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      Raindrops.

      Always raindrops. They fall whether you’re drinking watercress tea beside a warm fire, or hunting for that morning’s breakfast, or on a scouting mission to the north of your encampment.

      It feels like that was a different life.

      What seems like such simple, mindless tasks are long, long gone—days and miles in the past—and still it rains. Our one, brief moment of blue sky was a beacon of hope, and the next, we are again enshrouded by the clouds of desperation.

      The once-jovial crowd has grown silent, sensing something troubling from our reactions. Some of them can see what we see—tanks and a smaller division of the main army—and others whisper their questions.

      My people. My citizens. Those I am in charge of who rely on me, a fourteen-year-old army scout, to save them from a life in chains. I’ve gotten them this far. We’re almost safe. What a relief it will be to hand them over to someone higher in the chain of command, but for now, a steep mountainside and one last push to the fortified walls of our capital stand between us.

      The wall of rain washes over us as James lifts his thunderous voice up and over their heads.  “Run! Run if you can!”

      I scream for them to go calmly, but my words are lost in the din of their fear. I grab James’s arm. “Tell them,” I order. “Tell them to go safely.”

      Finn shakes his head. “Too late for that.”

      Around us, people scramble to pick up their children, their belongings, and the food they’ve managed to save. People run into each other, knock one another down, and trip over those who aren’t moving fast enough.

      James puts a hand on his forehead. “Sorry, Caroline, I—”

      “Forget it,” I say, picking up my satchel. “Just help anyone that needs it. Tell them that if they can’t make it with the rest of us, we will not abandon them. We’ll send help back.”

      James nods. “Okay.”

      “Tell them now. Scream it so they’ll understand.”

      He does, and I’m not sure that it works.

      Some of the citizens of the People’s Republic of Virginia, the PRV, and some of the Republicons are composed enough to understand James. They wave in agreement and lift the fallen off the ground.

      Nearly everyone moves faster than I expect, even the grandmothers like Cherise—she of the gangrene arm—and the father with his child on crutches, the one I decided I was fighting for. Fueled by adrenaline and perhaps the fleeting glimpse of blue sky, we scamper, crash, and scramble down the hillside; some who are well enough to do so on their own help those who aren’t.

      We must be an unwelcome sight when a thousand PRV citizens, tired and bedraggled, and a handful of Republicons, erupt from the forest’s edge and into a clearing. I stay behind with Finn, to help the last in line, while James leads the charge toward the empty road in the distance. If they can make it to that dark, hardened path, the remaining retreat into Warrenville will be unhindered. The approaching bulk of the Democratic Alliance of Virginia army is miles away. They’re not moving fast enough to catch us before we reach the gates.

      Finally, safety is within sight.

      We’re out of harm's way, but for how long?

      Finn keeps glancing toward the incoming tanks, nervously.

      “What’s the matter?” I ask, motioning for a young mother and her child to follow the rest of the group. I tell her not to worry, there’s plenty of time, and she smiles in return. I can’t tell if she believes me.

      Finn answers, “The main army is marching straight toward us and can’t be too far behind if the flank is already here. They had to bring the tanks the long way around, through the roads. I didn’t expect them to get here so fast.”

      “It’s my fault they won’t be prepared.” I can feel the weight of guilt closing in on my chest. “I should’ve sent runners ahead days ago.”

      “I’m sure your people knew already. You can’t march an army that large without word spreading. And if I had to guess, General Graybeal probably sent someone himself.”

      “Why would he do that?” We wait on the last two people to pass us—an older, blind man being guided by his granddaughter—and then shuffle along behind them. I can’t help but smile. It seems insane given our situation, but we’ve managed to lead our entire group of people out and into the open. Not a single one of our charges have been left behind. We’ve made it so far.

      The group marching in front of us is filled with such an improbable group of people. It’s unbelievable that we made it to safety with the types of people we have among us. Sick, weak, wounded and dying, they’ve fought for survival and they won. It’s only a small victory, though, because the war hasn’t even begun.

      When the blind man stumbles in front of me, I think maybe I should congratulate myself later, once we’re safely inside the walls of Warrenville.

      Finn seems distracted by the approaching army in the distance. I ask again, “Finn, why would your general send a warning ahead of time?”

      Finn says, “Huh? Oh, right. Just to let them know what a mistake they made. Before I left, there was talk of not going to war. Or, well, avoiding it if at all possible. If your President Larson had surrendered, none of this would’ve happened.”

      “Maybe not, but we’d all be in chains and marching north, instead of trying to fight for our freedom.”

      “I know,” Finn says. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant that, at some point, somebody made a decision and here we are. They knew the DAV would be coming. They had to. My question is, what have they done to prepare for it? Anything?”

      Finn has a point, and it leaves me wondering if we’ll find soldiers along the walls, armed with sticks and rocks, trying to defend their last remaining bastion against those metal behemoths that can shoot projectiles through solid rock.

      President Larson must have decided that fighting to maintain our freedom was worth the risk. Right? It’s my guess that he had purposely chosen not to wave the white flag against the northern enemies. Why would he do that if he didn’t think we had a chance? I only know of him, but I’ve heard stories from the Elders that he’s always been a good man.

      But, do good men always make the wisest decisions?

      I don’t know the answer to that.

      I tell Finn that maybe I should go ahead, that I should get to the gates of the capital before the rest of our group. If they know the DAV army is on its way, and if they have lookouts posted along the walls, it makes sense to have an official representative approach first.  “Right?” I ask. “Especially if we show up with a group of Republicons with us.”

      “Good idea. You go. I’ll make sure everyone keeps up. And,” he adds, grabbing my hand gently, “if the subject comes up, I was never a blackcoat.”

      He should know that I would never betray his history, but I can see the worry in his eyes. A soft peck on the cheek reassures him. I hope. “Your secret is safe with me,” I say. He smiles.

      Yet, a minor flicker in the back of my mind, like a moth beating its wings, has me wondering if he had Teresa hanged to ensure that there was one less outlet for the truth. I trust him with every drop of blood flowing through my veins, but even the purest of souls have something to hide.

      I squeeze his hand—reassuringly, calmly—and sprint to the front of the group. I know I can move faster; with my Kinder abilities growing in strength, I could be at the front gates in seconds, covering the last couple of miles in a blur, but I need to speak to James first.

      He’s leading the charge. Not running, but jogging at a steady clip, head down and hood up, with rain dripping into his face and off his beard. By now, you’d think that every single person would be bone-tired to the core of their being, however, James looks fresh, determined. Most of him anyway. With the barest hint of setting sun lighting the day, I can see a trace of ache in the way his jaw clenches each time he takes another step.

      “Ho, Caroline!” he says in his familiar greeting. “They’re keeping up better than I expected.” He smells like days-old sweat and damp clothing.

      I glance back behind us and survey the shuffling clan. “They’ll make it. That speck of blue sky did more good than a warm meal.”

      “Some of those kids back there weren’t even born the last time the sun was out.” He hisses in pain during an awkward step and I ask if he’s okay. “Age, Caroline. Nothing but age. I’ll make it.”

      “I’m going ahead,” I say. “I want to make sure they know we’re coming.”

      “Oh, they can see us. They’d be stupid not to have lookouts posted, and I don’t think your leaders are that foolish.”

      “That’s my point, James. We won’t be able to hide the fact that you’re Republicons. You don’t look any different than the rest of us, not really, but too many people know. Too many mouths to blurt secrets.”

      His shoulders slump as he shakes his head. He slows his pace. “Don’t do that to me, Caroline. Not now. We’ve come so far. We’ve helped you for so long. I lost good people for this.”

      “No, no,” I say, patting his back, “don’t worry. I’ll do everything I can to make sure you’re rewarded. They’ll give you a soft bed and fresh clothes. Maybe even a bath.”

      I chuckle when he sniffs his armpit and says, “Nah, I’m not due for another week.”

      I probably shouldn’t be promising any of this. The way Republicons are viewed—pure scum, worse than dog poop on a boot heel—it wouldn’t surprise me if the guards shot James and the rest of his crew on sight. Truthfully, if they can see us already, like James says, then there’s a chance that the Republicons are lined up in the crosshairs of a rifle and they don’t even know it.

      James jogs a few more steps. I keep my pace slow because I can tell that he wants to say something else, but he’s having a hard time finding the right words. Eventually, he stumbles through it. “I… Maybe we should… Maybe Marla and the Blakes, Squirrel—we should leave. You’re here, we’ve helped you get this far. You told us to go before we got to the top of Black Rash Mountain. We should’ve listened then.”

      “I don’t want you to go, James. Please don’t. Let me try to talk to them, okay? You’re good, strong fighters. You’ve risked your lives for days to help us. They’ll understand.” I can see both sides of the argument. I want him to stay for selfish reasons, but it’s probably safer for them to leave for logical ones.

      “We’re Republicons, Caroline. They shoot us in the middle of the street. No judge, jury, or trial. I’ve seen it before. Boom, dead.”

      This overwhelming need overcomes me. I led my people to safety, but I didn’t do it without James. He’s been with me since we began this harrowing sprint to safety. He was right there by my side the whole time. He was on the right, Finn was on the left. What will I do without my generals?

      “I need you to stay. I do. Me. And I know that’s selfish, but if you want to stay and fight, even if it’s for something you don’t belong to, I’ll always be in your debt. That’s for me, not my country,” I say desperately, beating a fist against my chest. “My capital isn’t your home, but this land is, these mountains are, and unless you want to spend the rest of your life hiding—”

      “We already spend our lives hiding, Caroline. We’re Republicons,” he insists. “That’s what we do.”

      “I know that, but you should stay and fight, because that’s for you. Defend what’s yours. Land, life, and freedom.”

      Understanding flickers throughout his features.

      “Go,” he says, sighing, nudging me with his bear-paw hand. “Tell them before we get there, then get back here and give us their answer. We need time to escape if they say no. Understood? That’s final. I have my own kind to protect. Go.”

      I thank him and turn toward the walls of my capital, promising one last time that I’ll do everything I can to make sure they welcome him and his Republicon family like the heroes that they are. As I take my first step, I say a small prayer that it’s a promise I’ll be able to keep.

      One, two, three steps later and I’m at full speed, reaching the road in seconds. I turn south and pump my legs, driving myself ahead. The blacktop beneath my feet is harder than stone and feels strange after walking on the soft forest floor for days upon days.

      I feel no pain. I am in union with the energy around me, drawing it from the earth, the sky, the lightning that arcs across the clouds.

      I am safe for the moment, but not free. Uncertainty tugs at my back, as if a rope tethers me to a fencepost, because I don’t know if I’ll have the opportunity to experience true liberty again. I have to outlast a war to know that.

      The last light of day fades while I run. The concealed sun dips over the last mountain in the distance, losing the war against another day gone.

      War. Three simple letters that lead to so much destruction. Three simple letters that tear families apart, destroy lives and cities, and change the course of history.

      Given that the DAV army is swiftly approaching, I may die before I know true independence again, and death itself may provide the only freedom remaining.

      I’m one of the last two Kinders, but that doesn’t mean I’m immortal.
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      Before I get too close, I slow down to a natural gait, worried that the guards, if there are any, will panic and shoot at the sight of a human approaching at my speed.

      My blistered feet with their drenched, peeling skin, white with water, ache as the soles of my boots pound across the blacktop road. It seems as if my Kinder abilities—strength, absence of pain—can do no good against the damage that’s already been done to the bottom half of my body. Days of running will do that to a person. I can’t even imagine what the weaker souls must be feeling.

      The word “Halt!” echoes down to me twenty yards away from the massive metal doors of Warrenville. I obey, stopping dead still right where I am. I hold up my arms, palms out, showing that I’m not armed. Forty feet above me, along the top of the wall, unnatural lights blink on, blinding me, projecting yellow-white cones down at the entrance.

      They’re something I had to see to believe. We had campfires under canvases in the middle of our encampment. Candles made from the fat of animals we killed for food and clothing. Flames from the fireplaces illuminated our hovels. These were the sources of our light. The Elders spoke of something called ‘electricity’ and how it used to power nations hundreds of years ago. In some places across the large ponds that have no visible shore on the other side, they say that some are still powered by it. I’m amazed that this wonder called electricity exists in the PRV.

      False light. It’s incredible. Here, on our land, in our world, I might as well be looking into the eyes of God.

      I squint and hold my arm over my face, trying to block the source.

      It occurs to me that there will be plenty of things here that I’ve never seen before, in real life, and that the Elders were likely telling the truth about cars, medicines, and buildings fully stocked with supplies.

      We’d had people from our encampment visit relatives in the south before, but their stories of what life was like down here were always so unbelievable that we laughed in their faces.

      We had laughed at Elder Cornwall so much, he refused to speak for a month.

      I think about those distant days in a flash. If my encampment hadn’t turned into a pile of smoldering rubble at the hands of the DAV, what stories I could’ve told.

      The voice bellows down to me and says, “Identify yourself.” It’s a male, and I assume that since he’s guarding the wall, he’s part of the army, or some security force, and deserves a measure of respect. I have half a mind to tell him to shine the lights in his own damn eyes, but I hold my tongue.

      I say, “Caroline Mathers, sir! My rank is Forward Army Scout of the People’s Republic of Virginia.”

      “What station?”

      “Northernmost. I come from Rafael’s Ridge.”

      There’s a pause. “You survived?” His voice is filled with surprise.

      The fact that he knows something went wrong is both a good sign and a bad one. “Yes, sir.”

      “Show me your badge.”

      I turn to the side and point to my shoulder, revealing the emblem of the PRV army, accompanied by the official scout insignia, which is a picture of a rabbit wearing a helmet. Not entirely threatening, but rabbits are light on their feet and practically uncatchable. So far, I’ve fit that image.

      “Are you alone?”

      “No, I have others.”

      “How many?”

      I turn my eyes away from the light. It feels as if they’re burning through to the back of my head. “Can you turn those off, please?”

      One by one, they blink out, but the blue, purple, and red spots floating in my vision prevent any semblance of clarity until my eyes readjust.

      “That better?” The voice is friendlier now that I’ve identified myself.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “How many? Just the people from your encampment?”

      “No, sir. I’ve…we brought everyone we could. A thousand, maybe more.”

      “A thousand you say? Hold there, Mathers. Better yet, approach the door.”

      I offer a salute, though I’m not sure that he sees me. Near where the voice emanated, I see other silhouettes, but I can’t make out if they’re human or part of the wall. To my right, one of the shapes moves, and I have an answer. It’s a little scary, not being able to see them. Do they have weapons? Are they aiming at my head?

      I jog cautiously up to the main doors. They’re immense. Twenty feet high and arched at the top and rounded where they join in the middle. I can’t imagine the man I’m talking to will be able to swing one of those open by hand. Once I’m closer, however, the shadows are deeper and my eyes eventually readjust, just in time to notice a smaller door inlaid within the large one.

      I move over to it when I hear a noise like metal sliding against metal. It reminds me of the ancient files we used to sharpen our axe blades. Axes so old and sharpened so many times, they were worn down with little weight behind them.

      Two lights flick on at the sides of each main door. They’re not as bright as the ones that were overhead, but still they hurt my eyes.

      “No further,” he says. About head high, a dark face fills a square opening.

      I stand up straight, click my heels together, and stiffen my body into rigid attention. It feels so awkward. We dispensed with these formalities years ago, but I know that here, now, it’s the right thing to do. I snap my hand up to my forehead, fingertips touching my right eyebrow. “Scout Mathers, sir. May I request your name and rank?”

      “Sergeant Logan, and did I hear you right, Mathers? Did you say you had a thousand people with you?”

      “Yes, sir. And…” I hesitate to tell him about James, Marla, and the rest of the Republicons.

      “And what?”

      In the end, I can’t do it. I can’t risk their lives. Oh, man, it hurts like someone has hit me in the stomach with a heavy tree branch, but I have no way of knowing how these people will react around a bunch of Republicons. Here, I’m simply a scout, and I have no power to sway their minds.

      Instead of admitting that we were helped by a bunch of outlaws who will also be seeking protection, I say, “We’re coming for refuge, sir. We’ve come a long way. We need food and shelter. People are wounded and we’ve been running for days. I don’t know how much longer some of them can make it, especially some of the older ones who’ve been with us since the beginning.”

      “You’re insane if you think we can take care of a thousand people, Mathers! We can barely—”

      “Sergeant Logan, please—”

      He raises his voice angrily and speaks over me. “Do not interrupt me when I’m talking, scout. This city can hardly manage itself, much less a thousand stragglers from as far north as Rafael’s Ridge. I don’t know if you’re hearing me, Mathers. We don’t have the room, or the food, or the supplies to support such an inconvenience.”

      “An inconvenience? What are—my apologies. Permission to speak freely, sir.” I stand up as straight as I possibly can and hold my chin high.

      “Proceed, Mathers.”

      “Sergeant, they’re our people. They’re citizens of the Republic. We can’t abandon them, not now. I’ve brought them so far. Maybe I made promises that I shouldn’t have, but they’re expecting sanctuary, or at least someone to defend them.”

      “Defend them? With what?”

      “Sir, I—”

      “Rocks? Twigs? Slingshots? You northern outpost idiots are all the same. Just because you can shoot a squirrel for dinner doesn’t mean we can take on an advancing army the size of that one coming down the road behind you.”

      He points and I look over my shoulder. I can see more artificial lights. They’re closer, perhaps two miles, maybe more, and we’re running out of time.

      “Can you at least allow us inside, sir? Even if it’s only for a little while. For one night, that’s all I’m asking. Give them a warm meal and a bed before they have to march back to the DAV. They deserve it. They’ve tried so hard. I promised them that much, and it’s the least we can do, even if it’s the only thing we can do.”

      “Scout Mathers, you will return to your northern outpost at once and defend it with your life as you should have done. I am this close to tossing you into the brigade for abandonment—”

      Logan yelps and his face disappears from the observation window. I hear a deeper, gruff voice scolding him. “What did I say, Logan? What did I say? Back to your post, worm.”

      A chubby face with lighter skin, a mustache, and a thin beard replaces that of Sergeant Logan, though now I’m not entirely certain he was who he claimed to be.

      The man says, “Who’re you?”

      “Caroline Mathers, sir. Forward Army Scout of the People’s Repub—”

      “Yes, yes,” he interrupts. “I can see that. You’ll have to excuse Logan. Just because we put him in charge of the wall, he thinks he’s running the whole city now.” He introduces himself as Brennan Targon, head of wall security and envoy to the president. “Did I hear him correctly, Mathers? You have a thousand people with you?”

      I nod. “We’ve come so far. Please, let us in.” I’m practically pleading, and I know it’s unbecoming of an sanctioned scout to beg, but I can’t help myself. I’m not above dropping to my knees if it comes to that. I’ve been so strong for over a week. I’ve been a leader. People have looked to me for guidance, but here, in front of this door, with nowhere else to run and an approaching army behind us, I am powerless. “The blackcoats are almost here, sir. They have tanks.”

      “I can see that.” He stares past my shoulder, pinches his lips together, then frowns.  “Fine, Mathers, bring your people inside. One night won’t hurt and we’ll all be marching north tomorrow anyway. I suppose we could use help with the preparations. Can they work?”

      “Some of them, maybe. We’re all exhausted and weak.”

      He frowns and shakes his head. “Regardless, bodies are bodies. Hop to it, then. I ain’t got all night.”

      The small, sliding window slams shut and from inside, the sounds of sliding bolts and squeaky hinges sound dull and distant as the immense door slowly swings inward.

      I’m so relieved that I want to jump and squeal, clap my hands together like a little girl on her birthday, but at the same time, it saddens me to know that they’re not preparing to fight. It sounds as if the citizens of my capital have one more night of being free men and women before President Larson raises the white flag of surrender. There will be time for questions later, but I have to wonder why they chose to posture for so long. Why pretend when he knew they would have no chance against our northern enemies?

