steps in it. They walk and they walk, much like we’re doing now, in search of food, hunting, hunting, hunting for their favorite meal…”

      They’re all adults. They know better. But at least I have their attention with my wide eyes and fingers curled like claws.

      “And what’s that?” Squirrel asks.

      I’m about to say “children” like the Elders used to tell us; instead, I get an idea. I whisper as quietly as I can. “Their favorite meal, the thing they love more than anything else in the world is...” Everyone leans in closer to hear me. I hiss, “Squirrel meat!” and jab my Republicon friend in the ribs.

      He yelps, jerks backward, and falls off the maple log, spilling some of his precious Mint Monster all over his face. Everyone laughs. Even Squirrel, thankfully.

      It’s a good moment, a fun one. Something we haven’t had together in…well, ever.

      From the moment I met James back in my encampment, when he and his clan saved me, along with Finn the Betrayer, we’ve been on the run, going as hard as we can go. I’m positive this is the first time we’ve ever sat down and laughed together. There was the time on top of Black Rash Mountain when we cheered that our salvation was in sight, but that wasn’t the same. That was relief.

      This is a moment of joy.

      Squirrel climbs onto the log beside Marla and tries to wipe his face clean. The mint mash from the water clings to his eyebrows, sending us into another course of subdued laughter. We needed this, desperately, yet we also don’t need to alert the blackcoats to the fact that we’re stalking them.

      Being captured and forced into slavery is not a part of my dreams.
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      We have no idea what day it is, and it doesn’t really matter.

      The sun rises, the sun sets, it rains, and we walk.

      My people walk. My people die and are left to rot alongside the road during their never-ending march northward. We’ve taken to burying the bodies at night to keep the animals away. These people didn’t ask for this, and their souls deserve more respect than the nibbling teeth of a fox or bear, some hungry predator.

      Two days ago, a blackcoat soldier noticed that a shovel had gone missing.

      Three people—two men and a woman—lost their lives because we only wanted to do some good.

      We buried them with the stolen shovel that led to their deaths.

      Even James cried and whispered, “I’m so sorry,” while he dug.

      Today, we wait until nightfall. We wait until the last stragglers and blackcoat guards disappear around a bend, then we backtrack for nearly a mile to bury an elderly man who plainly gave up.

      We all take turns. James first, then myself, followed by Marla, Squirrel, and the others. With the entire group digging, the hole is ready in no time. We grab the body by the arms and legs and lift. The old man is so light, he could be filled with nothing more than cotton. My hands are closed around legs that are so thin and shriveled, I’m grasping loose skin around hard bone.

      James and I lower him into the grave. Marla finds a wildflower growing on the bank to our left, plucks it, and leans down to place it on his chest. We don’t know his name, nor have any of us ever seen him before, but we say a short prayer regardless.

      Though James says their kind aren’t particularly religious, certain situations call for it. What they recite is a Republicon prayer.

      “Dear Father,” they begin, as we all close our eyes, “may our hearts and minds live freely among the trees. We are one with your land as we are one with your heart and soul. We live free, we die free, and we return to you…free. Our friend and brother under the same blanket of Heaven rests under your wings…free. We have cared for him as you would care for him. His time here is done. Our time with him here is done. We look forward to the day when we can join his free spirit in the afterlife. Amen.”

      “Amen,” I whisper. I look down at the old man, lying there so peacefully below us. It’s almost enviable, his situation, because he is really and truly free.

      James scoops up a shovelful of dirt and drops it on the body. The hollow thunk and the scrabbling sounds of falling clods of dirt snap me back to reality. I shake my head, clearing the thoughts of envy for the dead, and focus on the night ahead.

      “We need to find more food,” I say. “Last time I checked, we were low on berries and the creek looks like it’ll begin carving too far westward soon enough. It’ll be out of range to stock up on mint for the Monster unless we store up.”

      James jams the shovel into the mound of dirt and leans on it with an elbow. “About that,” he says. “I know you don’t want to abandon your folks, but Squirrel and I were talking earlier…”

      Squirrel hangs his head and looks away. For a brief moment, panic squeezes my muscles and I feel a tension cramp forming in my lower back. This is it. They’ve come far enough. They’re going to abandon me.

      “We recognize this area, don’t we Squirrel?”

      “Yup.”

      “Me, too,” Marla adds. “About five miles west of here is Big Bear Valley.” She takes the shovel from James and scoops more dirt into the grave.

      The wet, musty scent of freshly dug soil used to be the smell of planting season back in our encampment. Corn, beans, cabbage, any seeds that survived the winter went into the ground. I watch as a pile of dirt lands around the old man’s neck.

      Now we’re planting something different. Now we’re planting death.

      “And what does that mean?” I ask, relieved that they’re not going to leave me alone.

      The others gather around, as if the entire group is addressing me. Marla shovels, while James, Squirrel, Cara, Evelyn, Brant, Hawker, Greely, and Farrow form a small half-circle.

      “What?” I say, confused.

      James lowers his voice and softly says, “I know you don’t want to leave your folks behind, and I promise, we’re not deserting your people, but we have to find food. Real food. And trust me, we’re with you all the way, every single one of us, but we’re not going to make it if we can’t find game or get something real in our stomachs. Five miles west of here there’s an old army outpost. The last time we were through that direction, a couple of years ago, we found an old shed that was absolutely stocked full of boxes of that military food that never goes bad. We took as much as we could carry and lived off it for weeks. It tasted like rabbit dung but it filled our bellies.

      “We were thinking that maybe if—maybe if you wouldn’t mind, we could go check it out and see if there’s any left over. It’s a risk, but we didn’t take it all the last time, and it was so grown over and hidden, I doubt anyone would’ve found it since then. Heck, even we found it by accident.”

      Squirrel chuckles and digs the toe of his boot into soft earth. Sheepishly, he adds, “Yeah, I had to pee and lucky for us all, I picked the right clump of bushes.”

      I’ve listened politely this whole time, but what they’re asking is madness, and I tell them so. “First, let’s be clear on something; you want to go five miles there and five miles back, just to see if a shed of food might still be around from two years ago? And two, you want us to leave my people behind for how long, huh? We’re exhausted and weak, James. How long is it going to take us to go ten miles for the possibility of nothing? Think about everything that could go wrong back here. We’ll have bodies to bury. And I can’t risk leaving my mother and father with these people.”

      “Caroline,” James pleads, “we haven’t seen them in days anyway. They’ll be fine.”

      “I can’t do it. It’s too dangerous.”

      Their shoulders droop, faces saddened, and they look so defeated I have to offer them something, because I realize that I am no longer their leader, no matter how much they look to me for guidance. They don’t need my permission. I’m not in charge.

      I sigh. “It’s madness, but I’m not going to stop you. I couldn’t if I wanted to.”

      James smiles. At least I think he does. Sometimes it’s hard to see behind that bushy black beard. “We have to do this,” he says. “If we steal more food and we’re discovered, your people die. If we don’t find more game, we starve to death. If we’re dead, we can’t help you fight this war. Look at it this way, Caroline, the further we are away from the noise of forty thousand people, the more game we’ll be able to find. We can track out there. We can hunt and not have some damn blackcoat scare away our dinner because he’s got a shaky trigger finger. If someone else raided the old base and the ready-made-food isn’t there anymore, anything else we find to eat will be extra.”

      He has a point. As crazy as the idea is, I don’t have the energy to argue otherwise. “Go,” I tell him, patting his shoulder. “You guys can go and bring me something back. I’ll stay and keep an eye on things here.”

      James tugs my ponytail. “No, ma’am. You’re coming with us.”

      I shake my head. “James, no, I need to keep—”

      “Your folks will be fine,” he says, tenderly. “You can’t walk another hundred miles, much less fight, if you’re nothing but skin and bones. You don’t have any fat to burn. You nor Marla, either one. Squirrel, too, and I’m afraid if we don’t get something to eat, something other than that mint piss, we’ll be digging three graves before long.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. We leave tonight.”

      I agree, and somehow, I feel comforted that James is taking charge again. It’s been awhile since I’ve allowed someone to have complete and total control of the direction I’m taking. Grandfather had even gotten used to my opinions and had allowed me to make decisions for the both of us, well before he passed.

      Grandfather. How I miss him. The dirt clumps landing on the dead man at our feet give me pause. I feel bad for him. He was someone’s grandfather, and now he’s a hollow body. Soon, he’ll be a part of the earth, and he’ll fertilize a few blades of grass. At least he’ll serve a purpose in the after. I think about Grandfather and how we left his body behind. We never had time for a proper burial, and I wonder if his spirit is at rest without it.

      I wonder how many spirits are around me right now.

      Grandfather, Grandmother, and Ellery? Maybe Hale? Maybe Ellie Tilson, the blonde girl who died back on the battlefield outside of Warrenville? What about Mosley? In all my recon missions throughout the forty thousand citizen-slaves, I’ve never laid eyes on him again. Perhaps the blackcoat guards murdered him. Perhaps he took his own life because it was too much to bear, or he was never able to envision himself in chains.

      So much death around me, so many people buried, and it leaves me saddened by the souls who are likely wandering the land, looking for a way home, wherever that may be.

      When Marla drops another shovelful of dirt onto the old stranger’s face, it’s so final that I have to look away. My shoulders lurch, and I absolutely cannot stop the tears from coming. I feel the security of James nearby. He puts an arm around me and pulls me in close. The rough material of his jacket scratches against my cheek. He smells like sweat and ground-up mint, with a hint of blueberries. It does little good to mask the overpowering fragrance of days without a bath.

      I don’t mind, though, because it’s a comforting smell. It’s the scent of someone who has worked damn hard to help me through the utter insanity that has entered my life over the past month. I ease into him and wrap my arms around his waist. He hugs me tighter, and I bawl, great rivers of tears rush down my cheeks, pouring so heavily that they could carve valleys.

      James is my rock. I have a father who is alive and well—so far—but James has become more of a father figure to me over the past month than my actual father ever will be. If I remember my verses from the Bible correctly, or as something I’m making up on my own, James is my rod and my staff: he comforts me.

      If I ever told James that I just compared him to God in my mind, he would laugh me right out of the forest. However, like the pictures the Elders used to draw back in my encampment—what feels like years ago—God is a large man with long hair and a full, flowing beard. James isn’t too far off from that.

      The thought of James laughing at me eases back my tears, and I manage to get my whimpering under control. I sniffle, snort, wipe my nose on a dirty, rain-soaked sleeve, and then I brush the remaining tears away from my cheeks, the ones that haven’t been washed away by the increasing downpour.

      “You okay, little girl?” James asks. He smiles and takes a step back, knowing that a couple of weeks ago, the “little girl” comment would’ve gotten him a punch in the gut.

      “I’m fine,” I say, crossing my arms and looking up at him. “I needed that, I think.” I’ve been going backward for the past couple of weeks. While we were retreating, I naturally stepped into the role of leader and it felt right, and it felt good. Then, when I got to our capital and I learned just how little control I actually had, my confidence began to wane. Then, Finn’s betrayal shredded any sense of power I had remaining. It ruined me, and I haven’t been able to fix myself.

      I’m a mess on the inside.

      I’m taking a horribly fast ride back into childhood, and, for now, I’m okay with it.

      How will I fight back against the DAV leaders, their army, and Finn the Betrayer when all I want to do is curl up underneath the heavy boughs of a pine tree and have someone comfort me?

      I am a shooting star, burning bright at first, and the further I fall, the fainter I get, until I’m extinguished, where I’ll become a jagged, black rock.

      When we began this journey, chasing the tromping citizen-slaves through the forest, I was hell-bent on revenge, taking down Finn and the entire DAV, freeing my people.

      Now all I can think about is making it through another night.

      I don’t have the energy to care anymore. My soul is weak. My spirit is fading.

      I hope James’s plan works.
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      By the luck of miracles, the shed is intact, still swarmed over with bushes, briars, and stray limbs, and it remains full of food.

      We sit in a half-circle around the doorway, outside of the shed. The foliage is thick enough overhead to give us protection from the rain. In here, we’re hidden from everything in the forest. This would make a good blind to hunt for deer and bear if we had time to hang around and monitor their daily watering and feeding patterns.

      Yet, as it stands, we make do with food—if you could call it such—that tastes even more like we’re chewing on wood mulch, but it’s food. Marla, the only Republicon who can read, points out that there’s an expiration date on the side of a large wooden crate. She says, “It’s good for another three years.”

      “How long’s it been here?” Squirrel asks.

      “Doesn’t say,” she replies. “Oh, wait, com… Commish—commissioned on July 4th, 2051.”

      Squirrel gags and spits out the block of…whatever it is he’s chewing and scrapes at his tongue with dirty fingernails. “Really? That’s, what, two hundred years ago?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” James says. “That thing tells us we got three more years before it goes bad, we need to fill up on it while we can, take as much as we can with us like we did last time.”

      Squirrel shakes his head. “And how come we didn’t think to check if it was two hundred years old when we ate it then?”

      “Does it taste any different?” James grins.

      “Now that you mention it, I guess not.” Squirrel shrugs and takes another bite, then tries not to wrench up his mouth in unintentional protest. “What do you think we’re eating, anyway?”

      Marla examines the silver-colored wrapper in her hand. “Only thing it says is ‘nutrition blocks.’ It’s probably a mix of cow anus and dried fruit.” She winks at me.

      Squirrel, understanding he’s being teased, defiantly takes another bite. “Mmmm,” he groans, “love me some cow anus.”

      “Gross.”

      The rest of us chuckle and I have to admit, as much as I hated the idea of abandoning the citizen-slaves, the food is worth every bit of effort. I wish it tasted as good as the bulk feels, but miracles can only grant so much.

      When our laughter dies down, James squints and cocks his head to the side, listening closely. He holds up a hand to quiet us. His eyes follow the sound of something off in the distance. I’ve spent most of my entire life in the forest, hiking, scouting, hiding, or stalking prey, and I know what everything sounds like—except for now. I can’t peg what James hears.

      I tap him on the shoulder and mouth, “What is it?”

      He puts a finger to his lips then holds up the bottom of his jacket. He grabs the zipper and wiggles it, pointing.

      I work my mouth around the words “You heard a zipper?” and he nods.

      That’s something I didn’t expect. Another human? Could it be a stray scavenger? It shouldn’t be any roaming citizens of the PRV, the ones who had escaped into the wilderness during the DAV army’s southern invasion. Wouldn’t they head further westward, toward the boundary of Kentucky? Anywhere but here, right? Any free PRV citizen should know that this area wouldn’t be safe. Not now, not ever. Unless of course it’s someone confident with the wilderness who felt he would be safer on his own.

      I could take guesses forever, and I’m wasting precious time listening to the voice in my head instead of the underlying noise of the forest; water drips from limbs, wind whips through the leaves above, and…there it is. The unnatural clatter of rocks, as if a foot has slipped on moist, mossy granite.

      We all cinch our muscles up tighter, the racket a clear indication that we may be in danger.

      My mind starts scrambling through possibilities again.

      What if it’s a blackcoat soldier and he’s tracked us five miles away from the march? It’s a strong possibility. Just yesterday morning, I had noticed a guard—the one we call Horse Head—had glanced in our direction, up into the woods where we were observing, after an uncontrollable sneezing fit took Squirrel by surprise.

      We ducked, he turned, and then he stared long enough for my insides to go gooey. Thankfully, he readjusted his rifle against his shoulder then resumed corralling the herd.

      Don’t be stupid. A lazy blackcoat wouldn’t waste the energy. And besides, they barely have enough guards to watch over everyone as it is. They wouldn’t risk losing the help.

      James motions for everyone else to retreat into the storage shed. Silently, he tries to insist that I need to go with them. I pinch my lips together, shake my head, and refuse to budge when he tries to push me after them.

      He furrows his brow at me.

      I point to my eyes with two fingers, then use the same ones to point out beyond the thick, impenetrable layer of brush. I don’t say anything out loud, but he knows what I’m asking.

      Can you see anything?

      No, he indicates with a short headshake. He motions with his hands.  It’s too thick.

      I point to my chest. Let me see.

      He rolls his eyes. Okay, fine.

      I spent years doing this in my own forest. Way back when I first heard the drumbeat of the war rhythm echoing down through my valley, I had been taking refuge from the rain in my favorite clump of rhododendrons. Thick branches along with clusters of dark green leaves made for a perfect hiding spot, yet it also gives me an advantage now. I have practice at picking things out through a cluttered field of vision.

      I remember Brandon’s words—God rest his soul, and another spirit who might be nearby—when he first trained me.

      Look for colors that don’t belong.

      Learn the movements of the forest. Find something going against the pattern.

      Use your instincts. If your gut says something is different, trust it.

      James should know this, and I don’t doubt that he does, but he’s many years older than I am. My vision is better.

      When I lower my head to find a better line of sight through the scraggly layers of leaves and twigs, I find a spot that stretches all the way out to the forest. I can see a smattering of tree trunks, stained dark with dripping rain, a cluster of boulders, and then the land dips down and away before it rolls up to the hillside to the north of our position.

      I wait. James waits.

      I’m beginning to think that he didn’t hear anything, or if he did, the person may have gone on by, a weary traveler minding his own business.

      I hope so. That would be best for everyone involved.

      But then I see it, and my breath catches in my lungs.

      It’s a flicker of green that doesn’t quite match the color of the surrounding leaves, dark green emerging from behind a fat oak trunk.

      It’s a jacket. I can see the grayish buttons on breast pockets. It’s my turn to put my finger to my lips and hope like hell that James stays quiet or that Squirrel doesn’t have another sneezing fit from inside the storage shed.

      Arm, shoulder, the side of a neck and then…long, dark hair. A cheek emerges. A full face follows it.

      I think that’s…wait, yeah, I recognize that face. That’s one of her men. What was his name? Didn’t they call him Darwin? Something like that?

      I’m slightly relieved. I know this man, and I reach for James to let him know it’ll be okay when I see Darwin’s arm cocked and pulling backward. The motion is a familiar one. He lifts his bow, arrow nocked, string pulled back close to his right ear.

      He’s aiming into our patch of cover. In fact, he’s aiming directly down my line of vision.

      What? No. Wait!

      I shove James. He’s much, much larger than I am, but it’s enough to send him sideways by six inches. The arrow whispers past, splitting the area between us in half, sailing so close to my arm that I can feel the wind rush past. It buries itself in the storage shed’s door with a loud thunk.

      It’s too late, but James covers his head and ducks. He can’t control his reaction. “Whoa!” he shouts.

      From up the hillside behind us, I hear her voice. I thought she’d gone. I thought she’d disappeared and moved away from this war, to claim her own land somewhere else.

      “Who’s in there?” she shouts.

      Crockett.

      James pulls his hands away from his head, stares at me. He purses his lips together and glances up at the sky, as if he’s asking God, “Really? Now?”

      “You’re covered on all sides, thief. Who’s there?” she shouts again, closer now.

      “Crockett? It’s James and Caroline. Call your man off, okay?”

      “Oh ho! James and the Kinder, huh? Saw them people marching over to the east. Looks like you didn’t win the war, hey now, little girl?”

      “I’m serious, Crockett, get that man to stand down, and we’ll come out.”

      “I don’t think I can do that.” She’s flanking us, coming around from the western side now. “You’re stealing our stash.”

      “Your stash? We claimed this two years ago.”

      “Funny. I didn’t see you here guarding it.”

      “Laws of the forest, Crockett. It’s ours and you know it. Republicon code, right?”

      She cackles with laughter. I can’t see where she is—the brush is too thick in her direction—but it’s a worrying sound. It’s as if some unidentified beast of the forest is howling before going in for the kill. Honestly, that’s likely not far from the truth. “How long you think it’s been since I lived by any kind of code, idiot? The only things we use around here that stick to the old ways are the land markers, and something tells me you didn’t see those three trees on all four points.”

      James had mentioned it briefly once we left the PRV horde behind this morning, saying he wasn’t sure if this was claimed territory or not. By the time we began our westward journey, I think we were all so maddeningly hungry, we forgot to check.

      James curses under his breath and rubs his big bear paw of a hand across his face. “Okay, we’re coming out. No weapons. Just get that fool with the bow to drop his hands and we’re good.”

      We hear a sharp whistle and when I check, Darwin has moved completely from behind the tree. The bow is at his waist, another arrow ready, but at least he’s not aiming between our eyes.

      “You’re good,” Crockett says.

      James looks back over his shoulder. I follow his gaze. The remainder of his Republicon clan peek out from behind the storage shed’s open doorway. They look worried, and it’s a weird feeling. They are smooth, quiet, elite marauders of the forest, the top of the food chain, but they know that Crockett and her men are unpredictable and dangerous, and we’re all at a disadvantage.

      Squirrel, Marla, and the others have their weapons—slingshots, knives, and crossbows—but if we walk out of here showing them, Crockett won’t hesitate to show us whose land this really is.

      Frustrated, James growls and pushes himself through the tangled limbs and leaves. I follow him in the large open space he leaves behind. The others don’t have quite the easy journey. They struggle, shove, and curse the branches and briars that poke at their skin and get tangled in their hair.

      When James and I break through into the clearing, we immediately see that it’s not just Crockett and Darwin. She wasn’t lying when she said we were surrounded. Her gang of surly men forms a circle around us to the north, south, east, and west.

      Twelve men—she’s picked up a couple of new members—glare at us with arrows drawn to their ears.

      Crockett smiles, showing blackened, rotting teeth. “This should be fun,” she says.
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      James motions for me to get behind him. When I don’t immediately comply, he grabs my arm and yanks me to cover. I’m not sure that it makes a difference, considering Crockett’s men are all around us. James fixes this by asking the rest of our little crew to circle me, forming a wall of bodies.

      “I don’t need to be protected,” I tell him.

      “Hush now,” he says, without looking at me. “That’s what we’re here for. You’ve got bigger battles to fight.”

      “James, I—”

      Crockett interrupts me. “Let ‘er out, James. Let’s see if the Kinder can live up to her promises before we put an arrow through her eyeball.” She’s really tempting fate, overly confident, because if I hadn’t lost my abilities—or had them stolen from me—all thirteen of them would be dead before they could let go of their bowstrings.

      I wonder if we should even tell her. Should we go on letting her think I’m still almost immortal? Would that give us an advantage?

      If she thinks I’m a Kinder, then it’s likely why she hasn’t ordered her men to kill James and his Republicons where they stand. That call for James to let me out…she’s just posturing. She might actually be scared.

      Good. This is good.

      We could get out of this alive, all of us, if we play it right. I’m praying that James is thinking the same thing.

      And then it’s all ruined when Squirrel says, “She ain’t a Kinder no more, Crockett.”

      James hisses for him to shut up, glaring at him with anger and disappointment for revealing the truth. The look on his face tells me he was thinking the same thing I was.

      Squirrel mumbles an apology. Marla smacks him on the back of the head.

      Crockett hooks her thumbs in her belt loops and rocks back on her heels. “Well, I’ll be. That so, young lady?”

      I don’t reply. Maybe if she thinks Squirrel is trying to trick her, it could work. It’s not all lost yet.

      “I asked you a question.”

      Again, I stay silent.

      Crockett points at a man to her left. He’s wearing dark slacks and a dark jacket with a single red stripe on his shoulder. His infantryman’s cap sits angled on his head and the weeks of scraggly beard growth gives him the look of a young man who’s trying too hard to look older. He’s a blackcoat soldier, a deserter, and I’m not surprised he’s taken up with Crockett’s gang. They probably found him wandering lost and alone in the forest, promised him a hot meal and a cut of their spoils.

      Crockett says to him, “Zander, please show them how serious I am.”

      Sometimes, I forget that I no longer have my Kinder abilities. I watch him release the arrow, and I move, thinking I can bend time, duck around the arrow, and grab it in mid-air. In my mind’s eye, I can see this happening, just like this: I grab the arrow, I snap it in half, and then I jam the arrowhead deep into the side of his neck.

      But, before my foot touches the ground, the arrow zips by my shoulder and penetrates Greely’s throat with a sickening thud. He groans, gurgles, and blood pours out of his mouth as he desperately claws at his neck with slick red fingers. He staggers backwards, falls through Squirrel’s outstretched arms, and lands facing the canopy above. It all happens so quickly that we hardly have time to react.

      James screams, “No,” and rushes for him. I scream too and do the same, but before we can bend over to do something, to help somehow, another arrow slams into Greely’s twitching body, sending us scrambling backward, falling away and landing on our rears.

      Crockett erupts in laughter and compliments Zander on his aim. She asks us, “Believe me now?”

      James surges to his feet and starts for her. “You…you…” He balls up his fist and cocks his arm.

      “Don’t,” I beg, grabbing the hem of his coat. I yank hard and try to pull him back.

      “What’re you gonna do, big man? Call me names?” Crockett spits on the ground, puts her hands behind her back, and bends at the waist. She juts her chin out and says, “It’ll probably hurt my feelings less if you just punch me. Go ahead. First one’s free.”

      She’s taunting us. She knows James will never have the chance. Any one of her men will drop him before he gets within five feet of her.

      “James, stop!”

      He must realize how hopeless our situation is, because he stops suddenly enough for me to run into his back. He reaches for me, grasping at my shoulder, as he pulls me close into his body. He uses his large frame as a shield again and retreats, back to the false safety of our little circle.

      Greely croaks one last time and dies. I can hear Marla sniffling behind me.

      James says, “We don’t need to do this. We can trade, leave, do something, Crockett. I’m sorry we crossed through your land, okay? We’ve been trailing the DAV army for days with little food, and we weren’t thinking. Let’s forget it happened. You can have the food in the shed. We don’t even want it.”

      “If I’m understanding you correctly, you’re trying to let me have what’s already mine?”

      “I didn’t mean it like—”

      “You stole some of it already,” she interrupts. “It ain’t never coming back.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry won’t fill our bellies, big man. You’re on our land, you’re stealing our food, leaving dead bodies behind that the animals will get to.” She points at Greely and shrugs as if it’s our fault he’s dead.

      In a way, she’s right.

      While she pauses for effect, I take another look at his body. He’s been around for a few weeks now, always hanging around Hawker, hardly opening his mouth to say much. I didn’t know him that well, or at all, truthfully, but the fact that he died trying to protect me is almost too much for my heart to bear. I can feel my throat closing. I’m not going to cry, though. I won’t give Crockett the satisfaction.

      James takes a step closer and tells her, “Listen to me. Please. We’re only passing through and if we’d known—if I had thought to check for markers, we wouldn’t be here. It’s my fault, and I can’t… I can’t say it any other way than that. Let ‘em go, and you can have me. How’s that sound? I’ll join your crew, whatever you want, but just let my family go. We’re all Republicons together. Have a little compassion for your kind because we meant no harm. We were hungry, we knew there’d be food, and that’s that. I’ll run with you until I work off the debt. That’s all I can offer.”

      She seems to consider this as she tilts her head to the side and stares at him with one eyebrow raised. “You’re just passing through, huh? Where you headed?”

      “North,” I answer, deciding to reveal the truth. Crockett is worked up about having something stolen from her, so perhaps she can understand that I’m trying to get something back that belongs to me, my people, my life, my freedom.

      And it only just occurs to me that if we can’t get ourselves out of this mess, I may never see my parents again. I’ll never have a chance to rebuild what was destroyed so many years ago.

      Crockett and James never got along, not a bit, but in hindsight, during the short time she was with us during the retreat, we had formed a small level of respect for each other. We had stood tall and firm as female leaders, even if our relationship had been less stable than a house built on rolling stones.

      “Heading north for what?” she asks me.

      “Five miles east of here, the DAV army—his army—” I say, pointing at Zander, the blackcoat coward, “is marching back to their land and their cities with my people.”

      Zander scoffs, smirks, and shakes his head.

      “You knew this was coming, Crockett. You ran with us for a few days, and it finally happened because we couldn’t fight back. Remember Finn, the other Kinder with us?”

      “So what if I do?”

      “He betrayed us all. He was working for the DAV the entire time, spying on us.”

      Crockett chuckles. “I had a feeling about that boy. Something was off about him. Matter of fact, that might’ve been part of the reason we got gone before things could get bloody.”

      “You knew about it?”

      “That he was spying? No. Gut feelings, nothing more. Can’t change it now, though, huh? Deed is done, and your people are slaves.”

      “Not if I can help it. I’m going to fight. I’m going to free them.” I’m not that convincing. Even I can sense the shakiness in my voice. I had all but given up because my mood was so low, but considering I’m fighting for all our lives, I can feel some of the old fire coming back.

      Small victories, right? Many battles make up a war and you only have to win one more than the other side.

      Crockett crosses her arms and studies me, then she glares at James, then she looks over each of my Republicon friends, one by one.

      She waits so long to speak that James gets fidgety and can’t stand still.

      She says, “I understand where you’re coming from, little lady. I get it. I do. I feel bad for your people, and that’s the honest truth, being all tied up in those DAV chains. I wouldn’t want to be in their shoes because Lord knows, Zander here ain’t nothing but a rotten grunt. If the rest of those blackcoats are anything like this bastard, your people got a long road ahead of ‘em. But, that don’t change the fact that y’all are on my property without permission, stealing my food. James knows the rules of the Republicon code. ‘Sorry’ is just a word, and if I grant y’all mercy, rumors might get around, and then we’d be wasting more arrows on intruders than deer meat.”

      James holds up a hand and says, “Wait—”

      “Let ‘em fly, boys!”

      “I invoke Fifth Right,” screams James.

      Whish, whish, whish.

      Arrows fly. James reacts, grabbing my arm and yanking me to the ground; the flying instruments of death miss us by inches.

      The others aren’t so lucky. I hear the thuds and yelps as the arrowheads pierce clothing, skin, bones, and organs. I hear Marla cry out, followed by Squirrel’s wail.

      A second round of arrows flies before they fall. James and I roll away from each other. Two arrows slam into the soft forest floor where we lay a half-second earlier.

      James bellows, “Fifth Right, damn you. I invoke Fifth Right.”

      In return, Crockett shouts, “Hold. Hold.”

      I look behind us. Every single member of James’s Republicon family is writhing on the ground, arrows protruding from wounds I know they won’t be able to survive. Lungs, hearts, throats—it’s not a compliment when I say that Crockett’s men have deadly accurate aim.

      I’m in too much shock to react.

      I’m simply…numb.

      I stare, motionless.

      James screams, “No!” as he looks at the bodies of his family, their inevitable deaths only minutes away. “I called for Fifth Right, damn you.”

      Crockett strolls over and stands above him, hands on her hips, grinning. “Didn’t I tell you we don’t conform to the old ways much around here? Then again, maybe if you’d called it sooner, your people might’ve had a chance.”

      “I said it soon enough,” he growls between clenched teeth. “They shot anyway. Now you’re honor bound.”

      “You think any of these harebrained fools know what Fifth Right is? I’m lucky they can feed themselves.”

      “What’s Fifth Right?” I ask in a daze.

      “Your friend here wants to fight me for control of this territory. Republicon ways—codes, laws—that go back a hundred years or more. Fifth Right says any leader of a clan can challenge another one for land rights.”

      “How?”

      James pushes himself to his feet, answering, “In a fight to the death, Caroline.”

      Crockett smirks, makes a sweeping motion with her arm from left to right. She says, “If you’re stupid enough to try, then so be it. Let’s do the dance.”

      I remember ten years ago, back when I was barely five years old, we had an argument in my encampment. Two Elders, Elder Lovell and Elder Mattingly, were continuously at war with one another—something about fighting over a tiny strip of land, or maybe it was about some cured goat meat. Both memories seem possible.

      The Elders’ arguments were so explosive that I can actually remember them yelling at each other in The Center.

      This was back before the rains came. I have this distinct image of them in my mind, standing across from each other on a hot, sunny day, shouting loudly enough to scare babies ten shacks away.

      Elder Lovell reaches for Elder Mattingly and misses. He falls to the ground, grabs a handful of loose, dry dirt, and slings it into Elder Mattingly’s face. Then they’re rolling, throwing punches, and dust billows up around them.

      I remember Grandfather pulling me away and back toward home. I remember feeling disappointed that I didn’t get to see the outcome.

      I wanted to know who won.

      Now, however, I can’t think of anything I want to see less.

      If Crockett wins, that means James is dead.

      If James wins, it means that he is dead, because there’s no way her minions are going to allow us out of here alive, not after killing their revered leader.

      He stands with me off to the side, wrapping his hands up in shredded shirt material, rain dripping off his beard. His breath smells faintly like the nutrition blocks back in the shed when he says, “I have to do this. It’s the only way.”

      “They’re going to kill you if you win. Can’t you see that?”

      “Not if they’re good Republicons.”

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “Are you insane? What on earth gives you the idea that her bunch of heathens are good Republicons who follow the laws, or rules, or—or the rights, whatever they are? Think this through. Please.”

      “It’s the only way,” he repeats, more insistently this time.

      “No, I can’t let—”

      He grabs my shoulders and spins me around, facing him. “Look at me. Look me in the eyes, Caroline, and understand me. They’re not good people, they’re not good Republicons, and we know that. You know it, I know it, but I have a plan, and you have to trust me. We can get out of here alive.”

      I see a flicker of doubt in his eyes. “You don’t really believe that.”

      “I do.”

      “No, you don’t. I can tell. I can see it in your face.” My bottom lip trembles. “Why? Tell me why you’re doing this.”

      He remains silent. He squeezes my shoulders tighter. He chews on the side of his bottom lip.

      And then he hugs me, pulling me close to his chest before I can see his tears fall.

      “I got us into this mess. It was my fault,” he whispers. “I wanted to come here. I made us come here.”

      “For the food,” I say, trying to nudge away from him. He holds me tighter.

      “It doesn’t matter. I brought us here, and I got careless. I forgot to check for markers. It’s all my fault. I should’ve… I should’ve checked. I messed up. Even if I’d seen any sign of her being around, maybe we could’ve grabbed some of the food and disappeared. We didn’t have to hang around. We didn’t have to come here. They’re all dead. My family is dead.”

      “Not everyone.”

      “Caroline, you know—”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “Stop. Don’t even try to convince me. This was my mistake, and I’ll go to my grave knowing that.”

      “You can’t make it better by dying for them, James.”

      “I know. It’s not for them. Not now. I know I’m not getting out of here alive. I’ve known it since the moment she had us surrounded. There’s no mercy in her heart. It’s a cold, dead rock. So here’s what you need to do—when the fight begins, you run. Her men will be watching us, and you might have a chance. Wait until we’re on the ground, something, anything. Wait until they’re cheering and not watching. You run as hard as you can, but don’t go in a straight line. Make yourself hard to hit. Be a rabbit. You’ve been in the woods your entire life, and you were an excellent scout in the worst zone imaginable for hundreds of miles. You can hide. You know how to hide. I’m not leaving here with air in my lungs, but you can do it. You’ve got a war to fight, Caroline. Save your people, and don’t let my family’s deaths be for nothing.”

      He lets me pull away enough to look up into his face. His kind, caring eyes stare back, ready to die for me. “I can’t. I won’t.”

      “You have to. If I’m going to die, let me do it in battle. We’ve all got our own wars to fight. Let me fight for you and for my people, so you can go fight for yours.”

      Behind us, we hear Crockett shout, “I’m ready when you are, big man. Let’s go. Hug her for the last time and be done with it.”

      James puts a hand on my cheek. “You heard me,” he says. “You know what to do.” He leaves me standing there as he backs away. He pulls his blade from its sheath and clutching it, smacks a wrapped fist into an open palm. “Crockett,” he shouts, “I hope you said your prayers this morning.” He winks at me, grins, and I’m afraid it’s the last time I’ll ever see him smile.

      I stay on the outskirts of the circle her men have formed. One of them tries to grab my jacket to hold me in place, but I yank free from him. “I’m not going anywhere,” I say.

      “Stay where I can see you.”

      I huff, cross my arms, and plant my feet. One foot points toward the center of the ring where James and Crockett circle each other. The other foot points northward. Knees bent slightly, I try to make it look like I’m watching their fight to the death, while preparing myself for an opportunity to sprint away.

      I don’t want to. God, I don’t want to.

      My heart is breaking.

      James saved my life. I wouldn’t be here without him, nor Marla, Squirrel, the Blakes, or any of the rest of his gang. James wants to claim responsibility, yet every single instance leading up to this horrible, horrible moment right now is my fault, not his.

      They followed me. They helped me lead my people. They stayed to fight during the one-sided battle at Warrenville when they could’ve disappeared into the forest and been gone forever. If they hadn’t been within the area of my encampment the day the DAV soldiers invaded, they could be somewhere hundreds of miles from here, living their lives in peace.

      Instead, they’re all dead by the hands of a woman that we should’ve done away with long ago. The first time Crockett and James fought, I stopped them with my Kinder’s strength. I could’ve let it go on. She and her gang were the outsiders then. I had my powers. We could’ve easily eliminated her.

      But no, here we are.

      Everyone is dead. James is exhausted and frail from weeks of running and the lack of food. The nutrition bars won’t give him enough energy. He doesn’t have a chance against her.

      His skin is gray and sagging. The green jacket that he never removes hangs loosely around his shoulders and his pants droop.

      If he wins, he still loses, no matter what, and I see no other way out of this.

      I thought there was nothing left of my heart to break after Finn’s betrayal, but this is unbearable. I can’t watch.

      Crockett hisses at him, “The old ways, huh? Knife to knife? This is what you wanted?”

      “You wouldn’t have had a chance with anything else,” James taunts. “I’m better than you with my fists, I’m better than you with my bow. Hell, I even piss in a straighter line than you. I’m honorable, Crockett. I didn’t want you to embarrass yourself in front of your men.” He lunges at her and swings the knife wildly, the blade slicing through the air in a fat arc that misses her throat by six inches when she swiftly jerks her head backward.

      “Better, huh? How’d you survive so long in the woods with an attack like that?”

      Crockett’s men laugh.

      She and James circle one another, bent low at the waist, with one hand held out for balance and guard while the other clutches a knife. Nervous fingers splay out, gripping and re-gripping the handle, as they both search for an opening, a weak point in the defense.

      Crockett is quicker but her reach is shorter. She drops low, pounces forward and catches James off balance as he loses his footing on a rain-soaked rock. He doesn’t go down, but the slip leaves him unguarded long enough for her to sink her knife into his thigh.

      He howls and swings with a fist. Crockett ducks his first swipe but doesn’t react quickly enough when he brings that same hammering arm up and down onto her back.

      She grunts from the blow and staggers to the side, pulling her blade from his leg as she goes.

      James cries out and clutches the wound. It’s not much, easily survivable, if that was all there was. Instead, now he’s wounded and his lumbering movements will be more impaired. He hobbles to his right, away from Crockett, giving himself time to catch his breath and recover.

      Crockett stands up straight and shifts her shoulders around as if to work out the pain from his blow. She twists her neck to the side, and I can hear the bones in her neck crackling over the rain in the forest and the excited breathing of her men.

      She giggles like a child, and I want to grab her disgusting, greasy hair and pull her to the ground. My rage for this woman can’t be measured. It’s impossible. I almost charge the center of the ring. If I can tackle her, hold her down, then James can use his blade to end this dreadful battle.

      I move forward a foot and make it no further before I feel a hand on my collar. I glance around and Zander, the blackcoat deserter, grins at me as he shakes his head.

      “You ain’t going nowhere,” he says. I reach up to knock his arm away, and surprisingly, he lets me. Zander turns his attention back to Crockett and James, more interested in what’s happening with this fight to the death than testing wills against a teenage girl.

      James hobbles from the stab wound in his thigh, but the sheer energy of the battle must be keeping the pain at bay, because he’s moving well. It’s either that or willpower. Maybe it’s both.

      James feints to the left, and when Crockett moves to dodge in that direction he cuts back and swipes at her rib cage. He wasn’t close enough. The knife’s tip catches a pocket on her chest and rips part of the material free.

      They lunge and dive, swinging their knives, looking for any sort of advantage. This dance of death goes on and on while Crockett’s men cheer and the rain falls. James misses with his blade again but lands another blow across her shoulders with a pounding fist. Crockett drops and rolls, narrowly escaping a knife in her heart as she flings her body to the side.

      They slink, and they duck, hurling insults at one another as much as they try to slice through abdomens and necks. Blood has soaked James’s pants leg, and I can see now that the wound is starting to bother him. He limps and winces when he puts too much pressure on it.

      When he trips over his own lagging leg and goes to the ground, Crockett is too far away to take advantage of the moment.

      James catches my eye and rubs his nose with his right hand.

      That’s my signal. He wants me to go.

      “Get up,” Crockett orders. “Fight me like a man.”

      “I’m done,” he says. “Too much blood. I… I can’t.”

      “I’m not falling for it,” she says, stepping closer to him. “Get up,” she screams.

      James stares at her and rubs his nose once more. Harder this time. Go, Caroline, he’s saying. Go, now.

      I take one last look at all of Crockett’s men. They’re fixated on the action.

      I turn, and I run.

      Behind me, I hear James say, “I’ll just fight from here,” and with that comes a grunt, followed by the telling sound of Crockett gagging. I slow down and look over my shoulder. James’s knife is buried in her throat.

      James was always so accurate when throwing a blade. I once saw him hit a quail in mid-flight.

      Crockett drops to her knees and falls forward. She doesn’t try to catch herself.

      James opens his arms wide, and I swear, for a split second, I think he waves goodbye to me.

      I run. Arrows fly.

      And I am truly alone, racing for my life.
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      It’s hard to run and cry at the same time.

      I learn this early in my escape when the tears blind my vision so much that I’m running into low-hanging limbs and tripping over downed branches. I’m more sure-footed than this in the forest, always, and I have to make the decision to do one or the other.

      Run?

      Or cry?

      The choice is obvious, but it’s no lie when I say that for a moment, I consider sitting down right in the middle of the clearing I’m darting across and crying until Crockett’s men catch up to me.

      A weak part of my heart wants all of this to be over.

      I can’t give in to that—I can’t—so I run.

      My head start was at least a hundred yards before they realized I was gone. I assume they were so upset with James for killing Crockett that they were too focused on filling his body with arrows to notice that I had vanished.

      His plan worked, and I want to hate him for it. There had to be other options—something we hadn’t thought of or something we could’ve bargained with. Maybe if I had told Crockett about the dreams I’ve been having, the one where the nurse injects me with a bright blue liquid and makes me a Kinder again, the very same nurse who had made Finn a Kinder. I can’t explain how I know that it’s real, that I’m seeing the future, any more than I can explain how I saw the past in my dreams; the one where I drank blood from Ellery’s fingertip as a baby, that one was true.

      The dream with the nurse, it’s real. I can feel it.

      I could’ve explained to Crockett that the ability to become a Kinder still exists out in the real world. If I had told her this, perhaps she would’ve hand-delivered me to the DAV in hopes of having a needle inserted in her arm as well.

      I can’t imagine how life would be with her dark stone heart beating inside a nearly immortal body with superhuman powers. She most certainly would not use her abilities for good.

      An arrow makes a swishing sound beside my head and embeds itself in the white trunk of a poplar tree.

      “Whoa,” I yip, ducking and covering my head. I risk a look behind me and see at least five of her men chasing after me at my six o’clock. There have to be more. I can’t think of a reason why any of them would stay behind.

      They’re flanking me.

      They’ve set the slowest of their group to be a part of the visible chase, out in the open, where I can see them and feel like I’m getting away while the faster ones try to get ahead and come at me from the sides. It’s what I would do and I begin looking for something out of the ordinary to my sides.

      My lungs burn. My thighs throb. I don’t know how much longer I can keep up this speed.

      Should I try to hide? Should I jump down an embankment and hope they run past? If I can just get to a thick patch somewhere within these unfamiliar woods, I might be able to do it. Unfortunately, as far as I can see, the forest is nothing but sparsely populated trees. Here, there’s no underbrush to clutter the open space. In places, I can see for acres across the dirty brown leaves that form a layer of bedding on the forest floor.

      I have nowhere to hide, which means that anyone on my flank—

      There they are.

      Four of Crockett’s men on the right side, southeast of me, and on the other side, to the southwest, three more approaching.

      I’m ahead of them by fifty yards but they’re gaining. I have no place to go.

      Unless…

      I react before thinking it through because I don’t have a choice. Waiting longer would’ve left no time for my only option to escape. I’m frail and malnourished. I haven’t slept well for a week or more while we followed the citizen-slaves on their slog northward. There is no possible way that I can outrun twelve grown men with bows, arrows, and deadly accuracy. Not here, not in this thin section of forest.

      Cutting to the right at a ninety-degree angle, I scurry directly in front of the four men attempting to flank me.

      They scream filthy things and, thankfully, their aim isn’t as good when they’re on the move. Arrows litter the ground and tree trunks around me, yet I keep running. I muster every last possible ounce of energy and thrust one leg in front of the other, pushing, pushing, driving myself up the eastern hill, trying to reach the ridge above.

      From there, it’s a five-mile sprint back to the safety of the least likely place; I’m going back to join the walking dead.

      Crockett’s Republicons certainly won’t attack in full sight of the DAV guards.

      At least I hope not. They won’t be that bold, will they?

      An arrow sails in front of me so near that the sharp edge of the arrowhead scrapes my hand. Surprised and terrified, I yelp and look down at the thin valley sliced through my skin.

      Too close. Move faster.

      My chest cries for relief but I have miles to go. It’s another hundred yards up the hillside. I can do this. I can make it. Once I reach the top, it’s mostly downhill from here on my way back to the road.

      I can do it. I know I can.

      Push. Push harder.

      An arrow lifts the hair at my neck, gets caught and flips around so that the feathers smack me in the face. I scream and duck. How much closer can they get without murdering me?

      One of them will get lucky.

      I start begging God for swift legs, because it’s the only thing left that I know to do and somehow, maybe, it works. I find an extra ounce of energy and drive myself upward as hard as I possibly can until I crest the ridgeline. I risk a brief look back. Down below, Crockett’s men have all come together again and they’re huffing up the hillside.

      They’re winded, tripping over each other and sliding on the wet leaves, not as graceful as the prey they’re after.

      I leave them behind, dashing quickly but carefully down the other side, heading east. This is the only chance I’ll get to put distance between us.

      God granted me a minute of space, maybe two, and I use every second to create a bigger barrier between my pursuers and me.

      This is what a rabbit, a squirrel, or a deer feels like when it has escaped the reach of a hunter.

      Now that I know how it feels, it takes away some of the thrill of the chase.

      If forest creatures have even the slightest bit of understanding, I can imagine what it must be like having to live as prey and fight for your life every single day.

      There’s some joy in escaping because I can feel the lightness in my chest—it’s easier to pull air into my lungs now—but the dread of always knowing the next chase is out there would be enough for me to give up. Yet somehow they do it, day after day.

      It must take so much courage to simply live.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m lost.

      At least I think I might be. Either I’ve gone the wrong direction or five miles is longer than I recall.

      How could I have messed up?

      I don’t know how this is possible, because I was certain that we had come directly west from the last position of the herd. During my escape, had I run so far north that I overran my target? Or did I make too many cuts and switchbacks trying to lose Crockett’s men? An hour ago, I was certain I heard them in the forest at my back, but now they’re nowhere to be seen, and I have no idea where I am.

      Given the waning light, I may only have a couple of hours of daylight left. The clouds are thick and black today, so it’s hard to gauge the relative position of the sun.

      I’m better than this in the woods. I know it. I’ve lived my whole life by the rising and setting of that big yellow circle in the sky. North is north, east is east. Things beyond my control have not changed merely because I am physically wasted and on the run.

      Not only are my legs and lungs screaming for a break, the unrelenting pressures of fear, remorse, and stress have affected my ability to think clearly.

      I have to stop, just for a moment.

      About fifty yards ahead, I spot a wall of rocks that didn’t get that way by themselves. They must be from the Olden Days. The Elders used to tell stories about great cities with buildings so tall that they disappeared into the clouds overhead; bridges and roads created part of a landscape that was prosperous, but foolish.

      Yet even before that, hundreds and hundreds of years ago, back when our ancestors came here on ships from another part of the world, they built houses from stones and sticks. They were even more primal than we were in our encampment with our wooden shacks and metal siding.

      I can hide in a place that reminds me of home.

      History has come back around again.

      “What was old is new again,” the Elders would say.

      They drew figures in the dirt from memory, descriptions passed down from forefather to forefather, and I always had a hard time really imagining what a ship would look like, much less travel on the river near our encampment or how it could travel across water so vast and deep that you couldn’t see the other bank across the way. No matter how they worked, at this moment I would love nothing more than to be on one of those great ships, floating back to wherever the ancestors came from.

      I can’t imagine the life they left would be worse than this.

      When I cut around to the side of the structure, I see that time and age have helped to collapse most of it into a pile of rubble. Only a quarter of it remains standing, forming a corner that faces to the southwest. The rocks are scattered about as if they fell and no one ever tried to pick them up. If we’d had a home this strong back in my encampment, Grandfather and I would have certainly kept it livable. It seems such a waste to let this go.

      I kneel down into the corner, checking my points of vision all around. From here I can see to the north, south, and east. Only my rear view is blocked, which is both good and bad. Good because I’ll be hidden from Crockett’s men chasing me, bad because I won’t be able to see them coming. I’ll have to rely on my hearing to judge their distance and location—and that’s supposing they’re still out there.

      Am I worth their pursuit? What do I matter anymore, really?

      To them? To anyone?

      Stop. You have a family.

      They’re all you have left. Fight for them. Fight for your people.

      But I’m so tired.

      My emotions roll like the hills of the Appalachians. Up and down, peaks and valleys, they can’t maintain any sense of a level mindset.

      One minute I’m encouraged and ready for the next battle in this war, and then the next, my emotional wounds bleed me dry, and I’m ready to wave the white flag of surrender.

      It’s too much to bear. I’m exhausted. I need rest.

      Even if it’s not peaceful, even if it’s filled with images of bloody battlefields and Republicon deaths and thoughts of James dying so that I might live, my body has to stop, if only for a little while.

      I feel something in the pocket of my jacket, a lump that I hadn’t noticed before. I reach inside and remove a nutrition bar, wrapped in silver. I must have shoved it there when we first heard Crockett approaching back at the storage shed.

      My stomach grumbles. It feels wrong to use this to revive my body while James, Marla, Squirrel, and the others lay dead and unburied a few miles from here.

      But I have to.

      I manage to hold back my tears while I chew, but it’s hard to swallow around the egg-sized lump in my throat.

      I eat.

      I rest.

      I struggle to keep my eyes open. I can’t fall asleep, not now, so I fight it, just in case Crockett’s men are still out there, in case they’re still coming.
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      I had the same dream.

      A tall building. Cars crawling like ants on the march. A nurse. A needle poking my arm. Blue liquid sliding through my veins. “You’ll learn soon enough, Child of Ellery.”

      I awake, drenched in rain and cold sweat.

      It’s morning. I slept the entire night here, exposed.

      My heart threatens to hammer its way out of my chest. I wasn’t supposed to fall asleep. Amazingly enough, I’m safe, and none of Crockett’s Republicons stand over me with an arrow pointed between my eyes. My only intruder is a curious chipmunk perched on a rock. He stands on his hind legs, staring at me, wondering what monstrous creature nature as brought into his home.

      The wind shifts and he wiggles his nose, smelling my scent, which has to be a mixture of sweat, eternally drenched clothes, and the remnants of a sweet nutrition bar.

      I keep quiet and hold as absolutely stone motionless as I can.  I don’t want to frighten him. I’ve been scared enough by things that are much bigger than me lately—like the entire Democratic Alliance of Virginia—and I don’t want to be the cause of fear in something so inquisitive and innocent.

      This pause, this small moment of silent consideration, saves my life.

      I hear the soggy snap of a damp tree branch, muffled by sopping wet leaves and mud underneath a boot heel.  The chipmunk’s ears perk up, he glances to the side, and then he’s gone, scurrying down into his tiny den among the piles of rubble.

      I do not move. I hold my breath for fear of having the rustling of my clothes give me away as my chest rises and falls.

      I try to picture what it might be—animal or human—as I focus on the details of the noise. Two-legged or four-legged. Soft or heavy? Cautious or unaware? I listen to the snap in my head, over and over again, as I wait for something to poke its head around the western-facing wall. I can barely swallow.

      A thicker sheet of rain pushes through, and since the wind has changed, the ever-present drops blow directly into my face. Water drips from my eyebrows, the tip of my nose, and off of my earlobes. The whish of the wind in the leaves and the rain peppering everything around me masks the forest noise.

      The leaves shift with the breeze and flash their underbellies again. For one brief moment I’m relieved as it carries the drops somewhere else, only this time, it brings with it an unmistakable smell: the rank odor of an unwashed man.

      It could be anyone. It could be a traveler passing through. It could be a scout for a different tribe of Republicons. Maybe I’ve crossed into someone else’s territory and didn’t know it, as if I would’ve known what markers to look for anyway.

      Crockett’s was three trees, side by side, in a clearing.

      James told me one time—on our flight to the capital—that when they weren’t on the move and looking for new resources, their markers were two trees sawed off at ten feet, followed by a third at five feet.

      That’s something I would’ve noticed, maybe, during my escape. If it was anything less obvious that blended into the forest, I couldn’t have known.

      Maybe it’s a PRV citizen who escaped the DAV weeks ago, and now he’s drifting alone in the woods merely trying to survive. The thought gives me a flash of hope.

      During our encounter with Crockett, the fight to the death, and my hysterical escape, I hadn’t noticed the fact that my backpack was missing. I remember that it’s back in the storage shed. I had taken it off to store as many nutrition bars as I could possibly carry. Also inside it are my knife and my slingshot, weapons that would be of good use at the moment.

      I curse silently and slide my hand down to the ground beside me, watching the wall’s edge and blindly fumbling for a good-sized stone to throw. My fingers close around one that feels adequate enough to distract a fully-grown man as long as my aim is true. A quick peek reveals that it won’t kill him, but it’ll stun him so that I can at least attempt to run.

      Thump, thump. Thump, thump.

      My heart beats so loudly that I’m almost certain whoever this is on the other side of the crumbling, ancient home can hear it.

      If not that, certainly he can smell my fear.

      I listen to the shuffling of rocks mere feet away.

      Come on, come on. Just do it. Peek around the wall.

      And then, seconds later, he does.

      Zander.

      He spots me in the split-second that it takes me to recognize him. He growls and lunges for me as the rock flies from my hand. It catches him in the center of the forehead but does nothing more than give him pause. He shakes his head, blinks away the pain, and jumps for me.

      I’m lighter on my feet, and more nimble, so his outstretched arms find nothing but empty space as he stumbles and falls into the remaining rock wall.

      Should I run or fight?

      Don’t be stupid. Get away. Now!

      I spin around and push with thighs that have recovered with overnight rest. It’s too much. I don’t expect to have as much strength as I do and it sends me forward into a bed of loose stones. I roll with them, dancing across the top as I try to maintain my balance. It works for seconds—that feel like hours—until my right foot finds a crevice and drops until it gets stuck, twisting, turning with momentum and sending me to the ground. The sensation is almost like the Earth itself reaching up to grab my ankle and yank me down. My face bounces off a rock, bloodying my nose.

      I bite my lip as well. I can already taste the blood.

      Throwing myself onto my back, I see Zander coming for me, vicious, thrilled snarl pulling his upper lip to one side. “Too bad for you, huh?” he says, holding his hands out like claws, clenching and unclenching his fingers. “Thought you could get away from us. You don’t get away from the best tracker the DAV army had ever seen.”

      “Then why did you leave?” I ask, trying to stall him.

      “Because after we destroyed your village—oh yes, don’t look so surprised. I remember you. I was there when they slit that old hag’s throat. Your Republicon friends didn’t get all of us that day. Those were my friends that died that day, scout, and you want to know how good it felt to watch that rotten gaggle of thieves lay there on the ground, wiggling like worms as the blood leaked out of those holes in their bodies? Damn good. Nothing sweeter than revenge. But to answer your question, I left because I learned to take what’s mine, instead of doing it for someone else. I met Crockett and her men in the forest, and they kindly let me tag along.”

      As he approaches, I’m subtly trying to work my foot free. He has another fifteen feet of space to cover, stalking me over loose rocks on the ground. As before, I blindly feel at my sides, hoping to grasp another rock to use as a weapon. Most of the ones within arm’s reach are too big for me to throw with any effectiveness; however, I could possibly lift one rapidly enough to knock the side of his head.

      I ask, “So instead of working for the blackcoats, you decided to work for Crockett? How’s that different?”

      He chuckles. It’s a repulsive laugh that rattles the phlegm in his throat. “She wouldn’t have lasted long trying to run things, not with me around. Her own kind were already starting to turn on her, and then you lot showed up and sped up the inevitable. In a way, I guess I should be thanking you because once I get back to the others with your pretty little blonde scalp for a necklace, guess who they’re gonna cheer for? Guess who they’re gonna put in charge of things?”

      “I saw a chipmunk earlier. I’m sure he could do a better job.”

      He laughs again, clears his throat, and spits the results by my head. It lands a safe distance away. My hand settles on a rock and tests its weight, but only a little, just so I can feel it and he can’t see me doing it.

      This one has to work.

      He’s more observant than I thought. “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” he hisses as he shakes his head. “That’s not very nice. Put it down.”

      “Put what down?”

      “Your little weapon.”

      Foiled, I have nothing to lose, so I pick up the stone and sling it at him. He dodges it easily as it sails past his head. My last hope clunks against the western wall that guarded me all night and falls to the ground, useless.

      “What a shame,” he says, chuckling over my pitiful attempt. “I was going to make it painless, scout, but that little stunt will cost you.”

      Zander removes the bow hanging around his shoulders, nocks an arrow, and draws it back. The bowstring creaks against the tension. He aims squarely at the center of my stomach.

      I don’t say anything. I don’t have any words left.

      “Gut shot,” he says, breathing heavily through his nose, as if he’s excited. “A couple of them ought to give you plenty of time to think about your mistakes.”

      Too late for that. It’s all I’ve thought about since the night Finn the Betrayer attacked me on the battlefield outside the city of Warrenville.

      I wait for the end.

      But I also continue to wiggle my trapped foot, just in case.

      If I could…it’s almost… Just a little more…

      I squint and turn my head, looking away from him. Waiting. Waiting.

      Movement catches my eye. The chipmunk bursts from his den and scampers across the rocks. Fleet footed, he jumps from wet stone to wet stone, never breaking stride. He’s smart enough to know when it’s time to flee.

      His flight to safety distracts Zander, who looks away from me, eyes fixated on the chipmunk as he gallops toward a nearby tree stump.

      This is my last chance. I throw my body sideways, using what strength I have left to yank my foot free. I roll. I have nowhere to go out of the reach of Zander’s arrows, but I roll. The animalistic survival instinct inside me won’t let me give up. So many times within the past couple of days I’ve wanted to stop. I’ve wanted to close my eyes and let death take me because it seems so pointless. But here I am, now, in the most helpless situation I’ve been in, and I’m refusing to give up.

      That tells me I still have a little bit of fight left in me—enough to fight for my life, if only for a few more seconds.

      Zander is so close.  I feel the arrow as soon as I hear it. At short range, it’s a miracle that he actually misses my abdomen. It lodges in the loose jacket material at my side. I grab it by the arrowhead, pull it straight through, and I jump for him, driving the tip deep into his thigh; I feel it stop when it hits bone.

      The blackcoat deserter roars and bends over, one hand on his leg, another on the arrow. It’s a natural reaction to get at the thing hurting you the most, the way we instinctually slap our arms with a mosquito bite or swat at a honeybee that stings your foot.

      I swing upward and feel the soft stones between his legs smash underneath my forearm. Another roar in my face; his breath smells like a dead deer on a humid day.

      Both my hands close around a heavy rock the size of a small pumpkin and I slam it into his mouth. He falls backward, dazed, wounded in three places and disoriented.

      Zander, on instinct, tries to use his bow as a prop to break his fall, and much to my dismay, it snaps in two. My heart sinks. I could’ve used that.

      Damn it. Damn my luck.

      His quiver lies empty beside him. With only one arrow, which now protrudes from his thigh, the loss of the bow does not seal my doom, but it would’ve been useful.

      Still…

      Stunned and confused, Zander coughs and smirks up at me as I stand over him with my weapon. I can’t tell if I’ve knocked teeth loose or if they were already missing. He gurgles and empties a mouthful of blood to the side.

      “Gonna kill me, girl? You can’t do it, can you?” he asks. “I knew you wouldn’t have it in you.”

      “You sure about that?” I fall forward, rock held high over my head, and I bring it crashing down, again and again. “This is for Grandfather… And Brandon… And James… And Marla… And Squirrel.”

      When I’m finished, one blow struck for each of the spirits in my life, I feel an overpowering sense of shame for allowing the animal in me to take over.

      I have to tell myself that his was just another casualty of war before I can breathe normally again.

      The others will be looking for him soon.

      I have to go find my flock.
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      Zander’s blood on my hands is evidence of wrongdoing to nobody but me, yet I can’t allow it to stay on there. The cloying, metallic smell is making me sick to my stomach and I get a whiff of it each and every time I pump my arms while I run.

      I stop briefly under a wider opening in the forest canopy and hold my hands up to the pouring rain. It’s not enough to wash it away completely. I curse and keep running, trying not to breathe in the odor. About a quarter of a mile later, down in the trough of a small valley, I find a natural spring gushing out of a hillside outcropping. I scrub with porous rocks until my hands are pink and cold from the chilly water.

      They look like my hands again, not weapons of murder.

      Not murder, Caroline. War. Kill or be killed.

      I hold my mouth open under the rushing spout. The water is clean. It’s fresh runoff from the constant rain, traveling over rocks with little time to pick up silt and sludge. I drink until my stomach is full. It’s the only way to stave off the emptiness in my gut—both physically and emotionally.

      Marking my location by the sun, which scarcely claws through a thinner spot in the cloud cover, I head due east. I still don’t know how I got myself lost, but I blame the exhaustion, the fear, and the hunger. East is the only way to go. Eventually I’ll find the road we left behind. It’s there. It’s just a matter of how far.