      Once the door is fully open, I can see past the threshold. Directly inside is a low arching tunnel made of bricks, illuminated by small—I think they’re called bulbs—that cast circles of white onto the floor. There’s a stairwell to the right. Logan stands there, eyeing me with his arms crossed, face in a hardened scowl. I’d heard tales of those with dark skin, darker than the deepest tans of summer, but I had never seen them in person.

      If he weren’t searing holes in my skin with his glare, he’d be…handsome. He’s much, much older than me, though, and must think I’m a foolish child when I offer him a white flag of my own—a sheepish smile. His nostrils flare and up the steps he goes, out of sight, probably back to his position along the wall.

      It smells like wet, musty earth inside the tunnel and it’s so quiet that I can hear water droplets splashing off the floor. At least until Brennan Targon emerges from a door on the right, coughing into his hand. He’s large, almost as big as James, but he’s more civil-looking than my Republicon friend. Targon’s hair is cut short and there’s no visible separation from where his hair stops and the beard begins. It’s all one continuous unit.

      I can see that he eats well. His cheeks, neck, and waistline hold the extra weight of someone that hasn’t spent years in the forest, chasing their next meal. His jeans are well kept and without holes in the knees. The green army jacket, which is too small for his frame, bears the crossed-rifles insignia of a captain.

      I say, “Captain Targon, thank you,” and then salute him.

      He shakes his head and yanks my arm down to my side roughly, but with no harm intended. He’s cautious and wary as he stares out the door, down the road toward the advancing DAV army. “Get your hand down, Mathers. I’d prefer it if a damn blackcoat sniper didn’t separate my head from my neck because you’re saluting an officer.”

      I apologize and put my hands behind my back. Chin up, chest out, standing at attention.

      Captain Targon asks, “Now where are your people? Can they get here before those bastards do?” He points with his chin. “That door will be open for another thirty minutes and that’s all.”

      “That’s plenty enough time, sir.” I’m not sure that it is, but what choice do I have? If we have to, if it becomes necessary, I suppose that Finn and I can make use of our Kinder abilities and carry the stragglers. That’s not something I wanted to reveal so soon, yet if it means keeping the ill and the frail safe, then so be it. I figure they will find out soon enough.

      “Good then. Go. The least we can do is give our citizens one night in a warm bed like you asked. Thirty minutes, Mathers, then the door closes. On with you.”

      I thank him, lift my arm to salute and then catch myself at the last moment. Instead, I pretend to push a loose strand of hair behind my ear.

      I stop outside the gates, wasting precious seconds, and observe the approaching DAV army, wondering how much damage Finn and I could do before Warrenville rolled over and exposed its belly.

      If Targon, Logan, and the rest of them aren’t going to fight to protect their lives, their city, and their freedom, maybe someone should do it for them.
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      Once I’m back in the dark, covered in shadows, I hurtle down the road in a blur and then sprint toward the northwest. It only takes me seconds, but I can see that the others have made it a good distance from where I left them last. They’ve slowed their pace, allowing those that can’t run as fast to stay within sight. It worries me that we might not all make it within the thirty minutes that Captain Targon has given us, but we should make it. Possibly.

      Finn is up at the front of the pack with James. They’re yelling words of encouragement, waving their arms, urging everyone to move as rapidly as they can.

      Finn sees me approaching, as does James, and they step out of the horde’s way.

      “They’re letting us in?” Finn asks.

      “Yeah, but we only have thirty minutes and then the doors are closing.”

      “We can make it.”

      James says to me, “Did they say anything about…us?”

      “I…I didn’t tell them.”

      “What? Why?” James steps backward and hangs his head in acceptance. “So that’s it, then? This is goodbye?”

      “For now,” I say.

      “You did what you had to do, I guess.” I can tell he’s disappointed.

      “They weren’t going to let us in. They weren’t, and if I had said we had a group of Republicons with us, they would’ve slammed the door in my face. I’m not abandoning you, not because of who you are. You’re my friends, and yes, I should’ve tried, just in case, but you weren’t even sure yourself and—and I have to think for the whole group. And besides…” I hate to mention this part because it makes it seem as if everything we’ve been through is pointless, that it was all wasted effort. “They’re giving us one night, that’s it, and then they’re surrendering in the morning.”

      “No,” Finn says, trailing the word out. “They can’t.”

      James puts his finger in my face. “They can give up, but we aren’t.”

      “Good. I know. That’s what I was thinking on my way back. Finn and I can fight. Maybe we can turn them back, at least for a while, and then—” I have an idea. I don’t know why I didn’t think of this before. “Right! Don’t give up! We can find some clothes. We’ll make you look like you’re one of us, not Republicons. You’ll be safe for the night.”

      “That’s not what I meant, Caroline.” James’s voice is low, somber. His eyes droop and his shoulders sag. “We knew it would come to this. I did, at least. We were never going to be welcome inside those gates. Never. I can’t take that risk with their lives. Not now. We’ve been free for decades. Some of them were born free.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. If we step inside those gates, they’ll hang us for treason if they discover who we are. And if they don’t, the blackcoats will have us in chains along with the rest of your lot. I can’t do it, Caroline. I can’t. We don’t have a choice.”

      “Stay with us,” I beg, grabbing his sleeve, regretting my decision not to include them earlier. “Help us fight. It’s your land, too. We’ll talk to them. We’ll make them see that defending what’s theirs is the right thing to do.” I try to keep the tear from dripping down my cheek. It doesn’t work.

      James caresses my hair. “I wish it was that easy. I really do. But you don’t see, Caroline. Not everything. We’ll go. We have to. We’ll run, we’ll hide, and we’ll fight to defend what’s ours out there.” He points at the forest, then at the city walls and adds, “What’s in there isn’t ours. It never was and it never will be. Does that make sense?”

      I start to speak and then nod instead. He’s right. They’ll never be accepted. It was childish of me to think I could change the minds of grown men. I can’t reverse a hundred years of thinking in a single night. I lean into him and wrap my arms around him as far as they’ll go. My fingers barely touch at his back. He squeezes me, tells me not to cry as I thank him over and over.

      “We wouldn’t have made it without you,” I say, pulling away from him. “I want you to know that. It’s the truth.”

      He leans down. He’s so tall, it seems like it takes him forever to get to me. He kisses my forehead. “I’ll see you in another life.”

      “Promise?”

      James smiles. “Lead like you were meant to do.” He backs away, moving over to the throng of jostling bodies, offers one last wave, and then shouts, “Republicons! Marla! Squirrel! Find the Blakes and the rest and follow me.”

      The last I see of James, through my blurred, watery vision, is his massive shoulders high above the others as he shoves through the current of bodies and the pounding rain.

      Marla calls over to me and waves goodbye. Squirrel does the same. I can’t see the others but I know they’re gone.

      Finn puts his arm around my shoulders. “Do you really think they’re gone? For good?”

      “Let’s go,” I say. “We don’t have much time left. Everyone needs to be inside before the gates close.”
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* * *

      We run. We rush. We lift. We carry.

      Everyone makes it with time to spare, but not much. Captain Targon shouts from the doorway, urging people inside, to hurry, to head straight down the tunnel and into the open courtyard beyond.

      I’m the last one. I glance behind me. In the distance, the DAV army has come within a mile of Warrenville. Darkness has fallen and the only thing I can see is the lights as they approach. What if Captain Targon is wrong? What if we don’t have until morning and they use the cover of night to overrun the city? Is the promise of another twelve hours of freedom too much to ask?

      “Get in here, Mathers,” Captain Targon orders. “Door’s closing in three…two…”

      “Coming.” I dash inside and help him pull it closed. He turns some levers and knobs on the side, and giant bolts fall into place, some into the flooring, some into the walls.

      “They’re not getting through there unless they knock the walls down,” he says, which makes me think that he shouldn’t tempt fate.

      Finn is nowhere to be seen, and I assume that he’s up with the others, trying to help organize a confused crowd.

      Captain Targon informs me that they called in some extra soldiers to direct our people to the proper places. He says they don’t have beds for a thousand people, but they do have empty warehouses with wooden pallets that can be used. Blankets, too, that have been stored away because what remains of the army hasn’t needed them in ages. “They might be a bit dusty or maybe full of spiders, but I checked and they’ll last for a night. At least they’ll be off the ground and out of the rain. I’m sorry, Mathers, but that’s the most we can do.”

      “Any food to spare?”

      “Bread, I suppose. It’s not every day that the city is overrun with refugees, especially with a war on the way. I’m sure you understand that we’ve had to direct our last supplies to the places that matter.”

      From the looks of his waist, I assume he means it all went to the people in charge, the ones who control the flow of goods and greed.

      I thank him and try not to allow the pity for my charges to overtake me. If I do, I’ll crumble into a heap of regret on the floor. They’ve come so far. They’ve tried so hard. Over and over again I have promised them safety, meals and beds, freedom and security, but what do they get? One night in an abandoned warehouse with stale bread to eat and dirty, moth-ridden blankets for comfort. I ask myself again, was it all worth it? Should we have stayed where we were so the march north, back to the DAV territory, wouldn’t have been so long?

      How many of them won’t make it? How many of them will die on the way because I led them here? I led them here to this pathetic, pitiful, weak city full of cowardly leaders.

      When we emerge from the tunnel and back into the pouring rain, I shield my face and watch as the grumpy soldiers—who’d been roused from their beds—bark orders, pointing and waving for my people to head west down a street bordered by buildings that are taller than most of them have ever seen.

      I’m baffled, overwhelmed, and staggered by their size.

      I’d heard stories from the Elders, and had been able to imagine life in Warrenville using their vivid descriptions and drawings, but this…this is beyond my level of understanding. How do they get these buildings to stay upright? What are they made out of that’s so sturdy, they can withstand the raging wind? Do they bend over like saplings with strong gusts? Do the people inside shake in fear when the storms get stronger?

      Lights shine in windows. Some are muted by curtains. Others are open and people walk from one side to the other.

      The rest of my people must be feeling the same sort of awe that I am.

      They stand and gawk, craning their necks to look up and up at these tall structures stretching into the sky.

      It has to be intimidating and frightening to the ones who have grown up in the northernmost territories. All they’ve ever known are hovels and campfires. Like us, they’ve probably only heard stories of artificial lights and trees that grow out of hardened surfaces.

      There are cars everywhere; they’re exactly like I pictured. Grandfather and the Elders had done a great job of describing what these machines looked like. It’s strange the things you latch onto; here we are in the middle of an unfamiliar city, where my people are one meal and one night’s sleep away from slavery, and all I can think about for a full minute is nothing but seeing how a car actually works.

      The structures are so high. The glass windows are so clear. The lights are in many different colors, glowing blue, red, orange, and white.

      It’s so ridiculously overwhelming that for a brief moment, I forget who I am. I forget that I’m a Kinder. I forget that Finn and I, mere hours ago, defeated a vanguard of five hundred men, by ourselves.

      I spot Finn through the crowd. He looks over, sees me standing beside Captain Targon, and waves. I wave back, and it’s Finn’s face that snaps me out of my reverie.

      “Captain Targon?”

      He barks at a young soldier, approximately my age, for not moving quickly enough, then says, “Yes?”

      “Why aren’t we fighting back? Why are we just going to let the blackcoats take everyone and make them slaves?” I want to tell him about my abilities, about Finn’s abilities, but I don’t know how he’ll react to a true Kinder in his midst.

      To him, I’m a child. He hasn’t even properly acknowledged the fact that I led a thousand people a hundred miles, if not more. He hasn’t noticed that I was a leader among men, women, and children. For that week, they looked up to me, they respected me, and they listened to what I said. I won’t deny the fact that I got used to it. I admit that I rejected the idea at first, but I grew into my place.

      Here in the city, however, I’m back to being nothing more than a pawn.

      Someone else, someone much higher up the chain of command than Captain Targon, is moving the chess pieces around the board.

      If I tell him that he has two Kinders in his midst, he’ll laugh me out of the city.

      I should show him. I should lift him over my head. I should bend time and see what he says then…

      He scoffs. “Fight back? You’ve spent too long in the woods, scout.”

      “We can’t give up. Not like that. Not so easily. I just don’t understand—”

      “You’re not supposed to understand. Look at you. Look at where you are. You’re a scout from a hundred miles away who grew up climbing trees and eating rabbits. You’ve probably never seen a flashlight or spent time in a restaurant. You’ve been detached from society your whole life, and therefore, Scout Mathers, you have no idea what’s really going on here. It’s not about fighting back. It’s not about a war. This is politics. Do you even know what politics means?”

      I shake my head.

      “Politics is when the people in charge ruin things for everyone else.”

      I immediately think of General Chief Hawkins.

      “This is about power and money,” Captain Targon continues. “There was never going to be a war. Please. The people running this circus have been posturing for months. ‘Give us your people,’ and, ‘No, it’s not right,’ and ‘Fine, then we’ll destroy your cities and take what we need.’ Deals were made over handshakes and whiskey. And that, my dear child, is what it’s all about. Your faithful leaders were waiting for the highest offer. Money, power, positions; a week from now President Larson and his cronies will be sleeping on silk sheets with a cushy cabinet position up north while the rest of us work in factories and mines until our fingers bleed and we die of exhaustion. The DAV is marching their army here for show. It’s a parade, nothing more. This was settled months ago. President Larson, he’s a Judas Iscariot if I’ve ever seen one.”

      “A who?”

      “He betrayed Jesus.”

      “Oh.” While I’m familiar with religion, and God, and praying, I know nothing of the stories within the Bible.

      I must appear confused, because Captain Targon adds, “A traitor, Mathers. In my book, that man is a traitor.”

      “What about you? You’re in charge too, right?” I ask, innocently. “Will they spare you?”

      “I’m the ant under a boot heel, Mathers. My options are as bleak as yours and the rest of these…sheep. I’m a sheep, you’re a sheep. We’re all livestock.”

      The tone of his voice suggests he’s frustrated. I sense an opening. “Would you fight if you could?”

      “Given the proper orders from higher up and a miracle or two—good men, weapons that worked—maybe, but I don’t see how we can stand up against what’s coming.”

      I stare at the people who have become my flock and make up my mind. I’m not ready to send them to slaughter yet. I say to Captain Targon, “What if I told you that it really was possible, that we have something the blackcoats don’t?”

      He humors me with one corner of his mouth turned up—again the look of someone bemused by a child’s nerve—and says, “I would say you’re insane, and then I’d ask what you meant by that.”
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      Captain Targon doesn’t believe me at first. As I suspected, he laughs until he holds his sides and he has to wipe the tears from the corners of his eyes. People stare, most likely wondering what can be so damn hilarious in a situation like this. I knew this was coming, so I wait until he’s finished.

      I notice the scent of food wafting out of a nearby building. It smells like sausage over an open flame, the kind we used to have back in the camp years and years ago before that freezing winter when all the pigs were slaughtered to keep the camp from dying of starvation. I was so young. Mother and Father were gone already, but Grandmother was still alive. It’s something I haven’t smelled in eight years, at least. Could I go inside the short, squat building with large windows, blue and red lights in the shape of the words ‘Eat Here’ and tell them I’m a soldier and that I demand food?

      Even if I could. I won’t. I’ve lived as my flock has, like a good leader should, and I’m not about to start abusing my privileges now.

      Captain Targon continues to chuckle, wiping his eyes with a dirty sleeve.

      I haven’t been able to hear someone’s thoughts in days, and for that I’m thankful because I hated that ability, but right now, I wish I could get one little glimpse of what’s going on inside his mind.

      I don’t have to wait long. He tells me outright that I should be locked up.

      “Honestly,” he continues, “a Kinder? You? My dear child, the last one left was some old woman up north. We got word that a DAV commander, a man named Tanner, had murdered her in her village. A Kinder. My goodness. They’re gone, Mathers.”

      I scowl and take a step closer to him. “Her name was Ellery, and she was a good soul. I watched her die, captain, and trust me, I avenged her death.”

      He’s still doubtful and amused. “Oh, really? Did you? I have a hard time believing—”

      “Did they also tell you that we killed every single soldier that raided my encampment? A group of Republicons helped us. Every single DAV soldier that destroyed my life and those families’ lives, except for that wretched Tanner, is gone, and you know what, he’s in that crowd somewhere,” I say, pointing to the throng of marching refugees. After James and the rest of his crew left, I don’t know who took control of Tanner, the prisoner, but after what he did to us, I can be sure that he wasn’t allowed to go free the moment my Republicon friends walked away.

      James. I miss him already.

      Captain Targon’s eyes widen. “You captured a DAV commander? When?”

      “Right before we got here.”

      “How?”

      “I told you. I’m a Kinder and…Finn, the one right there with the black jacket, he’s a Kinder, too. We had a DAV vanguard chasing us for days, and we defeated five hundred men on our own, just the two of us, before we climbed to the top of Black Rash Mountain.”

      He begins chuckling again and between heavy chortles that shake his round belly, he manages to say, “Really… I’ve never heard such...such nonsense, Mathers.”

      I resist the urge to stamp my foot like an irritable child, but I understand this is an appropriate reaction for someone in his position.

      Captain Targon crosses his arms over his protruding stomach and rocks back on his heels. He considers me for a moment and as I wait on yet another spate of laughter, I hear words forming in his mind, floating through a dense fog. I can barely make them out.

      I wonder just how far she’ll go with this charade? If she thinks I’m going to believe her for one second without any kind of proof—

      “You want proof?” I blurt out loud. “I’ll show you.” The reaction on his face is one of fear and amazement.

      He stammers and backs away a step, unable to get a full sentence out of his mouth. “You—what—how did you know—”

      “I told you how.” I tap the side of my forehead. “I heard it, so you better watch what goes through your mind, Targon.” I don’t address him by rank on purpose, and the lack of respect is beneath me—it’s petty, I know—but I am who I say I am, and this pathetic man needs to understand that I have more power and control than this entire city. I’m tired of his doubt. I grab his sleeve and yank. “Come with me.”

      “Young lady, I am a commanding officer and you will release—”

      “Now,” I order. “You don’t have a choice.”

      He relents, and the shock of me hearing his thoughts remains in his eyes. He stumbles along behind me, confused and wary.

      I shout for Finn and when he glances over at us, still urging the refugees forward, I ask, “Where’s Tanner?”

      “About ten rows up,” he calls back. “Tom Barner was dragging him by the hair the last time I saw him.” Finn smiles, clearly enjoying that fact.

      “Thanks.”

      “What do you need him for?”

      “Proof!”

      Finn takes a look at Targon and nods knowingly. “You’ll know where I am if you need me.”

      I wave and continue towing the reluctant captain. I raise my voice as loud as I can. “Tom Barner! Tom Barner, where are you?”

      Up ahead, an arm raises above the crowd. “Here,” he shouts back.

      “Come to the side, please, and bring that man with you.”

      Tom Barner nudges his way through the crowd, sidestepping families and people so tired they can scarcely walk. I can see that he’s dragging Tanner along behind him, who is stumbling and fatigued. When they emerge from the river of lost souls, I see that Tanner looks much, much older than when he destroyed my world.

      Good. Evidently being a prisoner himself has rapidly taken its toll. I have no sympathy for that murderer.

      Tom Barner yanks Tanner’s hair one last time and pulls him upright in front of us. He addresses me as ‘Ma’am’ and the surprise in Targon’s face is unmistakable. A man three times my age addresses me with respect and Targon is clearly shaken.

      “That’ll be all, Tom. We can take care of him from here.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t mind. In fact, I was enjoying leading this heathen around like the rat that he is.” Tom Barner smacks Tanner on the back of the head.

      Tanner takes it, though I can feel the rage in his glare. His nostrils are wide open.

      I grin. “I’m sure you were, but my friend here needs to speak with him. You get some rest, okay? And Tom?”

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Thanks for all your help.” During our retreat, in the last couple of days before we made it to the capital, he had saved Cherise and her arm. His talents as a healer are unbelievable, and I’m thrilled that we have him around. If I’m able to convince the capital army to fight, we’ll need him.

      He lifts his hat and bows, then squeezes the back of Tanner’s neck. “I’ll see you later, rat. Believe me, I’ll be keeping an eye on you. Just because I know how to heal doesn’t mean I don’t know how to hurt, either.”

      “That’ll be all, Tom,” I caution, but my wink is a subtle note of appreciation.

      Tom Barner salutes me—another reason for Targon to drop his mouth open—and then merges with the marching group once again. It’s not long before he disappears among the heads of hair, slumped shoulders, and dog-tired bodies dragging their feet. Even with the help of the city lights that brighten this courtyard like a full moon on a cloudless day, it remains hard to tell them apart. The rain falls, yet they’re covered in mud and grime.

      “Captain Targon, meet Captain Tanner of the DAV army. The man who burned my encampment to the ground, the man who murdered my friends and their families, and the man who thought he’d murdered the last remaining Kinder when he slit Ellery’s throat.” I pinch Tanner’s cheek. “I bet you thought you were going to be a hero back home, didn’t you?”

      Tanner opens his droopy eyes further. Hate burns inside them like hot coals and the rain does nothing to put out the fire. He works his mouth around as if it’s full of dry dirt and spits flecks of drool at my feet.

      “Nice try.”

      An arrogant smile lifts one corner of his mouth. “You’re still nothing but a pawn.”

      “We’ll see.”

      Targon steps over to the pitiful captain and picks at the symbols on his sleeve. “DAV captain, all right. How long?”

      “Thirty years.”

      “Hmm.” Targon grabs a corner of the emblem and yanks hard, pulling it free from Tanner’s jacket. “I respect anyone that dedicated to their cause, defending their territory, but all good things must come to an end, I guess. What surprises me is that an officer with three decades of experience managed to become the prisoner of a lowly scout. You let a—Mathers, how old are you?”

      “Fifteen tomorrow.”

      He nods and turns back to Tanner. “You hear that? I don’t care how it happened—check that, maybe I do—but you let a fifteen-year-old girl capture you? And you call yourself an officer? I’m appalled.”

      Tanner looks away, shakes his head. “She’s—you didn’t see—”

      “I’m not sure I need to see, but Mathers told me something interesting earlier. Highly unusual. She says that she and her friend are Kinders, and while I very much doubt it, she says that the two of them alone defeated your entire vanguard. Is that true?”

      Tanner glowers at me from the corner of his eye and grits his teeth. “I… Yes.”

      “Yes what?”

      “It’s true. They—I’ve never seen anything like it.” I can tell that it’s hard for him to admit what he saw. It was hard for me to accept it days ago. I’m still in a state of skepticism myself. Tanner adds, “They walked around our bullets.”

      Targon chuckles. “They what?”

      “This one did. One minute, she was running straight at us; we lined up in formation and fired. The other one, he jumped like a—like I don’t even know what. Twenty feet in the air like it was nothing. And she was…she was right there in front of our whole regimen. Every soldier in the vanguard trained their sights on her and fired. One minute she was dead ahead, twelve o’clock, and the next… I blinked and she was right in front of us. I don’t know how she did it and then they were on us, both of them. Fighting, punching, throwing my men like they were goose-down pillows. So fast. Faster than anything you’ve ever seen and the boy, I swear it, he floated off the ground like he was flying.”

      I don’t remember seeing Finn do that, but then again, I had been busy myself. Fighting half a vanguard on your own leads to distraction.

      Targon listens intently as the failed DAV captain continues his story of how Finn and I demolished his entire group, minus the small handful of men that escaped into the forest to the north.

      “And what happened to you?” Targon asks. “How’d you come to be in ropes?”

      “I was…” Tanner coughs and looks away. “I was a coward. Instead of fighting I pretended to be dead. I hoped they would leave me behind.”

      Targon looks down at the DAV badge in his hand, the one he ripped from Tanner’s sleeve. He slings it into a deep puddle at his feet. It floats there until one of my people steps on it, driving it to the bottom in a small splash.

      “Appropriate,” Targon says. “Tanner, I don’t care how she did it, but your cowardice proves your worth. But, before I have one of my men remove you from my sight, I have one last question. Respond or don’t, but I think I already know the answer. Do you believe Caroline Mathers is a Kinder?”

      “No. She’s the Devil.”

      “How amusing and quite expected.” Targon puts his fingers to his mouth and lets loose with a shrill whistle that turns every head around us. “Golliher, get over here.”

      An infantryman, perhaps in his late twenties but struggling to grow a beard nonetheless, scampers over, rights himself into attention, then salutes Targon. “Sir?”

      “We have an overnight guest for the prison. Please escort the former captain to a cell and see to it that he gets a blanket and a cup of water. I believe we might just have ourselves the first prisoner of war.”

      Golliher flicks his eyes to Tanner and back. “You mean he’s a P.O.W., sir? I thought we were going to raise the flag in the morning and, and—”

      “Thinking isn’t part of your enlistment duties, boy. Get him out of here.”

      “But, sir, I was under the impression that we had an agreement with the northern armies. If we take a prisoner, won’t that violate the agreement that President—”

      “Go!” Targon bellows. “Get gone before I decide to lock you in the cell with him, Golliher. That’s an order.” He points down an alleyway, fuming, so red-faced that I half expect fire to shoot out of his nostrils like those tall tales we heard about dragons.

      “Yes, sir. Understood, sir.”

      “And if you should happen to have an accident on the way, I’m sure we’ll all be too busy to help.”

      Golliher dips his chin in agreement with Targon’s last order, now that his intentions are clearer.

      The infantryman grabs Tanner by the arm and drags him through the last remaining stragglers, head down, marching with intent. Tanner looks back over his shoulder and dares to say, “It’s not over, pawn. If I have to drag you down with me, we’ll burn in Hell together.”

      Targon laughs and pats me on the shoulder. He says, “Don’t worry, Mathers. I’m sure he’ll get there long before you will.”

      I don’t doubt that he’s right, but yet Tanner’s words send a chill down my spine.

      I’m positive it’s the last time I ever see him.

      Thank God and good riddance.
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      Finn and I follow Targon down a quiet path between buildings. Finn tells me quietly that it’s called an ‘alley’ and I accept it on good faith. To me, it simply looks like the space between shacks back in the encampment, except beneath our feet, it’s a hardened surface like the roads winding through the mountains. It’s also bordered by tall buildings with lights and cars sitting out front.

      They’re never-ending. There are structures everywhere.

      My heart pounds. It’s all so overwhelming and without the distraction of Tanner, my marching people, and the maddening smell of sausage, I can’t control my reaction to such a tremendous difference to the world I’m used to.

      Back in my old life, we were surrounded by trees, rivers, and lakes. We lived in hovels no bigger than what Targon refers to as a ‘delivery truck.’ The picture on the side of it is a loaf of bread roughly the size of the smiling family behind it. When I ask Targon if it can only carry one at a time, he laughs and calls me a “country bumpkin.”

      I don’t know what this means. I don’t like the sound of it either, but I ignore it. I know I’m out of my bounds of comfort, and I don’t have time to learn, adapt, and accept such a tremendous amount of new information screaming at me from all sides.

      Structures are stacked upon each other, climbing up, up, and up, as high as mountains. Artificial lights flash. People walk by on the street, huddled over and in a hurry. The first moving car that I’ve seen—at least it looks like a car because it has four wheels—rambles past and splashes dirty water on us from one of the many deep puddles. I see the army’s official emblem on the door. The sides are open, unlike the other cars I’ve seen, with a thin layer of cloth overhead, protecting the two men who ride in the front from the rain.

      I’m completely and entirely puzzled. After everything I’ve seen and done, my physical abilities and Finn’s, the sight of a moving car still sends me into fits of excitement. Since I was a child, listening to the stories the Elders told around the campfires, I dreamed of hopping into one and just going wherever it would take me.

      “Hang on,” Targon says. “That will be faster.” He spins around, puts his fingers to his mouth again and the shrillest whistle I’ve ever heard erupts from his lips.

      Red lights flash on the rear of the car—Finn whispers, “That’s called a Jeep,”—and one of the soldiers looks back at us. He tosses a finger into the air and twirls it in a circle. The one operating it turns the Jeep around in the middle of the road and approaches us slowly.

      The soldier closest to us leans out the window, sees Targon, and salutes. “Captain,” he says. “Help you with something?”

      “Current orders?” Targon says, leaning over to examine the soldier’s nametag. “Miller, I see.”

      “Yes, sir. Miller, sir. And this is Mosley driving. We’re on a routine patrol. Making sure everyone is obeying the curfew before tomorrow.”

      “Miller and Mosley. Well, gentlemen, have you ever been to the president’s quarters?”
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* * *

      I’m not ashamed to admit that the ride is exhilarating, even with Targon’s round, blubbery body pressed against me. He’s on one side and Finn is on the other. The wind blows through my hair and the night smells of cooking food and wet cloth. Rain sprinkles through the open sides but I don’t mind. It feels good on my face.

      I should be panicked. I should be in the middle of a mental crisis trying to figure out what we’re going to do and how we’re going to protect this city of fifty thousand people from slavery. How are we going to fight back? I know that Finn and I can do a world of damage to the men and machines marching on Warrenville, but I doubt that we can do enough to stop the entire army.

      I should be shaking with anticipation, and I am, a little, but taking a bouncy ride in the green Jeep is something I’ve longed for since I was old enough to know what a car was used for. It will never happen, but in the time it takes us to drive to President Larson’s home, I imagine taking the steering wheel, with Finn at my side, and simply driving away.

      It’s calming to daydream for a moment. I’m going wherever a road will take me one day, but first, war is coming, and grasping the fact that I can’t escape yet drags me back to reality.

      A heavy sigh escapes my lungs and Finn asks me what’s wrong. “Nothing,” I say. “Just tired. I’m drained and the war hasn’t even started yet.”

      Targon flashes me a look that insinuates I should shut up, but it’s too late. Private Miller, the driver, looks up in the mirror and I make eye contact with him. He says, “What does she mean, Captain?”

      Targon shakes his head. “That’s none of your concern, Miller. Same goes for you, too, Mosley. As far as we know, our orders stand and we are to proceed as planned. By seven o’clock tomorrow morning, we’ll all officially be servants to the Democratic Alliance of Virginia.”

      Mosley scoffs up in the front seat. “If you’ll forgive me, sir, ‘servants’ isn’t the word I’d use.”

      Targon lets it go. He leans over to me and whispers, “Do me a favor and try not to start a riot until we talk to President Larson, okay?”

      I apologize and catch Finn grinning at me. I wish I had time to pull him to the side and discuss how we’re going to approach things with the president. Targon warned us that we would never change our dear leader’s mind. He’d already been promised too many things—too much money, too much security—and that no matter what we said, the man wasn’t going to budge. But, earlier, Targon mentioned it was his civic duty to make the offer, and now he sits beside me, one hand on the Jeep’s side while he chews his fingernails on the other.

      I tap him on the shoulder. When he looks over, I ask him if he believes what I said about the two of us.

      His lips twist, admonishing me. He shakes his head vigorously, then puts his finger to his lips. “We’ll talk about it later,” he says, “but yes, I saw the fear in Tanner. He saw something, and men like that, thirty-year soldiers, their knees don’t get shaky around a girl your age. Not unless there’s one smiling at them.”

      I meet Miller’s eyes in the mirror again and decide to keep quiet. He’ll find out soon enough, but at the moment, it’s too much to explain. And even if Finn and I have the power and the ability to defend ourselves, who knows how some untrusting soul would react to learning our true identities. The Kinders weren’t looked at in the most favorable light way back when and I’m not so sure that it’s any different now.

      However, we’re invaluable weapons, and I can sense that Targon knows this.

      The problem will be with convincing the president that his city, and his people, are worth saving, that their lives are worth more than what he’s been promised.

      We ramble along, driving out of the main part of the city, leaving the shops and tree-lined streets and magnificent buildings behind. As we roll up a hill—and I’m amazed at how easily the Jeep winds up the side, effortlessly—I look back over my shoulder and watch everything grow smaller. The river is to our east and I’m not sure what’s on the opposite side of this hill to the west. Northward are the approaching lights of the DAV tanks and to the south, lightning flickers throughout the clouds.

      The wall extends all the way around Warrenville for what has to be miles upon miles. I ask Targon how strong it is.

      “Not strong enough to hold off tanks,” he answers. “And that’s exactly why we’re raising the white flag in the morning.”

      Mosley seems to have a bit of an attitude, and I don’t blame him, when he says, “It’s such a huge waste of fuel and resources, don’t you think? If I were in charge and I knew my enemy was simply going to show me its belly, then I’d send a small escort and let that be that.”

      Targon rolls his eyes and pats him on the shoulder. “And that’s exactly why you’re a private and not sitting in the president’s seat, Mosley.  Like I was telling Mathers here earlier, it’s all for show, of course, but how do you propose you’d wrangle fifty thousand people for a couple hundred miles with a simple escort, huh? Good lord, private, you’d have people running off willy-nilly into the woods and lagging behind this way and that. It’d be a madhouse and take you a month to get them all where they needed to be.”

      “And,” Finn says, “suppose somebody wants to fight back? What then?”

      Mosley turns in his seat and says, “I have half a mind to myself. I was born a free son of Warrenville. You ask me, I might have to take a few of those damn blackcoats with me on my way out.”

      Before I can ask him what he means—and I’m thinking I may have found our first ally—Targon orders him silent and we all sit back once more, watching the homes go by.

      What homes they are, too. I could fit my entire village inside of two of them, easily. Two, three, and four levels, painted white with black shutters and gray with white columns. Large porches surrounded by flowers. It’s too dark to see the depth of their beautiful colors, but I can imagine a rainbow bordering the steps of the house I’m looking at now.

      We turn right and then roll slowly forward to a small shack with a single light shining brightly over a door. A magnificent fence, decorated in swirls of metal, sits a few feet beyond. A soldier steps out to greet us, first acknowledging Miller and Mosley with a simple nod of his head, then coming to rigid attention when he sees Targon, the ranking officer. He says, “Good to see you again, Captain Targon, sir. How can I help you?”

      “Official business with President Larson, Private Wilson. What kind of mood is he in tonight?”

      “Somber, I supposed you’d say. Big day tomorrow.”

      Wilson is middle-aged, and I can’t help but wonder why he’s still a private after all these years. Demotions? Injuries? By choice? He looks thin underneath his uniform, the clear rain coat giving an unobstructed view at a slender body swallowed by a uniform a few sizes too big.

      “You’ve definitely spoken with him?”

      “No. Teller and Inkleham are inside on watch. I’ve just kept an eye on him through the security monitors. Not that I blame him, but from what I can see, he’s moping around like he lost a puppy.”

      Mosley mumbles, “He’s lost a whole damn city, that’s what he’s done.”

      Targon hisses. “Not another word, Private Mosley. For the next seven hours, and better yet, until we’re finished with our march north, we’re official representatives of the PRV, and I will not have this discord spread. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.” Mosley stares out the window, then up toward the sky. I’d say he understands, but he’s not happy about it one bit.

      Wilson nods at Finn and me. “Who’re these two, sir?”

      “Mathers here is a scout from up near Rafael’s Ridge, and Finn is her companion. Helped her with the retreat. Saved a thousand lives on their way here through the valley.”

      Mosley mutters under his breath, “Saved them for one more night is all.”

      Targon ignores him. He says to Wilson, “I know it won’t matter much come tomorrow, but for such an effort, I feel like these two deserve a commendation; give the president one last chance for a good deed before we all get rope burns on our wrists, huh?”

      Wilson is tall, so he has to lean down to look at the two of us. “Good on you for that. I’m sure it means a lot to the people you helped.”

      Finn smiles and I manage to nod. A lump wells up in my throat and I have to force it down with a hard swallow. It’s nice to be recognized, but it stings knowing that by tomorrow it won’t mean anything.

      No, don’t think that way, Caroline. Talk to the president. We’ll convince him.

      Won’t we?

      What happens if we can’t?

      Chains, Caroline. Chains happen.
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      Miller navigates the road leading up to the president’s home. I’m learning all sorts of new words like “mansion” and “driveway.” After tomorrow, I’m not sure I’ll need to know that the president likes watching something called a “television.”

      These things weren’t available outside the walls of the capital and we never knew we needed them. I didn’t, at least. Finn is familiar with everything they’re talking about—since he came from the rich and privileged DAV—and he does me the favor of whispering an answer when a confused look twists my face. The path leading up to the president’s home has to be at least a mile long, so there’s plenty of time for me to listen to Targon, Miller, and Mosley talk about things I’ve never heard of, much less cared about.

      When Finn tries to explain that dogs are kept as pets here, and that they don’t run wild in the woods, I finally tell him that I’ve had enough. It’s really too much information to process, so if I hear something I’ve never heard before, I file it away in the back of my mind if it interests me enough, and if it doesn’t, I let it go.

      He puts an arm around my shoulder and squeezes. “Lot to take in, huh?”

      “You can say that again.”

      “What’s it like?” Mosley asks. “I mean, up there near the Ridge. Must have been tough being right on the border like that, always wondering if the DAV was going to come marching over the hill. Sounds like they did, but you know what I mean, right?”

      “Wasn’t so bad,” I answer. “We kept our distance from the Republicons and lived like we were supposed to. Fishing, hunting…sharing what we could scrounge up.”

      “I would’ve liked that,” he says. “Maybe I’ll escape from the DAV chains one night and go live off the land. Can’t be that hard, can it?”

      I hear Targon breathe heavily through his nostrils, but again, he chooses to let it go. What’s the point in reprimanding someone who has seven hours left as a free man? It won’t matter in the morning.

      Miller adds, “No offense, Mathers, but I think I’d rather go work in the DAV’s factories for the rest of my life than have to chase my dinner every evening.”

      I meet his eyes in the mirror and smirk at him. “If you get good enough, you don’t have to chase.”

      He chuckles. “Fair enough. You probably think we’re privileged down here, huh? Warm beds, lights, running water. Never wanting for food or heat. We live like kings compared to the life you’ve had, don’t we? Lived is probably the better word.”

      At first, I think he’s trying to coax me into an argument, but it’s the way he phrases that last sentence, the tone of his voice, that lets me know he’s sincere. I say, “Kings? I don’t know about that. You’ve definitely had it easier than we did, but we never really wanted for anything. We lived like good people should, helping each other out, sharing food and clothes. If somebody needed a pair of shoes, we gave it to them. If they needed bread and somebody had extra, we gave it. It’s amazing how you can survive if you work together.”

      Targon says, “What happened in your encampment, Mathers, before you retreated?”

      I stare down at my hands in my lap. It’s still painful to think about. Not that I would’ve forgotten already, but I don’t expect it to hurt my heart this much. “I was on point when I heard the drums. If you’ve never heard the war rhythm echoing through the woods—honestly, I’d never known real fear until I heard that—I can’t even describe it.” My eyes begin to water. I take a moment to breathe. I have to be strong in front of them.

      I have to remember who I am and what I’m capable of doing. I’m a Kinder. Finn is a Kinder. We have nothing to fear except death, but isn’t that enough?

      I clear my throat. “I know now why he did it.”

      “Why who did what?”

      “Why our General Chief betrayed us. His name was Hawkins. He probably had orders to do it from President Larson, didn’t he?”

      Targon nods reluctantly. “Most of them did, yeah.”

      Finn says, “That explains why almost all of the encampments didn’t have any leaders around. Every time we ran across a new village, I kept wondering why all those people were so clueless.”

      “Me, too,” I say. “It makes so much more sense. Anyway, our General Chief betrayed us. What did you say earlier? He was a Judas. The blackcoat vanguard must not have been interested in slaves because they murdered nearly everyone in our village, including Ellery—”

      Mosley sits up straight and spins around quickly. “Ellery? The Kinder?”

      “Yeah. You know about her?”