      I stop for a handful of blueberries. They won’t last long, but it’s something.

      I’ll let the valley be my guide. The rushing creek at my side has to empty somewhere, and my guess is the river that ran to Warrenville. It bordered the road for a spell, and this stream will get me where I need to be.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I find it by nightfall. It shouldn’t have taken me so long to go a mere five miles in the woods, but that was if I had been on my original track from the storage shed. I don’t know how far off course I had gotten; perhaps the valley weaved and curved too much. I should’ve known it wouldn’t be a straight line. Or it’s possible that the road heading north had been laid further to the east from my position.

      Regardless, I made it. I’m here, and there is no sign of Crockett’s remaining Republicons behind me. Thank God.

      The biggest problem is—which is now my only problem—forty thousand marching citizen-slaves and a thin regiment of DAV blackcoats are nowhere to be seen. It’s unlikely that any additional bands of roving Republicons will be in the area given the blackcoat presence, but I have to stay cautious. Being around the open path carving through the mountains, and highly visible, is dangerous.

      Where I’m lurking up here on the ridgeline, it’s too hard to see in the cloud-covered, weakening light of dusk. I have to get closer to the road so I can check for evidence of the group’s passage. Broken limbs, tromped grass, or Heaven forbid, a body left behind—something will give me a clue as to whether I’m ahead of them or behind.

      It doesn’t take me long. I find a ragged, muddy shirt lying among a tall patch of grass pushed to the ground. It used to be pink. There’s a white rose sewn into the chest. I feel for the little girl who lost it, because she may be shirtless and freezing.

      To me, in a way, it’s a good sign. At least I know I’m trailing my people, and I shouldn’t have much trouble catching up to the lumbering masses.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The days are long and miserable by myself. At least with James and the others around, we had company and conversation, someone to gripe to and someone to help with the seemingly never-ending task of finding enough food to keep my body fueled.

      I’m not complaining, because at least I’m free, but it’s somewhat easier on the marching PRV people. The road provides a clear surface and often, a level path for them to make their journey. Me, I’m climbing over downed trees, taking extra-long detours around rocky outcroppings, and climbing in and out of valleys just to stay side by side with everyone.

      For a few hours one day, I have to stop and rest because each of my legs feel like they weigh four hundred pounds apiece, about what I imagined General Chief Hawkins might have weighed back in our encampment so long ago—the gluttonous jerk.

      It takes so long for all forty thousand future slaves to pass that my legs feel somewhat normal again by the time I’m ready to catch up to the lagging stragglers.

      This goes on for another week.

      Track quietly, rest, sleep, and eat what I can find in the mountains. Twice now, I’ve sneaked into the camp in the middle of the night and snitched some bread and dried meats from a supply wagon. Since it’s only me and not a gang of starving Republicons, the guards don’t notice that something is missing when they do inventory each morning.

      If it were me, and if I were leading the march, I would be sure to post sentries around each of the supply wagons because there have to be some folks who have gone hunger-mad willing to mount an uprising, or attempt to raid the wagons when everyone else is asleep.

      Regardless of their reasoning—and it’s my guess that the commanders are using every available hand to make sure there are no escapees at night—I’m grateful for their ignorance or misguided attention.

      For the longest time, James and I both had wondered how the blackcoat guards like Horse Face and Chicken Legs were able to keep up, marching all day, keeping watch all night. And then one day I see how—the DAV army has a number of sleeping carts scattered throughout the procession and the soldiers take turns. Only God knows how they’re able to catch some shuteye during the day with all the noise of tens of thousands of people crying, moaning, and complaining, coupled with the rattling of an unstable cart, but they do.

      It’s bad news, really, because that means the DAV has double the guarding forces we thought they did.

      I can’t believe we hadn’t noticed this before, considering the number of times we had slithered around among the makeshift camps each night. Then again, we had been searching for provisions and my parents. Our minds were elsewhere.

      I get up from my perch on a ridge overlooking the group and brush the damp leaves and dirt from the back of my legs. I don’t know why I’m allowing this discovery to be such a burden on my mind. So what if the DAV guards are double in number? I can’t do anything about it.

      Maybe if James and the rest were here, we could’ve continued with our eventual plans of taking the guards out one by one, but now, I don’t dare.

      If I slip up, if I make a mistake, I have no backup. If I’m captured, I’ll never get to meet Nurse and—I hope—get my Kinder abilities back.

      If I slip up and they kill me, then, well, that’s the end of that, and this has all been for nothing.

      I have to be smart.

      Down below, a gunshot fires, once, twice, three times. The same round of shots fire off in the middle of the pack, then closer to me at the rear. It’s the signal to break for a midday feeding. Two days ago, extra supply carts arrived from the north, and my people have been fed slightly better. From what I can see, the guards are handing out extra portions of beef jerky and two slices of bread instead of one. Also, there are a number of huge carts stacked high with bushel baskets of green apples.

      I don’t recognize the area where we are, because I’ve never been this far east before, but we must be getting closer to the borders of the Democratic Alliance of Virginia. Blackvale won’t be too far beyond that, according to the Elders and the stories they told ages ago.

      If we’re closer to the capital city, that means it’ll be easier for them to deliver supplies to their spoils of war. They can feed and strengthen their slaves and have them in better working condition.

      Being this close also means we can’t be too far from my home.

      The realization has a powerful effect on me. I trudge aimlessly in a daze for miles, trying to decide if I want to go pay a visit or not.

      How many spirits will be there? Will the decision to go come back to haunt me?

      As I ponder this, I hear some excited shouting down below. The guard we had called Left Foot, for the way he seemed to be so clumsy all the time, comes thrashing through the river of citizen-slaves, holding his arms up and waving to Horse Face and Chicken Legs.

      He shouts to them from a distance, loudly, and from my hiding spot—I’d drifted dangerously close—I’m able to make out what he says, but only just: “General says three days from home, boys! Woohoo!” and then he promptly trips over his own feet and falls face down. He thrusts himself up from the ground and shoves the man closest to him. “God dang fool, get out of my way.”

      Left Foot trudges over to the other guards, and they chat with excitement, likely talking about what they’ll do once they get back home. I imagine they’re conversing about warm baths and soft beds, maybe a hot meal, too. All things I could use, and may never see again.

      So, this is it. We’re almost there. The dreams have given me no direction and no instructions. I don’t know where I’m supposed to go or how I’m supposed to find Nurse, but I figure whatever is guiding these visions will show me the way once I get to Blackvale. If it’s God, and he’s present enough to be involved, then perhaps I have nothing to worry about, and I’ll know what to do once I see it.

      I take a deep breath and push a branch out of the way. I watch all of these people walking by. Their determination to survive seems to be strengthened by the new food and by overhearing the news that their journey is almost over.

      They’ll be okay for now, I think. So will my parents. I’ve spied on them once or twice within the past few days, and they seem to be handling things well for the time being. They remain near the front of the pack, and though I haven’t noticed any special treatment, they’ve been involved in conversation with some of the blackcoat captains and the man who may be the general leading this march. What they could be talking about is anyone’s guess, yet if I had to pick, I would say they’re being grilled about my life as a Kinder. How did I get the abilities? When did Ellery arrive in camp? Why did they leave me behind? Things like that.

      Or, they could be asking them if they can make it stop raining. Who knows? Whatever the subject may be, neither appears to be in pain, only exhausted, and that’ll have to be okay until I get back.

      I’ve made up my mind. I’m going back to the encampment.

      I’m going to go visit the empty hole of a life I used to have. I’m going to look over what little remains, and I’m going to use it as firewood for the burning flames in my belly. It’s time. No more pouting. No more whining. I’ve made it this far. We’ve all made it this far.

      That man right there, with the hat tipped sideways, carrying an ancient woman on his back—I’m fighting for him.

      The woman with the purple shirt that’s soggy and ripped underneath the arms…her too.

      I did it before, and I’m going to do it again. I’m fighting for them, but I’m also fighting for me.

      I’m sick to death of these emotional valleys. No more.

      It’s time to fuel the fire.

      It’s time to feel the rage.

      It’s time to use it.
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      It’s worse than I could’ve imagined.

      I’ve already lost track of time. How long has it been since I’ve been here? Six weeks? Longer? Less? God, I can’t even remember. The days have all blended together by now, one tree looking just like the last. Day and night cycle through, and yet I feel like I’ve passed the same mountain maple a thousand times.

      This is horrendous.

      I stand at the northern edge of my former encampment. I remember running through here on the day I heard those horrid drums pounding out the beat of the war rhythm.

      Boom, boom, ba-boom. Boom, boom, ba-boom.

      I ran back here as fast I could. Brandon went back north with me to survey the forward runners and the vanguard. Brandon died saving my life.

      And nearby is where Finn unleashed the genesis of his Great Betrayal.

      We thought we were rescuing him from certain death. He was leading us to ours.

      I hold my position fast, ready but not ready to go in. The fires have long, long burned out. All that’s left is a graveyard of charred, skeletal remains of every single hovel someone called home. Even General Chief Hawkins’s house, five times the size of any shack, is nothing but sticks and timbers. Support posts look like blackened, picked over cornstalks, stripped of their cobs and leaves. Some personal items are scattered about, like books and clothes, shoes and a frying pan lying upside down in the mud.

      I spot an empty sack that looks like the one that used to contain sugar that Grandfather and I adored so much. Sugar. It’s been so long and I’ll probably never taste it again.

      Our little valley where we lived looks the same, but so much different now that I can see it completely. My view isn’t blocked by wooden shacks and chimneys belching smoke, or wet clothes hanging underneath canopies to block the continual rain from soaking them all over again.

      It’s wide and spacious, this valley, and I recall a time when the sun used to set down between those two dipping hills to the west. Back before the rains came, on days where clouds speckled the horizon, there would be the most unbelievable pinks, oranges, and reds. Words can’t do the beauty justice.

      I feel the pure hatred for Finn and the blackcoats boiling inside me.

      They ruined everything. We had good, quiet lives here. We played games outside when the sky graced us with light sprinkles instead of heavy downpours. We met in The Center and told jokes and stories. We shared food over a campfire; deer meat sizzling on a spit, the smoke rising upward, drifting out of a hole in the shelter protecting us from nature’s onslaught.

      Those greedy blackcoat bastards took it all away from us.

      We are a ruined people.

      Worse than that, though, worse than the burned hulls of former homes, worse than the ruined memories, worse than the idea that we’ll never have anything of our own again, unless I can change things, is the mass of bodies scattered everywhere.

      When the DAV army marched through, after James and his gang had eliminated those few blackcoat soldiers in our village and we had retreated to Warrenville, the rest came and they burned whatever they could, but they left the bodies behind.

      If words fail to grasp the beauty of a warm evening sunset, then they certainly fail to grasp the devastation of seeing everyone you used to know in various states of decay.

      I hold a sleeve over my nose to block the smell.

      Some are partial skeletons, some are not. It’s been a while. There are animals in the woods, bears and bobcats, that don’t know that the results of the DAV’s actions should not have been an invitation to a free meal.

      I close my eyes. That’s enough.

      I will not allow the DAV the satisfaction of dwelling on my people and their remains.

      I picture it the way it was, back when it was right.

      Sunshine. Love. Laughter.

      Hugs and kisses. Elder Nunn and Elder Lorra holding hands. Children hiding and chasing each other through the bank of fog drifting down from the lake.

      There, that’s better.

      But it doesn’t last for long, because I have one thing left to do.

      My old shack, my home, is also a skeleton of blackened timbers. The roof is gone. The two mattresses burned through, leaving behind nothing but the metal frames. The bucket is still there. At least it didn’t melt in the heat.

      Whatever the DAV used, it burned hot enough to gut walls and a roof that had been soaked through to the point where you could wring water out of the wood if you were strong enough. It’s all gone but the flooring. Somehow that survived, mostly, and on it is the reason I am really here.

      Grandfather.

      He’s in the same spot where I had to leave him behind and whether it was the unpredictable nature of fire or a gift from above, there’s something left of him, allowing me the opportunity for a proper burial.

      I don’t have any tears left. Though I am soaked from head to toe, my skin so wet that I am pickled and white all over my body, I am bone dry on the inside.

      I feel rage, remorse, and pain so deep that I drop to my knees in the mud, but I cannot cry. Can’t or won’t. Right now it feels like the same thing.

      A crow squawks overhead. I lift my eyes and watch him alight on the limb of a nearby oak tree. He bobs his head and shifts from one foot to the other on the swaying branch. I feel as if he’s waiting for me to move on so he can have his turn.

      Not today.

      I pick up a rock and sling it at him. I miss and the rock goes thunk on the tree trunk and falls to the muddy ground, but at least it scares the crow to flight. He squawks louder this time as he flaps away.

      Filthy creature.

      Who had a shovel? Was it Elder Marcon?

      I push myself to my feet and try to recall the last time I borrowed one.

      No, not Elder Marcon, it was—forget it. There has to be one somewhere.

      Twenty minutes later, after combing through the remains of huts that crumbled under my feet and broke apart in my hands, I find what I’m looking for.

      Elder Brall must have borrowed it from the owner, and there are signs that he had tried to use it as a weapon. His remains are on the ground, clutching it in bony fingers, with a hatchet buried in the wooden handle. There’s another one buried in his skull; signs of a close-quarters battle that didn’t end well for the man who gave me candy each Sunday morning until I was twelve years old.

      I reach down and pull the shovel loose from his grip in the afterlife. The arms fall limply and his head rolls to the side, propped up by the remaining hatchet.

      I… I can barely bring myself to do it, but I can use both of them. They’d make great weapons in the woods over the last couple of days as I journey to Blackvale. Who knows what I’ll run into this far north. Republicons, maybe? Or some blackcoat soldiers patrolling an area that they would consider to be their own now?

      Better safe than sorry.

      I wrench the hatchet free from the shovel’s handle, and then I turn my eyes away from Elder Brall. My hand closes around the second hatchet’s handle, and I wiggle it. The thing is in there deep. This won’t be easy.

      My stomach churns and I steady myself. When I try to pull the blade free, Elder Brall’s head moves with it. If I pull too hard, his head could—

      Don’t think like that. Just… Boot. Use your boot.

      I should walk away. I could take the one free hatchet, and that’d be fine.

      But, unfortunately, necessity begs me to try harder.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “So sorry.”

      I tighten my grip, plant a boot heel on the skull of one of my favorite Elders, and then I yank hard once, and then once more. It comes free, and I fall backward, splattering my backside in a puddle. I didn’t think it was possible to get wetter than I already am, yet this soaks me through.

      I am victorious, however, pleased by the small battle won over an axe buried in the head of a neighbor and friend.

      It feels wrong to be excited. It does, really. I’ve seen too much though. I am bitter and angry.

      I have to become a monster if I am going to kill a monster.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Grandfather’s remains rest underneath a weeping willow tree a few hundred yards north of the encampment. Its drooping limbs hang over his favorite fishing hole, and if I had a tear to shed, if I hadn’t been emptied of everything other than the need to get revenge, I would let the flood loose from my eyes.

      A weeping willow. How appropriate is that?

      I recite what I remember of James’s Republicon Prayer because it’s the only thing I know all the words to, unlike the Bible. We were never that religious, yet I should, at least, remember the Lord’s Prayer. The words aren’t there.

      Exhausted from the digging, I’m not sure I can head back this evening, not without some rest.

      I gather reeds and some dry brush I find underneath the dense boughs of a pine tree, along with some pine needles that are only slightly damp from the same place. I make myself a bed on the ground and lie down next to Grandfather’s grave. Some rain seeps through the limbs and leaves above me, but it’s not anything I can’t handle. I’ve slept in downpours. Under here, it’s a trickle. This is almost like sleeping in sunshine. Not really, but having something to look forward to makes the bed a little softer.

      I kept clear signs of how to get back to the group this time. There were no Republicon markers that I could see either, and it won’t hurt to rest for a little while. From what James had told me over the past month, Republicons rarely venture this far north, especially when there are easier resources to be had further south. The only reason they were up in this area on the day the DAV invaded was because they had run out of leather to repair old boots. Another gang of Republicons had mentioned that there was a supply of abandoned shoes at an army base somewhere up close to Rafael’s Ridge.

      When I’d told him it wasn’t ours, and when he learned that I hadn’t seen anything like that for miles around during all our salvage missions, he cursed the man who’d told him. “I bet he just wanted to poach our territory while we were gone. Son of a gun.”

      James had also mentioned that there weren’t many Republicon families who were as bad as Crockett’s. Most of them didn’t live up to the common misconception of being vile thieves, murderers, and pillagers. “They’re like us,” he’d told me. “We believe that the world was meant for sharing, which sounds an awful lot like the way your people ran things in your encampment. Only difference is, we’ll only take something when someone doesn’t feel like sharing. See? And don’t give me that look. Stealing is just a word. Out here, it’s eat or be eaten. You think a hungry bear feels bad about taking something that isn’t his? Guilt, Caroline, is a human construction.”

      I cover my eyes with the crook of my elbow to block out the cloud-covered light.

      I miss James. The others were wonderful, and I doubt I would’ve survived without all of them by my side, but James was special.

      My rock. My friend. My brother.

      James is gone.

      Grandfather is gone.

      Brandon is gone.

      The Finn I knew and loved, before the betrayal, is gone.

      If guilt is a human construction, then I guess Fate doesn’t feel bad for stealing everything away from me either.

      I can say one thing for certain; I’m not going to feel a damn bit of remorse when I go take my people back from the thieving blackcoat oppressors.

      Sleep comes easy and without fear.
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      For the first time in ages, I don’t dream of Nurse and the needle. I dream of a roaring fire under a clear night sky. I can see stars. I can see Big Pot and Little Pot. The Bear and The Cub. Heaven’s Angel and Warrior Man. I know I’m dreaming but how long has it been since I’ve seen this back in the real world?

      It feels like it’s been raining for most of my life, but in reality, it’s only been a year, I think. None of the Elders could guess why it happened; their only reasoning was that an angel had angered God, and now God was wringing every last tear from the offender.

      I know it wasn’t true when they said these things. Some of the more sensible Elders would whisper tales of man performing what they called “experiments,” and, “abominations against humanity.” I could hardly gather what any of this meant, but it seemed possible, and even more so now. Given what I learned from Finn about the history of the Kinders—supposing he was telling the truth—then it’s easier to believe that men in white coats could pull levers and change the weather.

      If they can create superhumans with a little bit of blue juice, then wouldn’t they be advanced enough to control other aspects of Mother Nature, too?

      I can’t quite tell if this is a discussion I’m having with myself in my head or if it’s a part of the dream. I hear voices. Wait, yes, voices saying my words. I look away from the stars, back to the crackling fire, and I see everyone I’ve ever loved, cared about, and lost sitting around the outer stones, cross-legged, as they warm their hands over the dancing flames.

      I see Grandfather and Grandmother, Ellery, James, Squirrel, and Marla, Brandon, too. Even Rawley, the Republicon who was hanged by Crockett and her men a month ago during our retreat sits with a smile. Mosley is here, and I wonder if it means he’s dead. My stomach wilts at the thought. There’s also Ellie, the blonde-haired soldier girl who was so excited to fight for her freedom. The other Republicons are here as well. Can’t forget about them.

      More and more people arrive and sit down around the campfire. We scoot together to make room. It’s strange, because the fire doesn’t look so big, but there must be twenty people here beside me now, if not more. Elders that passed away when I was a child. There’s Clayburn, the man who was General Chief of the encampment before that idiot Hawkins took over.  Libby One-Eye, who fell down into a ravine when I was six. Dane, the man who had a two-headed chicken for a pet. He died of the same illness Grandmother had so, so long ago.

      Spirits, every one of them—all dead and gone. Some of them are buried. Some aren’t.

      If they’ve all passed away and gone to the Great Beyond, up to Heaven, then…why am I here?

      Am I seeing the future of my afterlife? Are my prophetic dreams trying to tell me something?

      Quickly, I glanced down at my hands. They’re my today-hands, not the hands of a woman decades older. They’re hardened from the elements, from work, and from life in the forest. I see dirt underneath the fingernails and the scratch on the back of my hand from this morning. I’m wearing the same clothes.

      The me of my dreams is dead now, or soon enough that the small wound on my hand hasn’t had time to heal yet. It’s not the me of the future, that’s for certain.

      I… I don’t know how I feel about this. Scared that I might die soon? Happy that everyone I care about will be there waiting on me? Smiling, singing, holding hands next to the warmth of a fire, underneath starry skies?

      That’s a good thing, isn’t it?

      It would be if I were ready to go.

      Just like the dream of Ellery, and the dream of Nurse, and the prophetic dream of a field soaked in blood, if this is real, if I’m meant to die soon, then I can only pray that it happens after I’ve freed my people.

      What if… Would one of them know?

      I tap Grandfather on the shoulder. He turns to me with his loving smile. It’s so wonderful to see again. He asks, “Yes, sweetheart?”

      “Am I dead? Or… Will I be soon?”

      His head rocks back with a quizzical look on his face, as if I’ve asked him a ridiculous question, like, “What color is the sky?” He giggles—the way he always did, too high pitched for such a manly man—and shakes his head. “Sometimes I forget that this isn’t easy for people to understand. No, sweetheart. You’re not dead. Not yet, anyway.”

      “I’m not? But soon, maybe? I’m here with all of you, and you’re all gone.”

      “No, no, it’s not like that. I don’t know if you’ll die any more than you know if it’ll stop raining tomorrow.”

      I shrug. “It won’t, and everybody dies eventually.”

      “Quite true, yes.” Grandfather pulls his legs up to his chest and crosses his arms across the tops of his knees. This is how I wanted to remember him. Calm, confident, and knowledgeable, the way he always was while I grew up playing Catch the Rabbit and learning how to set snares for curious squirrels. I’ve wanted to remember him like this, as he should be, instead of the sack of bones lying on the floor of our shack with a fever so high his skin should be on fire. Like this, instead of croaking and wheezing through a chest filled with illness.

      This is my Grandfather. This is the man I knew.

      He says, “Caroline, you didn’t come to see us. Not here, not in the way you think. We came to visit you.”

      “Oh?” As this escapes my mouth, I realize that everyone who has gathered around the campfire has gone silent. The spirits of my past sit and listen to Grandfather speak, eyes watery, grins creeping into the corners of their mouths.

      “We came to wish you well. You’ve come a long way. Tens upon tens of thousands of footsteps and your journey is nearly coming to an end.”

      “The journey, yes,” James says, holding up a finger, “but not the war.” He winks and strokes his beard.

      Grandfather sighs. “I wish we all had something to tell you. Some big secret to help you win the fight to come, but it’s not that easy, honey. One person, or a tribe, or a nation, they might come out victorious, really, but nobody ever really wins a war outright. There are always casualties and losses and destruction. Families torn apart, lives wrenched completely away from the paths they were meant to be on. No matter how many times a winner raises his flag in victory, somebody, somewhere, on his side, has lost something. It’s a shame that wars have to be fought with weapons, isn’t it? The problem is, and it’s the same problem that man has failed to correct for thousands of years… Wounds solve disputes faster than words. It’s a sad fact of life. It’s a horrible, horrible thing, Caroline, but it doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t right a wrong with handing the other side a good, solid asskicking. Sometimes, the bastards deserve it.”

      The party around me, who had been listening intently to everything he has to say, laughs loudly and lifts each of their fists into the air.

      “What’s war good for?” Grandfather asks. Not to me, but to anyone listening. We all know he already has an answer prepared, so we remain silent. He leans closer to the fire so everyone can see his face. “War is good for one thing: teaching the bad guys a lesson. My home, my land, my people, my rules, my laws, my happiness…my life. Go back to where you came from, and don’t you ever, ever let me catch you with your feet on my soil again, and, while we’re at it, play a little nicer with your own people, because I’ll be watching.”

      I ask him, “And who’s going to do the teaching, Grandfather?”

      His eyes get an excited, crazy look to them. A wild grin reveals fine white teeth he’d lost decades ago. He answers, “You are.” He pushes himself to his feet. The glowing flicker of flames casts an orange glow up his entire body, all the way to his long white hair. “Maybe war is bad, but somebody has to fight the battles. Our someone is Caroline. Long live Caroline. Long live Caroline. Long live Caroline!”

      In a way, the dream feels good. It gives me hope.

      There are many sides to a war, more often they’re bad than good, but like Grandfather says, “Somebody has to fight the battles.”

      Somebody has to teach the bad guys a lesson.

      I can only pray that this isn’t false hope.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I open my eyes to the soft droplets of rain that manage to squeeze through the weeping willow branches. It’s evening; I can tell by the position of the sun pushing through the western clouds. The rain is lighter for the time being, yet still it falls. Foolishly, I had awoken with the idea that the downpours had stopped, as they had in my dream with Grandfather and all the spirits of my life.

      Of course I wouldn’t be that lucky.

      I feel refreshed. The best I’ve felt in weeks. Hours have passed and whether my body is shored up by the hope-filled dream, or if it’s merely because I got the rest it required, I’m ready to do Grandfather’s bidding. I’m ready to fight the war ahead.

      I roll onto my side, intending to say thank you to the man who raised me, the man who taught me to become the young woman that I am, and something catches my eye that’s so unexpected, I shove backward and feel my hands slip in gooey mud.

      The sunset-colored blossom of a honeysuckle flower lies on the soil of Grandfather’s grave. While they grow here in the north, I haven’t seen any around the lake in almost two years. The last collection of them I came across was three miles to the south last summer. How’d it get here? Who left it?

      I had been sleeping with the two hatchets and the shovel by my side, and now, I grab one hatchet to attack with, and the shovel to defend with. I would prefer a slingshot or a bow and arrow so that I could defend myself from a distance.

      Stop, I tell myself. Breathe for a second. You were asleep. They could’ve killed you if they wanted to. You would’ve been easy prey.

      I spin in circles, holding my weapons out, waiting for someone to approach and attack. It only takes a few retreating steps to hide behind the wide trunk of the weeping willow. No sense in being out in the open if someone wants to try their luck with an arrow.

      I wait and I watch. I try to keep the rhythm of my breathing under control.

      I should go. It can’t be a fluke.

      But which direction? What if the intruder is back the way you came?

      You know how to get to Blackvale from here. Go straight over the Ridge!

      Mother and Father will need—

      A small voice calls down from the branches of the weeping willow. “I liked your grandfather. He was always nice to my family.”

      My eyes flash upward to see a young girl, maybe seven years old, clinging to the trunk about a third of the way up. It’s Merrin, Brandon’s cousin.

      “Merrin! You scared me to death. What’re you doing up there—here? Alive?”

      “Hi, Caroline.”

      “Come down. My gosh, come down, please.” I’m so thrilled that it’s not someone else who wants to kill me, but rather someone whom I’m familiar with and known for her entire life. I can’t believe it. My heart is overflowing.

      She wriggles around to the western side of the tree and slowly works her way down, limb by limb, gently feeling out a foothold on the slippery bark.

      I’m dumbfounded. She’s seven. “How did you survive here for so long by yourself?” I ask.

      “There was food in the General Chief’s house.”

      “And you ate it? That’s how you made it?”

      “Yeah,” she says, shrugging. “But, I didn’t eat all of it.”
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      Food, food, glorious food. The kind you don’t have to chase. The kind you don’t have to die for. The kind that fills your belly until you’re absolutely to the point of bursting your stomach.

      If I weren’t so full, I’d dance.

      As if I didn’t hate General Chief Hawkins enough already, the fact that he was hoarding all of this while the people in our encampment fought for scraps, well, let’s just say that he deserves his special place at the right hand of the Devil.

      His basement, which I seem to remember being a point of much discussion about ten years ago, is chock full of boxes of cured meats and dried fruit in tightly sealed packaging.

      The fires set by the DAV destroyed most of his house, but the flooring stayed solid. Somehow it survived, and somehow it concealed what lay hidden underneath. I’m guessing that the blackcoats started the fire and didn’t stick around to search through the rubble, because if they had, none of this would’ve been left behind.

      I belch, pat my tummy, and pick up another package to see what the tiny print says.

      I’ve never seen most of these things; I’ve heard of them but thought I would never get a chance to try them. Silver bags give off a puff of air when I rip open a package of dried bananas. The same happens with apples and apricots. The dried beef says it’s flavored with spices and pepper; again, all things that the Elders have mentioned but haven’t seen for a hundred years. Elder Caller had this ancient binding of something she called a “cookbook” and we all thought the idea was ridiculous, because who puts that much effort into eating when all you need to do is build a good fire and make sure it’s cooked thoroughly?

      Although, I do remember that the children had hours of fun flipping through the delicate pages, looking at the pictures of things called spaghetti and meatballs, grilled salmon with rosemary, along with sweet and sour chicken from a place called China.

      I’ve gorged myself to the point of having food fall out of me if I bend over, but I shove another dried banana chip in my mouth and ask, “Where did all this come from, Merrin?”

      “You mean how did it get here?”

      “Yeah, and how’d you know it was down here?”

      She averts her eyes, sheepish and ashamed. “Papa made me swear not to tell.”

      We had called her father Whitebeard for so long, I don’t recall what his real name was. He’d never achieved Elder status, mostly because he was constantly drunk off of sour mash and some of the better quality corn whiskey when we were able to make it.

      “Your daddy’s gone now, though, right?” I try to say this as gently as possible.

      She nods.

      “Then I’m sure he won’t mind.”

      Physically, Merrin looks good, healthy, but I don’t know how well she’s doing mentally with all of that death and destruction outside in the encampment. She seems fine, and I guess you could pass it off as the strength of children. I’m not too far from being one myself.

      Children are brave because they don’t know enough to be afraid.

      Merrin glances around the basement, as if someone might overhear, and whispers, “Okay, but you gotta promise not to tell.” She puts her finger to her lips and softly shushes me.

      “Cross my heart,” I say. I watch her work the information around inside her head. It’s almost as if she’s mentally chewing it. Her dark brunette hair is unwashed to the point of being shiny. It’s greasy, stringy, and tangled. Poor thing. I’d love to take a brush to it. In simpler times, maybe, but now survival outweighs a couple of knots.

      “Papa would go down south,” she says, holding her arms out like she’s carrying something. “And then he would bring back these big, big boxes full of all kinds of these things. Mr. Hawkins always let him keep a couple for his troubles.”

      “Huh,” I grunt. “So that’s how you guys always had so much dried meat to trade. Did he ever keep any of this other stuff, like the bananas or the other dried fruits?”

      “Sometimes. But we always had to keep the secret. He said if we ever told, we’d never get ‘em again. He said we could only trade the meat so we could keep getting the sweet things. I liked it better, anyway.”

      I grin and poke her tummy. “You little rascal. How come you never shared with me? I can keep a secret, can’t I?”

      She shrugs. “Papa said not to tell.”

      “Well, then, you’re a good girl. Good for you for keeping your daddy’s secrets.”

      Whitebeard must have been pretty smart about the situation. If I recall correctly, it seemed to me like he would only trade things out in The Center that people wouldn’t get suspicious over, like the cured meats and buckets of corn. If he had started bringing around bags of dried bananas and apricots, everyone in the encampment would’ve been full of questions he wouldn’t want to answer, at least not under the eyes of the General Chief, not if he wanted to keep his family in food.

      I don’t bother asking Merrin about where the food came from and what it was meant for. She wouldn’t know that. My best guess is, Hawkins was intercepting supplies that were supposed to belong to the whole encampment. Instead, Whitebeard never went on these “hunting” expeditions like he claimed. He was the delivery man and got a few bits of scraps tossed his way for his efforts.

      Whatever. That’s a time long past and what people did or didn’t do for the betterment of the camp doesn’t matter a single bit. Not now. I never found out what happened to Hawkins, and I’m sure he’s dead, gone, and got what he deserved, but Whitebeard, well, his body is out there leaning up against a shed with a hole in his forehead. I saw him while we were walking in here.

      I can’t blame him for wanting better for his family. Times being what they were, I probably would’ve done the same thing for Grandfather and me.

      Merrin stares at her fingers, fiddling with them in her lap. “Caroline?”

      I’m full and sleepy. “Yeah?”

      “Are you mad at me?”

      “For what?”

      “The food. We should’ve shared. I wanted to, but Papa said…”

      I reach over and take her hand. I squeeze it gently and then pat the sack of potatoes that I’m using for a pillow. She climbs up beside me and lays her head down. “I can’t be mad at you, silly. You did what you had to do, and we’re going to be doing a lot more of that in the next few days.”

      It’s then that I realize, Oh my God, I’ll have to take care of her.

      At least until I can—until you can what? Her parents are dead. If she stays, she might die out here by herself before long. If she goes, she’ll grow up a slave, won’t she?

      Only if you fail.

      Merrin is asleep in seconds. It’s a miracle she’s made it this long out here on her own, but the one thing she’s been missing is the comfort of human touch. She breathes softly and snuggles into my side. I can’t stand the thought of one of those blackcoat bastards putting chains around her wrists, but I’m not going to leave her behind either. With me, she has a chance. Here, alone, by herself, her time is limited.

      I’ll figure out what to do when the time comes, but for now, my full belly and her rhythmic breathing might as well be a cradle, rocking me to sleep. I shut my eyes, and it’s not long before I’m out, too.

      Sleep is good. My body needs the energy before going into war.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Merrin is hesitant to leave the encampment. It’s all she’s ever known, and she doesn’t want to leave her parents behind. It takes me an hour to convince her that it’ll be okay, that we’ll come back one of these days when we can bring more people with us and start our lives over again. I have to promise her until the words “I promise” don’t sound like themselves.

      Eventually, she relents, and we scour the remains of our little village, hunting for things we can use that the blackcoat soldiers left behind. I find a couple of backpacks and some small knives that we can tuck into our wet boots. They’ll be good for emergencies or skinning game if we need to.

      With all the cured meats and dried fruits that we shove into these packs, we shouldn’t have to worry about meals, but you never know. I’d rather have too much than not enough.

      We’re still a few days away from Blackvale, but we’re bringing more than enough food to last us for weeks. We fill canteens with water from the filtering cistern at the south end of town, but it smells foul. When I lift the lid and notice a bloated face staring back at me, I retch and toss both canteens. It takes another thirty minutes to find two more.

      The lake water is safe, mostly, but we can’t risk getting the bubble-tummy, so we spend another hour hiking up, hauling water back, and then boiling it.

      Through all of this, Merrin doesn’t complain a single word. She’s such a good kid. Always was, and it’s good to see that the devastation of our camp didn’t damage her, at least not much. The only sign I can see of instability is the way she mentions talking to Brandon at night. On the days he was off duty from scouting, they were inseparable. He loved teaching her new things and making sure she practiced tasks she already knew how to do.

      She insists she sees him around camp sometimes, says she can see through him, but he’s there, and when I try to play around with her, thinking it’s the overactive imagination of a child, she tells me things that only Brandon could’ve known.

      “There’s no such thing as ghosts, Merrin,” I tell her. Do I really believe that? I’m not sure. The Elders claimed it to be true, and I hate to take something fun away from her, but I’m going to need her focused and alert until we get to Blackvale.

      As I stir the pot of boiling water, she giggles and says, “Yes, there is. He told me a secret.”

      “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

      “He wanted you to be his wife so you could make kissy faces at each other.”

      I smirk and shake my head. That wasn’t public knowledge, but Brandon could’ve easily told her that in jest one day. “Mmm hmmm. Right.”

      “He did! I promise.”

      “Merrin—”

      “And he said if you ever had babies, you were going to name them Daniel and Emma, after some of our great-great-great grandpeoples.”

      I drop the large spoon into the water. The bottom is almost glowing orange from the heat, so I don’t dare reach in to grab it. Forget the spoon, he said what?

      “Merrin, who told you that?”

      “Brandon did.”

      “Please don’t play games with me. I’ve had such a horrible time lately and—”

      “I swear!”

      “You’ve really seen him? Like seen Brandon’s ghost walking around here in the encampment?”

      She nods.

      “When was the last time?”

      “Um,” she thinks, tugging on her earlobe. “Two days ago, maybe? He said you were coming and that I didn’t have to be afraid anymore.”

      I’m beginning to wonder if maybe she’s simply having prophetic dreams like me and she’s confusing the sleep world with the real world. If I believe that it’s possible, then why can’t she be experiencing the same thing?

      She continues, “I didn’t come see you right away because he said you’d need some time to bury your grandfather. He made me promise, and I keep ‘em.”

      It’s… I don’t have the words. If it’s true, then maybe there’s someone watching over me after all.

      I’d like to believe it, but I’d need to see Brandon’s ghost walking around here before I actually do. For now, I’m going with dreams, or maybe the fact that Brandon told her some of this stuff before he died.

      We finish packing, fill our canteens with clean, boiled water, and head north, leaving the encampment behind.

      Once we reach the edge of the forest, right at the mouth of the trail that skirts the lake, Merrin tugs on my sleeve and asks, “Aren’t you going to wave goodbye?”

      Thinking she means the village, I turn and lift my arm.

      Down the hillside, I catch a flicker of something, a person, and maybe it’s my imagination, but I swear it looked like Brandon, smiling and saluting me. A trick of the light, a speck of dirt in my eye, whatever it was is gone in an instant, and I blink hard to clear away the confusion.

      Merrin says, “I’ll miss him the most.”
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      I’m having a hard time believing what I saw, and Merrin doesn’t make the situation any better by going on and on about what they would say to each other whenever he came to visit.

      “I know you saw him,” she says. “You can’t lie.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” And at the risk of stretching the sensible nature of our discussion, I ask her if she thinks he’ll come along with us to Blackvale.

      She shakes her head and pops a slice of dried banana into her mouth. “Nope,” she says, chewing around it. “He always said that he was a scout, and a scout’s job is to protect the village, so that’s what he would do when I left.”

      “He did, huh?” Sounds like something Brandon would say. Ever loyal, he was.

      “Yep. Brandon said he would keep the place safe until we got back from wherever it was you were going.”

      “How did he know I was going somewhere?”

      “I don’t know. He just did.”

      “Fair enough.” I have to let this conversation go. It’s tearing me apart inside knowing that the boy I should’ve loved from the beginning, instead of allowing Finn the Betrayer to catch my attention, is back there haunting the place where we grew up. Not trapped, really, but feeling obligated. If I ever make it back—if I ever bring my village mates back—maybe we can have a service for the dead and put everyone to rest. I’ll be able to tell Brandon that he’s free to leave, that I’m on duty and he can go rest in the Great Beyond we call Heaven.

      Merrin does a good job keeping up. She’s strong of leg and determination, but the heavy pack and canteen she’s carrying prove to be a little too much for her after a couple of miles. I take over carrying both for her, and though my load is doubled, we’re making good time because the path is clear.

      We reach the top of Rafael’s Ridge to the north a few miles from camp. We stop to catch our breath and have some water. I don’t really know how far the path goes from here because I’ve never been past the wooden marker. If I take one more step, I’ll be as far north as I’ve ever gone.

      Merrin and I need to climb another hundred yards or so before we get to the highest apex. We’re up high enough that the clouds seem like fog drifting around us. We can’t see too far straight ahead, but we don’t need to. From here, it drops into a long, slow, gradual slope.

      Merrin grinds her teeth together, ripping a bite of dried meat free and chews noisily. “What’s down there?” she asks.

      “I really don’t know,” I answer. “I’ve never been this far before.”

      What I can see is the path carving through a wide-open swath of forest an acre across. Tall green grass that’s only begun to right itself after the blackcoat army stomped it all down on their way through.

      There are no stumps or thick bushes. It’s as if someone went through and mowed it down on purpose. I know it was easier for the blackcoats to march where space had been available, but this is an old, old clearing. Or at least it was originally. From what I can tell, the new growth is fairly recent, which tells me that a working crew from DAV was here in the recent past, getting it prepared.

      They were this close for who knows how long, and we didn’t have a clue.

      It feels so creepy realizing that some of them were in our backyard.

      “Let’s go,” I say, trying to shake the feeling. There’s nothing I can do about it now, though I do wish that we could’ve learned this months ago. Perhaps I would’ve had the guts to hide up here somewhere and take out a few of them with poisoned arrows.

      I say that now…but I don’t know that I would’ve had the courage back then.

      Still, it leaves a foul, bitter taste in my mouth—I think it’s regret—as Merrin and I trudge down the grassy hillside, slippery from the rain. We both turn our ankles at least once and Merrin giggles when her feet slip out from under her and she plops on her bottom. If I were by myself, I would’ve loosed a few curse words into the sky if that had been me. Instead, I chuckle with her, not at her, and it occurs to me just how great it is to have this positive outlook in my presence.

      That’s not to say that I didn’t joke around with James, Marla, and Squirrel, but it’s different with children. Most wouldn’t consider me an adult, yet I was a leader, if only briefly, and I talked about adult problems with people who had twenty years on me. We talked about troop movements and where we’d find the next meal. We’d strategize about how best to take out blackcoat guards in secret, or like with Hale, how we would go about defending the capital from the DAV army.

      With Merrin, it’s different. I have a mission and I’m marching toward it, that’s not forgotten, but having her along allows me to set it aside briefly. She points out rabbits and beautiful flowers. She’s fascinated by a tree that’s grown in an odd, twisting shape. She picks up a rock the size of her head and rolls it down the hill, watching it clatter, bounce and fling sideways where it disappears into the woods.

      This is what I have missed since this tragedy beyond tragedies began—the innocence.

      I have changed in many, many ways. No doubt about it. I’ve seen things, and done things, and plan to do things that I never thought would happen. I’ve grown up so much—I’ve aged a lifetime in weeks—and yet I’m barely fifteen. I get it. I get that I’m a child…but not in the way that Merrin is.

      Eight years is a big difference when it comes to the age range between children, but the definition of the word takes on an entirely new meaning.

      I’m a child by age. I’m an adult by nature.

      Merrin is a child both in age and how she sees the world.

      She knows bad things have happened, and I think she understands how horrible it is, was, and will be if I fail, yet she still holds a field poppy up to me and asks if I’d like to tuck it behind my ear.

      “Absolutely, Merrin. It’s beautiful.” I hook my hair around my ear and use it to help hold the flower in place. I grin at her sideways and ask what she thinks.

      “Cute,” she says, nodding her approval. “I bet all the boys would chase you.”

      “Right. If there were any left.” I realize how negative that sounds as soon as the words come out of my mouth, and I stammer, trying to think of something positive to cover it. “Well, I mean, you know, around here. There’ll be more one day when we get where we’re going, but then they’ll be blackcoats, and, um, and then—hey, is that a fox?”

      Merrin doesn’t seem to react to my negativity—again, the innocence—and instead, she’s craning her neck, bobbing her head back and forth, looking for the fox that isn’t really there. I lied. I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

      “Looks like he’s already gone.”

      “Shoot. I missed him!” She shrugs and picks up a stick lying on the ground. It’s as tall as she is, about to my waist, and she uses it as a walking cane. “There was a fox that came around the encampment a few times. He was nice and let me feed him some of the meat right out of my hand.”

      “Merrin, that’s amazing. They’re usually so sneaky and shy.”

      “I had to shoo him away though when he started nibbling on Elder Black’s ear.” She says this without a hint of disgust, and I feel so awful for her that she has accepted things like this as a normal reality.

      My stomach churns, and I try to get the image out of my head. It doesn’t work until we reach the bottom of the hill, and my legs are throbbing from balancing myself against the decline. “Maybe we should rest, huh? Stop here for the night? It’ll be dark soon. What do you think?” I ask her opinion because I want her to feel like she’s a part of this journey. She’s been living on her own for weeks, and if she’s survived this long by herself, she deserves to have a say in our situation, child or not.

      Merrin glances around, looking at the thick forest on either side of us. “Yeah, I guess so.” She scrunches up her nose as if she’s not impressed by our options. “It’s probably okay, but maybe we shouldn’t let that man behind us know where we’re stopping.”

      At first, this sends my heartbeat into a rapid pitter-patter like the sound of a downpour on a tin roof, and then it occurs to me that she may be playing around. After all, she did just spend thirty minutes telling me about how she talked to Brandon’s ghost. I relax a little, feeling the tension in my shoulders let go, and ask her, “Who was it this time? Elder Brenwen? Elder Lonn?” I grin and pinch her cheek, but on the inside, it bothers me to mention those names since they were both corpses lying back there in the middle of The Center.

      She shakes her head. “Nuh-uh, not a ghost. He’s real. He had on a black coat with red stripes on his shoulders. I’m positive.”

      “What?” I whip around and look southward, up the hill and back the direction we just came. I don’t see anyone. I grab her hand and pull her toward the thick grove of pines to our right. “Where, Merrin? Where is he?”

      “Ow, you’re hurting my arm.”

      “Sorry. Sorry.” I let go and point. “Can you show me?”

      “I don’t see him now. He was back there.”

      My cheeks are hot and my hearing is muffled with a sharp ringing underneath it. “When did you see him?”

      “Um,” she thinks. “He was coming up the ridge when we were at the top.”

      “Merrin!” I kneel down and put my arms on her shoulders. I squeeze gently but firmly, looking her right in the eyes. She’s not understanding how dangerous this is. Instead, she stares at me with confusion and a little fear at my reaction. “Sweetheart, listen. I’m not trying to scare you but those men with the black coats and the red stripes, they’re bad, remember? They’re the ones who killed everyone back home. You remember that, right?”

      She shrugs. Of course she remembers, but at the moment she’s more worried about being in trouble.

      “Why didn’t you say something when you saw him?” We’re in this thicket of pines but are still too exposed. Anyone with a bow and excellent aim, not to mention a blackcoat with a rifle, can put a bullet into our chests where we’re standing. “Come on.” I pull her with me and find a fat white pine with low-hanging bows to hide under.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers.

      “It’s okay. It’s okay, but listen, why didn’t you say something?”

      “Because he waved. I thought he was friendly.”

      The childish innocence I was admiring earlier may get us killed. “Then why did you say maybe he shouldn’t know where we were going to camp, Merrin? You knew something was wrong about him.”

      “I-I-I’m sorry, Caroline. I didn’t get a bad feeling in my tummy until later, and then we were talking about the trees and that bunny rabbit and—and I just forgot.”

      I was seven once, and it wasn’t that long ago, really. I remember the angriest Grandfather ever got was the day I carried a rattlesnake into our hut. I had it wrapped around my arm and giggled when it’s tongue flicked against the back of my hand. To me, it wasn’t dangerous at the time. It was just there, and I recall that I had no answer for him when he asked why in the world I thought it was a good idea to play with a dangerous rattlesnake. “I don’t know” was the only real response because I didn’t have an answer.

      This same lack of understanding is the reason I don’t shake some sense into Merrin. I understand how—in the mind of a child—something harmful is simply a thing until it hurts me, but now I also understand what a parent or grandparent feels like.

      I whisper, “It’ll be okay. I promise it will,” and put my arm around her. I whisper this again and again until the gun blast fills the valley, and things are definitely not okay.
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      The tree trunk in front of us explodes in a shower of bark and pine wood. At the same time, the boom coming from a long-range rifle echoes throughout the valley. Merrin screams and covers her ears. I duck and pull her in close to me, using my body as a shield.

      Another spot in the tree erupts and wood chips fly. That one was closer to my head, and I quickly calculate the angle. He’s across from us, on the western side of the open swath and almost directly at our twelve o’clock position. I squeeze Merrin tighter and throw our bodies to the side, taking full cover behind the pine’s thick trunk.

      Pow!

      The bark splinters where we were. A second of hesitation and one of us would be dead. “Down,” I command. “Flat on the ground. As flat as you can get. Make yourself small, okay?”

      “Okay,” she whimpers.

      Pow! Pow!

      Those two shots zip past harmlessly, disappearing among the trees behind us, bullets slamming into distant trunks.

      What do we do? What do we do?

      Zander’s bow would’ve been nice. Why did it have to break?

      I brought both hatchets with me, because those are good for more than fighting. Cutting meat if need be, chopping down saplings to build tents, hacking through brush—they’re all perfect reasons to have hatchets handy. However, they’re useless for long-ranged combat. They’re a waste of space in my backpack unless he comes close enough for me to sling one at him from ten yards away. At that distance, I’m fairly accurate. Beyond that, I’d do just as well blindfolded, maybe better.

      I also have a large knife, approximately eight inches long, that I found in the General Chief’s basement. It was lying in the open, on top of a box of dried apple chips.

      My last option, and one that won’t do much good against a rifle, is the slingshot I found in poor Elder Blount’s back pocket, one of the few things that hadn’t been looted by the blackcoats on their way through.

      We’d heard tales of metal pellets back in the Olden Days, large bags of them that were perfect for shooting small game. They traveled cleanly through the air, unlike a lopsided rock. Right now, I want nothing more than a pouch of them at my side, but they were all used up a hundred years ago, if not longer. The best I can manage is using the handful of stones I shoved into a pocket of my satchel. I picked the best ones I could find. They were rounded smooth by river water and will have to do.

      These stones won’t be terribly accurate at the distance he is away from us, but maybe they’ll provide a distraction so that we can slip away. It’s all highly unlikely; we don’t have any other options.

      Pow!

      Pow! Pow!

      A bullet ricochets off a rock close to Merrin’s ankle. She whimpers and scoots closer.

      Our best option is to wait him out. He doesn’t have an endless supply of ammunition. Although, there’s no way of knowing how much he’s carrying. He could have hundreds of rounds with him. Eventually, he will realize what we’re doing and he’ll ease up on the number of shots, trying to conserve his ammo. We could be here for days.

      Merrin and I could wait him out. We brought enough food to last us for a month.

      Yet, there’ll be cold, rainy nights to deal with. I wouldn’t be able to sleep for fear of him sneaking up on us. Merrin could keep watch, but she’s too young. She won’t have the resolve to be patient and watchful for hours on end. I did it for ages as a scout. I’m trained in the skill of silent observation. Merrin isn’t.

      It won’t do. At most, we can remain hidden under the cover of this pine tree overnight. Beyond that, it’d be too dangerous for too many different reasons to count.

      “Merrin?”

      “Yes,” she says, face buried in the dirt, sniffling and trying to hold back tears.

      “We’ll wait here, for now, but I’ll need your help.”

      “How?”

      “I need you to scoot up here beside me—no, no, don’t get up, stay low. Crawl on your tummy. Yeah, like that, just like that.” When she’s beside me, I pull her closer. “Don’t stick out from the tree so much. Not unless you want your arm shot off.”

      She whines, wordlessly, and tries to make herself smaller than she already is.

      “Sorry, I—I didn’t mean that.” Idiot. I don’t need to frighten her further. “The only thing I want you to do is peek—peek, Merrin, just barely—around your side of the tree and keep an eye out for him. Can you do that for me?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I’m going to do the same on this side.” She reaches for me, takes my hand and squeezes. She’s shaking. “It’ll be fine, I promise. I’ll be a foot away, that’s all.”

      “Okay.”

      “Time to be a big girl. Remember how you always told Brandon and me that you wanted to be a scout?” She nods, bottom lip trembling. “I’m officially promoting you. Welcome to the team, Forward Scout Merrin Lowell.”

      “You can do that?”

      Pow! Pow! Tree bark scatters and rains down on the other side of the trunk.

      I smile at her, trying to be reassuring. Now that there’s nothing left of the People’s Republic of Virginia, who’s to say I don’t have the authority? “Our whole army was taken as slaves, which means I’m the only one left, which means what I say goes.”

      And, honestly, that’s probably not far from the truth. I saw Mosley in my dream, so he might be dead. The couple of soldiers who remained behind with him, digging graves, are likely now part of the trudging horde heading for Blackvale.

      So, yeah, it’s a very real possibility that I’m the last free member of the PRV army.

      “Be sure to do your best, Forward Scout, that’s an order.”

      “I will.”

      I drop the formalities after that because it’s too much trouble to maintain while some lunatic is firing at our heads. I give Merrin orders, though, allowing her to play along, and it’s working like I had hoped. Her bravery seems to have grown and increased her vigor. She obeys every order with a hearty, “Yes, ma’am,” until she gets too adventurous and pine bark bursts into shards six inches from her forehead.

      She screams and flings herself behind the tree again.

      And in an act that completely takes me by surprise, she giggles. “That was too close.”

      I strain hard to hold back a grin. If those weren’t real bullets, this would almost be a fun training exercise. However, as it stands, we’re one lucky shot away from joining the rest of the ghosts in my dream. Instead of smiling and encouraging her, I give her a curt reprimand and remind her that this is serious. “We could die, Merrin. Really truly die, like all those people back at the encampment. You understand that, don’t you? It’s not a game.”

      Her voice goes soft and apologetic. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good. Then get to your post, soldier. Do your best to find him.”

      Merrin salutes me and shimmies back over to her side of the pine trunk and hesitantly peers around it.

      The worst part about it? We haven’t found him yet. I haven’t been able to spot where he’s hiding. You’d think he’d be easy to find because there’s only so much forest here, but yet, his black army jacket serves as decent camouflage against the backdrop of soaking wet tree bark. The sun, hidden behind the clouds, has also dipped entirely behind the top of Rafael’s Ridge to the south, so while there would be daylight left in the encampment, here, the darkness has all but descended.

      From now on, unless we get lucky, and he makes a mistake, we’ll be waiting for him until first light. Our main disadvantage is that he knows exactly where we are, so slipping away in the dark of night won’t be possible. The moment he spies movement from around the tree, boom, we’re dead. I don’t want to risk it. Not until I can come up with a better plan.

      Or any plan, rather.

      It’s going to be a long night.
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* * *

      We made it. Thank you, Lord, we made it through the darkest hours. While the first muted light clawing through the rain clouds, from the sun rising over the eastern hills, isn’t bright enough to show all of the world in its drenched state, I can see across the way again.

      If he dares to make a bold move, I’ll be able to spot him. I hope.

      I’m not so sure that he didn’t adjust his position in the middle of the night, because I was certain I heard the unnatural snap of a branch over the thrum of falling rain. The downpour had grown in strength sometime after midnight and didn’t let up until a few minutes before dawn.

      These rains have been a constant source of drenched misery for ages—I’ve forgotten how long—but last night was the heaviest wall of water I’ve ever seen.

      Little rivers ran down the pine trunk above our heads, collecting in pools under our arms and chests, yet we dared not move because to do so would’ve meant granting our shooter a target. So we lay here, all night, in puddles, hoping for a break that came hours later, after we reached the deepest point of our misery.

      Merrin and I are soaked to the bone and shivering. In never-ending rain like this, you’re never really dry, no matter how many times you change into your one extra pair of socks or a different shirt.

      My skin is a mess, wrinkled and white, particularly my feet, and Merrin’s will be before long. I taught her the plastic bag trick before we left the encampment, and that’ll help for a while. I need to remember to check them for her now and again so the rot doesn’t take her. The last thing I need is a seven-year-old who can’t walk to find treatment. There are so many things to think about when you’re in charge of someone else’s life.

      Strangely enough, though, I find that I’m taking to it like a young mother should.

      I already have a purpose, but she gives me motivation.

      It seems as if that motherly instinct can develop even if your belly hasn’t been full and round for nine months. Merrin is barely half my age, but I feel it, I feel that responsibility inside me.

      During the night, she had insisted that she could hold out, that she wanted to keep watch on her side, and I let her. It was only when she nodded off and hit her head on an exposed root that I made her retreat to the full cover of the tree and get some rest.

      Merrin breathes softly beside me, lying on her side and out of the shallow puddle forming at the base of the tree. When I nudge her and whisper her name, she opens her eyes and smiles briefly until she remembers where we are and what we’re doing.

      “Did you find him?” she asks in a sleepy voice.

      I shake my head and put my finger to my lips. “Not yet. He’s out there, though.  I can feel him.”

      “Now what do we do? We can’t stay here forever, can we?”

      I had been thinking about this all night while I watched and waited, while Merrin slept. If it were just me, I’d run. I’d take my chances. I’d run through the trees behind us, cutting left and right, bounding from hiding spot to hiding spot. His rifle would be accurate at a great distance, but I’d be so swift of foot that he wouldn’t be able to anticipate my next move. I could make it. I’m sure I could.

      Not with Merrin—she’ll never keep up.

      I am free, but I feel more trapped than the PRV citizens shuffling along miles from here, bound by the chains of slavery.

      I’m able to exhale a single frustrated sigh before the booming sniper rifle comes to life once more.
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      “I have an idea,” Merrin says as we duck another volley of shots from the relentless blackcoat. “Brandon told me in a dream what to do.”

      “Merrin…”

      “What? I’m serious. I saw him, and he said he knows what to do.”

      I stop shy of rolling my eyes because at this point, we’ve been here since the night before, and I haven’t had a single decent idea since sunrise. That involved sticking a piece of white cloth on the end of a hatchet and holding it out to the side, while Merrin tried to spot the shooter. When his bullet slammed against the blade and tore the hatchet loose from my hand, I yelped and recoiled to safety.

      Merrin actually spotted the muzzle flash, but now we think he’s moved to a new location because the bullets are ripping bark loose from a different angle.

      The way I grew up, everything that didn’t come from the land was a precious resource that we might never see again. The part of me that’s used to conserving everything because of its limited supply wants to throttle this moron simply for wasting ammunition. He should know by now that trying to flush us out with repeated gunfire isn’t going to work. At the same time, I’m glad he’s doing it because each screaming bullet that misses is another one that won’t carve through the flesh of two young girls if he gets a clear shot.

      I relent because I’m out of ideas. “Okay, Merrin. What did Brandon say?”

      “He said it’s been easy this whole time. All we have to do is distract him so you can get close.”

      As if I hadn’t thought of that.

      “Honey, no… I’ve told you already. I’m not sending you out into the open as bait. Not like that. No way.”

      “Not me, silly, him.”

      “Brandon?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You think Brandon’s ghost is going to show up here and distract the sniper?”

      She shrugs. “It’s what he said.”

      While it may not be exactly what I had in mind, it gives me an idea. “Hang on a second… Yeah, Merrin, that’s perfect!”

      “It is?”

      I throw my backpack open and pull out a roll of twine. We had brought everything with us that we could think of, just in case something happened to our supply of food from the General Chief’s basement. Always be ready for anything, especially when you’re trekking miles and miles from the world you’ve known, heading into the unknown, heading into battle.

      We’d brought along the roll of thick twine in case we had to set game traps and snares to snag the legs of little creatures.

      I’m praying with everything that I have that it’ll be able to trap the blackcoat across the way, but not with that kind of trap.

      Dirt cakes under my fingernails as I dig out the largest rock that my slingshot can propel for some distance. I tie the twine around it, wrapping it a number of times so that it won’t slip off.

      Merrin holds a stick through the twine’s spool enabling the thread to easily roll off. I say a short prayer and aim for an unobstructed tree branch roughly twenty yards distant. I let go. The rock sails through the air, twine unspooling at a rapid clip beside me…and I miss. It lands short, bounces off a stump and comes to a stop. “Reel it back, Merrin, hurry.”

      While the blackcoat will have no idea what we’re up to, he’ll see that something is happening over here on our side of the divide. Every time I reach out to shoot this thing is another chance for me to take a bullet in the arm.

      When the rock tumbles within reach, I snatch it off the ground and aim higher, pulling back farther. I let it fly…and I miss.

      I curse out loud in a sharp whisper and Merrin gives me an astonished look—the surprise of a child hearing an adult mutter a bad word. I order her to reel it in again. The rock may be too heavy to get where it needs to be.

      The idea is to get this strand across that far limb, pull the twine and swing the rock until it wraps around and secures itself, then tie our end against the reachable branch above. Then, we’re going to take my spare set of clothes, slip them on the flimsy collection of limbs we’ve tied together to look like a person, and use some clumps of moss for hair. In a way, we’re building a scarecrow.

      The final step is to hang it from the twine stretched from tree to tree, and then slide it out into visible territory. The tree I’m aiming for is downhill at an angle, so it should be no problem for the scarecrow to slide along underneath one of the smooth river stones in my backpack. We’ll sling it out as if I’m running, he’ll fire a short burst of shots at it until he realizes he’s been fooled.

      During that time, I’ll launch myself across the treeless pathway and get within my slingshot’s range.

      With the sniper’s careless shooting at the dummy, thinking he’s got me in his sights, I’ll be able to peg his location easily.

      The problem with this plan is, it’s horribly risky and dangerous, and will leave Merrin alone and unguarded for a short period of time. The good thing is, there’s only one of him so if I can keep an eye on this blackcoat bastard at all times, I’ll know where he is in relation to her. As long as I can get off a clean shot at his head, we’ll be fine.

      I hope.

      What other alternative do we have? We have to fight back. There are no other options that make sense. We can’t outrun him. He’s bigger, faster, and stronger than us. He has a rifle; we’re fighting like savages. Truly, we’re fighting like Republicons with sticks, stones, blades, and slingshots. If we were fighting as if we lived in the same century, this would be an entirely different situation.

      As it stands, I have one single shot at this man, and it’ll have to be the shot of my life. I’ve chosen the smoothest, roundest stone possible. While Merrin makes sure the scarecrow’s hair looks as real as she can, I hold the last-chance rock in my hand and feel its weight.

      I study it. I don’t know why. This feels like the right thing to do, as if my paying attention to this stone, the size of a robin’s egg, will somehow make it special, will make it understand that it has an important job to do. It needs to fly straight and true. It needs to find an eyeball, a temple, or the bridge of the blackcoat sniper’s nose. Something important enough to stagger him, disarm him, maybe even maim him.

      I tell it these things inside my head because I know Merrin would think I’ve lost my mind if she sees me talking to a rock. I hold it between my thumb and forefinger, examining our would-be savior. It’s a muddled black color with flecks of white and dark gray clustered throughout. Years in the riverbed have rubbed it smooth as skin—as smooth as a baby’s bottom.

      It’s slightly lopsided, and I try to picture its flight in my mind, thinking I’ll need to compensate for it when I aim. I can imagine all I want, but that won’t change the fact that its route to the man’s head can be affected by things too numerous to count.