      “Distant, distant relative on my mother’s side. We’d always wondered where she’d gone. She was in your encampment?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Hiding, no doubt.”

      “We didn’t see it that way, but yeah, I guess so. From the stories Finn told me, she caused some trouble.”

      “Depends on what you believe in the history books.”

      Targon clears his throat and says, “Kinder history aside, you’re telling me that the DAV vanguard swarmed your village, murdered everyone, and yet you two somehow made it out alive? But how is that poss—” He catches himself. “Never mind. I forgot about—never mind that, either.”

      I understand that he doesn’t want Miller and Mosley to know yet. I try to cover the information gap in case they have loose lips or questions that would lead to answers we don’t want to give yet. “You’d never believe it, but a group of Republicons saved us. They helped us the entire way. They were heroes.”

      Targon says, “Republicons?” Miller, Targon, and Mosley all three laugh. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am, and they followed us right up to the gates. I wanted them to come with us because I’d promised them freedom and forgiveness. They didn’t trust that my word would carry any strength inside these walls.”

      As we approach the president’s mansion, pulling up in front of the most gigantic set of stairs I’ve ever seen, leading up to an unbelievably large house, Targon sits upright and readjusts himself in his seat. “Probably a wise move on their part, Mathers. You bring a gaggle of those filthy creatures through that front gate, Logan likely would’ve put bullets between their eyes before they knew what hit them.”

      “They’re not filthy creatures,” I say, but my words are ignored as the three soldiers pile out of the Jeep. Finn gives me a reassuring smile and we follow.

      The rain falls around us, splattering off the greenest trees, the thickest, deepest grass, and the most beautiful flowers that I have ever laid eyes on, aided by the glow of lights way up on the porch. The white columns holding up the porch roof seem taller than most of the pines back home. Great glass windows stretch across the front from one side to the other—windows so large that they would take up an entire wall of my old shack. Flowers hang from pots and even though it’s relatively warm out, smoke swirls up and out of a chimney high, high overhead.

      What a waste, I think. So much wood and shingles, glass and brick… We could’ve repaired every home in our outpost and only just taken a nibble out of this—I don’t even know what to call it. I’d heard one of the Elders use the word “monstrosity” at some point in my life, and even though I thought it had something to do with a monster that they joked about crawling through the woods, it seems appropriate.

      The president’s house is a monster, and it makes me wonder why one family would ever need so much room.

      As we climb the steps up to the front door, Targon orders Miller and Mosley to stand guard on the porch. They don’t act like they’re fond of the idea, but orders are orders, and they stand in the rainy wind, at ease, with their arms behind their backs and chins high.

      Targon marches over and knocks on the door.

      Mosley catches my attention with a sharply whispered, “Mathers!” I look at him. He checks on Targon over his shoulder, then says, “What’re you really doing here? And don’t lie to me. I can tell something is going on. Scouts don’t get an invitation to the president’s house, ever.”

      I don’t answer the question he asks. To do so would cause too many problems too soon. Instead, I reply with a question of my own. “Will you fight to keep your freedom?”

      “Of course.”

      “Will you do whatever it takes to keep chains off your wrists?”

      “Anything.”

      “Promise?”

      He smirks. “If a promise is worth anything these days, yeah.”

      Targon shouts, “Mathers, let’s go.” I glance over. The front door is open. Finn and Targon wait by it, accompanied by another soldier standing just inside the threshold.

      I whisper to Mosley, “If you’ll keep your promise, I’ll find you when I’m ready.”

      “Looking forward to it.”

      Targon impatiently shouts again. “Mathers!”

      “Coming!” I say, leaving Mosley standing there, staring at me. Inside his mind, drifting through a haze of thoughts, I hear him thinking, I hope I’ll have a chance to show her later.

      I look back and almost ask him what he means, then catch my words. I don’t want to freak him out, not yet anyway.

      When I reach the door—it feels like miles across the porch—Targon says, “Mathers, this is Sergeant Ellison, head of President Larson’s household guard detail. He’ll be escorting us inside.”

      I snap to attention and salute him. Sergeant Ellison is short with broad shoulders and a jawline that’s square like a window. He has untrusting eyes and a uniform so expertly pressed that he could slice butter with the creases. For once, I intentionally try to hear what’s going on in his mind, and I’m actually sort of surprised when it doesn’t work.

      Which means there’s nothing going on in there or he’s really good at hiding his true intentions.

      Or, perhaps that ability isn’t quite fully functional yet.

      Either way, I can feel him questioning me with his eyes—Finn, too, is noticeably uncomfortable under the glare of Ellison.

      He says, “Captain Targon, sir, again…I’m sure you’re aware that this is highly unconventional, especially with the president in his current state. Big day tomorrow.”

      “We’re all well aware, Sergeant. You have a job to do—I’m aware of that—but seeing as how what we have to say to him might entirely alter his opinion of the matter, I suggest you get us in front of the president five minutes ago.”

      Sergeant Ellison takes a deep breath and nods, relenting. “Aye, sir. This way.”

      We step into the home and I’m immediately bombarded with bright lights and warm colors, the smell of coffee and a wooden floor so shiny, I can almost see my reflection in it. I’m amazed that they managed to do such a thing. Our floors back home were made of dried oak—rough and full of splinters. Targon’s boots squeak as we walk across it, and he pauses to wipe his feet on a rug. I’ve only even seen one of those before, and that was in General Chief Hawkins’s former home. This one looks like someone took a lot of time and care to make it beautiful.

      Sergeant Ellison sees Targon wipe his boots and offers a surly stare. Targon shrugs and we keep walking.

      It’s nearly midnight but well dressed people are scurrying around, carrying boxes, throwing blankets over chairs and covering pictures with plastic. The men have on black pants, white shirts, and white jackets, along with shoes free of dirt and grime. The women wear black dresses with white aprons, cute little hats on their heads and hosiery that most women back in my encampment would’ve laughed at for the sheer ridiculousness.

      Targon says, “Getting prepped for the exit, huh?”

      Sergeant Ellison flicks his chin toward a tall, lanky, elderly gentleman carefully pulling a painting down off the wall. “Come tomorrow, old Crabtree and his staff will be nothing more than livestock driven north, just like the rest of us. By God, if it were up to me, I’d tell President Larson to go to hell and we’d fight them off. I’d rather die a free man than live as a servant to a corrupt politician.”

      I hide my grin behind a cough. As untrusting and snide as Ellison may appear, I like the way he thinks. He could fight for us.

      However, four people against an army, regardless of whether two of them are Kinders, would be like an ant nipping at the heel of a black bear. We’re going to need more, and my only hope is that President Larson will change his mind about handing over the PRV in exchange for better treatment.

      Is that realistic hope or the naïve dreaming of a child?
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      Growing up, the Elders in our encampment, Grandfather included, accused me of two things. The first was being too mature for my age. They always said it like it was a bad thing, that I should’ve spent more time being a child, but when your parents disappear from your life and you’re forced to help care for an ailing grandfather, you grow up in a hurry.

      Not to mention the fact that you need to find food and supplies, you need to keep your clothes mended and your shelter stable, all without the help of an entire family. With most of my kin dead or gone, half of life’s responsibilities fell on my shoulders. I rarely had time to join the other children my age, playing games like Catch the Rabbit, when there was so much work to be done.

      And, as a result of that, it led to the second thing they accused me of—choosing to view the world through logical eyes when someone else is clearly operating on emotion. Maybe it’s why I butted heads with Hawkins so much, or maybe it’s why I never got along with the other girls while they were trying on dresses and giggling over the boys in our encampment who were so proud of the three hairs on their upper lips.

      “Accused” might be the wrong word, because the way I see it, both of those qualities saved the lives of a thousand people, if only for one more night before they are to spend the rest of their days in slavery.

      However, neither one of these traits come in handy while we stand in front of President Larson, completely and entirely perplexed that he’s so unwilling to listen to reason.

      Targon stands off to the side, hands behind his back with his chin resting on his chest. It’s a look of defeat. In fact, I’m surprised his eyes are open. He’s so useless to our cause that he might as well be asleep.

      Sergeant Ellison stares at us, mouth agape, and I can’t tell if he’s amazed by the incredible news regarding what Finn and I have revealed, or if he’s astonished that we were able to get ourselves in front of the president and tell him such ridiculous lies. I still can’t read the sergeant’s mind, and right now, that ability would come in handy.

      The library is open wide like a clearing in the woods. All the furniture has been cleaned out with the exception of President Larson’s desk. The emptiness makes it seem that much larger.

      General Chief Hawkins, who had the largest house in our encampment, would have easily been able to fit his entire home inside this one room. It smells like pipe tobacco and the remnants of dusty leather, two scents I’m familiar with due to salvage missions way back when.

      Grandfather told me that the smoke from pipe tobacco works its way into the wood of a home, and on hot summer days, when you’re scrounging for anything of use, the rainy humidity causes the old boards to bloat and release smells that have been trapped for a century or more.

      I remember the scent, those days with Grandfather, and I long for the past.

      Books, books, and more books line the shelves of all four walls—thousands of books and it makes me wonder what kind of history is contained within them—and above them are the mounted heads of whitetail deer and black bears. Flames pop and crackle in a stone fireplace nestled in the corner. It’s an odd placement, but who am I to judge? They do most things differently down here.

      President Larson paces behind a desk the size of a dinner table, shaking his head as he walks from one side to the other. His hair is white like cotton sheets—long and pulled back into a ponytail. His cheeks are shaved clean but it doesn’t make him look any younger the way the skin sags around the corners of his mouth. He’s wearing a purple robe over black, shiny pajamas.

      I had a pair of pajamas once. We traded them for a week’s worth of deer meat.

      His eyes are a shade of blue that reminds me of the sky peeking through clouds. They’re intense and distrusting.

      “No,” he says, “I will not have it. The arrangements are set and the papers signed. I will not send this republic into war simply because you children think you’re part of some silly experiment that died out two hundred years ago. I don’t believe it anyway. You two? Kinders? Ridiculous, and frankly, Ellison, I’m surprised that you let them inside.” The president turns on his head of guard detail and thrusts a finger at him. “If we weren’t marching north tomorrow, I’d have that badge ripped off of your uniform.”

      Sergeant Ellison closes his mouth and simply nods. “Of course, sir, I understand.”

      “And you,” President Larson says to Targon. “Guardian of the gates, huh? Allowing this riff-raff inside these city walls. You obviously weren’t thinking either, were you?”

      “Sir, I—”

      “There will be no excuses. None. Do you hear me?”

      “It’s not an excuse, sir. They’d taken a DAV captain prisoner—Tanner, I believe his name was—and…and I can’t even explain it, Mr. President. He confirmed their story.”

      “And you’d trust some blackcoat’s word? I put you in charge of the gate for a reason, Captain Targon, and that reason wasn’t to blindly believe every moron that had a story to tell.”

      Finn takes a step closer to the president’s desk. Sergeant Ellison holds out a hand as if to stop him. It’s shaky, and I can tell that he’s reconsidering, that he believes us, at least partially. Instead of grabbing the officer’s hand and slinging him across the library, Finn gently nudges it away. Ellison doesn’t resist, but from the corner of my eye, I see his hand resting on the handle of his firearm at his waist. He’s probably questioning whether or not that’ll do any good either.

      Finn says, “President Larson, sir, I understand how difficult this is for you to believe and we could go on and on, explaining our pasts, but it’s the truth. Caroline and I are Kinders. The last two on Earth and if you don’t believe our word, at least give us the opportunity to show you.”

      I stammer, “F-Finn, I’m not so sure—” I don’t know why I’m nervous, because the president isn’t necessarily someone I’ve revered, or generally knew much about over my lifetime. If he had walked into our encampment one day, I wouldn’t have known him to be anyone other than a lost traveler who was lucky he hadn’t gotten waylaid by a horde of Republicons. But, the way he’s pacing back and forth like an angry, cornered mountain lion gives me the sensation that he’s going to pounce at any moment, claws extended and fangs bared.

      “He needs to see, Caroline. We have to show him something.”

      “Young man,” President Larson says, “there’s nothing you can show me that will change my mind. I don’t care which senator put you up to this—it was probably that damn bleeding heart Willoughby, wasn’t it?”

      Finn shakes his head. “I don’t know who that is, sir.”

      “Somebody put you up to this. They’re trying, unsuccessfully I might add, to appeal to some sensitive side that I’ve never had. I mean, what in God’s name is this? Some zero hour appeal, some last ditch effort to change my mind? How utterly pathetic—whoever sent you…how utterly pathetic. Not that I’m entertaining the notion for a second, but even if you really are a Kinder and you floated off that floor and flew around the room, you aren’t listening to me.” His cheeks flush red and he pounds the desk with a fist, shouting, “The agreement has been settled. Crake and I have come to terms and you’re too young and too ignorant to understand how much bigger this is than a single person or two moronic children, traipsing in here with some ridiculous story about being superhumans. You don’t understand. You do not understand.”

      “We came here on our own, Mr. President. I promise you that, and you can’t just let the blackcoats march in here and take your people!”

      “I most certainly can, and I will. And do you want to know why? Do you? I’ll tell you why—it’s the smartest move, something you will never comprehend because you haven’t been in a position of power. You’re a bug under the heel of a boot and the DAV army is the one wearing it. We’re all pathetic bugs. If we tried to fight back, how many lives would be lost? How many families would be destroyed because we sent husbands and sons outside those gates, only to watch them march to their deaths? Answer me that. How many? You might think that the DAV commanders would be reluctant to murder their new property, but what’s a few thousand when you have another forty thousand remaining? They’re going to come and they’re going to take whatever they want, regardless of our capabilities. By surrendering my people, at least they’ll remain alive.”

      While I can sort of understand the logic in his reasoning, I’m reminded of what Targon told me earlier. It makes me angry, and I don’t care if the mountain lion pounces with his claws ready—we need to fight back. I say, “They’ll live their lives as slaves and you’ll never get your fingers dirty again, will you? You promised Crake fifty thousand pieces of property for what? A comfortable bed and no chains around your wrists, ever? What if he changes his mind? What if you’re stolen from underneath your warm blankets in the middle of the night and shoved down into a ditch with a shovel? Did you ever think of that?”

      President Larson shakes his head, but I see the flutter of uncertainty in his eyes when he says, “He wouldn’t. Men of a certain pedigree have respect for one another.”

      “Do they really?” My tone says everything he needs to comprehend where I’m going with this. “And besides, did you give your people a choice? Did you ask them if they wanted lives in chains or if they wanted to fight for their freedom?”

      President Larson scoffs and chuckles in disbelief. He leans forward on his desk, grinning at me with yellow teeth. “You think I would actually give those knuckle-dragging imbeciles a choice in how they live their lives? Especially when it comes to something this important? Mathers…these people eat themselves to death. They drink and smoke and screw their way into early graves, every single day, and you think they’re smart enough to contribute to a decision that will prevent all out war?  You might as well give a dog the choice between licking his balls and chasing a cat into the path of a car. Maybe, maybe if you understood how big this could get, you could comprehend the enormity of my decision.”

      Finn jumps into the conversation. “Say we understood, say we had a plan and we could fight, what’re the capabilities you mentioned?”

      President Larson rolls his eyes, stands up straight, and crosses his arms over his chest. He clicks his tongue against the roof of his mouth and smirks like an exasperated grandfather. “Children, children, children. ‘Experience keeps a dear school, yet fools will learn in no other.’ Do you know who said that?”

      Finn replies, “Benjamin Franklin, sir.”

      The president seems surprised that Finn knows the answer, but he continues. “At least you appear to be after knowledge, so I’ll humor you for…” He glances up at the wall clock. “Another five minutes, because it’s almost a half past midnight, and we’ll all have a long day tomorrow.”

      Half past midnight, I think. I’ve been fifteen for almost thirty minutes. How come I didn’t feel anything different? Was I supposed to?

      President Larson continues. “We’ve been violating the Peace Pact since its inception, I’m afraid.”

      Sergeant Ellison, who had been quietly standing beside Targon this whole time, springs forward with his hand raised. “Sir, are you certain you should be telling them such things? What if they’re—”

      “Stand down, Sergeant. I’ll say the same to you as you’ve obviously heard me say to them… It won’t make a difference by the time the sun rises.”

      “But—”

      “No more,” the president says. He turns back to Finn and me. “As I was saying, we’ve secretly been in violation of the Peace Pact for as long as it’s been around. We’ve trained in highly secure buildings, we’ve kept weapons clean and operational, and we have a few small bombs that might serve to protect our walls for a day or two, at most.”

      A noticeable change overcomes President Larson as he flops down into his high-backed chair. He looks worn out, like he’s a beaten man. He gives details of their training exercises and their weapons cache, and not that I understand the small enormity of it, but Finn seems impressed. He asks questions about the armory’s inventory using rifle calibers and words I’ve never heard.

      Sergeant Ellison comes closer, clearly growing more agitated. “Sir, I really don’t think you should—” He goes silent under the president’s burning, defiant stare.

      President Larson says, “By most respects—Finn, is it?” Finn nods. “By most respects, Finn, we’d be able to fight, but by no means can we match the strength and the sheer power of the blackcoats. It wouldn’t make a difference, and that’s what I’m trying to get you to see. I would rather save lives than unnecessarily cause their end. From the most brilliant scientist to a mongrel begging in the streets—maybe I took away their choice, but I’m giving them the gift of life.”

      “Not much of a life as a slave,” I say.

      Finn adds, “You have all of that…you have weapons and a trained army, and you won’t even try to fight for freedom?”

      “And,” I add, “you’ve got us…two Kinders on your side.”

      “That again?” The president puts a hand on his forehead. “My, my, my. Like I said, even if I believed you, it wouldn’t change a thing. The deal is done, kids. I admire your gumption, but go home. Get a good night’s sleep with your families.”

      Finn tries to speak, but I raise my hand to his chest and nudge him backward. I realize, finally, that trying to convince President Larson with words is a pointless exercise and that Finn is right. We’ll have to show him.

      Will it make a difference?

      I doubt it, but we have to try.

      “Captain Targon,” I say.

      He lifts his head. “Had enough, Mathers?”

      “No. I want you to shoot me in the chest.”
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      It’s a leap of faith, definitely, because this is the first time I’ve deliberately tested my Kinder abilities against something that can actually kill me. I’m not immortal, I know that much, and the memory of watching Ellery die, gurgling and clutching her slit throat, is enough to remind me of that fact.

      Targon removes his firearm from his holster and says, “Are you sure about this?”

      President Larson says, “Captain, put your weapon away right this instant.”

      “Do it. Shoot me.”

      “Mathers, I don’t think this is—”

      “Shoot! Pull the trigger!”

      I don’t know how—okay, I guess I do—but I sense his finger applying pressure. I can feel the muscles and tendons compressing as the trigger slides back and then…

      Time crawls in a blurred image of movement. Finn backs away a step, slowly, slowly. President Larson’s mouth drifts open and Sergeant Ellison falls toward me, arm reaching out.

      Pop…pop…pop.

      Three muffled shots sound like someone punching a pillow. I can see the bullets drifting at me, one after the other, but not quite in a straight line. I drop and step to the side, as if I’m moving underneath a single strand of barbed wire fencing. I slip around behind the wandering hunks of metal and trail them across the room. Step after step, I walk, watching as the air ripples around them. Before, I’d never taken the time to enjoy this particular ability. It’s neat how I feel normal but everything around me is either blurred or moving incredibly sluggish.

      When the bullets are inches away from burying themselves in the soft limestone of the fireplace, I reach out and pluck each one from the air. One, two, three bullets rest in the palm of my hand as if I’ve picked up pebbles from a dry riverbed.

      I turn, and the normality of time resumes in a muffled rush.

      Finn has seen this before. He smiles and winks at me.

      The other three men, however, stare at me totally mystified.

      “How in the world—”

      “But you were just right there…”

      “Oh my God, Mathers, are you really…a Kinder?”

      I stroll over to the president, smug and so pleased with myself that I drop the bullets on top of his desk, counting them out as I do so. “One,”—plunk—“two,”—plunk—“and three”—plunk.

      Anger drifts over President Larson’s face like a dark, pregnant rain cloud moving in from the west on a light, drizzly day. It’s a noticeable change. His nostrils flare and if I were a bit closer, I’m sure I could see his pulse in the vein bulging from his forehead. “This doesn’t change anything.”

      “But you saw—”

      President Larson holds up his hand. “Ellison,” he says to his head of guard detail. Ellison steps forward. “Please contain these two miscreants and hold them on the grounds of attempted assassination of a political figure.”

      Targon steps up in our defense. “Hey, now wait just a minute, Mr. Pres—”

      The next instant, something happens that catches me by such surprise that I’m unable to respond. I should bend time. I should move and save Finn and myself. But I don’t expect it, and I’m so dumbfounded that I’m almost incapable of reacting. The last thing I remember is seeing Sergeant Ellison’s hand pull something from his hip, point it in my direction, and then I’m falling into blackness as my body tightens and shakes.
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* * *

      When I wake up, for a moment I’m confused. I had been dreaming about my village and Grandfather. We’d been on a successful salvage mission and for some inexplicable reason, we’d found a whole tray of baked beans and we couldn’t figure out how they’d gone unnoticed for so long. I rub my eyes. I feel like I’m home again, inside my tiny hovel in the encampment and for some reason, I’ve fallen asleep on the floor.

      Four low walls surround me. A single bed sits in the corner. I’m groggy and I can’t wrap my mind around the fact that our possessions are gone.

      Wait, where am I?

      Then, clarity emerges. I’m in a cell. I must be in jail.

      But how did I…

      I climb to my feet and shuffle over to the metal bars.

      I spin around, searching for Finn, and notice that I’m at the end of a long row of additional cells, each separated by gray-painted walls. In the cell across from me, Finn lies on the cot. He’s on his back with his knees up, staring at the ceiling.

      “Finn,” I say. “What happened?”

      He turns his head in my direction, sees me coming, and barely has time to say, “Don’t—”

      I touch the bars and feel the same pulsing pain. I hear something that sounds like a pop and I’m thrown backward. Falling onto my rear, I land and momentum carries me into my cot where I smack the back of my head.

      “—touch the bars,” Finn finishes. “They’re electrified.”

      I sit up and rub the stinging spot on my scalp. “Now you tell me.”

      “Sorry.”

      Standing, I wobble over, still slightly woozy, and stop a couple of feet away from my cell door. “And I guess that’s why you haven’t gotten us out of here yet?”

      “I found out the same way you did. The voltage is too strong. And the walls…look.” He points to a spot near the foot of his bed. Four large dents form a shallow pattern. “I tried to punch my way through. It must be solid steel…who knows how thick, but we’re not getting out that way either. And don’t touch the bars on your window, because they’ll zap you too.”

      “What happened? Why’re we in here?”

      “Ellison had this little device,” he says, trying to show me the size of it with his hands. “I’ve only seen them a couple of times before, but they’re used to subdue prisoners. Larson ordered it and Ellison had it done before I could think to react.”

      “What now?”

      Finn gets up and moves over to the cell bars. He shrugs and shakes his head. “I don’t know. We have maybe five, six hours before the sun comes up, but I’m guessing that since they know we’re Kinders…”

      “There’s no way in hell we’re getting out of here, are we? You think they’ll leave us behind?”

      He nods, reluctantly. “It’s what I would do. Two Kinders, no real way to contain them, you know, except for these max security walls. Leave the voltage on and walk away, forget we were ever in here.” Finn moves back to his bed, as if standing for thirty seconds is too much of a strain for his disappointment. He sits down on his cot, then proceeds to flop onto his side. He sighs and readjusts his pillow.

      “That’s...”

      “Inhuman?”

      “Well, yeah, I mean…”

      “Caroline?”

      “What?”

      “We’re not exactly human, you know.”

      “Don’t say that, Finn.” Instinctively, I step toward the cell bars with my hands out, wanting to be closer and be comforting, but I catch myself just in time. I can almost feel the electricity pulsing through the air, tickling my palms as I pause, an inch away. “We’re human…just…enhanced.”

      “Doesn’t matter. They can do whatever they want, especially Larson. You heard him. The papers are signed, he’s got his cozy guarantee that nothing bad will happen, and all that’s left is to open the gates and kick everyone out for the long walk to their new home.”

      “I’m sure there’s something we can do.” I step over to a wall and rest my forehead against it. The steel is cool on my skin, even through the thin layer of cloud-gray paint. Air hisses out of a vent above me. I tilt my head back and look up at it, feeling a small measure of hope.

      “Don’t touch that either,” Finns says. “The vent seems to hurt worse if you try.”

      I glance at him. He’s staring at the ceiling, not looking at me. “How did you know?”

      “I can’t hear what you’re thinking, not like you, but I can feel your intentions.”

      “So there’s no way out? None? Nothing?”

      “Not that I can think of.”

      “And you think they’d just leave us in here and let us starve to death?”

      “It’s what I’d do.”

      “No, you wouldn’t. You’re good. You’re not like them.”

      “Caroline,” he says, annoyed. “If I was trying to prevent a war and I had two people standing in front of me that wanted to start one, two people with abilities like ours, I’d do the exact same thing. I’d lock them in a hole and throw away the key. That’s it. We’re done. The game is over.”

      “So you’re giving up? Completely?”

      “I don’t see a choice. When you find a way out of here, I’m all ears.” He says it with such irritation that I’m shocked to hear the level of frustration behind it.

      “Are you mad at me?”

      “I’m—no, not you. I’m not even supposed to be here.”

      “What does that mean?” I really wish I could hear what he’s thinking right now, because that makes no sense whatsoever. Why doesn’t that ability present itself whenever I want, dammit?

      “Nothing,” he says after a long pause. “I mean we should…we should be out there fighting, not sitting in here waiting to die.”

      “Oh.” Now that I understand, the reality of our situation sits hard on my chest. Like Finn, I stumble over to my cot and fall onto it, face first, with my head buried in the pillow. It smells like stale dirt and I wonder how long it’s been sitting here, or who the last person was to use it, or if it’s clean. I sigh. I don’t care. Not really. We’ve come so far and for it to end like this—I want to give up.

      But I can’t.

      “Finn?”

      “What?”

      “We have to think of something. There has to be some kind of way out of here.”

      “Until you can walk through walls, we’re not going anywhere.”

      I ignore his defeated tone and roll onto my back, staring up at the ceiling, running through any option I can think of in my mind. Ultimately, he’s right, we don’t have that many. I can feel the bubble welling up in my throat.

      Now I know what a squirrel or a rabbit feels like in a snare. A number of times in the woods back home, I’d come across a snare that had been tripped, only to find a single leg remaining. The poor creatures had been so desperate to get free, they had chewed through muscle and bone to escape, not realizing that the loss of blood would doom them anyway.

      I don’t know if I could do it. If I had the option of slowly starving to death, going mad with hunger and thirst, or tearing through my own flesh to free myself, I’m not sure that I could.

      Anyway, it’s pointless to waste mental energy on false scenarios since I’m not trapped in a snare, nor would chewing my arm off set me free.

      No, I’m stuck in a cell with no possible means of escape, and unless I’m granted a miracle of some kind, Finn and I will both die here like caged animals.

      I can’t remember the last time I prayed. I’m sure it was on our way back here to the capital—a quick prayer for strength, possibly—but the last time I actually talked to God was… I have no clue. We had religion and church services back in the encampment but Grandfather and I rarely ever went. I’d like to say that I believe in God, yet when there are more important things to do like finding firewood or hunting for meals, necessity takes place over singing praises into the sky.

      In my mind, I talk to God and Grandfather both.

      Guys, I know you’re up there, and I know you can hear me. Please don’t let it end this way. Give me some sort of clue, some kind of idea, because I don’t know what to do. I don’t want to die. Not yet, not like this. I would lay here and make empty promises but we all know that’s what people do when they feel like they’re out of options. You don’t have to do it for me—just point me in the right direction. That’s all. A little help. No more. I…I promise.  Amen, I guess?

      A large metal door slams somewhere within the prison, followed by the sound of hurried footsteps echoing around in our cages.
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      I stand up and move over to the cell door. Finn does the same. I silently mouth, “Who is that?” and he shakes his head.

      Seconds later, we’re both surprised to see Mosley coming to a stop in front of us, face flushed from exertion, uniform wet from the rain. I also can’t tell if that’s sweat on his forehead. Could be, from the way he’s panting.

      Finn says, “What’re you doing here?” He instinctively reaches for the cell bars and pauses just in time.

      “Mosley!” I add, and I’m more excited to see him than I should be. He is part of President Larson’s army after all.

      Mosley offers Finn a curt nod and comes over to me. He says, “We have to hurry.” His uniform, now more visible in the light of the prison, is fading and ancient. His collar is frayed with sprigs of string standing at attention. He’s younger than I would’ve guessed, the skin smooth around his eyes.

      “Hurry? Why?”

      “Did you mean what you said back at the president’s house? About fighting for our freedom?”

      “Yes.” My heart fills with hope. Did God, or Grandfather, listen and answer my little prayer?

      “And if I get you out of here, will you fight for us?”

      “I’ll do anything.”

      He turns around to face Finn, asks, “And you?”

      “Absolutely. What happened to the other guard?”

      “Never mind that. We have about thirty seconds before this place is crawling with Ellison’s men. Stand away from the doors. I’ll be back in a second.” Mosley disappears down the row of cells, boots clomping on the pine-green tiles.

      “Can you believe it?” I ask Finn. I’m so excited that I can’t stop my hands from shaking.

      “Unbelievable.”

      “I prayed.”

      “And it worked?”

      “I guess. He’s here, right?”

      “Either way, I might have to say a little prayer of thanks myself.”

      Before, there had been a charged feeling in the air, the way you get that prickling hair sensation during a low-hanging, heavy lightning storm. It’s gone now, and a second later, our cell doors give off an audible clunk and swing outward. From down the hallway, we see Mosley poke his head around the corner, glancing around and frantically waving for us to join him.

      We do, and it’s not long before we see a guard lying immobile behind his chair. I don’t spot any blood around the body and Mosley must be able to read my mind, because he says, “Don’t worry. Little powder in his coffee. Nap time will be over soon.”

      The three of us dart past the desk and down a dimly lit hallway. Finn and I both could pick up our speed and leave Mosley lagging behind, but I think we both understand that wouldn’t be good.

      We’re strangers here, except to our own people, and we have no place to go or nowhere to hide. Not unless we want to run away and disappear into the woods. Maybe we could go to Tennessee or North Carolina, or West Virginia if we absolutely needed to. If we were to flee, it wouldn’t be that hard for us to jump over or burst through the tall fences that guard our borders.

      That’s the last possible option, because I’m not about to let all of these PRV citizens spend the rest of their lives in chains. I’ll die before that happens.

      Mosley stops at a large metal door with a single glass pane in it. He peeks through, nods quickly, and then pushes some buttons on a small, square box mounted on the wall. The door swings open and we enter. It’s another dark, dimly lit hallway, lined by doors on each side. As we dart past each one, I look inside the small windows. They seem different than the cages we left behind.

      I ask Mosley, “Are those prison cells?”

      “Worse,” he says. “They’re offices.”

      I don’t quite get it, but apparently it’s a joke because he’s laughing. Even Finn chuckles.

      Whatever. We don’t have time for an explanation.

      Again, another door down at the end. Mosley checks, ushers us through, and we’re in a large, open room with what appears to be dozens of tables. They’re a soft brown color with metal legs and benches attached underneath. Next to the far side sits a shiny silver countertop with a glass overhang. It’s long and stretches across a quarter of the wall. The area behind it is open and full of metal boxes.

      “Ovens, refrigerators. We’re in the cafeteria,” Mosley says, sensing my confusion. “They fed the prisoners here.”

      “What’d they do with all of them?” Finn asks. “Where’d the prisoners go?”

      “Georgia. Poor bastards,” Mosley answers. The sound of his voice suggests that we should know why that’s such a horrible thing.

      Finn hurdles an overturned trashcan. “Where are the rest of the guards?”

      “Most of them are home with their families getting ready for tomorrow. They kept a couple of them here to see that the place was shut down properly, and from what I understand, they called in one or two more to keep an eye on you guys for the night.”

      “So one’s asleep and the rest are…”

      We’re about to reach the exit when a loud crash reverberates through the dining area behind us. “Stop!”

      Mosley peeks over his shoulder. “Does that answer your question?”

      Three guards, armed and looking angry, including the one who’d been asleep on the floor, burst through the doorway. They hold guns in front of their chests and lean hard into their sprint.

      “Finn, keep him safe.”

      Mosley reaches for my arm but I yank free of his grip on my jacket.

      I don’t bother with bending time. Part of me wants to see how fun this can be.

      The men seem surprised as I sprint toward them. They pull up, give each other questioning glances, and then lower their heads and come after me. Faster. Grinning. I can hear Mosley shouting for me to stop. He doesn’t know that I’ll be okay. No one has told him that Kinders are in his presence.

      A guard’s voice plows into my head. It’s deep and almost giddy with excitement. I can’t place it exactly, but I think it’s the heavy one with the flabby cheeks. His graying hair doesn’t match the plump baby-face that’s twisted into a smug grin.

      Come on, little girl. Come to daddy.

      Did nobody tell him about the Kinders either?

      Stupid Kinder. Can’t stop a bullet, can you?

      Okay, well, I guess they did…and he’s not smart enough to know better.

      Time for some—fun! I jump.

      No, I launch myself off the ground, fifteen feet into the air. Not as high as Finn, but high enough that the three guards trip and fumble over one another trying to look up at me. I’m not exactly flying, yet I can feel myself floating there long enough to notice that gravity doesn’t immediately pull me back to the ground. I roll in the air, executing a perfect flip, and land on my feet behind them.

      Baby Face, on the floor now, growls and fires first. I duck to my left and feel the air parting near my right ear. Too close. Dropping to the ground, I grab his ankle, yank him hard, and sending him sliding down the aisle between tables. His gun fires for a second time and a window shatters up near the rafters.

      The sleepy guard, eyes still groggy and half-open, tries to get to his feet. I kick his legs out from underneath him and he topples back to the floor. One hard elbow to his jaw and it’s naptime again.

      That leaves… Guard Three: short black hair with a pitiful attempt at a mustache. He rolls, springs to his feet, and slings his arm out at me. In his hand is a small pistol; I have no clue where his rifle went and I don’t care. All that matters is that it’s out of his reach. The open end of the barrel is two inches from my nose. I stand there, allowing him that one tiny moment of satisfaction before he squeezes the trigger. I see the grin forming at the corner of his mouth.

      Boom.

      Time crawling, crawling, I dip to the right and watch the bullet cruise past. The report is too close to my ears; they go dull and there’s a sharp, high-pitched ringing underneath that.

      Before he can squeeze the trigger a second time, I lunge and drive my shoulder into his chest. He comes off his feet and air escapes his lungs in a weighty oooof as he sails across three rows of tables.

      I face Mosley and Finn, grinning, not the slightest bit out of breath and totally satisfied with my performance. My hearing sounds as if my head is wrapped in thick cotton and the ringing is almost unbearable, but I don’t care. I’m relishing in my victory.

      And it’s strange that Finn and Mosley aren’t doing the same.

      Why aren’t they smiling? Why aren’t they cheering for me?

      What are they pointing at?

      I feel it before I hear it.

      The sensation is one of a tremendous punch to my back, directly below my right shoulder blade, followed by the roar of a gunshot.

      Finn screams, “Caroline!” He’s already moving in a blur before I hit the ground, gasping for air. I look up to see him over me and in a blink, he’s gone. Another report from the guard’s rifle fills the dining area and through the ringing, through the muffled hum in my ears, and over the echoes of the gunshot, I can hear Finn screaming and the unmistakable sound of fists on flesh as he pummels the guard.

      I turn on my side and try to see what’s going on, but Finn is already standing. His hands are covered in blood, so are his face and his shirt.

      There’s so much blood.

      He scrambles over to me and puts a bloody arm around my neck, lifting me off the floor.

      He asks, “Does it hurt?”

      I cough. Pain rattles around inside me. “You got him, right? Show me.”

      “Don’t look. Let me see the wound.”

      “It’s fine. I’m fine.” I’m drifting, drifting. I glance up and see Mosley’s face over Finn’s shoulder.

      “What the hell was that?” he asks. “Are you guys what I think—”

      “Not now,” Finns snaps. “We’ll explain later. Is that the last of them?”

      “The guards? Yeah, I think so.”

      “Think or know, Mosley? Think or know?”

      Darkness seeps in at the edge of my vision.

      “Know. I know.”

      “Good. Where’s the infirmary?”

      Before I can hear Mosley’s response, I slip into a dark void once again.
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* * *

      It seems like all I’m doing is waking up in strange places. As I open my eyes, I feel wind in my face along with the peppered sprinkle of raindrops.

      Outside. I’m outside. But where?

      A jolt sends a shot of pain through my body and I’m at once fully awake and aware of the noise around me. Tires hiss on wet roads. An engine roars and above me, a loose corner of canvas flaps in the wind.

      Finn’s voice comes from the front seat of the Jeep. “Mosley, for God’s sake, don’t bounce her out of the back.”

      Agitated, Mosley replies, “Do you want to get there or not?”

      I try to say, “Where are we going?” but my voice comes out too weak for them to hear over the din around us. I reach to tap Finn on the shoulder. He’s too far and I’m in too much pain to put in the extra effort. I lay back and close my eyes, listening to them.

      Finn asks, “And you’re sure they can fix her?”

      Mosley says, “I told you, Finn, they’ll have supplies at the warehouse. Dr. Carlson is amazing and he’s on our side. As far as whether or not—duck!”

      Their silence lasts for a few seconds.

      The pain in my back and chest is too much. My vision swims and I close my eyes to rest.

      What’s going on up there?

      Finn, slightly panicky, says, “Do you think they saw me?”

      “Um…” Mosley hesitates. “No brake lights. They’re turning. I think we’re okay.”

      “Are there many more of them?”

      “Curfew patrols?”

      “Whoever they were.”

      “Some, yeah. I don’t know how many. Larson ordered all of the family men home for one last night. Guys like me and Miller—you know, single grunts nobody cares about—we’re stuck on duty making sure everyone is finally prepped for the morning. Not that it matters because of what we’re doing, but what about me, huh? Like my last free days are any less valuable? What if I’d like to sleep in my own bed one last time? It’s ridiculous the way they treat—never mind.”

      “How many people do you have in your—what’d you say it was?”

      “The Rebel Coalition.”

      “How many?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      I can feel Finn’s eyes on me. He must be looking over the seat at me.

      “We’re Kinders, Mosley. Caroline and I could disappear and manage on our own, no matter where we go.”

      “You wouldn’t do that to your own people.”

      Mosley doesn’t know that Finn isn’t one of us…not really.

      “If we’re going to help you start a real war—if we’re really going to risk our lives for you—then we need to know what kind of help you really have.”

      I open my eyes and manage to sit up.

      Did I hear him right? We’re starting a war?
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      The warehouse is the largest thing I’ve ever seen. Well, except for Black Rash Mountain, if you want to be specific, but this place isn’t far from it. As children, before Brandon and I become scouts, back when we had more time to roam the hillsides, we would explore this cave on the southern side of Rafael’s Ridge. It was deep, dark, and damp. We could walk hundreds of yards into it, standing upright, until the walls crept in around you, closing tightly into a hole barely big enough for a child to fit.

      If you were brave enough to squeeze through, you’d be rewarded by this humongous open cavity that made it seem like the whole mountain was hollow. The flames would dance in our lamps and cast crazy shadows behind the rock formations and it smelled like wet earth. We were always able to hear running water somewhere, but we had never been able to find it. At the time, that was the biggest room I had ever been inside.