      Wind, rain, rotation, my release, all of these factors can prevent a successful strike, and I’m already starting to lose my nerve.

      Merrin sits back from the scarecrow with a satisfied look on her face. “There,” she says. “Your hair’s not green and white, but that could be you. I think so. Except for maybe she doesn’t have a face. Should we make her a face?”

      Children.

      However, I agree, if only to stall for another five minutes to get my breathing under control.  I watch while Merrin uses one of the small hatchets to chip a large piece of bark away from the trunk. She ties it to the head region and faces the interior of the bark outward, so the lighter, fleshier part resembles skin. “I wish we could draw a face on it.”

      “Me, too, but that’ll have to do, Merrin.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And only because we need to do this before I chicken out.”

      “You scared?”

      Yes.

      “No. I shouldn’t have said that. It’s going to work, and then we’ll be on our way to Blackvale to rescue everyone else, like we said.”

      It occurs to me how ridiculous that sounds. We’ve been pinned down for half a day by one single blackcoat sniper, who had probably been unfortunate enough to get assigned to patrolling what used to be their southern border, making my worst fears come true. If I’m having this much trouble with one man and his poor aim, how am I ever going to free my people from an entire government and its colossal army?

      I take a deep breath and think about the fact that I only have one main objective: don’t die.

      “Merrin?”

      She’s fiddling with the hair again like she’s playing with a dolly.

      “Hey, listen to me, honey.”

      “Huh? What?”

      “If anything happens to me—”

      “Don’t say it.” Her eyebrows dip inward and her lips pinch together as she interrupts. “And you better not leave me.”

      “But I have to if this is going to work.”

      “No, I mean…alone. Don’t get hurt or let them take you, okay? You have to come back.”

      I touch her cheek, gently, and then push her wild hair behind her ears, then off her forehead. “I will. It’ll work.”

      “Promise.” She pouts, bottom lip protruding so far it reminds me of a shelf on a wall.

      “I’ll try, but this is—”

      “No,” she growls. “Promise.”

      “Okay, okay. I promise.” I salute her and add, “Orders heard, soldier. But, Merrin, listen. Stop. Look at me. Let me finish. It’s going to be dangerous, really dangerous, and I need you to understand that you have to get away if anything happens—stop, hush. If anything happens, you run. Got it? You remember how a rabbit jumps around left and right, all crazy and never in a straight line?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You run like that. You get out of here like a rabbit running from a fox, understand?”

      She nods in the affirmative, but I can tell she doesn’t like the idea. It’s a promise that only has half a chance of being true, yet I say again that I’ll be back, and she has nothing to worry about.

      “Time to go, little miss.” I hang the makeshift Caroline on the twine. Up close, it looks nothing like a human, much less like my twin. It’s a shoddy, thrown-together lump of clothes, twigs, and green moss. A river of doubt washes over me. I clench my teeth and force it away. I make up my mind to go before I completely lose my nerve. Through the trees and the falling rain, maybe even through a scope, it’ll pass for me for a few seconds, and that’s all I need.

      “Change spots with me, and when I give the order, you sling this scarecrow down the line as hard as you can.”

      We make our bodies small and rotate spots behind the pine’s trunk. The blackcoat hasn’t fired in a while, and I can only guess that he’s wondering what we’ve been up to for the last hour while he waits for a clearer shot.

      Merrin grasps the scarecrow around the waist and tests it. The smooth rock slides against the main line, and it should have no trouble racing down the hill.

      I lie down on my belly and whisper for Merrin to put some wet leaves and needles on my back as a disguise. We had discussed this while we were creating the scarecrow. I need to put some distance between our bait and my crossing spot so that the sniper doesn’t immediately see me from the corner of his eye. When she’s finished, I begin the careful crawl to a tree thirty yards north.

      Slowly, inch by inch, I slither along, and no shots are fired. It’s working. Mud and muck slide down the front of my shirt and gathers around my belly, the hem of my pants working like a shovel scooping it up. It feels like hours pass. Maybe it’s minutes. I can’t tell. Once I reach the tree, I slide over the last remaining gap in a flash by pushing myself to my feet, then propel forward where I stop, my back resting against the bark. I’ve made it. It worked.

      I take a deep breath, nod to Merrin, and hold up one, two, three fingers, then I point at her, mouthing the word “Go.”

      She slings the scarecrow down the line, and I make it across a third of the clearing before the first shot is fired.
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      The blackcoat sniper fires three more times, rapidly, before there’s a pause in his trigger finger. I can feel it. He can sense that something is amiss as I sprint through the open space, landing lightly and nimbly, but driving hard off the balls of my feet. Head down, fingers pinching my rock of salvation tightly in the slingshot’s leather pouch, I reach his side of the divide.

      With a better angle, I’m able to narrow down his location while I run, but I can’t pinpoint him exactly. He’s south of me by twenty-five yards, if he’s that far, almost directly west of where Merrin and I have been hiding. There’s good cover between here and there, so I should have no trouble getting within a decent range.

      I slow down, scampering from tree to tree, lifting my head over some branches and looking underneath others, trying to do as Brandon always taught me—find some spot of color in the woods that doesn’t belong.

      The wind whips around and darts back to the west, pushing a limb to the side.

      There it is. A speck of red flashes among the green leaves of a mountain maple. The stripes on his jacket disappear when the breeze dies down and the limb returns to its natural position. The thick foliage will pose a problem for me, and I’ll have to get closer than I planned for a clearer shot. I pray that if I can’t see him, he can’t see me either, especially if he’s not expecting my approach.

      Another breeze shifts course and brings with it the smell of mountain flowers, sweet on top of the rotting scent of wet leaves. Also mixed in with it is something I haven’t smelled in a long time.

      I crouch behind a mighty oak that fell ages ago and sniff again to make sure.

      Tobacco. Not the kind that some of the Elders smoked when we had a supply that came up from the capital, back when I was Merrin’s age, but the kind some of the others chewed. I remember Grandpa having a pouch; maybe it was peach-flavored. He would pull wads out, thin and stringy, and tuck it in his cheek. I can remember the fruity smell as if it were yesterday. In addition to that, I remember trying a piece of it when he wasn’t around one day. That’s how I learned it wasn’t candy, and that’s how I learned that it’s hard to throw up when you’re trying to hold your own hair back.

      Now is my best chance to get as close as I possibly can. With the wind blowing in my direction, away from him, his nose won’t catch any smells coming from me, and I already know that he’ll have a hard time spotting my approach unless he’s looking in my direction.

      Okay, Caroline. You can do this. Go, go, go.

      Before I can, he fires another shot. I look toward Merrin and see a shower of pine needles falling from a low-hanging branch.

      Good, he’s focused there. Go, now. Do it.

      I duck and move, thrusting myself ahead, running as silently as possible, but as fast as I can. If I still had my Kinder abilities, this would be so much easier.

      Well, if I were still a Kinder, this would’ve been over yesterday, about two minutes after Merrin revealed that he was trailing us.

      I get close enough that I can see his boot dangling overhead, and he hasn’t spotted me yet. I’d be dead if he had.

      Two more steps and I plant my feet firmly, my right foot ahead of my left in a stable stance, and then I draw the slingshot back, feeling the rubbery material stretching as I pull.

      A branch blows upward, revealing his head, one eye glued to the scope, looking east at my former hiding spot. I see the bulge of tobacco pushing his cheek out. I aim up and to the right—his temple is my target.

      There’s no honor in shooting an unsuspecting soldier.

      I don’t care. Tell that to the bastard trying to shoot two young girls.

      I wait on the breeze to die down, hoping for every advantage before I shoot.

      When it does, however, I get an overwhelming sense that he and I are not alone.

      I hear it before I feel it.

      The whish of something sailing through the air comes just before I feel the sharp crack on the side of my head. Knocked senseless, I stumble and spin around to see another blackcoat. He grins at me and knocks me on the forehead again with the stock of his rifle. The realization sinks in that there was two of them all along as I trip over my own feet and fall back onto my butt. Ears ringing, vision swimming, I look up at him. He’s as tall as James was, with his hat sitting crooked on his head and a thin face, brown from filth and a time when the sun still managed to show its rays more often than it hid behind the cover of clouds.

      Fear cinches my stomach and I want to crawl, but I’m too dizzy. Sparkles continue to dance in my eyesight. “Merrin,” I mumble.

      The one up in the tree says, “Whoa,” as if he’s just now realized how close he was to death.

      The one who hit me says, “Saved your hide, Blotter. This one here had the bead on you.”

      Blotter readjusts his cap and pushes himself back from the branch, slinging his rifle over his shoulder. “Good thing, too. He’d not be happy you came back with one less sharpshooter.”

      “That indeed. Get on down here and keep an eye on this one while I go get the other.”

      “Next time we do this, Chalmers, you’re hiding in the tree. I can’t feel my doggone legs anymore.”

      Clarity begins to creep back in, and I use my arms to push myself away. “Merrin,” I say again, a little louder this time.

      The blackcoat known as Chalmers stomps down on my ankle to prevent my escape. “Won’t be a next time, bud. We get this ‘un here back, we’re all done for a spell. Think we might’ve just earned a few weeks of R and R.” Chalmers grinds the heel of his boot harder against my leg, and I grit my teeth, trying desperately not to show how much it hurts. He says to me, “He said you’d try something like this, sneaking all around the woods, but I didn’t believe a word of it. I figured you might be a bit smarter than that, and, matter of fact, you cost me twenty dollars, little piglet.”

      Chalmers uses the barrel of his rifle to poke my cheek. I swat it away.

      “Feisty,” he says to me, then to Blotter, “but she won’t be too much trouble.”

      “Roger that.” Blotter, down from the tree now, grunts and hikes his pants higher.

      Chalmers twists his boot against my skin and the striking pain clears my head fully. I have to do something about my seven-year-old ward. I have to warn her. Can she see? Does she know what’s going on?

      “Merrin!” I scream. “Run!”

      Chalmers flicks his eyes and chin upward like a hound that’s caught the trail.

      He chuckles and says, “Flushed ‘er for me, little piglet. Good job.” His rifle goes up to his shoulder.

      I wrench my foot free from underneath his and roll over. Across the way, I can see Merrin scampering through the woods.

      She’s not darting like a rabbit. She’s running due east in a straight line.

      Fear shrouds me from head to toe. The only thing I can scream is, “Rabbit! Rabbit! Rabbit!”

      Chalmers makes the subtle sound of gunfire with his mouth.

      I close my eyes and listen to the real gunshot echo through the hills.

      “Merrin,” I whisper.

      I don’t feel like I’ve merely lost a battle.

      This feels like I’ve lost the entire war.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I get brief flashes of the world around us as I’m carried across their shoulders, each of them taking turns. It’s hard to tell how far it is after Chalmers smashed me across the head again, but it feels like a mile or so until we reach two horses.

      They raided my backpack before we left and they’ve bound my wrists and ankles with the same twine I brought to catch my own prey.

      When they toss me across the back of a brown horse the color of the forest floor, my tears for Merrin run down my nose and drip like raindrops.

      They let her go. Chalmers missed his first shot, and then Blotter convinced him to allow her escape. “Ain’t nothing but a wee one,” he’d said. “Asides, we’ve got the one he wants.”

      Chalmers had grumbled and groused, eventually agreed, then briefly sent my vision to blackness with the butt of his rifle.

      Still, I cry. Merrin may be alive, but she’s out there in the woods, on her own and miles from home. She can do it, I think. If she remembers how to get back to the encampment, there’s plenty of food hoarded in Hawkins’s basement. She’ll be able to survive for years if she stays smart.

      And, admittedly, with the help of Brandon’s spirit if he’s really there.

      If she heads due south, back up and over Rafael’s Ridge, she’ll be fine.

      Meanwhile, the rocking of this horse’s pace makes my head throb. I’m slung over the back of it, behind Blotter’s saddle, tied down like they shot a small doe on a hunting trip. Blood rushes to my head while I hang here and eventually, I either fall asleep or pass out from the pain. I can no longer tell the difference.

      I drift in and out of consciousness, mostly seeing nothing more than the horse’s hind legs, the green grass of fields, the occasional rock and a bubbling stream. We pass through woods, we traverse a river that comes up to the mare’s belly, and it splashes me in the face. We climb and descend hills. The clip-clop of hooves on a hard surface wakes me.

      Craning my neck, I see ancient markings on the side of the blacktop road—signs, I think they’re called—each one with a different set of letters and numbers that make no sense. A large green one, big and wide enough to use for an entire hut’s rooftop, appears to the left once we round a corner. It reads, “Blackvale – 6mi.”, and I assume that means we’re only six miles from Hell.

      I don’t see any indications of my people. My detour to the encampment has given the blackcoats ample time to get the PRV citizen-slaves into their capital city of Blackvale.

      I can only hope that the evil demons running that foul place will give them some time to rest before they’re forced into mines and factories with shovels and hammers in their hands.

      Blotter glances over his shoulder at me, sees me staring up the road. “Won’t be long now,” he says.

      “I can walk.”

      “Oh no. You stay right there where we can see you.”

      “I said I can walk. Where am I gonna go? I’ve been bounced around back here for miles, and if you don’t let me down, I’m going to puke all over your horse.”

      “Nope.”

      “Keep me tied, Blotter. Tie my hands to your saddle, and I’ll walk between you two.” Really, it’s all I want. I don’t have any great escape plan or even an inkling of what kind of trouble I can cause. My ribs, chest, and insides are bruised. I’m sick of being lightheaded and swaying. I say to them both, “Please just let me walk in there with some dignity. Give me that much.”

      I hear Blotter scoff, then he asks Chalmers, “Think we oughta?”

      I imagine Chalmers shrugging when he says, “Eh, why not? She ain’t going anywhere. Get ‘er down, tie ‘er up. She don’t want a free ride for the next six miles, that’s her business.”

      Blotter clicks his tongue at the horse—I think he calls it Daisy—and pulls the reins. We slow to a stop, but before he gets down, Blotter reaches around, grabs a handful of my hair, and yanks it so I’m facing him. “You try anything, by God, and I’ll cut you a new smile underneath your chin. He said bring you alive if we could, but dead would work just as well.”

      No need to wonder who the “he” is that they’re talking about, because I’m sure I already know.
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      In hindsight, maybe I should’ve ridden on the back of Blotter’s horse.

      On a normal day, back when guarding the encampment was the only life I’d ever known, patrolling six miles through the woods was an easy day. Sometimes I’d do double that if there had been reports of roving Republicons in the area.

      Now, however, after weeks of running, hiking through the mountains, surviving on Mint Monster and a few bites of a nutrition bar, even after I gorged myself on the General Chief’s hidden stash, it’s not enough. The stress has been too much. I’m out of energy—completely and totally done for.

      We’re on the outskirts of Blackvale, standing beside a large, sweeping road, four lanes wide with one side going north and another going south. A strip of land in the middle divides it and it’s all I can do to lift one foot and put it in front of the other.

      I have blisters on top of blisters, and I can almost feel my sodden, wrinkly skin sloughing off inside my socks. To make things worse, once we get closer to their capital, the cover of the forest disappears and is replaced with the green hills of rolling farmland. We’re exposed out here in the wide open, getting drenched in a waterfall of a downpour with no trees or bushes to block what’s coming.

      I should say that I am. Blotter and Chalmers are wrapped up in large gray raincoats. I’d heard stories of these types of jackets, the ones that turn away water like a beggar at your door, but I’d never seen one. I’m jealous. Oh how jealous I am. How handy would a raincoat have been over all this time?

      Chalmers laughs at me when I try to walk on the eastern side of his horse for a little protection from the rain, then he yanks my tether, telling me to get back up front where they can keep an eye on me.

      I hate giving him the courtesy of a “Yes, sir”, but I do it anyway. My face is already cut and bruised from his blows. I’m not winning any battles by giving him more chances to knock the remaining sense free from my head.

      So, I walk. I trudge, rather, trying to delay what’s coming. I do this until Blotter and Chalmers notice and goose me in the ribs with a rifle barrel.  I walk another few hundred yards and do it again. This happens over and over until we stop at a white sign with black letters that reads “BLACKVALE CITY LIMITS POP. 129,415.”

      Chalmers eases his horse to a stop—his is called Buttercup—and readjusts the raincoat’s hood. He clears his throat, wipes the rain from his face and says, “Ain’t seen that for a while, huh? Sight for sore eyes.”

      “Welp,” Blotter says, “we made it. No worse for wear, really. ‘Cept her. Reckon we should get ‘er cleaned up before she heads in to see him?”

      “That’d be the sensible thing to do, though I’m not so sure we’re sensible-minded people, Blotter.”

      I turn to face them both.

      “What’re you thinking?” Blotter asks.

      The grin stretches his partner’s mouth wide to reveal yellow tarnished teeth and for a fleeting moment, I picture them as fangs. Chalmers says, “Two weary soldiers on a long journey. Job well done. I figured we might have earned the right to a little bit of a treat, wouldn’t you say?”

      Blotter squints at him, studying his fellow blackcoat. “How so?”

      “A little taste of the candy, so to speak.”

      “Not sure I’m getting what you’re saying, soldier.” I may be reading into things, but it’s said with a tone that suggests he knows exactly what Chalmers is saying.

      Me, however… I’m clueless.

      Chalmers chuckles. “C’mon, now. Long days on the march, no wives or sweethearts around? You can’t sit there and tell me you ain’t thought about it.”

      I softly ask, “Thought about what?” because the fog is clearing in my mind. It’s not a full panic yet. It’s a tingling that’s creeping up the base of my spine.

      If he’s talking about what I think he’s talking about…

      Blotter shakes his head and nudges Daisy around so that he can look at Chalmers straight on. He says exactly what I’m thinking. “Chalmers, if you’re talking about what I think you’re talking about…then we’re gonna have a problem.”

      Chalmers winks at me and licks his lips.

      “Chalmers!”

      Chalmers goes rigid, straightens his back. “That’ll be enough, soldier. You will not shout at a superior officer in that manner.”

      “Superior officer? You enlisted two days before I did.”

      “Which proves my point. I done been in this uniform longer than you, scum.”

      “That’s not what superior means.”

      As I listen to these two idiots bicker, I’m slightly relieved by the fact that Blotter seems to be sticking up for me. Or, at least in a way that suggests he’s not going along with Chalmers’s ideas, whatever they might consist of. I try to work my hands loose from the twine digging into my skin.

      If I can just get them free, maybe I can hide in the city. Head for that building over there, run for cover.

      Don’t be a fool. They have horses.

      You have to try.

      I’m so focused on my hands that I don’t notice how heated their argument has become, at least not until I hear Blotter shouting, “You will not lay a hand on her.”

      Chalmers answers with his own bellowing voice, “You try an’ stop me. I earned this. I earned it, damn you.” He beats his chest with his fist. “She’s mine.” He slings his left leg over Buttercup’s neck, drops to the ground, and charges for me.

      I whimper and turn my shoulder to face him as my only defense.

      “Not another step, Chalmers!” howls Blotter.

      Chalmers ignores him. He reaches for me, reaches closer, and I stare at his hands almost as if they’re in slow motion. It’s like my ability to bend time as a Kinder—outside of superhuman abilities, I discover that fear sends time into a crawl as well.

      I’m able to stare at his dirty fingers, fat sausages hanging from ham-hocks. I notice that the third finger on his left hand is nothing but a stub, lost at some point during his miserable life and sewn over, left to look like a Republicon territory marker.

      Blotter screams, “Stop!”

      Chalmers lunges. Lust, desire, and hunger swirl in his eyes.

      Boom!

      The gunshot sends time back to where it should be as Chalmers pitches to his right, blood gushing from his neck. I don’t have a chance to consider this or what Blotter has done for me, because in the next instant, Daisy panics at the thunderous report of the rifle and throws herself to the side, trying to escape. The twine around my wrists is still tethered to Blotter’s saddle horn and this realization hits as I’m sailing through the air, being dragged like a child’s kite.

      The pain in my arms is mind-numbing and I hear Blotter’s voice trying to calm her. Daisy rears again while I’m airborne, whipping me around faster, my momentum carrying me ten feet above ground, unable to do anything. I’m at the mercy of this terrified horse.

      I hear, “Easy, Daisy!” one last time before I slam into the hard, black road. I feel a forearm snap and then the back of my head hits like a stone dropped from a great height.

      My ears ring, and the darkness swallows me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      How many more times can I wake up in a new, unfamiliar place, unsure of how I got there, wounded and in pain? I suppose this is a symptom of fighting a war, whether or not you’re in battle at the time, but it’s getting old.

      My eyes adjust to the bright light overhead, the bulbs searing into my eyeballs. I squint and notice that they look like the bulbs that were in Hale’s warehouse, back in Warrenville.

      I’m inside. Am I? Am I inside?

      There’s white everywhere. White walls, white chairs, white tables. It smells clean in here, but not naturally; manmade, like the orange liquid Grandfather and I found in an abandoned town years ago. It was sharp and seared the inside of my nose, smelling as if someone had set apples on fire.

      In front of me, a large window overlooks rolling mountains with cars puttering along like ants on a carved path.

      My dream… It was real. Crazy. So if this one is real, does that mean my dream with all the spirits was too? I guess that means Mosley is dead. And ouch, why does my head hurt so much? A daisy? What about a daisy? The flower? Noooo. Something about a horse.

      I’m able to lift my head, but only slightly, before the swimming begins in my vision. My stomach swirls, and I lie back, my head pounding so much that it almost hurts to touch it against the soft pillow. A number of white cords and wires are attached to me at various places on my body, leading up toward my head and then out of sight.

      Something chirps above me and if I recall from my dream, there’ll be a large white box up there with white wires attached to it.

      On the front is a piece of glass and then a little green line that pops up and down every time my heart beats. Of course I have no idea what it is or what it’s for, but at least in my dream about this place, I remember thinking that it’s nice to be able to see that my heart works.

      I lie here for what feels like hours, but the ticking clock on the wall informs me that it’s only been fifteen minutes. I’m afraid to move my head, fearing the pain that will come. I stay as motionless as a hillside stone until I feel an oncoming sneeze tickling my nose.

      Please, God, no. Don’t do this—

      The sneeze explodes from my face. White light explodes in my vision.

      Pain, ungodly pain, crackles throughout my entire body, and I claw at the mattress because I don’t know what else to do. My right hand settles on a small tube. A wire runs from the bottom of it along the side of my bed and then dips downward and underneath the blanket. On the top of the tube is a red button. I pray that pushing it will call the nice woman—Nurse in my dreams—into the room so I can ask her how to make it stop.

      I push it, and I hope.

      Seconds pass and no Nurse; instead, I get a soft sensation, one of loosening pressure, like unbuttoning your pants after the one full meal we have—or had—each year at Thanksgiving. The pain in my head fades bit by bit until I’m warm all over. It feels as if I’m relaxing in a hot bath, and how rare those were. I’m surprised that I can recall the sensation. It’s been so long.

      I hear footsteps coming down the hallway. Were there footsteps in my dream? I don’t think so. Nurse came in and stuck the needle of blue liquid into my arm. She was softly there, almost floating, when she took my arm with fingers supple like rose petals.

      The footsteps halt just outside my door, and I listen to a heavy sigh, almost like someone is steeling himself to enter and face me. I wait and I wonder if it’s Finn. Is he finally feeling guilty for his betrayal? Is the mere thought of looking at my face too much for him to bear?

      I want it to be him, and I don’t. I spent many, many hours hiking through the woods, following my people here, trying to figure out what I would do or say to him if I ever got the chance to see his traitorous face again.

      I can’t do much because I’m mortal, and he’s a Kinder.

      And if it’s Finn outside my door, disappointment sets in because I can’t remember a single word of the multiple speeches I had prepared along the way. I thought so hard and so long about this moment that I must have jumbled the words together and swept them all out of my brain like my old hut on Sunday afternoons, Grandfather’s weekly cleaning day with the broom.

      I don’t know why I’m not afraid. I should be. Maybe he’s finally here to finish the job. A very tiny part of me, about the size of a snowflake, wishes that he would’ve done it back that night on the battlefield—I wish he would’ve gotten it over with and I wouldn’t be lying here helpless, having this stupid, pointless conversation with myself.

      More than likely, it’s a doctor stopping to check in, and he’s standing outside the door, thinking about everything that’s wrong with me.

      I’m in a hospital. That’s logical.

      What’s not logical is the only remaining Kinder out in the hallway, going over his plan to kill me in my sleep. Why bother waiting?

      Just do it now, Finn. Put me out of my misery.

      Stop it, Caroline. Don’t do this to yourself.

      When the man clears his throat one more time, knocks on the door and enters, I’m so surprised that I jerk and send another ripple of pain through my skull. Though not as powerful as before, and masked by whatever dulls my body when I push the red button, the pain is there, letting me know that I’m alive.

      It’s a good thing, really, because I grasp that I’ll have one fewer bad memory to hold onto, all thanks to this man.
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      Blotter approaches cautiously, holding his hat between fingers that can’t figure out what to do with themselves. One minute they’re shaky, the next they’re twisting the bill of his army-issued cap, then they’re picking at hangnails.

      His hair is dirty blonde, mixed with real dirt, and his full beard matches the same color. Sky blue eyes shine under the clean light of the overhead bulbs—pretty eyes I hadn’t noticed before because I was certain he was looking for an opportunity to put a bullet between mine.

      He may have saved my life or prevented something terrible from happening to me, but it doesn’t change the fact that plenty of his bullets passed within inches of my head and Merrin’s, too. For a second I wonder how—and where—she is.

      I don’t know whether to thank him or spit in his face.

      Instead, I do the only thing I can think of to break the silence—I ask him about military things. “What’s that symbol on your shoulder?” It’s the outline of a soldier, standing at attention, with two bars meeting and crossing over the center of his chest.

      “Specialist. Sharpshooting,” Blotter answers sheepishly, as if admitting the fact will stir the air into something neither of us wants to remember. He keeps glancing back at the door.

      “Someone coming?”

      “Probably. Yeah. I mean, they should be because I’m not supposed to be in here.”

      “Then why are you?” It’s hard to hide the distaste in my tone. I don’t necessarily hate him, though, and I want to shove the words “thank you” out of my mouth, but they won’t budge.

      “I came”—he takes another hurried peek—“to apologize. We were never supposed to, you know, to kill you. That was never a part of the plan. We were under orders to capture you, and then Chalmers, he got it in his head that dead was as good as alive. After certain…things.”

      I’d like to sit up higher, but I’m scared my head will rip open from the pain. I’m dull from whatever medicine is leaking into my arm, yet I feel exposed and submissive, lying here on my back. Although, as shaky as he is, it seems that Blotter is the one feeling vulnerable. “And you went along with him? At least for that first part? Do you know how many times you almost killed Merrin and me?”

      “She’s the girl?”

      “Yes. And the answer is dozens. We had wood chips in our hair you were so close.”

      He can’t hide an embarrassed grin. He taps the patch sewn into the shoulder of his jacket. “Mathers, if I’d wanted you dead, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

      That’s a fair point, I guess. “Then why did you keep us under fire for so long? Why not just capture us and be done with it?”

      Blotter motions toward the bed, silently asking if he can come closer. I grant him access with a short nod. He puts his hand on the metal railing and says, “We didn’t know what kind of weapons you had. Could be you had a rifle, too. Snipers like Chalmers and me, we can wait for days out in the woods. No big deal. Figured as long as we could get you out in the open, we’d have a better chance.”

      “Well, here I am. You got me.”

      “And that’s why I’m here, like I said, to say sorry for that jackass and all of his, uh…you know. His nonsense. Dead and gone now. My report says you got him in the woods, so I’d appreciate it if the story stayed that way. Which is, uh, which is why—well, that’s the other reason I’m here.”

      I don’t even know what to say to this, so, I don’t say anything. I cautiously turn my head away and stare out the window.

      “Mathers?”

      “I’ll keep your secret, Blotter.”

      “Thank you. But that’s not… Pretty view from up here.”

      “What happens now?”

      Blotter clears his throat, says, “That’s my thing, yeah? Got somebody that wants to see you when you’re able.”

      “You mean Finn?”

      “Who? Oh, you mean that Kinder kid?”

      This catches my attention. I thought for sure that the entire time he and Chalmers had been referring to a “he” that they had meant Finn. Who else could it be? I roll my head around to look at Blotter again, and a shot of pain sparkles underneath the haze of the medicine. “It’s not Finn?”

      “Nah, we don’t run with the same kind. Not enough stars or bars on my uniform. That smug little shit is probably sitting up on President Crake’s front porch, sipping cocoa.”

      “Then who?”

      He says, “An old friend of yours,” like it’s a secret that we should be sharing, but I have no clue who he could mean. All my friends are dead, missing, or wrapped up in the chains of slavery.

      “Blotter, look, I don’t feel like playing games with you right now. I’m in so much pain, I can’t think straight. Every bone and muscle in my body hurts and I’ve already lost the war. There wasn’t even a war. Your people came and took what they wanted.   That was the end of it, and I assume as soon as I’m better, I’ll be swinging a pickaxe in some coal mine. That’s my future. That’s what I’ve got. Thank you for protecting me from Chalmers. You deserve that. You deserve thanks, but seriously, that’s all you’re getting. So, you either tell me what’s going on, or I’ll scream for the doctors.”

      “Okay, okay, don’t get your—just give me a chance here.” He uses an unsteady hand to pat the air. “I didn’t mean anything by it. We were working for Captain Tanner.”

      “He’s alive?” The name causes me to bolt upright in my bed. The white hot flash of pain sends me back to the pillow, moaning, holding both hands up to my head as I massage my temples. The cast on my arm is clunky and makes it difficult on one side.

      The man who destroyed my village, the man who murdered Ellery right in front of me, the man who led the forward march on my people, the man who I thought had been escorted to prison, and maybe even death, the night we made it to Warrenville, is apparently alive.

      In addition to the pain in my head, my stomach swells with nausea.

      Ages ago, the Elders in my encampment used to talk about seeing red when they were angry. While there’s no color to my vision, I feel like my entire being is flaming red with rage.

      “How’d he get free?” I ask between gritted teeth.

      “He’ll have to tell you himself. He’s got—he’s got all your answers. I only wanted to say I’m sor—”

      “What’s going on in here?” A voice interrupts him from the doorway and a tall man with glasses, two days of unshaven beard growth, and wearing a white jacket enters my room. Half of his shirt has come untucked and his hair looks as if he climbed out of bed seconds ago. He glares at Blotter from underneath droopy eyelids and says, “Specialist, I’m sure you’re aware that visiting hours have long since passed for this patient.”

      Blotter nods, puts his cap on, and retreats toward the open door. “Sorry, sir. My mistake.”

      “Leave now or I’ll have your rank pulled.”

      “Yes, sir. Absolutely, sir. If I could just—”

      “Now, son!”

      Blotter holds both hands up in an apology, then says to me, “He’ll be by tomorrow, Mathers. Listen to what he has to say.”

      “Out,” howls the doctor as Blotter disappears around the corner. When he’s sure that Blotter has really left me alone, the doctor says, “Miss Mathers, I apologize if that nincompoop disrupted your rest. He was specifically told downstairs that you were to have no more visitors.”

      “I’ve had others?”

      “Oh, yes, so many that we had to turn them back.”

      “Like who?”

      “Mostly military gentlemen.”

      “Why?”

      “From what I gather, they’re under strict orders from President Crake and former PRV president Larson to debrief you as soon as you’re able. I’ve told them it’ll be a while yet because according to that chowderhead that was just in here, you took quite an unfortunate ride when that horse panicked. Shame he had to put it down.”

      “Daisy?”

      “If that was her name, yes. If he hadn’t shot the horse, we’d be tying on a toe tag down in the morgue.”

      I don’t know what a morgue is, but I’m guessing he means a place where they keep dead bodies. Back home, we called that a graveyard, but I’m sure I’d feel silly asking him what the difference is. Plus, as it stands, Blotter saved me twice. Once from Chalmers and once from an out-of-control horse. Maybe I should’ve been a little nicer to him.

      If only I’d known…

      “Anyway, I’m Dr. Walsh. We haven’t officially met yet.” He offers his hand to shake and I do. He adds, “And you, ma’am, are Caroline Mathers, and I’m required to inform you that you’re officially a prisoner of war. I think it goes without saying that I’m not on the best terms with those boot-stomping hooligans who’re trying to intimidate my patient, so let me just say this—I can only hold them off for so long but I’ll do everything I can to keep them out of here until you’re ready.”

      “Thank you.”

      “How’re you feeling?”

      “Honestly? Like I fell out of a huge tree and bounced off of every branch on the way down. It almost hurts to blink.”

      Dr. Walsh lifts his glasses and rests them on top of his head. He has a stack of papers in his hands, held together by a flat board and a clip. He lifts a couple of sheets and frowns as he reads. “I’d say that’s about right, but you could probably call it fifty trees. Multiple fractures, punctured lungs, a concussion, fluid on your brain, and that’s barely scratching the surface. It’s a miracle you made it. My theory is that you might have a minuscule amount of Kinder still in your body. Don’t look so surprised—they told me already. Maybe the serum didn’t eradicate it entirely, but you’d need a powerful microscope to see the one or two remaining cells that kept you alive. That’s my speculation. Could be you’re just strong-willed and you simply refused to die.”

      He pours a cup of water for me from a nearby table and I manage to get a few sips down. Even the act of swallowing hurts neck muscles that I didn’t know existed. “Are there others here?”

      “Other prisoners, you mean?”

      “Slaves here in the hospital. My people.”

      “Unfortunately, no. They arrived two days ago, and the military currently has them scattered in a few refugee locations set up around the city. Buildings, tent communities, wherever they can fit them. Plenty need medical attention, but we were only able to spare so many doctors and nurses. We’re doing the best we can with what we have.”

      “Sad. You’d think the blackcoats would want them in better shape before they’re forced to work.”

      I can tell he agrees with me, but all he offers is a tip of his head and a solemn, “It is what it is, unfortunately, and they’re… Well, you’ll see.”

      “I’ll see what?”

      He ignores my question. “Is there anything else I can help you with for the moment?”

      I try to think about what I might want to know. The simply act of looking at the pictures in my mind is painful. “Oh, have you heard anything about my parents?” I doubt that he has, because to the people in charge, they’re another face in the crowd or another piece of stolen property.

      “Actually,” he says, scratching his beard. “I wanted to talk to you about that. An officer by the name of Captain Tanner was here this morning and said he had word of your folks. Seemed like he had details about your history that nobody else did, and I thought if you were familiar with him, we might be able to bend some rules and get him in here. None of the others, though. You’re too fragile, and I’m still of half a mind to have that moron I ran out of here reprimanded.”

      So Blotter was telling the truth. Tanner really wants to see me.

      He adds, “Is that okay for you, Miss Mathers? I can certainly have him turned away tomorrow. I didn’t want yet another visitor in here without your permission, but I also figured you’d like to hear some good news.”

      My spirits lift a little. “He says it’s good?”

      “Assured me it was.”

      Dr. Walsh doesn’t know that Tanner has something else planned.

      I don’t know how many times I’ve sworn to myself that I should’ve put an arrow through that man’s heart weeks and weeks ago, yet I have this unrelenting urge to know why he wanted Blotter and Chalmers to track and capture me.

      Was it to deliver me to Crake himself and get the glory? What news does he have of my parents? And why was Blotter—who actually seems like a decent man—so insistent on me listening to what Tanner has to say?

      I tell Dr. Walsh, “Yeah, it’s fine, but…”

      “Yes?”

      “Can you maybe have a guard posted outside the door while he’s here?”

      “Of course. May I ask why?”

      “He may have some familiar details about my life, but we’ve been on the opposite side of a few battles, doctor.”

      Dr. Walsh frowns and sighs. “So it goes. You’ll be safe in here.”

      I wish I was as confident as he seems.
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      The next morning, I wake up to the sound of booming thunder, and somewhere up in the heavens, another angel is screaming with a broken back. Rain pounds the windows and lightning flashes frequently enough to keep the entire countryside illuminated. It’s almost as if the sun is shining in streaks of pinks, blues, and yellows. Captain Tanner of the Democratic Alliance of Virginia is supposed to visit me today, and I wonder if the raging storm outside is yet another omen.

      It stormed like this early in the morning of Finn’s betrayal. The memories remain raw and always will. For as long as I live, which may not be much longer, whenever I see a streak of lightning or hear a clap of thunder, I’ll think of broken angels and Finn’s broken promises.

      Minutes later, a nurse—not the one from my dream—enters with a smile, carrying a tray of food that I don’t want. Eggs, bacon, toast, and something called strawberry gelatin. I’ve never seen this wobbly goo before, but she insists that I’ll love it if I try it. I scoop up one of the blocks and watch it wiggle on my spoon.

      “You’ve never had this before? Seriously?”

      “I’m from the PRV…uh…”

      “Lilly.”

      “Lilly, the last thing I ate before your soldiers invaded my encampment and killed everyone was an undercooked frog. So, no, I’ve never had gelatin.”

      She’s young, maybe only a few years older than I am, and appears easily excitable. She ignores my jab about the DAV army destroying my village. “Try it,” she insists, beaming. When I hesitate, she adds, “Trust me, out of all the crap we serve here, this is the only thing that tastes like it’s supposed to.”

      “Okay. Fine.” If it’ll shut you up.

      I put the squirming mess into my mouth and it immediately begins to melt in a sweet blob of flavor dancing all over my tongue. I can’t hide my smile.

      “You like it?”

      “That’s amazing.” I shovel in another spoonful.

      She grins and claps. “See? I told you. I can sneak some more in if you want.”

      “Please do.” I’ve been wary about talking to anyone—at least while I’ve been awake and conscious enough to know someone was in here—but Lilly seems nice and naïve enough to ask a couple of questions. Still, I want to be careful about what I say. “Hey, so, I’ve been trying to remember everyone’s name. There’s a nurse that wears a purple uniform. She’s a little taller than you with long hair in a ponytail. Looks maybe like she used to get a lot of sun, you know, back before the rains came. Oh, and a scar under her left eye, like right along the cheekbone. What’s she called?”

      I remembered at some point that the nurse Finn talked about in his dreams wore a pink uniform, but the image of the woman in my dreams remains the same.

      Nurse Lilly cocks her head to the side and gives me a quizzical look, the same way the stray puppies in the encampment used to do, and pretends to frown. “I’m not sure. She doesn’t sound familiar.”

      I don’t know how else to describe the woman I’ve seen in my mind so many times. I don’t know anything else about her, and obviously I can’t tell Nurse Lilly that this woman has access to a blue liquid that’ll make me a Kinder again. “Are you sure? I’ve seen her in here a bunch.”

      Nurse Lilly shakes her head and clasps her fingers at her belly. “Not that I know of. I’ve been here five years. Never seen a nurse with a scar under her eye.”

      My first thought is, she’s old enough to have been here five years? And the second is—then who is supposed to give me the shot?

      Or, is it nothing but a stupid dream, and I’m really and truly destined for life as a citizen-slave of the DAV?

      Nurse Lilly feels my forehead. “You feel okay, and Dr. Walsh says you’re definitely on the mend, so I’d say no hallucinations. Maybe it’s just the medicine you’ve been on? Half in and half out of your dreams? That’d be my guess.”

      Half in and half out of my dreams sounds like the last couple of months, starting the moment I heard those godforsaken drums. More like half in and half out of my nightmares.

      “Yeah, maybe.” I scoop up the last of my strawberry gelatin and ask if she wouldn’t mind getting me some more right away. It’s a letdown that Dream Nurse doesn’t exist, and I want to be alone.

      Nurse Lilly is way too excited that I have an appetite and practically skips out of the room.

      The next clap of thunder is so loud I can see the windows vibrating. I only woke up twenty minutes ago, but if I can sleep through such noise, maybe I’ll dream of the nurse again. I’ll try harder to remember more details this time. It’s possible that I’m describing her wrong or picturing her incorrectly. I’ll look closely for a nametag, too, just in case.

      No sooner than my eyes close, I hear a knock on the door and expect it to be Nurse Lilly back with more gelatin. Instead, the man at the door manages to send cold shivers down my back and spark a burning fire in my belly at the same time.

      “Mathers,” says Captain Tanner.

      “Tanner.”

      “Captain Tanner.”

      I subtly shake my head. “Nope. In here, you’re Tanner. My room, my rules.”

      He smirks and holds his arms behind his back, chin up and chest out like a good soldier. He’s wearing a shiny new uniform that shows no signs of wear and tear. The seams are crisp and tight. His medals gleam over his left breast.  He’s ready for display, not battle. “Trying to claim dominion on foreign soil, Mathers? How very brave of you. Then again, you’re one of the bravest fools I’ve ever met, so I’m not surprised.”

      “I guess that’s a compliment?”

      “Take it for what you will.”

      “Why’re you here, Tanner?” I ask, as he approaches agonizingly slowly.

      He surveys the room as if he’s taking stock of it, trying to decide whether my quarters meet his officer’s standards. “Do you remember the first time we met, Mathers?”

      I glare at him. “That’s a stupid question.”

      “Perhaps. We talked about death before dishonor. And God, among other things.”

      “I remember telling you that leaving me alive would be the last stupid mistake you’d make.”

      He lifts his chin higher. “Yes, yes. Probably the wisest words you’ve ever spoken.” He pulls up a nearby chair—hard metal painted brown—and asks if I would allow him to sit.

      I don’t answer. He does anyway.

      “Dr. Walsh said you knew something about my parents.”

      Tanner crosses his legs and holds his knee with both hands. He nods. “They’re fine. Alive and safely secured.”

      “And?”

      “And what? That’s not enough?”

      “Where are they? What’re they doing? Are they sick? Did they get hurt on the march?”

      “These are details I’m not privy to, I’m afraid. I inquired about their status, thinking I might be able to offer you a slight measure of comfort, and that’s all I was told.” He reaches into a jacket pocket and removes a folded slip of paper. “I quote, ‘Captain Tanner, as to your inquiry. Stop. Mathers One and Mathers Two alive. Stop. They will be remanded to work detail. Stop.’”

      “Stop?”

      “Message delivery nonsense. It’s in there, so I can’t help but read it. Old habit of mine.” He crumbles the slip of paper into a ball and tosses it into the trashcan beside my bed. I want to ask him if I can have it, because it may be the last proof I have that my parents made it here alive. It could be the last thing I’ll ever know about them. However, begging him for a scrap of paper is a sign of weakness, and I refuse to grant him that.

      Stay strong. Get it when he leaves.

      “You didn’t come here to tell me that, Tanner. Why are you being…nice to me?”

      “Oh, well, now I wouldn’t say nice, specifically, but let’s just say that I’ve come to understand a few things.”

      “Like what a bastard you are?”

      My words have no effect. His face remains flat and calm. “For starters, I asked if you’d remembered our first conversation because we also talked about the Bible. Do you recall that?”

      Like I could ever forget. That day, that moment, those seconds are burned into my mind like I lived it minutes ago. I say, “And the meek shall inherit the earth. You told me it was a bunch of nonsense.”

      Tanner lets that float out there for a good, long while before he says, “I’m still not wrong about that, but my views on the matter may have shifted slightly, and here’s why: Mathers, you have to understand something. I don’t know how things went down there in your little huts made out of twigs and dreams, but up here, we’re born into the military. We eat, sleep, think, and shit military. There are no other options. We train until our service reaches a transition point at our eighteenth birthdays. By then, every single one of us can be called a child of war. We know how to fight from the moment we can hold a knife in our grubby little paws, still sticky with that morning’s breast milk. At eighteen, then and only then, are we given the option to choose our destinies. We head into public service or we remain in the military. A or B. One or two.

      “We’re taught discipline and order. We’re efficient machines whether we’ve got a rifle to our shoulder or we’re stirring a pot of soup at a restaurant. It’s a little droll, really, being so regimented. Sure, we have wants for unnecessary things, and we indulge that on occasion, but the fact remains that we’re rather boring with our rules and obedience. We’re trapped in a prison without walls.”

      I know a similar feeling, yet I keep my mouth shut. I let him talk. I don’t know why. Could be because I’m not going anywhere. Could be because I feel like he’s getting at something important.

      “My point is, we live our lives for the sole purpose of prosperity and succeeding at whatever we do. Up until I met you I’d never been defeated on a mission.”

      “What do you mean defeated? The DAV isn’t at war with anyone else and hasn’t been for decades.”

      Tanner scoffs. Some of the flying spittle catches on his beard and glistens underneath the bright bulbs. “And what does a PRV urchin know of DAV movements?”

      “But Finn said—”

      “Finn, Finn, Finn. We’ll get to that monster in a moment.”

      Monster?

      “For now,” he continues, “let me finish. As to your question, yes, we’ve had territorial disputes and minor hostage situations, special forces entering Pennsylvania and Maryland—other clandestine operations that are too top secret to discuss. However, and, as I was saying, I was always successful. Then you came along, and no matter how much it wasn’t your intent, you showed me something, Mathers.”

      He waits for me to ask, and I oblige once I can no longer stand the relentless beeping of the machines above my head. “What’s that?”

      “You showed me what it’s like to be on the other side. I’ve never been more humiliated in all my life, being led around by your heathens like I’m a farm animal with a ring in its nose, having someone drag me from one spot to another. I hated it. I hated every second of it.”

      He’s calm, not showing any signs of anger, which is odd. For a few seconds I was quite positive that he was here to tell me all this and kill me in my hospital bed.

      I ask him, “How did you get away? Weren’t you supposed to have an accident in prison?”

      “I had a number of accidents. Scars you can’t see. Broken bones barely healed. This right here.” He points to a scar underneath his left eye; it’s a thin white line across the cheekbone. It looks familiar. “But, in the end, some of the PRV men who were so happy to have a blackcoat officer under their boot heels were also Larson loyalists, and they thought they might get a nice reward if they handed me over. I’m afraid the story is too long to share every detail, but, in short, those men didn’t make it, and I got shuffled in with the rest of your lot.”

      “Did your men think you were one of us?”

      “They had us cordoned off into manageable groups, and none of the DAV guards knew who I was. You try convincing an eighteen-year-old child with a lust for war that you outrank him by four decades, especially when you’re wearing a prison uniform from the PRV. I might as well have been trying to convince the sky that it’s pink.”

      His next statement is so unexpected, I’m positive I’m dreaming.
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      “I saw unacceptable things, even for my wizened, crotchety old beliefs, and…I’m here to help you. At least a little.”

      “You what?” I can’t stop myself. I’m flinging my body upright before I can think about the consequences.

      Tanner stands up from his chair and moves to the window, staring outside as lightning flashes, illuminating the wrinkles around his eyes. I can only see half of his face, but I can tell he’s tired.

      “I’m not a traitor, Mathers. At least I don’t consider myself to be. However, in the eyes of my government, I could easily face a firing squad, or a more pedestrian method of execution like hanging.”

      “But—but why? How?”

      Lightning flickers and the rumbling thunder sounds more distant. The storm is moving on, but it doesn’t change the cloud of discomfort hanging over Tanner’s face.

      “Eventually, I gave up trying to convince these young bucks that I was a commanding officer in my own army. I figured we were on our way back here, I could wait until we got home before I tried convincing someone else in charge who I was. These kids weren’t going to listen to some old fool in a ragged prison uniform, and I was dangerously close to getting a bullet in the heart. That first night, this little bugger named Pollard had his sidearm jammed on the bridge of my nose with the hammer cocked, Mathers. I’m lucky his finger wasn’t twitchy.

      “So, I walked with your people, thinking they were scum on the bottom of my boots, even when I looked worse for wear than some of them. Over the next few weeks while we marched back home, I tried to keep my chin held high, you see. I couldn’t be bothered with becoming a part of these cretins I was supposed to be ushering into slavery. I was better than that. Or so I thought. But then, something started to change. They had no idea who I was and they all assumed I was one of your pathetic citizens. Obviously, I kept my mouth shut because if they found out I was a blackcoat captain, I would’ve been begging Pollard for that bullet in my brain. They would’ve ripped me limb from limb.”

      I want to be disrespectful. I want to tell him to go to hell, that the bullet wouldn’t have been good enough for him, not after what he did to my encampment, but I let him continue. Even as Nurse Lilly slips inside and hands me another bowl of strawberry gelatin, grinning apologetically, I don’t say a word.

      I wait, and I listen.

      “—then you’d never believe it, Mathers. She gave me her only blanket. By then it was a sopping wet mess that did nothing more than block the wind, but I couldn’t have been more grateful. I think that’s when it started. Me seeing things differently, I mean. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not under any delusion that what we were doing wasn’t a horrible thing. I knew it then and I know it now. I simply chose to ignore it because that’s the way we were raised. That’s the way our society has taught us to live from birth. Survival of the fittest, Mathers. If God or nature or genetics hasn’t deemed you worthy of being the better man—or woman, in your case—then you don’t deserve these so-called God-given rights. If you can’t defend what God gave you, then we’ll always win.

      “Norma. That was her name. Norma gave me her blanket, then six hours later, she was dead. So was her daughter and her granddaughter. All three of them pulled to the side of the road and executed for daring to sneak extra food so I could keep my strength. This was about halfway through the march, and I was still weak from my punishment. They chose to help, and they died for it.”

      I remember seeing it happen, the execution of those three women. The youngest was barely older than Merrin. James and I slipped into the camp that night, found the guard who’d done it asleep against the eastern side of an oak tree, out of the rain, and we slit his throat.

      Tanner says, “I never thought I’d see myself rejoice at the death of a fellow blackcoat, but I said a prayer of thanks when they found him the next morning. Someone carved him an extra smile.” He gives me a knowing glance.

      Maybe I shouldn’t admit this out loud, but I can’t stop myself from saying, “It had to be done. He deserved it.”

      “Oh, I agree completely. You’ll find no judgment or reprimand here.”

      “How’d you know it was us?”

      “Because I had found a sharp piece of slate with an edge like a razor blade and was on the way to do the same thing. You beat me to it.”

      “So you saw us? James and me?”

      “It was pitch black, Mathers. I was thirty feet away, hiding in blackberry bush getting cuts over every inch of skin that wasn’t covered. I didn’t see you specifically, but I could tell it was a young girl and a bearded giant. Had to be you. Who else?”

      “Could’ve been someone in the marching party. Somebody that had the same idea as you.”

      “Please,” he scoffs. “Your people are resilient, I’ll grant them that, but they’re not the kind to take action. Meek, remember? Out of all of your people down there,” he says, pointing at some distant buildings, “not a single one of them has the drive or desire that you do. And, since I’d heard that you abandoned your army during the fighting and hadn’t been seen from since, it had to be you. Besides, what other brave girls do I know with a giant attached to her hip? It was you, Mathers. It was always you.”

      The mention of my gentle giant, my brother, darkens my mood further. “He died.”

      “The soldier? Of course he did.”

      “No, James.” I hate the fact that my voice trembles when I say his name. I will never let go of that remorse but I don’t need Tanner to hear it.

      Tanner turns his head toward me, angling his shoulders, keeping his posture rigid and his hands clasped at his lower back. “I’m sorry to hear that.” His tone is sincere.

      I glare at him, burning holes into his eyes with fire from my own.

      “I really am,” he adds. “We only get so many true friends in this world, and it’s a shame to see one of yours gone.”

      “Why do you care?”

      “I don’t know that I do, exactly, but I can recognize potential when I see it.”

      “Look, Tanner,” I say, pulling the covers up to my shoulder and rolling away from him. “If you’re here to recruit me, it’s not going to happen. I told you to shove it back in the encampment the first time you offered, and my answer hasn’t changed.”

      “Mathers.”

      “What?”

      “Look at me.”

      I huff and reluctantly roll over again. Everything aches.

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Can you get to the point? I’m getting tired.” I’m not, really, but I don’t see where this conversation is going, or how it can change anything about my future, so all I want right now is for him to be gone so I can wait for my inevitable downfall into slavery.

      I mean, I led people. I was a hero. People looked up to me, and I made important decisions. Even if I wasn’t entirely confident, I felt like I did a pretty good job at it.

      And now what? Sewing army pants until my fingers bleed? Digging rows in fields of dirt to plant corn?

      Really and truly, if I could have anything in the world, all I want is for life to go back to the way it was the day before I heard those drums. No, further back, before Grandfather got sick. I want it to be July of last year. The rains had started by then, but it was warm and new, and we were excited that it would do so well for the crops we’d planted that spring. Grandfather was spry and dancing around our nightly campfires. Brandon and I played and won so many games of Catch the Rabbit, the other kids wanted to change the rules. Food was plentiful. Our water was fresh and not so muddy from the constant runoff from the mountains.

      We were happy. What a different life that was.

      Tanner checks the clock on the wall. “I’m late already, so yes, I suppose I will get to the point.” He leans up against the giant windows and crosses his arms. Lightning streaks skitter across the sky behind him and renewed thunder rattles the whole building. “I don’t know what you were planning, coming up here. If I were you, and I still had my freedom, I would’ve escaped. I would’ve gone somewhere warm. I would’ve disappeared. But that’s me. I’ve learned now that Finn gave you the anti-serum, you lost all those amazing abilities, you let your people down and now they’re all workers for the DAV machine of progress.”

      “Slaves, you mean.”

      “Words, meanings. Trifling things. We call them citizen servants.”

      “Held against their will.”

      “While true, it doesn’t change the point I’m trying to make. We can go around and around, and it won’t solve anything. What I want you to hear is this: you lost everything. Your powers, your friends, your home, your family…the war, and still, you were tracking your people north. As I said, I have no idea what your plans were, but the fact that you were out there in the woods, watching that madness and obviously hoping to do something to help your people, that was all I needed to see that night.

      “I’m risking a court martial for this, maybe even worse. But, truth be told, Mathers, you’re a worthy opponent, and you deserve freedom.”

      “How brave of you, but I do? Why not my people? Huh? Why not them? What makes me any better?”

      “You have to understand something. You cannot win this war. When you had your abilities as a Kinder, you still had no hope of winning. It was never going to be possible. Never. We marched on your capital and into your territory with a fraction of our available army. I don’t care what lies and misinformation you were fed by Finn or anyone else you may have communicated with, the fact remains that for every one of those men marching on your soil, we had another ten back here.

      “Our armies are a hundred thousand strong. Bend time, throw men like rag dolls, jump fifty feet, whatever it was you were capable of doing, it would not have been enough. It was never going to be enough. We would’ve found a way. Matter of fact, we had our way. Finn. The day we first met, it was all a complete lie. We knew Ellery was there because we’d been tracking her for years. With Finn’s abilities to feel another Kinder’s presence, we also knew she’d created another. Why do you think we sent our vanguard through your piddling little encampment? There were plenty of easier ways to get to Warrenville.”

      He pauses to allow all of this to sink in.

      “I have a question for you,” I say. “About him.”

      “I think I know what you’re going to ask.”

      “You do?”

      “How was he able to seem so genuine? Why’d he blindly follow you for so long? Why didn’t he betray you sooner instead of pretending to fight for your side?”

      Amazingly enough, he’s right. That’s exactly what I want to ask. Instead of showing my complete surprise, I only nod and say, “Tell me.”

      Tanner sits forward with his elbows on his knees. He says, “Finn was programmed,” as if that explains anything.

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “Of course you wouldn’t. You’ve been living like cavemen for the past two centuries while we had the means and ways to advance our society. Really, if you want to blame anyone in this whole scenario, starting hundreds of years ago, you can lay fault with your government for refusing to embrace the future. There may have been some massive problems with life as they knew it back then, but the Old Wars didn’t end the world for everyone. The PRV leaders were either too stupid or too scared to join a movement toward a new life that was going to happen, regardless of whether they were on board with it.

      “You see, Mathers, while you were out there shooting squirrels with slingshots, life up here went on. We expanded our lives with science and technology, progress and money. We defended our borders so that we could create a populace made up of efficient machines, and we thrived. Like I said before, that may sound like a prison without walls, but the citizens of the DAV are happy with direction, with life missions and clear objectives. Without all that need for free will and ‘look how special I am,’ we’re free to work on what matters, and that’s progress.”

      “Good for you,” I say, not hiding the sarcasm. “But that doesn’t explain Finn. He was good. What did you do to him?”

      “That was a manufactured good, Mathers. I doubt you’ll even have the ability to understand this, but he’s a product of technology.”

      I pinch my lips together, frown, and shake my head. I have no clue what he’s talking about.

      “We created Finn. He was chosen to be a Kinder. The most powerful Kinder ever birthed by man.”

      “His dreams. Someone injected him.”

      “That we did, but we also needed a way to control him, because you can’t allow the most powerful weapon known to man to have a mind of his own. I don’t know how to explain this any other way. Finn has a small device implanted in his brain that tells him what to do. He was always going to be on your side until it was time for him to come home. He followed you, he learned your strengths and weaknesses, and he learned what kind of opposition your people might have. When we gathered enough data to know that taking your people to further improve our situation wasn’t going to be a problem, we flicked a switch and the war was over.”

      I can’t grasp the idea of how they controlled him—it makes no sense to me—but everything else does. “Why’re you telling me all of this?”

      Tanner smiles and pulls a needle full of blue liquid from his coat pocket. I look at the scar beneath his eye again. I hadn’t noticed before, but the shirt underneath his blackcoat uniform is a soft shade of purple. He says, “Because you’ve earned a chance, child of Ellery.”
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      “What?” I can’t hide the complete shock in my voice. I’ve been trying to keep my emotions underneath the surface this entire time so that Tanner wouldn’t have any notion of having the upper hand. This, however, sends me reeling.

      He examines the contents of the needle like he’s studying the secret to life. He stares at it intently, eyes focused, brow furrowed; a few strands of hair move on his mustache when he breathes. “I have a few conditions, first. I don’t mean to fill you with false hope, but you have to believe me when I say, you cannot save your people. It’s simply not possible, and they will never return to their old lives. Understand that. It’s the first condition.”

      “But why not? If you give me that, won’t I be a Kinder again? I can try to—”

      “Mathers! Pay attention. It’s that kind of nonsense that will make me walk right out of this room and save myself from the gallows. The serum that was used on Finn is long gone. They destroyed it because it was too dangerous. He’s the most powerful Kinder—the most powerful weapon—they ever created, and it was simply too risky to allow the possibilities to remain out there. This, however,” he says, holding up the needle to the light. The blue liquid swirls and sparkles. It’s almost as if it’s alive, swarming like snakes inside that small tube of glass. “This is a lesser version. You’ll have all the abilities you once had, maybe slightly less, but they’ll exist, and you’ll be a Kinder again, just like you were once Ellery passed it on to you. And what an honor. I hope you appreciated it then and what I’m about to do for you now.

      “That said, you, my dear, are going to allow me to make up for all my sins with this one simple vial. Again, I want you to forget about your people, understood? They’ll work under a different banner, but they’ll be treated well; some of them will have it better than their living conditions in those hovels you called home. Forget them. You’ll never be able to free them, and that’s final. Second, you will, however, have the opportunity to rescue your parents. I know where they’re being held, and I can tell you how to steal them away without getting caught. Even with your Kinder abilities, you must not be discovered because the end result will be my death. I am risking everything, everything, for a worthy adversary, but I’m not handing over my life because you chose to do something stupid. Is that understood?”

      I say, “Yes,” and nothing more.

      “Lastly, after you’ve left your people behind and taken your family away from here, I want you to go as far as your legs will carry you. Use your abilities for the good of humanity, Caroline. Change the world somewhere else. There are better places out there. There are even places where the rains have already stopped. Oh yes, it’s true. California. Texas. Go somewhere warm. Go where the sun shines. Be a ray of hope in a distant land, because that ray can’t exist here. There’s no place for it.”

      “But—but… My people.”

      “Were they ever really your people? Did you know them? Did you grow up around them? Did you break bread with them?”

      “No, but—”

      “Sad though I must say, your people died the day I walked into your encampment. Your people, as you know them, are gone. You were united with the rest of the PRV in name only. Yes, it’s unfair. Yes, it’s unjust. They won’t have the liberty and free will they once knew, but they’ll have dry beds and hot meals. Some of them will get paid for their services. Some of them may even buy their freedom in time. It does not change the fact that you will lose your war, and you will die if you try to fight back against it. There is no freeing your people. It’s not possible.

      “So I ask you this: will you grant me absolution for my sins by accepting the gift I’m offering?”

      I want to spit in his face.

      I want to tell him to go to hell.

      I don’t care what he says about my relationship with my homeland; I have pride in my heritage.

      I breathe deeply to calm my raging heartbeat.

      I have pride… Don’t I?

      What he’s offering is tempting. If the citizen-slaves of the PRV will be cared for and have an acceptable life, maybe even a life that was better than before, then would it be so bad to let them go on that way?

      Do I want to die trying to rescue them?

      He’s right. I’ll lose. I can’t take on Finn and an army of a hundred thousand men.

      It’s just not possible.

      I’ve always, always thought of others first. I can’t remember a time I’ve done something for myself. Does it make me selfish? Does it make me a horrible person to consider what he’s offering?

      I remember thinking the morning before the DAV arrived in my village and brought death with them, that we lived in the depths of what remained. I didn’t know any better. Other than the fanciful stories I’d heard from travelers, I didn’t know how far advanced life was beyond our borders.

      I remember thinking about the roads, and how these dark, hardened paths that cut through the Appalachian Mountains, crumbling and filled with holes, went far, far away and that I would leave one day.

      Is today that day? Can I rescue my parents and leave all this behind?

      Can I do like Tanner says? Can I become a Kinder again and change the world somewhere else?

      I lift the sleeve of my hospital gown and show him the inside of my arm, the place where the other nurses poked me as I drifted in and out of slumber.

      I tell him, “Okay,” because it’s then I realize that some wars are never meant to be won; compromise is the best option for both sides.

      Tanner takes my hand. The skin of his fingers and palm is rough and dry like tree bark. I’ve felt the same untold times while climbing up into perches for a better vantage point. It’s not a comforting sensation. My own skin crawls and instinctively, I react by trying to pull away. He squeezes tighter. “Stop now, this won’t hurt a bit,” he says. He holds the needle upright, pointing it at the ceiling and squeezing until a blue drop glistens at the tip and gradually crawls down the needle shaft. “There we go. Only a drop. Too precious to spare.”