      I haven’t really thought about Brandon in so long. I miss him and wish he were here. He always knew what to do.

      Finn offers to carry me inside but I refuse. Just because I’m having trouble breathing doesn’t mean my legs don’t work.

      “But what if you faint?” he says, one hand on my elbow.

      “Then catch me.”

      Mosley pauses at the front door. A single light bulb burns brightly above it. The exterior walls are made of some sort of rippled metal that look like small waves on a river. I can hear commotion inside, but it’s hard to make out what the noise is, exactly. Mosley says, “They’ll be happy we have more volunteers, but don’t run in there shouting anything about being Kinders. We’ll need to talk to Hale first, ease him into it.”

      “Won’t they be excited to have Kinders on their side?” I’m shaking and my knees are growing wobblier by the second. I don’t know how much blood I’ve lost. Too much, no matter what.

      Mosley puts a palm on my forehead. It’s cool and clammy. Or is that my skin? “Jesus. We need to get you some help. Just let me do the talking.”

      He raps on the door with his knuckles, knocking in an erratic cadence. Three knocks, one knock, three knocks, two. I assume it’s some sort of code. Much like the main gate entrance of Warrenville, a panel slides to the side and I catch sight of a face before it slams closed again. I hear locks opening and metal sliding against metal.

      The door screeches ajar and a boy, not much older than Finn and me, steps into the cone of light. “About damn time,” he says. “Hale was asking about you.”

      Mosley steps up to the boy. “He’s mad?”

      “See for yourself.” The boy lifts his chin in our direction. “Who’re these two?”

      “More volunteers here to help. The girl’s hurt. Got shot trying to escape the curfew patrol. Where’s Dr. Carlson?” Mosley is lying, but it’s easier than the actual explanation.

      It’s not possible for the boy’s eyes to open wider. “And you brought her here? What if they followed you?”

      Mosley shakes his head vigorously. “They didn’t, Bobby. We’re clean. Now where’s Dr. Carlson?”

      “In back, I think. Last time I saw him, he was doing another round of inventory on the supplies.”

      “And Hale?”

      “How the heck should I know? Writing another speech, probably.”

      “Tell him we’re here for me, okay? We’ll be in back with the doc.”

      Bobby rolls his eyes and makes a sweeping gesture with his hand toward the open door. “Your wish is my command.”

      Mosley thanks him and we enter. I stumble. Finn catches me, wraps my arm around his shoulder. He’s taller than I am, and it’s awkward and painful, but at least I’m not falling face first onto the floor.

      “You’ll have to excuse my little brother,” Mosley says. “He’s not used to me giving orders. This way.” He points between rows of crates marked AMMO. I know this word. I’ve seen it before and can’t remember where. As we scuffle along, with Finn at my side and Mosley leading us, I search the images in my mind, trying to recall what these four letters mean and why I know them. A brief glimpse into a day when Brandon and I had sneaked into a place where we shouldn’t have been.

      The supply shed. Back home with the old rifles. AMMO. Ammunition.

      Ammunition! That’s right. Bullets for guns.

      To our left, over in an open area, a horde of PRV soldiers dressed in their customary army uniforms stand in formation with their rifles on their shoulders. Someone in charge barks orders and the men and women whip their weapons around to the opposite shoulders and then drop them butt-first to the ground, holding them steady by their barrels. “Hoo-ah!” they shout.

      There must be hundreds of them practicing.

      My vision is getting blurrier by the second, but back in the southeast corner, I spot another group of them congregated around an officer standing at a podium, pointing at a large map with a long stick.

      Directly to the south is a final group of soldiers sitting at the same kind of tables that were in the prison’s dining area. It would be easier to guess if I weren’t in so much pain, but if I had to put a real number on it, I’d say there were at least a thousand soldiers in here. Maybe more. If I were able to put them into a pack and march them through the woods in a desperate retreat, their numbers would likely resemble the pack of refugees that I led here.

      For the first time in—I can’t recall how long—words emerge from the hazy fog of Finn’s mind. He’s counting.

      Five hundred… Eight hundred, at the least… A thousand? Could be. What can a thousand do against…

      The words in his mind drift away as easily as they appeared. I don’t bother confirming that I thought the rebel numbers might total a thousand, too. It will only freak him out again that I can hear the words in his mind.

      The scent of smoke and cooking meat reaches my nose. My mouth waters and my stomach growls. When was the last time I had a decent meal? Days? To my right, I see the flicker of flames. Five soldiers are cooking over a large structure. The smoke drifts upward toward a group of blades spinning inside the walls. Finn sees me looking and says, “Exhaust fans to carry the smoke out.”

      “Smells incredible,” I say. It’s amazing how the pangs of hunger can overpower the pain of an injury. For a moment, I want nothing more than to run to the sizzling meat and tear at it with my teeth, but when I stumble over a box on the ground, the pain returns with a blinding ferocity.

      Finn has to hold me up. He says, “If you weren’t a Kinder, you’d be dead by now.”

      “Is it bad?”

      Mosley looks back at us and points at the southwest corner. “I see the doctor. I’ll run ahead and get him prepared. You’re good with her, Finn?”

      “Good, yeah.” Finn waits until Mosley is gone, running to the man in the white jacket, before he says, “You’re lucky the bullet passed all the way through and didn’t hit anything major, but it’s a hole, Caroline. We could put a stick through it and carry you on our shoulders.”

      “Please don’t.”

      “You’ve lost too much blood.”

      “I know that.”

      “If you lose much more, we’ll be able to see through you like a window.”

      “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts.” I know he’s only trying to keep my spirits up but every giggle sends an unbearable wave of pain coursing throughout my body.

      “Sorry,” he says.  He bends lower so there’s not as much strain on my wound. “I’m kinda surprised, actually.”

      I cough and taste blood for the first time. “Why?”

      “It wasn’t very smart of me, but when I found out I was a Kinder, I shot myself in the thigh just to see what would happen.”

      “Idiot.” I spit a glob of blood onto the floor.

      “It hurt like hell, that’s for sure, but it healed. I sat there and watched the hole close on its own. Thirty seconds later, it was like there’d never been a wound at all.”

      “That’s…amazing.”

      “I thought you would’ve healed yourself by now. Different powers for different people, I guess, though I’d never heard of regeneration on that level.”

      “You’re the only one?” I’m able to lift my head long enough to see Mosley waving us over, shouting for us to hurry. Behind him, the doctor and a woman in a purple outfit anxiously throw white sheets onto a bed.

      Finn says, “I researched as much as I could in the libraries. There were stories of some of the original Kinders being able to heal scratches and bruises in a matter of minutes. Never found anything about something amazing like a gunshot wound or a broken bone.”

      “Bones?” I whisper. It’s getting harder to get my words out clearly.

      “I don’t know which was crazier—shooting myself or the fact that I put my forearm between two cinderblocks and broke it with a rock.”

      “You did… You did what?”

      “Broke it in two. The end of my arm was dangling there like a broken branch. I held it back in place and thirty seconds later, boom, good as new.”

      “You’re…” My word trails off. I’m so tired and cold that I can’t even remember what I was going to say.

      “Nuts? You could say that.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Drifting in and out of consciousness, I’m vaguely aware of the man known as Dr. Carlson leaning over me, shining a bright light in my face. There’s a woman he calls Nurse on the other side of the table. I feel a burning sensation in the bullet wound along with a tugging feeling. His words claw through my floating daze. “She’s awake. More sedative, Nurse. Hurry.”

      “How much?”

      “Just a drop or two. We can’t spare enough to put her all the way under.”

      And then I’m drifting away again, down and down again into an enveloping blackness. In my dream, I’m running along a dry riverbed, trying not to twist my ankle on the loose stones. My breathing is ragged and the air is thick with the smell of gunpowder. All around me, I hear explosions and the cracks and pops of different types of firearms, but when I look for the source, I see nothing but trees and green grass on the riverbank. I don’t know what I’m running from, at least not until I look over my shoulder.

      A wall of water ten feet high rages behind me, catching up, getting closer and closer. White, frothy foam at the forefront thrashes and bubbles, roiling and crashing along the rocks. It’s then I realize that the oncoming river itself is making the sounds of battle, rather than the sound of rushing water.

      I step on a loose stone and it rolls beneath my foot. I’m down on my hands and knees, scrambling desperately, trying to get back to my feet and then the water is upon me and I’m swept up in it, floating and tossed head over heels to the point where I don’t know which way is up. I can’t breathe. I’m choking. I feel life slipping away while I drown and then—

      “Caroline? Can you hear me?”

      “Huh? Wha—”

      “She’s awake! Doctor? Doctor, come see.”

      I force one eye open, then the other. I’m in some sort of tent, I think, with white canvas walls and a couple of beeping boxes with wires attached to my body. I try to sit up and feel a soft hand on my arm. “Let me…”

      “Rest now, honey. Don’t pull your stitches out.” It’s a woman’s voice, and I assume it belongs to Nurse.

      “Am I—did he?”

      “You’re going to be fine,” she says. I look up into a face that seems familiar. Someone I knew from long ago. The hair, the eyes. It’s almost as if I’m looking into a mirror that shows me the future.

      I’m still dreaming. I have to be. Or it’s the medicine they gave me. I’m seeing things. I know I’m seeing things.

      “It’s been so long,” she says. “I never thought it would happen like this.”
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      A small number of soldiers gather around us, along with Finn, Mosley, Dr. Carlson, Mosley’s brother Bobby, and a man who carries himself as if he’s the leader of the group. He’s the one who Mosley referred to as Hale, and he stands to the side of Mosley with his hands clasped behind his back.

      Also sitting in front of me are a man and a woman. They’re full of smiles and questions, statements about how worried they were about me, and they’re so proud to see what I’ve become. I take this all in as I hear the woman think, I hope she hasn’t told them her secret.

      They comment on how grown up I am.

      And, they also claim to be my parents.

      I’m still not entirely sure I’m awake. Finn refused me with a smile when I asked him to pinch my arm.

      Nurse, or Mother, says, “I can’t believe it. Look at you.” Her eyes are red and watery.

      The bearded man, who also looks alarmingly familiar says, “We were certain we’d—that we would never… Well, you know.” He hangs his head.

      If I’m awake, and if they’re my parents—and it’s an incredibly strong if—I don’t know where to begin. My heart pounds. My fingers and toes are numb.

      Could it be? Is it true? I’m fairly certain that I’m actually awake.

      I turn away from them and ask Finn, “Are they really…”

      A corner of his mouth goes up, along with an eyebrow, as if they’re attached by a string. “They say so. From the stories they told us, the timing is right.”

      “Of course we are,” Mother says. “Caroline, it must be so hard for you to understand.” She tries to say something else but sputters until her hand goes over her mouth.

      Father puts an arm around her. “We could explain, but…”

      I spit my words out full of venom and spite. “Oh, I’m sure you could. I’m sure you could explain exactly why you abandoned me, why you ran away like cowards and left me behind. How many years has it been?” My wounds have been sewn up, and I can feel the stitches pulling as I strain with my anger. “Why? Huh? Tell me, give me the reason why I grew up without a mother and father.”

      Mother opens her mouth, but Father interrupts before she can speak. “It was for you, Caroline. I promise.”

      “For me? How could it be for me? You abandoned me. You never came back.”

      “Life,” he says, sighing. “Life got away from us. We came to the city to work, to earn money so we could bring you here.”

      “You’re lying,” I hiss. “You didn’t want to be around me because I was—”

      “Special,” Mother interrupts. “And that’s not it. That was never it.”

      “Then what, huh? Give me a real reason, not whatever lies he’s telling,” I say, pointing at the man claiming to be my father.

      Mother gives him a long, regret-filled stare with watery eyes and says, “Should we tell her?”

      “Do we have a choice?” he answers.

      “What? Tell me.”

      Mother looks around at the people standing nearby. She asks for privacy, but the leader, Hale, says, “We learned certain things about Scout Mathers, extraordinary things, along with this young man here, and I think whatever has to be said needs to be said in front of everyone.”

      Mother’s bottom lip trembles. “Wait? You know? But—”

      “Call it a matter of Republic security.”

      She nods, relenting. Father huffs and gives Hale a look that would melt stone. He says, “Your grandfather got into an argument with the General Chief… My lord, what was that man’s name? It’s been so long.”

      “Hawkins,” I remind him.

      “Right, right. Hawkins. God, what a miserable sack of shhh—horse dung that man was.” Father stands and puts his hand on Mother’s shoulder. I watch his fingers slowly squeeze as a measure of reassurance. “It was—I barely remember. It was over something ridiculous, like trading beans for boots, maybe, and it got out of hand and somehow your grandfather let it slip that there was more than one Kinder in the village who would happily kick his rear and thank him for the privilege.”

      Mother adds, “And rather than telling him that it was you, your Father took the blame and Hawkins ran us out of the encampment. We didn’t have a choice, Caroline. You were so young, and it was either face execution in The Center or accept our banishment.”

      “Hawkins was going to execute you for being a Kinder? He believed you? I thought everyone knew they were gone?”

      “It took some convincing.”

      “But—but Ellery, we all knew about her.”

      Father steps closer to me. I can smell the faint hint of tobacco in his rumpled jacket. His pants are ripped at the knees; his boots are stained black with something I can’t identify. He looks like a working man, the way I remember him, but a decade older. He says, “Ellery wasn’t the, uh, the saint that everyone thought.”

      “I know that. Finn told me.”

      Mother glances sideways at Finn, then back to me. “She was helping Hawkins stay in control with her visions.”

      “She what?”

      “If we’d known at the time, we never would’ve let her…do what she did to you.”

      “It’s okay to say it, Mother. I think they all know by now.”

      Mosley nods, as does Hale, Dr. Carlson, and a number of the surrounding soldiers.

      “We hoped that you didn’t…”

      “That I didn’t what? Get some of the bad stuff in her blood?”

      “Yes,” spits Father, “you know that Ellery did it to prevent Hawkins from reporting her. She was a frail, old woman trying to protect her identity. She wasn’t evil.”

      Hale speaks up and says, “A frail, old woman who betrayed her people.”

      “Maybe so, but that was a long time ago. Anyway,” Father says, “that’s the story. When you reached the proper age, your grandfather was supposed to steal you away from the encampment in the middle of the night, and, well, here you are, regardless. It’s just such a shame that he...that he didn’t make it.”

      Finn must have filled them in on the details while I was out.

      I’m struck speechless. I don’t know what to say or what to believe. For years and years, I’ve accused them of abandoning me, I’ve hated them for leaving me behind, and now I learn that they were banished to save me? Father lied and they both accepted their fate so that I might live in peace. I don’t want to ask the obvious question: what would’ve happened if General Chief Hawkins found out long ago? The answer no longer has any bearing. The past is gone and Hawkins is likely dead. I should’ve killed him myself when I had the chance.

      Mother gets up from the bench and cautiously holds her arms out for a hug. She nudges closer to me, waiting to see if I’ll accept it.

      I look at Finn as if he has an answer.

      “Go on,” he says.

      And I do. I bite my lip and I fall into Mother’s arms, squeezing her tight, ignoring the pain in my chest. I bury my face in that soft spot between her neck and her shoulder and I cry. I feel Father’s arms around us both, pulling us in, our little family reunited after so long.

      The soldiers surrounding us cheer and clap, all of them except for Hale, whose untrusting eyes judge me from a distance.

      Do I care why?

      Not in the slightest.

      Doctor Carlson says, “Can we give them a minute, please?”

      Hale ponders for a second and lifts a hand to his men. “Little room to breathe, boys. We can discuss what to do with the Kinders later.”

      I don’t like the sound of that, but it’ll sort itself out. Right now, all I can think about is how wrong I’ve been for a decade, maybe longer. “I can’t believe it,” I say between sobs. “You were gone and I thought—I thought you were dead or—I don’t even know, but you were here all along. Alive.”

      I can tell Mother wants to hug me tighter, but she’s being careful of my bandages and wound. She says, “We’re so sorry, Caroline. Nothing can ever make up for it. Nothing. And you have to understand how absolutely, unbelievably, ridiculously hard it was for us to leave you behind. You’ll understand if you ever have a child some day. Not if, when. I promise you that. Once you look into your baby’s eyes, you’ll never be able to imagine leaving her behind. I thought I would die from the regret—we both did—but that hope, knowing that we’d get to see you again one day, that’s what kept us going.”

      Father kisses the top of my head. “No amount of apologizing will ever begin to make up for it, Caroline, but I hope you understand, at least a little.”

      “I do,” I say, pulling away from Mother and leaning my head against his chest. “But now we’re going to war.”

      And thus begins a long, long conversation full of promises and regrets, assurances and demands, begging and pleading, that leaves me exhausted. I’d come to terms with the fact that I wasn’t immortal as a Kinder, but I had no idea how fatigued I could become from arguing with my parents, especially with two sewn holes in my body. They tell me that there’s no way I’m going to fight, not now, not ever, considering the fact that we’ve only just reunited. They gave me up once, they’re not going to do it again. I tell them I’ll be fine as soon as the healing process takes over—which, according to the clock hanging over the white surgery tent indicates that I have approximately three and a half hours before the citizens of Warrenville march out to their captors.

      “No,” Father says, “I absolutely forbid it.”

      Mother pushes a loose strand of hair out of my face and gives me a warm, concerned, motherly look. “He’s right, Caroline.”

      I had lived with Grandfather for years and years, yet I still felt independent, self-sufficient, as if I could’ve lived and survived on my own. I led a group of a thousand people through hundreds of miles of dense forest. With Finn’s help, we fought off the entire DAV vanguard.

      And here I stand, arguing with my parents like a whiny teenager.

      It occurs to me that yes, we’ve been reunited but I’m my own person. I’m strong. I have abilities that only one other person in the world has.

      “Listen to me,” I say, “I understand you feel the need to do the—the parent thing, and I’m your child, but I’m not a child. I’m fighting. Finn and I are fighting. It’s not right, what they’re doing. President Larson is giving up without fighting back because he wants to save himself. And slavery? Father, honestly? I can’t let that happen. I can’t. They deserve better and if we stand any chance at all…” And then something occurs to me… “You’re here. Didn’t you come to fight?”

      Father stammers, “I—we—neither of us believe that giving up is the right answer and yes, we came to fight, but that was before—Caroline, listen to me. We can’t lose you again.”

      “And what would’ve happened if I had never shown up here, huh? What if both of you had fought and died? What then? Was I supposed to go along thinking that you were gone for good?”

      Mother takes his hand. “She has a point. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life in chains and neither do you. Let’s not forget that.”

      “That was different, that was before we knew she was still alive.”

      “Then why, Father? Why are you here?”

      He takes a deep breath and lifts his eyes up to the rafters. “We got word that the DAV had crossed Rafael’s Ridge and burnt the encampment to the ground. They said everyone was dead. We thought…” He coughs and pinches the bridge of his nose.

      Mother finishes for him. “We thought you were dead, Caroline, and we decided that we’d rather go down fighting than waste away in some factory up north. But you’re here and—”

      I consider stomping my foot like a toddler, but the likelihood of blinding pain prevents me. Instead, I sternly say, “The fact that I’m alive doesn’t change anything. Not a bit. The blackcoats are still going to come, and they’re still going to take everyone, willing or not. You won’t believe the things Finn and I can do. We can show you. Even with this small group of soldiers, we might have a chance.”

      Father holds his palms out. “Caroline, they have ten thousand men, and automatic rifles, and tanks. They have tanks for God’s sake.”

      “Maybe so,” I say, “but we have the will to survive, and two Kinders, so we can either fight for our future, or die in chains for theirs.”
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      Finn and I wait off to the side of a large congregation. Word had spread like juicy gossip through The Center, the way it used to do back in my encampment, and now every man, woman, and child, soldier and volunteer alike, stand in the southeast corner of the warehouse. They give us expectant glances and chatter in hushed voices. I can’t tell if they’re excited or scared. Perhaps a little bit of both. Mother and Father are close by, giving me warm, reassuring smiles, but they’re not allowed to come closer until Hale has said what he needs to say to us.

      The leader of the Rebel Coalition shoves his way through the crowd with Mosley at his side, looking determined. He’s added a RPV army jacket to his attire, but all the official pins and badges of recognition have been replaced by a small emblem of a single fist held up, resting on a blue background with orange trim. This badge rests over his left breast, and when he stops in front of us, he beats his chest twice on top of it.

      Hale says, “So.”

      Finn holds his chin up and replies, “So.”

      Hale snarls slightly. “I can’t say that I enjoy the fact that you two are here. Kinders, of all things. I think the whole country rejoiced when they thought all of you bastards had died out, yet here you are. So young. Tell me how.”

      Finn says, “Someone gave me a serum, when I was a baby. It made me a Kinder, just like the first ones.”

      “Is there any more of this serum out there? Could there be more of you?”

      Finn hesitates. It’s not something either of us had considered. “I can’t say absolutely not, but if there were, I’m sure I’d feel them.”

      Hale pinches his eyebrows together and glares at Finn. “Feel them? How?”

      Finn shrugs. “I don’t know. It’s one of my…abilities, I guess. I could feel Caroline long before I met her, another one of my kind, you know?”

      “And she’s the only one?”

      “As of right now, yes, and I can’t tell you any more than that, because I don’t know.”

      Hale turns to me. His tongue creeps out at the corner of his mouth, like a mouse poking its head out of a hole, as he studies me intently. “You? How?”

      “We had a Kinder in my encampment, and she was—”

      “I’m familiar,” he interrupts. “Short and sweet, Mathers. Your story, not hers.”

      I nod and stare at the top of my boots. This feeling of being scolded by an authority figure is strange, considering the fact that I could lift him with my pinky finger and throw him the length of the warehouse. But, I reckon that comes from years of bowing to Hawkins whenever he barked an order. I clear my throat and say, “I had a dream. I mean, I saw what happened in my dream, like I was looking at the past. I was a baby. I drank her blood from her fingertip like I was drinking from a bottle.”

      “And nobody explained this to you?”

      “Never.”

      “How’d you find out?”

      “Through the dream. I told you.”

      Hale sighs heavily as if I’m the idiot. “How’d you learn what the dream meant, Mathers?”

      “Oh. Right. Well, strange things started happening to me. Speed, strength, bending time.” I neglect to mention that Finn and I both can levitate, more or less. Too weird. Too hard to accept. As if bending time wasn’t. I also leave out the part about occasionally being able to read someone’s mind. Hale doesn’t have to be aware of that, and it may come in useful in the future, depending on whether or not I decide to like—and trust—this man. I continue, “Those abilities happened first, then I had the dreams. Finn had to explain what was happening before I really believed it.”

      Hale scrunches his lips together and surveys the room. He’s thinking, weighing his options, and I wish I could hear what’s going on inside that harsh, balding skull. As it stands, I can only make out a single, muted word: possibility.

      Hale says, “Mosley?”

      Mosley clicks his heels together and stands up straight. “Sir?”

      “Thoughts?”

      Mosley seems surprised to be asked for his opinion. “I, uh, good people, sir. Both of them. I had the pleasure of conversing with Scout Mathers earlier and she’s steady. Willing to fight. As a matter of fact, sir, she approached me about fighting, so I think she and Mr. Finn both will make a great—”

      “That’s enough, Mosley. You’re not getting married to the poor girl.”

      Mosley shuts his mouth and tries unsuccessfully to hide a smile.

      Hale returns his attention to the two of us. “You’re young, but I’m sure you understand—or at least you’ve heard—that Kinders don’t have the best history. I know it, we know it, they all know it,” he says, waving his hand over the impatient crowd. “But you’re too innocent to have been corrupted like they were. Am I right, Mathers? Would you consider that the truth?”

      “Corrupted, sir?”

      “Do you have any evil intent in your heart? That’s what I’m asking.”

      I shake my head. “None.”

      “What about you, Finn?”

      He says, “None,” quickly as well.

      I add, “I was a scout. I guarded my people against Republicons and shot squirrels with a slingshot. I had a simple life, really, before all this started. And, I did my duty, sir. I led my people on a retreat back to the capital to save their lives. I got them here, almost all of them anyway.”

      “And look what good that did you.”

      “Had I known, sir…”

      “Had we all known, Mathers. And you, Finn? Your story?”

      We haven’t said anything to anyone about Finn being a part of the DAV for days now, and the only people that knew are either dead or gone. I honestly don’t know which would be worse, walking through the gates of Warrenville with James and the rest of the Republicons, or openly admitting that Finn is a former member of the DAV. Regardless of the fact that he defected, that his allegiance lies with us now, the northern enemies are so hated and condemned that it’s unlikely that Hale would forgive him for his past sins no matter whose side Finn is on.

      I’m pondering all of this in a split second as I await Finn’s response, and then he does the unthinkable.

      Finn says, “Because I want to bury the bastards that raised me. What they’re doing isn’t right, and I want to make sure they pay for it.”

      I can’t help it. The words fling themselves from my mouth. “Finn! What’re you doing?”

      Hale’s cheeks fill with pink frustration. I keep one eye on him to make sure he doesn’t go for Finn’s neck with hardened fists or bared fangs, and then I check for Mosley’s reaction. He’s surprised as well, but doesn’t appear to have boiling blood.

      Hale takes a step closer. I can see the muscles flexing at his jaw.

      His voice is low, angry. “You’re a blackcoat?”

      “Was,” Finn replies. “I defected, sir. I have no use for them or my past and I’m ashamed that it took me this long to get away.”

      “I should put a bullet in your heart right now.”

      The look on Finn’s face is one of calm defiance. “I wouldn’t suggest you try.”

      I gently slide between them. “He’s telling the truth. He helped me lead and I’d trust him with my life.”

      “I don’t care if he’s—”

      “Listen to me! We need him. I need him. And if we’re going to start a real war, you’re going to need the both of us. Look around you, Hale.” I drop the “sir.” He’s lost my respect—not like he had it to begin with, honestly—but it’s time for this bully to learn that I will not be shoved around. Not anymore. “You have, what, maybe eight hundred trained soldiers here? And maybe another couple hundred volunteers? President Larson told us that the military has been training in secret in violation of the Peace Pact, but where are they, huh? Where are the rest of them?”

      Hale hangs his head. “This is all we could convince to join the rebels. The others were too stuck in their ways, too set on obeying orders. We’re lucky the ones that are aware didn’t turn us in.”

      “Then that’s my point. If this is all you have—if it’s all we have—then you need us, both of us, and it doesn’t matter that Finn used to be on the wrong side. Don’t give me that look—you know I’m right. If we’re going to have any chance at all outside those gates, you’ll need us together. Try anything with him and I’m gone too. He goes, I go. Understood?”

      Hale scratches his cheek, then puts his hands on his hips.

      I wait. Finn waits. Mosley waits.

      Hale looks left and right, at nothing in particular, and then makes up his mind. “Okay,” he says. “But at the very first sign that he’s still got some blackcoat in him, so help me God, his day is done.”

      I smile and ruffle Finn’s hair. “It won’t, will it?”

      “Nope,” Finn says.

      Mosley shakes Finn’s hand. “Glad to have you, Finn. You might give us a chance yet.”

      Hale turns toward the stage and says, “You two, follow me.”

      As we walk, I catch the eyes of my parents. Father winks. The corner of Mother’s mouth lifts in a half-smile. I can’t believe it. After all this time, they were here, they were alive, and they never, ever, not once, sent me a message to let me know they were okay. It’s not like Hawkins read every single piece of mail that was delivered between encampments and kept something from me.

      I should be angry—of that I’m sure—yet I’m not. Maybe they were afraid to. Maybe that was one of the conditions of being allowed to leave with their lives. It’s exhausting trying to understand the ways of people you don’t know that well. But that’s the thing…I should. I should know them well and I’m pissed that the opportunity was taken from me.

      Mother looks tired, as does Father. He walks with a shuffling limp, then lifts his hat to scratch his scalp underneath dark, matted hair.

      The only family I have remaining are complete and total strangers. However, I feel that distant, tugging bond of connection.

      I shouldn’t dream of what could’ve been. It’ll be a waste of time, energy, and emotion. The past is gone, but it’s hard to stop myself. I want to blame Grandfather for revealing my secret to Hawkins. This is his fault, isn’t it?

      Yes, in a way, but I can’t let one mistake so many years ago dictate what should’ve happened with my past. If Grandfather hadn’t let it slip, perhaps Mother and Father would’ve stayed behind in the village and gotten sick—died of the flu or a wound—instead of being here in the capital where medicine and supplies were handy. I can’t know. There’s no way to know what would’ve happened.

      Maybe this was for the best. I had love growing up. Grandfather and Grandmother raised me like I was their own child and once she passed away, Grandfather took over. I had more love, comfort, and caring than a lot of people in our village.

      I’m thankful for that. I really am.

      In a way, I feel like I was robbed of the last decade with my parents over one simple mistake, but at the same time, I feel fortunate that Mother and Father are still alive. Grandfather is gone—my heart aches for him, because I know he would’ve loved to see our reunion had it been on better terms—and now I have my parents to take his place.

      Then why don’t I feel lucky?

      It’s hard to accept all of this. I’ve thought about it over and over, endlessly, but my world, everything I knew, has changed to something entirely different and unknown in a week’s time. I’m a Kinder. We’re going to war. My parents are alive. I’m hundreds of miles away from everything I’ve known to be home, getting ready to face an army with Finn—who is honestly still just a boy, the same way that I’m still just a girl, no matter how much I try to deny it—along with a pathetic group of soldiers and a mishmash of untrained volunteers.

      Any one of those things would be enough to send a weaker person into fits of hysterics, hiding in some corner, sucking her thumb and wishing it were all a bad dream and that she will wake up at any moment.

      But, if there’s one thing that I’ve learned about myself over the past few days, it’s this: I am strong, and I am ready for battle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      Hale walks up on the small stage and we follow close behind. He motions for us to stand off to the side as the chanting crowd grows louder and louder.

      I lean over to Finn and almost have to shout in his ear. “Aren’t they worried about attracting attention? The walls are shaking.”

      Not literally, but the ruckus is so loud, they very well could be.

      “You were unconscious. You didn’t see how far outside of the populated area we are. It’s a couple of miles, at least. I wouldn’t worry too much.”

      Hale raises one single hand in the air, then clenches his fingers into a fist high above his head. The soldiers and the volunteers go mad with excitement, screaming, “Hale, Hale, Hale!” in a rhythmic chant. With an extra beat in there, the sound could easily be the war rhythm of the DAV drummers.

      Boom, boom, ba-boom.

      The memory of that day sends shivers racing across my skin. I recall the terror in my heart at that sound. The distant drumming that we all dreaded so much had come to life, and I had been the first one to hear it. I close my eyes, breathe deeply, and softly shake my head to clear away the memories.

      The crowd continues to roar and chant their fearless leader’s name.

      “Hale! Hale! Hale!”

      I nearly have to shout when I say to Finn, “They sure do love him.”

      He nods, leans in closer to my ear so that he doesn’t have to scream. “Mosley said that Hale’s a bit of a god to these people. And, as a matter of fact, I’m surprised he actually let you get away with telling him off back there.”

      I grin. “I can’t lie, that felt good, but he won’t do anything. He knows he needs us.”

      “Maybe.”

      Hale flicks the head of a silver-looking object attached to the podium and a rumbling thump-thump echoes throughout the building. The crowd goes silent. He says, “Friends, friends, friends, do I have a surprise for you.” His voice is so loud, booming, and another round of applause sends a huge smile across his lips.

      Finn leans over and whispers, “That’s called a microphone. Makes your voice louder.”

      “I can hear that.” So many things here that I never knew existed, or never knew there was a need for them. Back home, whenever Hawkins wanted to give a speech, he simply stepped up to his podium in the middle of The Center and shouted whatever manure he felt like spewing from his disgusting, gaping hole of a mouth.

      Hale shushes the crowd and clamps his hands down on the outer edges of the podium’s top. He assesses his supporters. Someone whistles loudly in the back and says, “We love you, Hale!”

      He chuckles. “And I love everyone in this flock, but shut the hell up for a minute.” A wave of laughter ripples through the horde. Hale waits until that dies down, then continues. “You’re all here because you want to be here. You know what we’re up against. If our spies are correct, we’re facing an army of blackcoats ten thousand strong, at the very least. They’re better armed, they’re better trained, and they have tanks, each capable of firing a round thousands of feet that would punch a hole in our walls the size of a small car. Some would say we don’t stand a chance.”

      A round of exaggerated disagreement ripples across the lips of the gathered onlookers.

      Hale holds a cautioning hand up. “Now, now, I didn’t say I believed it. We’re outnumbered, there’s no question about it. But we have something they don’t—three things, actually, that will give us an advantage. One, we have heart. Heart! We are not here to spend our lives in chains. God did not intend that for man when He made us. We weren’t meant to live as servants—no, slaves—to others. Long, long ago, a president that was much better than that coward sitting up on Three Tree Hill in his castle, on his stupid little throne…this president had something to say about that. Thomas Jefferson, the third president of what was then a United States of America—he said this: ‘All men are created equal.’ It was a part of the Declaration of Independence when we were demanding our freedom from those bloody fools over in the United Kingdom, and no matter if it was five hundred years ago or last Thursday, those words still hold true today. All men are created equal, and we will not spend our lives in chains.”

      A thousand fists go up in the air, followed by chants of “Equal, equal, equal!”

      Hale takes a moment to let them chant, then says, “That’s the first thing. Heart. And truly, I say to you my friends, that may be the most important thing of all, because even if we don’t stand a chance against the DAV war machine, at least we believe in something other than ourselves, like that bastard Larson. We believe in freedom.”

      Hale coughs into his hand and takes a sip of water from a clear plastic bottle. “Now, I understand that those words may cast a black cloud over our revelry. We face long odds. We have what seems like an unclimbable mountain in front of us. It’s true. I can see the doubt in your eyes. But…listen to this. Let me tell you what else we have that those godforsaken blackcoats don’t! Some of you may know, some of you don’t. Whispers flitter from ear to ear like butterflies. Are you ready for this? Let me introduce you to the second and third things we have—the weapons of mass destruction that are going to win this war for the Rebel Coalition!”

      The roar is deafening and it’s the loudest one yet. I can feel their chanting beating against my chest. They stomp their boots on the ground and I can feel the rickety stage shaking underneath my feet.

      I lose track of how long it lasts. It’s exciting, thrilling, but I can’t help but think that some of these people will be dead in twelve hours. Even if we win—no, not if, when—some of their lives will be lost in the process, and that’s such a heavy thing to hold onto.

      Like that man in the front row, the one with his hair cropped short against his scalp and three days of beard growth on his cheeks and chin. He’s enjoying this rally. He has a nice smile. He might be someone’s father, too, and it’s probably the younger man standing next to him that has the same blue eyes, the same flat nose and sloping forehead. I try to keep it out of my mind, yet I can’t help picturing them dead, lying side by side outside the city walls, riddled with bullet holes.

      My stomach churns.

      War does not exist without consequences.

      Hale lifts his voice over the roaring crowd and says, “Let me say one final thing: do not judge the present based on the past. Things change. People change. Ideas change. There’s nothing worse than a bleak future that’s hindered by outdated beliefs. Keep that in mind, because the two people I’m about to introduce to you are burdened by history—a history that’s not their own. They are too young to suffer the sins of their forefathers. Why should we trust them, you ask? Because I do. I believe in them, and you should, too.”

      I wonder if Hale really does believe in us, or if he’s just saying that to get the crowd on our side. I get my answer when he covers the microphone and leans toward us. He hides his words behind his free hand as he orders, “Do not make a fool of me.”

      I nod. So does Finn. Hale turns back to the crowd with a warm smile.

      “Ladies and gentlemen! Soldiers and volunteers! Freedom fighters of the People’s Republic of Virginia! I give you Caroline and Finn, our very own army destroyers. Our weapons against tyranny.  Our indestructible heroes. Our…Kinders!”

      It goes so silent inside the warehouse that I can hear Finn breathing beside me.

      Five full seconds pass before the roar that escapes their mouths drowns out the thunder outside the warehouse walls. Given the past, given what I’ve learned about the history of the Kinders, it’s not what I expect—they cheer, they scream our names, and they jump and hug each other. They chant, “Kinders, Kinders, Kinders!”

      “Caroline,” Hale says, “come say a few words to your soldiers.”

      My soldiers?

      My insides flush with heat and I’m suddenly so nervous, I feel like I might faint and fall off the stage. I spoke in front of our people, the refugees, but it wasn’t anything like this. “I-I-I don’t know—”

      “Don’t be shy!” Hale encourages me with a waving hand and a false smile. I can see the annoyance in his eyes.

      Finn nudges my shoulder and leans over. I can almost feel his lips on my ear. “They love us. It’s okay. Go.”

      “Yeah, but what do I say?”

      “Tell them we’re going to win the war.”

      “But what if we don’t?”

      He moves closer. His lips definitely touch my earlobe. My skin tingles. “They need hope, Caroline. Not honesty. Not right now.”

      I glance at him. Our eyes meet. I can see that he’s serious. I’ve never been one to outright lie—and if I have, I haven’t enjoyed it—but I don’t have a chance to argue because Hale quickly steps over and wraps his arm around me, then practically drags me over to the podium.

      He says, “You can’t blame her for being shy. You people are animals!”

      Fists again go into the air. “Animals, animals, animals!”

      “They’re all yours,” Hale whispers. He backs away and stands beside Finn with a combination of a glare and a grin on his face. If I could read his mind right now, he would likely be thinking, Don’t mess this up.

      I lean in too close to the microphone and say, “Hello.” It squeals and I see some hands go up to cover ears. Everyone smiles and looks at me expectantly, however, and I can see that they’re waiting on me to say something profound like a great leader should. What I want to say is that I can’t promise them anything, that all I can do is have a positive attitude and try my hardest; the DAV army is massive and they could easily run right over all of us; that our best chance at true freedom might be death before they clamp chains on our wrists.

      I want to tell them to be realistic, but I don’t.

      Finn winks at me and mouths one single word: “Hope.”

      I clear my throat and it echoes throughout the building. This isn’t going well. “Hale is right. Finn and I are Kinders. We’re the last two on Earth.”

      Someone in the back shouts, “Show us something!”

      “I will, but on the battlefield, where it matters, I promise, but for now…this is what I have to say. Finn and I…we didn’t even know we were Kinders until a couple of weeks ago. Well, he knew a long time before I did, but that doesn’t matter—I guess what I’m trying to say is…”

      Good grief, pull it together, Caroline.

      I’m completely aware that I sound—and I’m behaving—like a teenage girl who doesn’t have confidence in herself.

      You saved a thousand lives. You’re a Kinder. You were a leader. A hero. Act like it.

      Give them hope. Give yourself hope. You can do this.

      I clear my throat and pause, giving my heartbeat time to slow into a normal rhythm.

      I push a strand of hair behind my ear and say, “This war is not about me. It’s not about you. This war is about something bigger than everyone in this room. It’s about life. It’s about freedom. It’s about having a choice in what happens to you and those that you love. They took that away from you—they took that away from all of us. I’ve met President Larson and he’s a nice man…” Boos interrupt me, but I hold my hand up to quiet them. “Let me finish. You may all know him better than I do. I met him for a few minutes earlier this evening. He threw Finn and I in prison—he tried to stop us from helping you—but that doesn’t necessarily mean he’s a horrible person.”

      More boos.