      The needle feels like a small poke from a thorn bush if you dared to get too close and not quite as painful as a bee sting. Oddly, the sensation is both sharp and subdued at the same time when the liquid first enters my vein, like someone is resting a heavy rock in the crook of my arm.

      Then, the burning. Oh, God, the burning. Red-hot coals glowing in the center of a roaring campfire would not feel as bad if they were shoved underneath my skin. I open my mouth to cry out, but Tanner lunges forward and silences me with his bark-skinned hand. He shushes me. “It won’t hurt a bit, I promise.”

      Tears well in the corner of my eyes. I whisper, “Liar.”

      He glowers, eyelids pinching nearly closed. “This is how it works, Mathers. Your pain, my retribution. Your life as a Kinder, my forgiveness. I respect you, but we will always be enemies.”

      And with those words, the burning begins to fade away, molding into a gentle coolness, as if I’m slipping into the river after a hot day in the sun. I can’t remember the last time I did that, not with the constant rains, but I recall the sensation.

      The release of my old self, the embrace of my world as a Kinder comes with the sensation of a breeze across my skin. The pain disappears. I can almost feel the bones mending inside my body.

      Tanner removes the needle from my vein and I can feel it sliding out, freeing itself from my skin. I am warm, slightly dizzy, and acutely aware of the cotton sheets against my skin. My pulse thrums in my ears. I risk sitting up, expecting crackling, horrible pain to sear my vision. Instead, I’m feeling almost weightless, free and alive, as the bruises on my wrists fade away, replaced by the color of my normal skin.

      Tanner edges away from me when I swing my legs around. The thought, however short, crosses my mind that if I’m truly a Kinder once again, I have the power to overcome this generous enemy. I could pick him up like the battered doll I found months ago and sling him through the window where he’ll fall hundreds of feet to his death.

      I consider this, then I grasp how trusting he must be. “Should I kill you now or later?” I ask without a hint of cheerfulness in my expression.

      Tanner pushes himself up from the chair and backs away, palms out and hands shaking. “What? But I gave—”

      “Relax. I’m kidding.” I yank all the wires loose, every single one that’s attached to me, no matter how, pain or no pain, and then stand up from the bed.

      The machines begin to beep and wail as if they’re signaling some kind of danger.

      Nurse Lilly rushes into the room, sees me standing, and moves in my direction. Tanner steps forward and holds up an arm in protest.

      “By orders of the military, your patient is now under my control.”

      “But-but-but,” she stutters, “I’ll need to tell the doctor.”

      “No, you don’t. It’s already been cleared,” he lies.

      “Are you sure? I thought—”

      “Young lady, do we need to discuss this with your superiors? Because I would be more than happy to tell them about your unwillingness to cooperate.”

      “No, sir.”

      “Then off with you and stop interrupting important military matters.”

      Nurse Lilly gives me one last look of concern and I lift a corner of my mouth, trying to show her everything will be okay.

      I ask Tanner, “So what happens now? Won’t Finn be able to find me?”

      “Not for twenty-four hours.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “For everything I know, yes. Your job is to get far enough away that he won’t care anymore.”

      As I search the room for my clothing, Tanner begins to explain his plan for freeing my parents. My own clothes, the ones that I’ve worn soaked and ragged, are nowhere to be found. Instead, hanging in the closet, I find a long-sleeved shirt, a pair of jeans, socks and boots. There’s even a jacket in there.

      He’s saying, “They’re in the old schoolhouse on Himley Road—” when I realize he’s looking at me with expectant eyes.

      “Turn around.”

      “What?”

      “Turn around so I can get dressed.”

      “Oh. Oh, right.” He faces out the window, but I can see my reflection, so I reach up and pull the curtain hanging between the beds. Tanner continues, “As I was saying, they’re in the old schoolhouse on Himley Road. It’s lightly guarded because now that your people are within city limits, the powers that be feel that your kind don’t have enough gumption to attempt an escape. However, it doesn’t mean there aren’t armed guards stationed at intervals throughout the building. It only means there are fewer of them. Now…”

      I lose focus, and his voice fades from the forefront of my mind as I remove the hospital gown and slip on the shirt and jeans. I’ve been in a warm, cozy, soft hospital bed for who knows how long, but being able to wear real clothes that are dry, that fit properly, that don’t sag and slump around my shoulders and hips—well, it’s a sensation I haven’t experienced since I was a young, young child. I’ve been wearing a hand-me-down army uniform for ages, one sewn for a male much larger than me, and it’s been soaked through since the rains came. Even when I tried to dry everything by the fire in our hut, with Grandfather, my clothes were never truly without moisture.

      These clothes—shirt, pants, socks, and boots—fit in all the right places and they’re comfortable. Grandfather used to tell me, “You’re young yet, Caroline, but soon you’ll learn to appreciate the smaller things in life. It’s hard to see the beauty under our noses when we’re filled with lofty dreams of escape and becoming someone bigger than who we are now. But let me tell you this, nothing can replace the joy you’ll get from seeing a child’s smile, or smelling the first flowers of spring, and especially fresh socks warmed by a fire on a cold winter’s day.”

      This was years ago, and of course I didn’t understand him then. Socks are socks, right? Now, though… Now I understand as I pull them on and wiggle my toes underneath the white material.

      Small things, Caroline. You’re alive. Mother and Father are alive. You’ll see the sun again one day. Small things. I see, Grandfather. I really do.

      It’s not until I’m lacing up the boots and pulling the strings tight that Tanner catches my attention again. “Mathers! Are you listening?”

      “I’m sorry, what?” I stand and slide the curtain out of the way. In a small bucket of items on the bedside tray, I spot a brush. And, oh, how amazing it is to run that thing through my hair, until I hit so many knots that I have to give up.

      Tanner’s gaze lingers and he says something I don’t expect. “You look good, Mathers. Healthy. Reminds me of my daughter at that age.”

      “Um, thanks?”

      When he says, “She passed away when she wasn’t much older than you,” I have to wonder if that’s why he’s really helping me.

      We think of “enemies” as these units of destruction on the other side of the line, hell-bent on destroying us.

      And, just like when the battle had begun outside the walls of Warrenville and I thought about the men in the tank and their families, it always hits the hardest when you realize your enemies have lives, too.
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      Tanner’s plan is a simple one, and he says it’ll only work if he goes with me. I’m confident that I could pull this off myself, but he insists it’ll be safer and give him more of an alibi—a defense, he explains—if he delivers me as his prisoner.

      We sneak out of the hospital, not entirely undetected—a janitor spots us, and ignores us—and now we’re walking along the city streets in a light sprinkle.

      Thankfully, the storm has moved on, which I take as a good sign, and we’re peppered with nothing more than flecks of rain in our faces. My hands are tied behind my back because part of our cover is for me to be his prisoner. I haven’t tested my newly returned Kinder abilities yet, but I wouldn’t need them with how loosely tied the ropes are. A little wiggling, and I’d be free.

      Blackvale is massive compared to Warrenville. Tall buildings that seem like mountains compared to the hill-like structures of my own capital. Poles with lights on the end of every corner and spaced in between.

      Red lights, blue lights, orange lights flash in windows, telling people they’re open and that they have something called a “Ladies Night” on Thursdays from 6 p.m.  to 9 p.m. Or they’re going out of business. Or they have a twenty percent discount on all mattresses and dining room tables.

      Why do these people need so much?

      Tanner sees me gawking and answers before I ask. “There are those who aren’t as staunch as we’d like them to be. Every society has its laggards, Mathers. We can’t all be perfect.”

      The sad part is, I can’t tell if he’s joking or not.

      Cars, cars, and more cars, everywhere, hurtle past on wet roads, kicking out rooster tails of water when they splash through deep puddles. One of them narrowly misses another and a large blaring sound, like a donkey beaten by a whip, comes from the front of it. When I jump and ask what the noise was, Tanner gives me a baffled grin and explains what a horn is used for.

      “Sometimes,” he adds, “I forget just how backward you were down there, at least in your neck of the woods. You would think life stopped outside the limits of Blackvale and then picked up again at the walls of Warrenville.”

      On the same level, I’m thoroughly amazed at how…advanced all of this is. A few days’ walk away from my village with no electricity or running water, where we had to hunt for food and scavenge for supplies, lays a thriving city that buzzes like a beehive. I ask questions, and though Tanner seems to get annoyed by them all, he dutifully answers as we walk.

      To do so in silence would invite doubt, I believe, and too much room to question what he’s doing for the enemy. So, and I don’t know how I know this, it could be part of my new abilities in being able to feel his intent, he humors me.

      I ask him all sorts of questions about things the Elders used to tell us were myths, like phones and swimming pools, electronic books and some grand invention called a television. Did a man really walk on the moon? They’re all questions I wish I could’ve asked while I was in Warrenville, but there had been no time.

      Tanner answers as best as he can, explaining things to me in terms I can comprehend.

      I tell him, “It sounds like it’s all stuff that makes life easier.”

      “It was designed that way,” he says, holding up a hand to stop an approaching car as we cross the street, “but all it really ended up doing was tightening the chains more and more. Part of the DAV philosophy is to get away from that mentality, but it doesn’t stop people from wanting convenience, no matter how much they’ve tried to breed it out of us. There’s a wider net to deal with and I wouldn’t give it up to chase a deer through the woods with a pocketknife, but some days, I envied your people.”

      “You mean before you stole their freedom.”

      He ignores my mockery and says, “You all had different things to worry about, like getting eaten by a bear or where your next meal was coming from, or if you could find enough outdated medicine to cure a festering wound, but you were free from things like hoping your car had enough gas to make it to the station, or if you had enough money to pay for your daughter’s nail polish.”

      Tanner laughs when I say, “Why would you polish nails? To make your outhouse shinier?”

      Pointing to his fingertips, he corrects me. “These nails. Women here, particularly the younger ones, like to paint them colors.”

      “I see.” I don’t really, but Tanner changes the subject before I embarrass myself further.

      “There it is.” He points to a large building in the distance, only two stories high, and it’s wider and covers more area than if I had put three of my encampments together.

      We had some schooling in a single room shack. We learned our letters, how to read—some but not much—and how to add and subtract. Minor things that the Elders thought we should have as a matter of tradition rather than common sense. I had wondered, when am I ever going to read anything in the woods? When will I ever need to combine numbers? I wanted to learn how to catch trout like Elder Parkins. I wanted to shoot a bow like Elder Wimbly. I wanted to grow tall corn with fat ears like Elder Wade.

      This school—Gunderson Elementary, the sign reads—is so overwhelming that the very idea of packing enough children in there to teach them things makes me feel sorry for the ones who were forced to go.

      The windows are tall and clear. The brick walls are a light color of brown in two tones, some angled in different directions for decoration. There is no grass close to it, only black hardtop with straight lines painted white. Nearby, to the east, is a small, open field with a diamond shape cut into the grass. A metal fence rests behind one corner. Off in the distance, near the northwestern edge, I see a set of swings resembling the ones we had tied to tree limbs hanging over the river back home. When there wasn’t work to be done and when the sun was still shining, we used to swing out as far as we could, let go, and sail into the deep area where the river pooled. Those are some of my best memories of a summer that actually existed.

      I look at the swings before me, hanging on metal chains attached to red bars and think that they can’t be much fun without a river to jump into. Who wants to swing back and forth over plain old grass?

      I’m so deeply lost in my memories that it takes me a second to notice that Tanner is giving me instructions.

      “—and then when we get to the door, keep your head down, and do not look them in the eyes.”

      “Who?”

      “The guards, Mathers. Stay with me. There are two at the front door and one stationed at each exit. Another ten or so are monitoring the thousand citizen servants inside.”

      “I thought you said they weren’t heavily guarding the slaves.”

      “Servants.”

      “Slaves.”

      Yes, it’s childish of me, and Tanner recognizes this. He grasps that it’s a battle he’s not going to win, especially if he had a teenage daughter. Instead of fighting over the proper word, he says, “We’re not, by our standards. People from the PRV are more submissive by leaps and bounds than others we’ve had.”

      “What others?”

      He shrugs. “Small groups from the bordering states up north and to the west. Don’t look at me like that. We’ve been busy turning the wheels of progress while you were skinning rabbit carcasses. We took what we needed. Sure, mistakes were made, but we learned from them. The West Virginians were remarkably combative. In the end, they weren’t worth the trouble, and we sent them all back.”

      “And what if I rallied everyone from the PRV and did the same? Would you send us back?”

      “Mathers, you can give an automatic rifle to a sheep, but it’s still going to be a sheep.”

      “Maybe not if it’s a wolf in sheep’s clothing.”

      “I sincerely believe that you are the only one of that kind we’d ever have to worry about.”

      I think about Hale and Mosley and the others who wanted to fight. I think about how passionate they were about saving the place they called home, and I know that Tanner is wrong. At least he was wrong a few weeks ago. It’s possible that all the wolves are gone, and he’s right in that I’m the only one who remains.

      No, I refuse to believe that.

      “We could do it, you know. If they had someone to lead—”

      Tanner grabs my upper arm, squeezes it hard, digging his fingers into my flesh, but it doesn’t hurt. There’s no pain, only pressure. If that’s a benefit of the new Kinder serum, that’ll be a plus. He yanks me hard to the side, underneath an overhang, and I stumble along with him. “Are we going to have a problem? I gave you your life back. I made you a god again, and now you’re talking of betrayal?”

      I turn to the side, yanking my arm away from him. “I’m only making a point. And now that you’ve made me a god again,” I say between gritted teeth, “maybe you don’t want to make me an angry god.”

      His nostrils flare. He steps close to me, and I can smell a clean, unnatural scent on his skin. When he breathes through his nose, the hot air washes over my face and neck. “Do not test me, Mathers.”

      I hear a muffled click-click, and though I haven’t heard the noise many times in my life, I know exactly what it is. He shoves the gun’s barrel into my ribs.

      “You may be a Kinder, but you can die like the rest of us.”

      This is ridiculous. Am I gaining anything by testing his limits? I say, “Okay.”

      “Okay what?”

      “We’ll get my parents, and I’ll take them away. You win.”

      “I didn’t win anything. You and I are not at war. Think of it as a birthday party. Your rebirth as a Kinder is a gift that I’m giving you.  You are accepting it, and then you go home to play with your new toy.” He lifts the gun up until the barrel buries into the fleshy spot underneath my chin. He pushes so hard that my tongue touches the roof of my mouth. “Are we going to have this conversation again?”

      “No,” I hiss.

      “Good, because I don’t want to think that my generosity was a mistake. Do not forget, I will not die for you. Everything has to fall in place as it should, or so help me God, I won’t hesitate to pull this trigger and claim you attacked me and were trying to escape. End…of…discussion.”

      I lower my eyes, but only to show him that I’m giving in. I’m not afraid of him, not now that I’m a Kinder again, and he knows that I have no reason to be. But, we can only have this argument so many times. “Fine,” I mumble. The gun barrel shoved underneath my chin makes it hard to get the word out clearly.

      “Good. Let’s go. Remember what I explained back in the room about when we approach the door guards. Most, if not all of those birdbrains will have no idea who you are. Our dear leaders have failed to send out an update regarding the status of the mighty PRV Kinder, and I doubt they’ve ever seen a picture of you. So, once again, you’re in my charge, and I was ordered to bring you here.”

      “But won’t they question why an esteemed captain like yourself would be ordered to bring a single person to a place like this? Wouldn’t you have better things to do?”

      “Good thing is, Mathers,” he says, pulling me down the street with him, “our grunts are taught not to question authority. What I say goes, and we’re at least safe in that regard. We’ll get to the door, they’ll stand aside, and we’re in. The only thing we don’t want is errant whispers after the fact.”

      “At least for you, right? Because we’ll be long gone by then.”

      “At least for me, yes, and that’s why I’m giving you permission to punch me in the face when we get inside. That’s for your village. That’s another gift from me, but make it look real. I can take it.”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem,” I say, and when I wink at him, I watch as he tries to hide a smile.
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      We approach two blackcoat guards standing at attention in front of large double doors.  They’re not that disciplined, because both have one knee cocked, their guns aren’t at the proper angles on their shoulders, and if I’m not mistaken, the one on the left has what looks to be part of that morning’s breakfast on the lapel of his coat.

      Tanner barks, “Straighten yourself up, for God’s sake. Act like you’re proud to wear that uniform, soldiers.”

      Both do, and then they fire off rigid salutes. What surprises me is that they were so lazy about it; they waited until Tanner said something before they tried to look presentable. Not that we were much more disciplined in our distant outpost, but even the rebel Hale had strict codes of conduct for his revolutionaries hiding out in that abandoned warehouse.

      “Captain Tanner with the First DAV…Digby, is it?”

      The one on the right answers, “Sir, yes, sir!”

      “Requesting entry. Delivering a package to… Actually, who’s in charge here, son?”

      “Captain Coalson, sir.”

      I feel some of the bravado leak out of Tanner’s disposition. I don’t know what Captain Coalson has to do with anything, but Tanner isn’t happy about it.

      He says, “Then we’ll see him once we go in. Now if you don’t mind—”

      The one on the left—the name stitched over his breast reads Caldwell—says, “With all due respect, Captain Tanner, our orders strictly prohibit anyone from gaining entry while the citizen servants convalesce.”

      Tanner tilts his head back, staring down his long slope of a nose. “Caldwell, I’ll have you not interrupt me again when a superior officer is addressing you, understand?”

      “Sir, yes, sir. It’s just that—”

      “Caldwell, I don’t care if Coalson says you’re not to let people inside for a glass of water if they’re on fire. Stand aside, both of you, and I’ll discuss it with Coalson once we’re in.” He tugs my arm, shakes me around a bit like he’s disgusted with me. “This little rodent right here was caught trying to escape, and it just so happens that she has some critical information pertinent to Coalson’s objectives.”

      “But, sir—”

      “Stand. Aside. Now.”

      “Sir, yes, sir.”

      Digby and Caldwell nudge themselves to the side, granting us access to the large set of double doors. They salute again when we walk past, and Tanner acknowledges them with an annoyed snort of disapproval.

      Once we’re safely inside and the large metal doors have slammed shut behind us—sending an echo down the length of the hallway—I ask him, “I felt your, um, disappointment when they mentioned Coalson. Will he be a problem for us?”

      Our footsteps, especially Tanner’s army-issued boots, also echo down the hall as if they’re announcing our arrival ahead of time. There’s no sneaking up on anyone this way. Tanner answers, “He’s best to be avoided. Shouldn’t be too much of a problem, but you felt my annoyance, not disappointment, because he’s a real stickler for honor and duty. All you felt was me recognizing the fact that it would make it more difficult for us to get past any guards we might encounter. The simpleton grunts under his command practically worship the guy, so we’ll steer clear of him as much as we can.

      “And, to be perfectly honest, it adds another small layer of complication. Coalson will be on top of any and all reports passed down from Central Command. Any other officer in charge would more than likely be fine with me dropping off a visitor unannounced, but Coalson, if he catches us here—he’ll want to see paperwork. Documents. Orders from men with more power than me.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “Avoid him until we locate your parents, and then I’ll drop you off with them. Be calm; don’t make a scene. Instead of proceeding with the original plan—unfortunately you won’t get a chance to punch me in the face, Mathers—I’ll drop you off, and then the three of you slip out in the middle of the night. It’s better that way.”

      “So now you’re stealing my plan like it’s your own?” This is the idea that I had proposed back in the hospital room. Before we left, I had suggested that staging a daring escape in which I punch out Tanner so that it looked like he was a hero trying to do a good job was the dumbest idea I’d ever heard. If I was supposed to be dragging Mother and Father along with me, what were we going to do once we got outside? Surely we wouldn’t be able to escape on foot. I told him I could on my own with my Kinder powers. Yet even then, I wasn’t entirely sure what powers I did have because I hadn’t tested them out yet.

      It didn’t matter. He insisted his plan was the best. I assume it was solely because he wanted to spare his own hide, and I went along with it. At least, I had allowed him to believe I had, with the full intent of figuring something different out on my own once we were inside.

      As we walk, we pass glass cases with small golden-colored figures in various poses. Some are holding what appear to be balls, some have books, some have…I don’t know what they are. They remind me of the figures that the Elders hand-carved out of wood and used for a game called “Chess.” I never played it, but it always looked interesting. That is, if you wanted to kill a couple of hours not helping out the encampment with hunting, gardening, or hauling firewood.

      Tanner sees me looking at them and says, “Shame. They shut down this school five years ago because of a viral outbreak and never reopened it. Dozens were lost. Children, parents, teachers. So many of them. The survivors never wanted to come back—too many horrible memories. They shut it down and left everything behind. Trophies like those. Baseball, football, spelling bees. The classrooms still have finger-paintings taped to the walls. It’s almost like everyone vanished.”

      “What’s…” I hate showing him my ignorance. “What’s a viral outbreak?”

      “Sickness, Mathers. Didn’t they teach you anything out there in the woods? Ah, here we are,” he says before I get a chance to give him a snarky answer. We turn right, down a shorter hallway, void of any decoration. It’s painted a plain light green color, like the underside of a maple leaf. It’s dark in here, and the hallway lights struggle to penetrate all the way to another set of double doors. I listen to the hum of activity on the other side. “Everyone is there in the gymnasium.”

      I don’t bother asking what a gymnasium is as Tanner reaches for the metal bar and leans his weight into the door. I do, however, nudge his shoulder with mine and say, “Wait, what if he’s in there?”

      “Coalson? Please, Mathers. He won’t be anywhere near the unwashed masses. That’s what his grunts are for.”

      He pushes against the door again and has it open six inches before I can wriggle my wrists free from the scratchy rope. I yank him back inside the shadowy hallway. “Stop. Shouldn’t we check first? You said we need to avoid him until nightfall, right? If we go barging in there, someone is going to notice you, and they’ll for sure notice me. If anybody from the PRV recognizes me immediately, we’re in trouble, because one, they’ll start asking questions about why I abandoned them, or two, they’ll be loud and excited because they think a Kinder is here to rescue them.”

      I don’t know why all this didn’t occur to me before. I was so excited about rescuing my parents and being free from the chains of what my horrible life had become, I had neglected to really put some thought into the consequences.

      “Mathers—”

      “Can we back up a second and think this through? Have you really not thought about all of this? Were you really so blinded with the idea of trying to save your own ass that you never considered all of these little possibilities? Some commander you are. No wonder a girl beat you silly. And come to think of it, how have you not been promoted higher after all this time? Forty years in the military and you’re only a captain? Is that why they stuck you up front with the vanguard? Were they thinking maybe you’d finally do something dumb enough to get rid of yourself?”

      Tanner seethes. He reaches out to slap my face.

      I duck under his hand, pop up on his left side, and flick his earlobe, feeling his hand swish past the empty spot where I once stood. I think I might be quicker than I used to be.

      He winces and yelps.

      “And here I thought you were some mighty officer, walking around quoting the Bible and trying to intimidate people. You’re nothing but a pathetic old man who couldn’t cut it at his life’s work, and all you’re doing is hiding behind those stripes on your shoulder. You couldn’t plan a way out of your own bed in the morning.”

      Tanner grins at me and steps back. It’s a grin of hidden information, and I’m surprised I didn’t pick up on this before. The grin molds into a chuckle, and the chuckle turns into a hearty laugh.

      “What’re you laughing at?”

      “The folly of youth.”

      “The what?”

      “Mathers, have you ever heard of Mark Twain?”

      “No.”

      “Famous American author, died hundreds of years ago. There’s a quote that’s often attributed to him, but only anecdotally because there’s not proof he said it. Regardless, it’s quite apropos to this situation.”

      “Apro-what?”

      “Supposedly, Twain said, ‘When I was a boy of fourteen, my father was so ignorant that I could hardly stand to have the old man around. But, when I got to be twenty-one, I was astonished at how much he had learned in seven years.’ Now, whether Twain said it or not is beside the point.”

      “What is your point, Tanner?”

      “You call me a fool? Do you really think I’m that stupid?”

      “Well, I—”

      “And did you really think that I would risk my life to free a gloating brat of a child who, admittedly, defeated me on the battlefield and then asked to have me murdered in her capital?”

      I should snap his neck off his shoulders right now. I’m so dumbfounded I can’t move. I should’ve known this was too good to be true.

      Betrayal. Everywhere, betrayal. I trusted Finn—betrayal. I allowed myself to trust Tanner, thinking he’d changed—betrayal.

      Blotter, the sharpshooter who’d saved my life? Him, too? Did Blotter know this was coming? Is that why he rescued me from Chalmers, so that I would be okay for whatever torture Tanner thinks he’s going to put me through?

      Tanner gloats, “Did you really think that I would be so stupid that I would walk into a guarded facility and help you escape with your parents? After what you put me through? After what your people put me through in that godawful prison back in Warrenville?”

      “I was in there, too. I never saw you.”

      “When the sun is gone from the night sky, does that mean it doesn’t exist?”

      “You never marched with my people, did you?”

      “Oh, no, that part’s true. I saw you and that giant oaf murder a blackcoat soldier and, believe me, I had a long walk to come up with my own plot for revenge once I discovered you were alive. Pity I had to dispose of the idiots who didn’t recognize me and left me out there rotting with your lot of walking corpses. They owed me, Mathers, and they paid in blood. You will, too.”

      “Then why did you make me a Kinder again? I could kill you right now.”

      “You do, and Mommy and Daddy Dearest will never see the light of day, since I’m the only one who knows where they really are. Regardless, making you a Kinder again was never my choice. He wanted it. He wanted one last battle before this was all over. Call it icing on the cake, a cherry on top of the sundae, a wish granted for a job well done. Name it what you must—Finn asked for this. Killing you as a pathetic mortal would’ve had little satisfaction, Mathers. He’s built for battle, and you’re going to give it to him.”

      “You let my Mother and Father go, and I’ll do whatever you want.”

      Tanner shakes his head. “If you win, which I know you won’t, I’ll acquiesce that you’ve earned the right to save your kith and kin. If you win, I’ll make sure you leave this place alive, agreed? There’ll be no attempt to save your people with this little arrangement. If anything I said was true, it’s that. Freeing forty thousand people is impossible, and I dare say getting out of here with your life is, too, but in the spirit of battle, you get to try.” He steps to the side and points. “Open the door, Mathers. You may have lost the war, but there will always be another battle to fight.”
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      I take two determined steps forward, but before I open the door, I swing a fist abruptly and unexpectedly, and land a solid backhand across Tanner’s jaw. He trips backward, falls against the wall and stumbles to the side, then drops to the floor, crumpling like a wet shirt. I would like to think it’s because he was such a weakling, hiding behind a few bars on his shoulder, and that I really am that strong, but more than likely my added strength as a Kinder is the cause.

      Pausing, I watch him breathe, wishing I had the foresight to punch him much, much earlier. Being able to read minds, or at least hear the thoughts of others, isn’t part of my current skill set, apparently. If I’d been able to see inside his head back in the hospital, maybe I wouldn’t be in this situation. Maybe I could’ve come up with a different plan, one that didn’t involve me battling with Finn. Yet if he can sense the existence of another Kinder, wasn’t he always going to know that I was out there somewhere?

      I kneel down and lean over Tanner, slapping his cheeks to shock him back to alertness. He looks at me, and it takes a few seconds for his eyes to focus completely again.

      “I’ll see you again,” I whisper coldly.

      What I don’t say, out loud, is that I may have to haunt him to do it, but I’m determined not to let something like death stop me from making this man’s life a living hell from now until his mortal candle burns out.

      I stand and back away. The door’s handle presses into my back, and the thick, metal click signals the beginning of my end.

      I don’t think there’s any way I can beat Finn, but I’m going to do everything I possibly can to keep from waving the white flag.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I enter and cautiously look around, but I see no sign of him.

      The stench of unwashed bodies assaults my nose once I step inside the gymnasium.

      What surprises me the most is that no matter how dirty they may appear, they look…good. Refreshed. I had fully expected Tanner to be lying about them being treated better than when they were living freely back in the PRV.

      I experience another brief moment of shock when I see children running, laughing, and playing. It’s not what I anticipated at all. Mothers, fathers, grandparents, and Elders, they sit around pots bubbling on makeshift tables, small flames dancing out of metal cans underneath.

      They look happy.

      But how can this be?

      It’s crowded to the point of people sitting and standing shoulder to shoulder, lying on cots that have little breathing space between them. There must be a thousand people in here. They’re chatting, eating, and playing cards. It’s certainly not what I would’ve imagined for them after being stolen from their homes and marched for hundreds of miles, watching their friends and family members murdered in cold blood for something as simple as stealing a loaf of bread.

      How quickly we forget.

      I tap the nearest woman on the shoulder, and she turns with a smile. Her face is clean, free of the grime and muck of the long walk. Her clothes, a gray jacket with a forest green shirt underneath, pants that are too long, and boots that are too large for her feet, are dry now that they’ve spent some time out of the pouring rain.

      “What’s going on in here?” I ask her. “Why is everyone so happy?”

      “Are you… Are you new?” she answers, confused, as if I should already know what has them in such high spirits.

      “They assigned me here,” I lie, not knowing what else to say.

      “Oh, well then, you’re going to love it. I’m Angel, by the way. Nice to meet you.” She offers her hand, and when I hesitate, she adds, “Come here, you,” and pulls me in for a hug.

      “I’m Caroline.”

      “Wonderful! Such a beautiful name!”

      I’ve never seen something as simple as my name result in so much excitement. “But you were all—you were all stolen and forced to come here. I don’t… I don’t understand.” I absolutely can’t wrap my mind around it. Why?

      Why?

      “It’s such a wonderful place, isn’t it? So much to eat and drink. They say we’ll never run out.”

      “And that’s it? You’ve given up your lives for that? Didn’t you see how many people died before we left home? There were body parts everywhere. You had to have seen them when they marched you out of Warrenville. Angel, it was horrible. Horrible. They forced you to march until your feet bled, and they murdered women and babies. I don’t understand. I don’t.”

      “You’re going to love it here, I promise. Our group, everyone you see here, we get to work sixteen hours a day in a metal factory where they make machine parts for cars. Isn’t that so exciting? And we actually get paid for it! Six whole cents an hour!”

      It’s then that I come to understand. Somehow, the DAV has—I don’t have the words for it. Much in the same way that Tanner has made me a Kinder again, so that Finn can toy with me in battle, they’ve done something to my people. That’s why he insisted back in the hospital, and then again in the hallway, that trying to rescue them would be futile. I don’t know how they’ve done it, but it has to be possible. If their scientists can create superhumans with a small vial of blue liquid, what’s to say they can’t modify someone’s brain with something similar?

      Angel answers my question before I have a chance to ask.

      “Wait until one of the nurses gives you the green goo.”

      Green goo makes me think of Mint Monster, and I feel a pang of sorrow that the bodies of James, Squirrel, Marla, and the rest of my Republicon family lay on the forest floor, days and days from here, unburied and never to be put to rest, food for hungry animals that don’t care where the free meal has come from.

      “Green goo?”

      “We line up for our shots each morning, and I swear to you,” she says with so much excitement in her eyes I think she might yank me in for another hug, “it’ll be the best you’ve ever felt in your life. My skin positively glows afterward! The nurses have some name for it, oh, I don’t know, the reset regimen, I think. We’ve all started calling the stuff what it really is.”

      I lift an eyebrow, dumbfounded.

      Angel grabs a random man walking past us and says, “Tell her what we call the green goo.”

      “Happy Juice,” he replies, smile beaming to prove his point.

      All around us, everyone within earshot, shouts in unison, “Hooray for Happy Juice!”

      I’m dreaming. I have to be dreaming again. This isn’t real, is it? I’m really back in my hospital bed. I’m asleep, and when I wake up, the nice nurse with the blue liquid will be there and something different will happen. There’s no way that this is real. It can’t be. Green goo? Reset regimen? I… No, this isn’t…

      A familiar voice, one that I haven’t heard since the pointless Battle of Warrenville, interrupts the happy-go-lucky chanting around me, saying, “Pathetic, isn’t it?”

      I turn and face the boy I was falling in love with. Blue eyes, shock of blond hair that’s grown longer since I’ve seen him. He’s clean, too. Freshly washed, the mop on the top of his head is combed and light, rather than matted and flat with the grunge of life in the forest.

      “They’re nothing but cattle. Sheep, maybe. Lining up each morning like some cranky old farmer is ringing a dinner bell, calling his flock in from the field.”

      “You,” is all I can manage. I retreat a step.

      Finn says, “They don’t even know how expendable they are. They don’t even care, either.” He grabs Angel by the throat with one hand and begins squeezing. She doesn’t resist.

      I shout for him to stop. He ignores me.

      I can’t cover my ears fast enough. A squishing, crunching, gurgling sound comes from Angel’s throat, followed by a silent, wide-open mouth. He picks her up, drives her down across his thigh and snaps her back in two. He drops her to the floor and says, “Hooray for Happy Juice!”

      Anyone that hears him looks up from Angel’s wriggling body, smiles, and says, “Hooray for Happy Juice!”

      Finn grins. “See?”

      I feel lightheaded. Faint. I need to sit down. “You’re…evil.”

      “I wouldn’t say evil,” he says, stepping closer to me. He puts the toe of his boot under Angel and flicks his leg, easily tossing the body to the side. He orders a group of people to do something with it, and they all agree with thrilled excitement.

      “Evil,” I repeat because it’s the only word I can think of. I find a seam between the cots and retreat. I have nowhere to go, but all I want to do is put some distance between me and this monster.

      “How about…evolved?”

      I shake my head.

      “Tanner gave you your shot, right? I’m sure he did; otherwise, you wouldn’t be here. Let me propose something to you… You say evil, I say evolved. You say evil, I say gods. Now that you’re here, now that you’re a Kinder again, let’s be gods together.” He grabs a man with a long beard trying to shuffle past us. In one quick motion, he snaps the man’s neck and pushes him into a table where a number of PRV citizen-slaves are sitting. “Ants. Gods. Hooray for Happy Juice!”

      “Hooray for Happy Juice!” come the excited chants. They have no idea what’s going on.

      “If this is what you wanted, why’d you give me the anti-serum to begin with?”

      “I couldn’t have you ruining everything until we delivered the sheep, Caroline. Think about it.”

      “You told Tanner you wanted one last battle so he’d give me the serum.”

      “Right.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “He never would’ve given it to you if I said I wanted to rule the world with you.”

      “But how can you be a god if they control you? Tanner told me about the—about the thing in your head. That’s why you were so convincing. You didn’t know you were really fighting for them, and then they—they flipped a switch or something and now you’re… You’re this.”

      “What’re you talking about?” He shakes his head and offers a confused laugh with his eyes narrowed.

      “Tanner said you’re a weapon. Their weapon. You don’t know what you’re doing. Not all the time. You might think you can be a god, now, but the moment you try, President Crake or maybe even Tanner, somebody will push a button, and your brain will be a tomato, just like the rest of them.”

      He laughs. It’s not a confused laugh, but a real, hearty chuckle. “I see what you’re doing. Stalling won’t get you anywhere, Mathers. Look around. Where are you gonna go? And for what? You? Me? They can’t touch us. They can’t do anything to us. We’re gods. Gods, gods, gods.”

      “Then why didn’t you give me the Kinder serum yourself? If you’re in control, if you really can do whatever you want, then why ask Tanner to do it?”

      “Because I can—” Finn pauses mid-sentence, eyes dancing as he stares vacantly. “Because I would’ve—I don’t…” He runs his fingers through his hair and gnaws on his bottom lip.

      “You couldn’t, could you? You wanted to, and they wouldn’t let you.”

      “That’s not true. I’m the most powerful weapon on Earth. They said so. I can do… I can do whatever…”

      “See? Finn? They can do whatever they want. Not you. You’re not in control of yourself. Maybe if you—”

      He swings wildly, knocking ten bodies away, sending them hurtling in a mass of flailing arms and legs.

      “Liar,” he screams.

      “You’ll never have me. I don’t want you. They won’t let you. You’re nothing but a weapon. You don’t have freedom. You don’t control your own life. You’re a pathetic animal in a cage, and I should’ve let Brandon slit your throat that day in the forest. You’re nothing to me, and you’re obviously nothing to them.”

      “Liar,” he screams again, lunging for me. “I am a god!”

      And I know there will be no way out of this.

      I have to fight.

      The final battle has begun.
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      I have no advantage.

      I have no idea what I can really do.

      I have no time to react because Finn is bigger, faster, and much, much stronger than me.

      When his fist hits my stomach, it feels like someone dropped a boulder off a mountain, but the pain is minimal. It’s something like a heavy pressure in my gut, and though it doesn’t exactly hurt, that doesn’t stop the wind from escaping me. I gasp and heave, trying to inhale, and this fleeting delay costs me dearly as he follows the first punch with a fist to my jaw. I hear and feel the bone crack but as I stumble backward, blood flying from my lips, the same warming, mending sensation races through my body and thrums on the right side of my face.

      Am I healed? Can I heal immediately? Is that one of my—

      I take an uppercut to the ribs and again, bones shatter. Finn grabs me underneath the arms and slings me hard and far. While I’m sailing, carried by momentum, I look down at the PRV citizen-slaves, the brain-numb cattle, watching me from twenty feet below. The warmth flows from my jaw to my side in mid-air, then to my back as I crash against the far wall. Bricks and wood crumble as I leave a body-sized dent behind.

      I fall. I land in a crouch.

      I have time to lift my head and see Finn driving his shoulder into my chest, growling and pushing with his legs. The thud is sickening, tremendous, and I gag on the blood that rushes into my mouth. Finn doesn’t give me time to recover. He grips my wrist tightly and hurls me into the crowd. The impact against scattering bodies sprays blood from lips like the misty rain outside, but when I land, I feel excitement and joy around me. So many hands and arms grabbing me, lifting me up, saying, “You poor dear,” and, “Here, let us help you up,” and, “Some of that green goo will fix you right up.”

      No sooner than they have me on my feet and let go, Finn is there, the heel of his boot snapping my head to the side. Bodies scatter yet again as I crash backward.

      I can’t see out of my right eye. It’s shrouded in blackness and the left eye is a blurry mess—the warmth travels rapidly. The darkness fades. The blur recedes.

      I spot Finn mere feet from me, but I have time to propel myself out of his way. I’m so fast that he lands in empty space where I once was.

      It’s my first confirmed sign of a Kinder ability other than being able to take a tremendous amount of punishment.

      Good. It’s a start. Now what else?

      I remember Finn telling me ages ago, on our retreat to the capital, when I first learned of the Kinders’ history, that each person’s body responded differently. Each person’s powers presented themselves based on their natural abilities and then some. I wonder if Tanner was lying when he said my abilities after the serum would be weaker than what I had from drinking Ellery’s blood as a baby. Did I inherit her powers? Is my body reacting differently from the serum?

      I don’t know. I wish I knew how it all worked. But right now I don’t—

      Finn’s hands close around my head and I can feel the pressure increasing as he squeezes. Just before I think my skull is going to pop, I manage to get my arms underneath his, forcing them hard up and out. I knock myself free and then lock my arms, driving forward, using them both like a charging bull. The impact catches him unprepared. Tripping and flailing, he manages to regain his balance before he goes down.

      He growls and swings at the people reaching to help him. An innocent woman catches a fist to the temple, and she’s knocked fifty feet to the side, falling dead among the crowd that’s too happy about the commotion to understand they’re in terrible danger.

      I have to lure him out of here. Their brains are addled mush, but maybe I can at least keep them alive.

      As much as I hate it, they’re better off living and ignorantly happy than dead and gone.

      Finn lunges for me and misses. I’m already gone, racing for the far door in the northeastern corner, screaming for people to get out of my way and shoving the ones who don’t move fast enough.

      I make it. I don’t know how, but I make it.

      I scramble outside, immediately greeted by a drenching wall of rain in my face, followed by jagged, blinding lightning and the roaring thunder of a fresh storm overhead. How appropriate that this is the way I’ll likely meet my end, underneath a vengeful God breaking the backs of angels, just like Finn and the poor woman inside.

      And it seems like such an odd time to come to a realization, in the middle of a fight to the death, because it had become such a part of our lives, it was so ever-present that I never stopped to think about it; it would be like overlooking the fact that birds fly and fish swim.

      What is it? What’s this grand revelation?

      I really, really hate the rain.
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* * *

      I run into the open field outside of the school.

      Plump raindrops hammer at my back, drenching my jacket and jeans, soaking my hair through as the wind catches it, whipping clumped strands around and into my face. I try to brush it away but it’s no use. I spin in circles looking for Finn, wondering why he didn’t follow me.

      Then, almost as loud as the snarling thunder, I hear boom, boom, ba-boom, boom, boom, ba-boom.

      It can be nothing but drums, pounding to the beat of the war rhythm.

      I try to find the source of the sound.

      Boom, boom, ba-boom.

      Finn’s voice follows the last beat, saying, “Remember this, Caroline?”

      Boom, boom, ba-boom.

      I spot them. There, attached on the wall at the building’s corner, two cones that look like the megaphone that Hale used to address his insurgents. These sound older, with a metallic tone, and then they squawk when Finn says, “That’s what fear sounds like, right? But what I want to know is…what does it feel like? I wouldn’t know. I’ve never felt it. If I drink your blood—if I rip open your throat and drink your blood, will I inherit your Kinder powers and your human emotions? Will I also know fear?”

      Boom, boom, ba-boom.

      I scream, “Come and try it,” as loud as my lungs possibly can. My voice is shrill, full of wrath and terror. I don’t know what I’m going to do.

      A streak of lightning touches the ground not far from the school, and overhead God breaks the back of an angel so loudly that I can feel my insides rumbling.

      I felt little pain while Finn beat me senseless inside the school, but that doesn’t mean with his superior strength, speed, and agility, that he can’t grab me and rip my body in half with his bare hands.

      Same as it was before, I may be superhuman, but I’m not immortal.

      If I’m unsure of everything else in the world, that’s the only certainty.

      A weapon? Will a weapon work?

      There’s nothing within reach, and besides, what could I use? A tree branch? Could I use the metal swings like a club? I’m in the middle of a field, storm raging around me, and I have nothing but my hands, my heart, and my spirit to guide me.

      I hear a tremendous crash and see Finn bursting up and out of the school’s roof.

      My knees weaken with fear. I’d forgotten he could practically fly.

      Finn soars upward and outward, landing softly on his feet, wind blowing his hair, pouring rain immediately soaking his white shirt, plastering it against his skin.

      I take one step in retreat. Then I change my mind. If this is it, if this is really the end and I have no other options, I’m not going to give up. Even if I die, I’ll do it by trying to be the hero my people thought I was.

      It’s not that I have to fight.

      It’s that I have to fight.

      Finn stomps across the field, head tilted down, setting me aflame with eyes of darkened ferocity. “Save me the trouble. Just lie down and die, Caroline. The war’s over.”

      “Not this one.”

      I launch myself at Finn, charging forward, thrusting myself across the field until the world becomes a blur.

      He does the same.

      Time slows, but not like before—enough for me to see that we’re on a collision course. Neither of us will stop. Neither of us will lose this test of willpower.

      We slam into each other as the thunder roars. Finn’s strength, his momentum, overpowers mine, and he slams me backward. I skip across the wet grass like a stone across the top of a lake, coming to a stop against a short row of bushes.

      Before I can recover, Finn lands at my feet, fist driving downward as my arms go up to block him. We throw punches and kicks, struggling for the upper hand. My bones shatter, and the healing warmth dances around my body. I gag on the blood draining down my throat.

      I head butt Finn on the bridge of his nose. He careens away and trips over a stump, landing on his back. With my speed, I can easily get to him, pouncing on him with my knees to his chest, full weight spearing down, down, down. For a moment I think I might have the upper hand until he huffs, grins, and launches me to his left with a simple swipe of his arm.

      I hold my own, for a while, at least. We trade blows. I’m strong enough to send him reeling, to get him away from me for a couple of seconds at a time to allow the warming sensation to heal my body, but the longer it goes on, the less it seems to work.

      Maybe I have a limited ability to heal. Maybe my body is taking too much punishment, and it’s breaking down; it can’t sustain the pace of recovery.

      Finn drives an elbow into the side of my head, sending me to the ground. Sparkles dance in my vision, and the ringing in my ear is louder than the storm.

      The curing warmth is nothing more than a whisper of what it once was.

      I don’t know how much longer I can last.

      Finn grabs an arm and a leg and hurls my body, sending me sliding across the sodden grass where I come to a crashing stop against a large, metal pole. The DAV flag flaps in the screaming wind at the top, attached by a flimsy cord. My head throbs. I can’t lift my arms. My tongue feels the absence of a few teeth, and the taste of my own blood sits thick and metallic on the back of my tongue.

      I try to sit up. I don’t have the energy left to do it. I collapse, and the last of the warmth drifts down to my heart and lungs. It tenderly throbs there, straining to keep me alive.

      But then I wonder, is that part of my abilities as a Kinder, or is that really my spirit keeping my heart beating?

      I cough. A dollop of blood lands in my palm.

      Finn rears his head back, roars at the sky, and beats his chest.

      He runs, jumps, and drifts through the air, then slams onto the ground beside me. I can feel the earth shake underneath my outstretched legs.

      Hunched over me, Finn’s teeth glisten with saliva and reflect the flash of lightning. “You almost had me convinced. Almost. Do I look like someone who can be controlled? Do you think anyone would dare try to control me?” He stands up straight and lifts his arms to the sky. “We could’ve ruled the world together, the two of us, king and queen over all creation. Adam and Eve. No, bigger than that. I’m not just a god, Mathers. I am God.”

      “You’re insane!”

      “No, I’m just getting started.”

      Finn reaches above my head, wraps two hands around the pole, and snaps it like a twig. The bottom is jagged, and I know that he means to spear me with it. He lifts it high above his head, long and awkward in the blowing gale and grins before he drives it down.

      Pow!

      I startle as gunfire reverberates off the school’s walls and Finn stumbles and drops the pole, clutching his chest. Red stains his white t-shirt.

      Pow!

      The next shot echoes with the thunder and blood seeps from the hole in Finn’s forehead. He falls, dead, and thank the good Lord for it.

      I hear, “Stay where you are, Mathers.”

      It’s Tanner’s voice. I glance to my rear and see him walking toward us, handgun drawn, one black eye swollen shut.

      I’m able to croak, “Why did you do that?” when he reaches me. He walks by, ignoring my shock as he steps cautiously over to Finn’s body, then fires until he’s sure that the most powerful weapon on Earth is no more.

      “Why?” he says to me. “I warned them this would happen. You can’t give something with a conscious that much power, with a conscious by itself, no, but with a conscience, maybe. Today you. Tomorrow the rest of the world.”

      I’m able to sit up with some effort. “You said they could control him.”

      Tanner says, “They tried to send him orders. They wanted to shut him down in order to keep you alive.”

      “Why?”

      “Why, why, why, Mathers? So many questions. Research. Brainwashing. Does it matter? Whatever the case, they wanted you alive, so they sent a string of commands telling him to stand down. It didn’t work. Biometrically, he was able to ignore it, and they don’t know how his body and mind were able to override the signals.” Tanner steps over to me, leans down, and offers his hand. I take it, but only because I don’t think I can get up on my own. He pulls me to my feet and adds, “I’ll likely be court-martialed for letting him talk me into giving you the serum, because ultimately, that led to this. If not, then I’ll have more paperwork to fill out than I could ever dream of.”

      “Why get rid of him and not me?”

      “People are always killing the old gods to make room for the new ones. You’ll get that one day. Beside, I could put a bullet in your heart right here, Mathers, but what fun would that be? What fun is it killing a wounded animal? We’ll do this again some other time when I’m excited about the possibility of a chase, but for now, you’re not a threat to me.”

      I want to say, Are you sure about that?

      Instead, I ask him where my parents are. He gives me instructions to where they’re being kept, tells me I’ve earned it. Tells me the men guarding them are under his command, and there won’t be any trouble. They’re under orders to allow us to walk out undeterred.

      I say, “It seems stupid to ask you if that’s a promise.”

      “Promises are made to be broken, Mathers. I only deal in facts, and the fact is, you’re safe, and they’re safe. For now.” He points to his black eye, the result of my backhand. He says, “I owe you for this. I’ll see you again.”

      “Oh, I doubt that,” I say, hobbling away, holding my ribs, “but you’re free to come looking.”

      Over a small hill to the southwest, back in the direction of Rafael’s Ridge, I’m sure I see a speck of sunlight peeking through the clouds.

      Is that really the sun, or are the spirits of my past glowing like a beacon, guiding me home?
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      True to his word, Tanner’s men, six of them in total, guard a small warehouse that used to be full of provisions, and they allow me to walk right in the front door to find my parents among a group of PRV citizens high on Happy Juice.

      It’s dark in here, nowhere near as bright as the gymnasium, with a random smattering of bare bulbs shining up near the ceiling. Rain pitter-patters off the metal roof and receding lightning flashes in the high windows. It smells like spoiled goat milk and rotten horsemeat in here, and I can’t tell if that’s the actual source of the stench, or if it’s merely the hundreds and hundreds of unwashed bodies.

      They’re just as crowded as they were in the other location, but there are fewer of them, and they don’t seem to be as clean as the others were.

      However, if not clean, they look healthy, and they’re bubbling with excitement as they cheerily greet me, the intruder covered in blood and bruises that are only now beginning to fade. The healing warmth has returned, but not with its previous strength.

      Mother and Father must see me coming before I see them, because I’ve hardly made it a few steps before I’m wrapped up in squeezing arms and smothered in joyful kisses.

      Father is saying, “My God, you made it. You made it!” while Mother cups my cheeks in her hands and stares me in the eyes. She can’t hold back her tears.

      “My baby,” she says. “My sweetheart. We will never, ever leave you again. Once when you were a child was too many, but twice, back home, that’s unforgiveable.”

      “It’s okay,” I whisper. “I’m here now.”

      PRV citizen-slaves gather around us in a circle, smiling and squealing with delight. I can tell they’re giddy and drunk on Happy Juice, like the others, like the way we used to sneak sips of sour mash back home and feel our cheeks flush in the lightheadedness.

      It’s then I grasp that Mother and Father—however excited they are to see me—appear to be normal.

      Two of Tanner’s men gruffly break up the gathering.

      When the blackcoats are out of earshot, I ask Mother, “Have you been taking the shots? The green liquid?”

      Her finger goes to her lips as she shushes me. “They were short on nurses and ordered me to help. We haven’t had a single dose. We were worried about what it would do to us, and it looks like we made the right choice. Faking it was the hardest part.”

      I offer a prayer of thanks for the wonder of small miracles.

      “Let’s get out of here before he changes his mind,” I say, tugging on their arms.

      “Who?”

      “Tanner.”

      “Tanner? Who’s that?” Father asks. “I don’t know anyone—”

      “We have to go, now.”

      “Caroline, they’re not going to let us walk out of here.” They both struggle against my grip.

      “They will, Mother. You have to trust me.”

      “They’ll kill us. They’ll kill you if they knew who you were.”

      “How do you think I got in here? If they cared, I’d be dead already.”

      “But where are we going? What’ll we do?”

      “We’ll figure it out when we get there.”

      Mother and Father both surrender at the same time and follow me toward the entrance. I can see the fear in their eyes. I take their hands in mine and squeeze to let them know it’ll be okay.

      A young blackcoat, who looks to be younger than me, gives us a short nod and opens the door for us, and as we stride past, heading out into our thinly granted freedom, he asks, “Why’d Tanner say y’all could go, huh? What’s so special about a girl like you?”

      “Nothing,” I answer. “Not a damn thing.”
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* * *

      We take the shortest route possible back to the old encampment, and that means walking across open fields of green, getting soaked to the bone without any cover until we reach the forests north of where I grew up. Mother and Father ask question after question about how I survived, my life as a Kinder, and what happened back in Warrenville; where did I go? How did I end up here?

      I answer everything, giving as much detail as I can remember, because what else is there to do except for putting one foot in front of another?

      They’re eager to see the home they left a decade ago, and when I assure them that it’s no longer a place full of happy memories, but a graveyard of regret, they insist that it can’t be that bad.

      “Wait and see,” I tell them. “We have work to do, and we won’t be able to stay.”

      We hike through the night, making good time, and while my Kinder energy has returned, Mother and Father are exhausted once we reach the clearing where Merrin and I were assaulted.

      Merrin... I hope she’s okay.

      The three of us camp under the same pine tree. My memories of my time there are tainted and hard to acknowledge, but the fact of the matter is, this particular tree has the widest boughs, providing cover for the three of us to lie side-by-side, huddled together for warmth. We rotate standing watch throughout the night, and when it’s my turn, I sit calmly, listening to the sounds of the rainy forest, randomly interrupted by my father’s occasional snore.

      I see a figure down the hillside, and for a split-second, my senses tingle with fear until I realize it’s our scarecrow hanging against the maple’s trunk. It’s funny to think that thing survived, too.

      I look down at the man and woman next to me, so familiar, so distant.

      In a way, it seems strange to have them here. They’ve been absent for most of my life. We don’t exactly have a mother-father-child relationship, but I’m hopeful that will come with the passage of our remaining days.

      They’re Mother and Father, even if they don’t feel like a mother and a father, not quite yet, but out of everything I have lost—my love, my land, my home, my friends, my Republicon brothers and sisters—having my parents back is the best thing I could have gained.

      When the sparrows and chirping robins wake me the next morning, we arise, brush the dirt and leaves away from our clothes, and begin the long, slogging climb up the northern side of Rafael’s Ridge.

      We crest at the top, and I pause to allow Mother and Father to catch their breaths. I’m hesitant to go into the valley. I know what it’s like down there.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” I ask. “It’s going to be…tough.”

      Father puts his hands on his hips and leans back to stretch his muscles. He squints against the rain while Mother takes her hair down from her ponytail, twists it around in her hands, then cinches it up into a bunch. She wipes at the sweat on her neck, saying, “We have to go, Caroline. You said there’s work to be done.”

      I’ve tried to explain to them how horrible it is. I gave them all the details yesterday during our hike. Mother cried. Father struggled to blink back tears, covering a trembling lip with his hand. Regardless, they say they want to see it for closure and to say their goodbyes. I’m not sure my words have done the situation justice, and I expect there will be more tears shed.

      Once we reach the northern edge of the lake, I realize that I’m close to where Brandon saved my life.

      I stop in the middle of the trail. “Can you guys go ahead without me?”

      Mother takes my hand. “We shouldn’t split up, sweetheart.”

      “I’ll be okay. Just a few minutes. I have to look for something.” I’m careful to say something and not someone because I don’t feel like answering those questions. They’ll remember Brandon as a child, but they won’t know how close we were. If his body is still there all this time later, I want to have a private moment on my own.

      Father nods, sensing something in me, and nudges Mother along. He smiles. “Don’t be long.”

      “I won’t.”

      It takes ten minutes, maybe more, to find the blackcoat soldiers, the unfortunate ones who dared to sneak ahead for a look while we tried to defend our land.

      There’s no sign of Brandon’s body. I look and I look, kicking up piles of leaves and searching behind fallen trees and underneath rock outcroppings. There’s no sign of any tracks. No leaves disturbed, nothing. It’s possible that the constant rain changed the landscape of the forest floor, or perhaps when the DAV army marched through here their footsteps destroyed any evidence of his movements. Hard to say. So much can happen in the woods in such a short amount of time.

      There should be some indication, shouldn’t there? Even if a bear dragged his body off for a meal, I should be able to spot his limp legs digging into the bed of leaves, right?

      Was he still alive when I ran away? Did he get up and try to walk home? No, he couldn’t have. It’s not possible.

      But what if he was? What if he tried to make it back, and I left him here?

      I throw myself down on the ground.

      I abandoned him. I left him behind when he needed me.

      This is stupid. I shouldn’t have done this. I should’ve gone on with Mother and Father. I should’ve gone back to what I knew.

      “Caroline?”

      The voice is distant, soft.

      “Caroline, is that you?”

      It can’t be.

      “Merrin? Merrin? Is that you? Where are you?”

      She screams my name with equal parts of relief and joy. “Caroline!” To the west and down in a shallow ravine, I spot the bravest, strongest little girl I have ever known, and I am overcome with happiness. “Here,” she shouts, waving up at me.

      “What’re you doing down there?”

      “Hiding,” she answers, climbing up the hillside. “I heard people, and I got scared.” She jumps into my arms and we hug and we cry together and she’s so relieved, I can feel her shaking. She tells me about how she ran away from Chalmers and Blotter and spent days in the woods alone, trying to make sure they weren’t following her. She ate berries, drank rainwater, and slept in caves. “Except for the one with the bobcat,” she says. “He wasn’t happy.”

      She says she’s been back in the encampment for a day or so at this point. I ask her what she’s doing this far away from it now, this far north.

      “Brandon told me to come.”

      I have to play along. I don’t want to muddle her enthusiasm. “Oh, did he now?”

      “He wanted to show me something.”

      “And what was that?”

      “It’s down here. This way.”

      I follow her west about twenty yards until we reach a spot on the sloping hill that seems flatter than the rest. There’s a piece of wood jammed into the ground. Old and gray, it looks like the rot in it is so severe the wood would break apart if you glared at it with a disapproving eye.

      “What is it?” I ask her.

      “Brandon’s grave,” she answers simply, as if it’s the most easily understood thing in the world.

      “What? No.”

      Pointing at the grave marker, she says, “Look at the wood. There’s something written on it.”

      I lean down closer and she’s right. The words are faint and hastily carved, like someone with a pocketknife was in a rush. They read, “PRV BOY. DAMN THE BLACKCOATS.”

      “Merrin, is this really Brandon’s grave?”

      “Well, that’s what he said.”

      “His ghost?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then who buried him?”

      She shrugs. “He says it was a stranger coming through from down south. There were too many bodies in the village, but he did this to make up for it.”

      “Brandon said all this?”

      “Just this morning. He wanted to show me.”

      I push leaves away from the earth. The dirt looks settled. The grave has been here for a while.

      I hesitate to ask her, but I feel like it’s necessary. “Merrin, is Brandon still here? I, uh, I mean do you see him now?”

      “No, he left. Time to go to the Great Beyond is what he said.”

      I can’t hide my disappointment. “Oh no. Why?”

      “Because you were safe. You’re at peace now, and his spirit can rest.”

      Whether ghosts exist or they’re just the creation of an overactive imagination, why would I want to tell her she’s wrong about something like that?
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* * *

      The memories of our encampment’s destruction have yet to fade, but we’re all comforted by the fact that every one of the dead can move over to the other side.

      We worked tirelessly for days, digging graves, saying prayers, and filling holes.

      Merrin brought us food from the General Chief’s basement and fresh water from the river while Mother, Father, and I took turns until our palms were bloody with broken blisters. Mine healed in seconds. Theirs still bear the scars.

      At one point, during a restful break, Father had said, “Some of the others from the capital had heard a rumor about the seaside states. I didn’t believe a word of it but now...who knows? Said they were opening their borders to tourists.”

      “We have to go see. What else do we have to do?” Mother had insisted, eyes gleaming, and that was the end of it. She found no argument from us.

      It took us two months. Father nearly broke an ankle. Merrin got so sick from eating wild berries that we lost a week nursing her. Mother found out she was allergic to bees and we lost two more days.

      We made it, though.

      Warm, sunny Florida. The Panhandle, they call it, in a place that goes by the name of Pensacola.

      Sun! Can you believe it?

      The people here are nice.

      I hadn’t wanted to tell them about my past, but Merrin let it slip one day; they’re curious about me being a Kinder—they thought we were only legends. Already the people of warm, sunny Pensacola, Florida joke about how I’m going to lead them all one day like the great and mighty hero that I am.

      I laugh. I shrug and say, “Maybe,” then I pick up another pretty seashell to add to my collection.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t thank you enough for spending your valuable time with my writing. Caroline’s journey (and mine) through this dismal, rainy world has been a long and arduous one, and I’m glad it was able to end with a little ray of hope and sunshine. I think after everything she went through, she deserved to see blue sky again.

      Some of my early readers have already asked if Caroline will be coming back for more adventures, and at this point in time, all I can say is, “…”

      We’ll have to wait and see. At the moment I’m involved with a number of other projects—that I encourage you to check out if you enjoy my fiction—but perhaps one of these days we’ll see her again!

      Thanks go out to my dedicated readers and those that help make these books possible. You know who you are.

      Above all, I wouldn’t be able to do this without the amazing support of my wife. Her kindness, understanding, and willingness to let this crazy ride continue is invaluable.

      If you enjoyed this series and this final installment of the trilogy, please consider leaving an honest review. Reviews help spread the word for indie authors and you can make a difference in the story’s success! It doesn’t have to be much because even a few sentences can help sway a reader’s opinion.

      Last but not least, don’t forget to sign up for The Lindsey Novel-Dispatch to keep up with my writing, enter cool contests, get great discounts ahead of everyone else, and generally be a part of an awesome group of readers.

      

      All best,

      Ernie Lindsey
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            Join Thousands of Readers

          

          The Lindsey Novel-Dispatch

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Free eBooks, News, Giveaways

      

      

      

      Okay, so it’s not really your local paper, but rather a newsletter designed to give you the best options on fiction by Ernie Lindsey.

      You’ll have opportunities to score free copies of my novels, enjoy steeper discounts on new releases, automatically have a chance at a $50 gift card each month, and participate in all the fun that the rest of us are having.

      

      
        
        Sign Up for The Lindsey Novel-Dispatch

      

      

      

      In addition, I’ll often do things like early cover reveals, interviews with authors you should be reading, and give general updates on sequels and other cool things happening in the world of my fiction. Plus, I’ll occasionally have other free content to give out, like signed books and discount codes for my audiobooks.

      Please reach out and say hello. One of the best parts of being an indie author is easy accessibility to readers. It makes this whole process worth it.

      Join The Lindsey Novel-Dispatch today, and have fun reading!

      

      Ernie Lindsey
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