      I chuckle. “Okay, maybe it does, but the way I see it, he’s misguided. He’s missing the point in all of this. He told me that if we fight back, that it won’t concern the DAV one bit if they kill a thousand of us, or ten thousand of us, because they’ll still be able to capture the rest as slaves. That may be true, and maybe he’s right, but at least we tried. And we’re not just going to try, we’re going to win!”

      Cheers and more cheers. The stage vibrates under my feet.

      I keep going. “For most of my life, I grew up hunting in the woods for our meals. We didn’t have warm food on our plates every night. We had to fight for survival. There would be days where all we’d have was the little bit of meat from a squirrel or two, but I knew that there was something bigger out there. Deer and bear. Big things with a lot of meat that could feed us for months. They were out there, and all we had to do was keep trying. And you know what that taught me? That all you need to keep going in this world is hope. If you wake up every morning knowing that there’s a chance for something better out there, it’ll fill your bellies more than despair. If it doesn’t happen that day, you swallow as much hope as you can and you live to wake up another morning. So that’s why we’re here. That’s why we’re willing to fight. Finn and myself, we’re here to fill your bellies with faith. And you know what we’re going to do, what we’re all going to do? We’re going to march outside those gates in the morning and we’re going to put an arrow through the heart of that giant bear that’s waiting for us!”

      Screams of joy and exhilaration erupt throughout the warehouse. The crowd is completely out of their minds with excitement. They push and shove up to the stage, begging to shake my hand. I glance over at Finn and Hale. They’re both smiling.

      Hale says, “Excellent work, Mathers.” He moves over to me and admires the frenzied gang of soldiers and volunteers. “You’ve got them so riled up, who wants to wait until morning, huh? Let’s go start a war right now, what do you say?”

      I shake his hand. I’m caught up in the moment, too. I know we’re probably not prepared to walk out the front gates and take down the DAV army, but why wait? I tell him, “One thing they taught us back in my encampment was to never wait to shoot the bear. I’m ready if you are.”
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      As Hale’s “generals” organize the soldiers and volunteers, who buzz like bees with excitement, Finn and I are off to the side, having a discussion with Hale about our, or his, plans.

      “But I don’t understand,” Finn argues. “You have way more ammunition and weapons than your numbers here can possibly carry.”

      Finn has been hounding Hale about their stash of weapons, their training, the quantity of ammo they have, all sorts of stuff that I wouldn’t think to ask. I’m glad he’s here because it helps me to grasp the more militaristic aspects of this whole setup, but it’s getting to the point where even I can see why Hale is getting annoyed.

      Hale spits, “I don’t expect you to understand. You haven’t been working on a plan of this scale for the past six months. You’ve barely hit puberty.”

      Finn rolls his eyes at the cheap shot, but lets it go.

      “Anyway,” Hale continues, turning back to the giant map on the table in front of us, “I figure we’ll send you two right up the middle. Take out as many of those tanks as you can first thing. With your speed, Finn, and Caroline, if you can really bend time like you say, it shouldn’t be too big of a task to take them all out at once, correct?”

      “I can be in and out before they blink,” I say. “Then again, I’ve never tried to disarm a tank, and I really have no idea what I’m talking about.”

      “We’ll show you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Show me some confidence. You’re a Kinder. You can do this, right?”

      “I think so.”

      “Don’t think…know,” Hale reminds me. “Can you or can’t you?” He crosses his arms, waits expectantly. It’s an empty gesture because he knows I won’t answer negatively, especially not after I told him off earlier.

      “I can.”

      “Good. That’s what I like to hear. We only deal in absolutes around here. How about you, Finn?”

      Finn salutes, partly serious, partly in jest. “You said you’ll give us bombs to plant on the tanks?”

      “Yes.”

      “What kind?”

      “What does it matter?”

      Finn crosses his arms this time. “I like to know what I’m working with.”

      “You ask a lot of questions that you don’t need the answers to, young man.”

      “Sorry…sir.”

      I move closer to the table and pretend like I’m examining the map, as if I know what I’m doing or what I’m looking at. “I’d like to know, too,” I say, if only to back Finn up. I don’t know why he’s asking, nor do I care, because I figure he has more knowledge about stuff like this than I do. If he’s asking, he has a rational reason.

      Hale eyes us. He knows we’re on his side, but whether it’s the corrupt history of the Kinders, or his untrusting nature in general, he’s wary to disclose the information. He relents, though, and tells us, “They’re B-147 Tunguska bombs.”

      Finn whistles.

      I have no clue why this is significant, but I whistle as well. I need to keep up appearances.

      Finn says, “I thought the Tunguskas were outlawed with the Peace Pact.”

      “There were a lot of things that supposedly happened because of the Peace Pact and you can see where that’s gotten us.”

      “Like how the entire army has been training in secret?”

      Hale takes a step back and raises an eyebrow. “You said Larson told you that?”

      I say, “He did,” and I can sense a war of whose got the upper hand coming on. We’re all on the same side here, and I hope it can stay that way. It’ll have to, if we have any chance of success.

      “I’m surprised he admitted it.”

      I can sense Finn getting ready to ask the next question, so I jump in ahead of him to maintain my role as temporary peacekeeper. “Why weren’t you able to convince more soldiers to help if they’ve been training for this sort of thing? I mean, you said they were loyal and wanted to stay that way, but why?”

      Hale pulls a silver flask from his back pocket, unscrews the cap, and takes a small swig. He offers a drink to the both of us and we politely decline. One, I hate the taste, and two, I’m not sure I want to put my mouth anywhere near where Hale’s has been. “Suit yourself,” he says, taking another pull from the flask. He screws the lid back on and then shoves it into his pocket. “I hate to admit it, but we’ve outlined a lot of our battle plan on the wings of what-if. It was too risky to approach every single soldier with our intent. As we’ve established, we’ve known the blackcoats were coming for months now, so President Larson had the army secretly training to give the public the illusion that we were planning to do something about it.”

      “Oh my God. Nobody knows that he’s actually planning to surrender?” I ask. “What a—a Judas!”

      Finn adds, “They don’t know they’re going to be slaves?”

      Hale scowls. “Not if we can help it. We’ve had time to discretely build our own little contingency here with those we trusted, and even then, there could be some among us that’ll run straight to Targon or Larson the moment we set foot outside these walls. There’s a small percentage of the enlisted men who are absolutely loyal to Larson, no matter what he says. You may have seen them out and about. They’re the ones running patrols, making sure that the stragglers are obeying the curfew. It’s hard to be sure who is who, though, so we’ve steadily increased our numbers over time instead of doing a blanket recruitment run.”

      Finn holds up a finger to interject. “What’s your plan if someone tips off the soldiers who are loyal to Larson?”

      “We’ve posted lookouts near the president’s home and where his trusted commanders are. Anyone goes within ten feet of those bastards before we get outside these walls, they’re full of more holes than a fishing net.”

      Satisfied, Finn flattens his lips together and dips his chin, understanding.

      Hale continues, “What we’re hoping is that the remaining army, the ones who don’t know we’re doing this and who aren’t terribly loyal to Larson, will see us fighting and join the battle.”

      I don’t know much about military tactics—I’ve only been trained in the art of scouting undetected—but even I can grasp how stupid and wishful this plan appears. “Wait,” I say, “all you’re doing is crossing your fingers that they’ll join in? What happens if they don’t, huh? What happens if they decide to stick with Larson and they march on us from the rear? We’ll be hit on all sides, Hale. This whole thing will be over with before it gets started and you’ve wasted all these lives for nothing.”

      Finn says only, “I completely agree,” to show his support.

      Hale’s face goes turns a shade of red that can only match leaves in the fall. He pounds the table with a fist. Pencils bounce and roll off. The toy army men they had been using to indicate the regiments and their potential movements scatter and tumble over each other, some of them landing on the floor beyond the pencils. Spit foams in the corner of his mouth when he says, “I will not stand here and have a couple of children tell me how to run my army. We’ve discussed this. We’ve discussed every possible angle of this plan for months. Don’t think you can just step in here and break it all apart in five minutes.”

      “But it’s a stupid plan,” I say.

      “I think so, too,” Finn adds.

      “Then, by God, if you can come up with something better, I’m all ears.” He checks his watch. “And by my count, you have thirty minutes before we’re out the door.”

      I don’t have the slightest idea what we might come up with, but I tell Hale that we’ll try anyway. “And,” I add, “what were you planning to do with a thousand people? March them through the streets and out the front gates? There’s no way the loyalists wouldn’t notice an entire division of soldiers marching outside to fight.”

      Clearly flustered and frustrated with us, Hale throws his hands in the air. “Oh, give me a break—give me some credit, at least. I’m not the bumbling fool you think I am.”

      “Then how?” I ask. “Impress me.”

      “You dim-witted girl—” Hale stops himself before I can interrupt. Whether he knows it’s an insult to call me a girl—I don’t mind the dim-witted part as much, funnily enough—is another matter. “We’re about to start a war here and I’ll say it again, I don’t need a lowly scout telling me what I should be doing thirty minutes before we march on the gates.”

      Finn reminds him, “You can’t force us to fight for you, you know. We’ve volunteered and if need be, we can just as easily walk away. Your guns, your fists, your bombs, they will not stop two determined Kinders.”

      Hale lets that settle a moment. Squinting eyes boring holes into us as he seethes. Finally, he seems to grasp that Finn is right and says, “Okay. If you must know… Come closer, let me show you.”

      He waves Finn and me over to the map again. He readjusts it on the table, sliding it in front of us, and then points to a location not too far from where a bright red X marks our current location in the warehouse. He says, “We’ve been trying to figure out how to get around this since the beginning, and we were quite positive that there was no way around it, that we would have to march right through the middle of Warrenville and risk having to fight off the Larson loyalists. But you see here? This location we’ve marked along the wall? It’s a weak spot.”

      “So?” Finn says. “Oh, you mean weakly guarded? Like you’re going to put ladders up and climb over?”

      Back behind us, the crowd cheers and when I look over my shoulder, I can see them holding Mosley up on their shoulders. He’s laughing and telling them to let him down.

      Hale grins and shakes his head. “Somebody must’ve told them that I promoted Mosley up to number two. Anything happens to me, you make sure they turn to him, okay?”

      Finn and I agree, then Finn says, “So, ladders over the wall?”

      “No, takes too much time. If we’re unlucky enough to have a traitor in our midst, and he happens to slip by the lookouts, they’d be on us before a tenth of our numbers got over.”

      “Then what?”

      “It’s weak structurally.”

      Now I understand. The mental imagery of a bomb blowing a hole in the huge, forty-feet high wall, and then a thousand soldiers and volunteers racing through works its way into my mind. The plan is sound, I suppose, though I won’t admit to Hale that I’m actually impressed.

      “Tunguska?” Finn asks.

      “We can spare a couple to make the gash, plus have enough left over to turn the tanks into puffs of smoke.”

      “Sounds strong. Maybe we should be apologizing.”

      Hale waves him off. “You get used to it when you’re in charge.”

      I think, Boy, don’t I know it.

      The only thing that remains is figuring out how we’re going to get the other soldiers—the ones who aren’t loyal to Larson—to learn about what we’re doing and to fight with us. From the numbers Hale mentioned previously during Finn’s barrage of questions, it could easily double, if not triple our current forces.

      And I think I may just have an idea.

      Hale is showing Finn exactly how they’ve planned to break through the wall, and what their formations will look like once they breach. I tap him on the shoulder and he glances up at me, annoyed, but expectant. “Your soldiers…have you ever trained them in some of the military tactics from the Olden Days, like the old ways of communication?”

      He tilts his head to the side, curious. “It’s part of the standard curriculum. Why?”

      “And they all know what the various patterns for the flares mean, right?”

      “What’re you onto, Mathers?”

      “We never actually had flares in the encampments but we knew what they were. I don’t think anyone had seen one in, oh, a hundred years or more, but before we took our oaths as scouts, part of our training required us to memorize what the signal flares meant in case of emergencies. The scouts always preferred to run because who had time to build a fire and send messages up with flaming arrows? Plus, the smoke would give your position away if you were trying to warn everyone about approaching Republicons.”

      I realize that these signals would’ve helped so much on the day the DAV invaded our encampment. If it had made any kind of sense to do it—if I’d had any time at all to build a fire—then I would’ve. It was dangerous and took too much effort to keep the fire stoked during the never-ending rain and choking humidity.

      However, here in the city, where they have the luxury of available flares, or even dry wood and ceilings where they can build a fire, it’ll work. It has to work.

      “What do you think?” I ask Hale and Finn. “It’ll work, right? We’ll send them up in the three-three-two pattern, then the one-two-one.”

      Hale grins knowingly. “Call to arms and send help. Maybe you’re worth something after all, Mathers.”

      Finn agrees but cautions, “It’ll alert the loyalists too. And besides, what happens if you don’t get the right people looking outside to see them?”

      “Those Tunguska bombs,” Hale says, “will make enough noise to get every nose in the city pressed against a window. Plus, the ones who want to fight can do their part in waylaying the loyalists.”

      Hale grabs my shoulder and squeezes. He’s all smiles.

      I can only hope that I haven’t sent a few thousand extra people to their graves.
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      Lightning flashes outside. The small warehouse windows illuminate with flickering color.

      Thunder shakes the ceiling and the walls around us. Is it an omen? I don’t know. Could be. Back in my encampment, we held onto those superstitions. It seems like I’ve always known the constant rain, but there was a time before when the downpours and storms only came once in a while. I remember what the sun was like. I do. That flash of it back before we entered the walls of Warrenville sparked memories of dancing through fields with dry clothes, playing games outside without getting squishy socks, and growing a harvest of corn, peas, and potatoes.

      The lightning and thunder spark new memories—stories the Elders told us about a vengeful, angry God who was breaking the backs of angels with each lightening strike and the claps of thunder were their roars of anguished pain.

      Soldiers stand around us, anxiously awaiting the humongous bay doors to open.

      They’re clearly not angels—dressed in their ragged, dirty uniforms with camouflage paint smeared on their faces—but I can easily imagine their roars of ache out on the field of battle.

      It’s a mile away, if that, yet it feels like it’s in another part of the world.

      I’ve known it was coming for over a week now, this war, but I can’t grasp it. I can’t wrap my mind around the fact that once we step outside those doors, once we blow a hole in the perimeter, and once we sprint headlong into a hail of bullets and bombs, this is it.

      We will be at war.

      And I will be leading the charge, alongside Finn, my friend, my confidante, and my fellow Kinder. We are the last two of our kind on Earth, and it goes without saying that I feel a special connection to him because of this. I already had a crush on him—that’s been going on for a while now—but there are two, and only two, of us superhuman beings.

      That means something. It’s bigger than us, it’s bigger than this warehouse, and it’s definitely bigger than this war.

      We are unique in every way.

      Finn and I stand off to the side and out of sight. Up in front of the soldiers, Hale gives a speech about God, country, and freedom. Most of the men and women nearby are caught up in his fervor. They shout and raise their fists in agreement while others nervously shift their weight from foot to foot, quietly rocking back and forth. They look calm, somewhat—like that young one about my age with brown hair and scruff on his chin—yet on the inside, I can feel their anticipation, their anxiety.

      I can feel them wondering if they’ll die tonight. I can feel them wondering if they’ll ever see their families again. I can feel them wondering if they should have made different choices in life.

      I think about all of these things, too, but the truth is, I’m sure I’m not immortal, but what has the ability to kill me? Will it take a bullet to the brain? I’ve already learned that I can’t heal myself in the same way that Finn can, but if nothing catches me by surprise, how easy will it be for me to simply bend time and get away from my potential destruction?

      If they can’t hit me, they can’t hurt me.

      But what about the others I care for? Mosley, maybe even Hale?

      Mother and Father are right here in the same regiment of soldiers. They could die tonight as well—not if I can help it, but it’s a possibility. I can’t fight shoulder to shoulder with them; I’ll be fighting my own fight. I can’t watch them as bullets and bombs scream past their ears.

      I tried to talk them into staying behind.

      I tried to convince them that I would be fine, but they would have none of it. Father insists that he can’t send his little girl off to war without fighting himself, and Mother says that with her skills as a nurse, the wounded and dying will need her on the battlefield.

      Outside the walls, she and Dr. Carlson won’t have the luxury of a tent and beds. She’ll have to treat the wounded on the fly when and where she’s able.

      We didn’t say our goodbyes. We said our see-you-soons.

      And I’m going to stick to that with the very best of my abilities.

      I know it’s the truth. I know they’ll be fine.

      I know, but yet I hope.

      I think about how, yeah, maybe I could have, or should have, chosen a different path for myself. I could have run. I could have hidden in the hills beyond my encampment. We were taught how to survive. I am young. I am fast. Even before my Kinder abilities were emerging, I could sneak up on a squirrel and snatch it with my bare hands.

      I could’ve made it. I could’ve lived in the woods for as long as it was necessary.

      I’d be free.

      I could’ve been free forever.

      However, in the end, I made the right decision. The right and just decision.

      I have abilities like one other. I am choosing to care for my flock.

      For about five minutes now, while Hale chatters and drones on and on in his somewhat motivating speech, I’ve subtly been trying to hear what’s going on inside of Finn’s mind. Either my abilities to hear the thoughts of others have disappeared, or I’m not in the right moment to land upon random chance, but even from the exterior, his mind appears strangely blank.

      The look on his face is distant, vacant, and if I’m reading it correctly, there might be a slight sense of distracted fear in there, like he’s trying not to think about the battle ahead.

      I take his hand in mine and lock our fingers together. He glances down at our union with a befuddled expression, like it’s a totally foreign act, as if he’s never done anything like it before. Then, his features soften and he smiles at me. It’s warm, cute, and trusting.

      This feels like the right time. This may be our—my—last chance.

      I step backwards, pulling him with me, and we slink around a pallet of cardboard boxes stacked high. The word on the side reads, “Rations,” and is likely full of canned beans like the disgusting mess we had earlier in the night.

      Finn looks over his shoulder, back at the soldiers standing in formation, and he quietly whispers, “What’re you doing?”

      I grin and tug his arm, feeling the reluctance give way as we slip behind a row of shelves stacked high with boxes and canisters.

      He whispers, “Caroline, maybe we should—”

      Before he can finish his sentence, I put my lips softly on his.

      Lightning crackles and the lights flicker. The heaviest, loudest thunder I’ve ever heard jars the beating heart inside my chest.

      Somewhere, God breaks the back of a disobedient angel.

      Is it an omen?

      I don’t think so.

      I hope not.
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* * *

      My first thought is a complicated one, filled with ideas of this being, well, being the stupidest idea I’ve ever had. I feel clumsy. I’m not used to this. Way back when, a week ago, earlier, I’d never even experimented. I’d wanted to kiss Brandon a number of times, but I hadn’t found the right time.

      At the thought of Brandon, my heart sinks slightly, but then I feel Finn wrap his arms around my back and pull me closer. His lips mash into mine and we fumble, and stumble, and trip our way through this experience together.

      His mouth is warm, soft, and I could stay here forever, locked together like this.

      For a few seconds, the world, the war, and our bleak future do not exist outside of this pounding-heart moment. I should have done this sooner.

      We open our eyes simultaneously, and it’s odd feeling our lips grin together in unison. For a moment, neither of us want to pull away, but then we do.

      “Wow,” Finn says. And that’s it. No more words.

      I apologize immediately, awkwardly, bumbling through my words until I get something out that sounds like, “Sorry, but I thought that maybe—you know, it might be our last chance and—”

      “Hush. It’s okay.” Finn puts one finger on my lips and with his other hand, he takes me by the back of the neck, gently pulling me closer for another kiss. “I’ve been waiting for that for ages.”

      “You have? I mean, yeah, me too.” I doubt that I was able to hide my surprise.

      “When this is over,” he says, pointing to the soldiers standing impatiently and Hale wildly waving his arms, “we’ll go someplace warm, someplace where the sun is shining.”

      I nod, take one of his rough, calloused hands, and squeeze it. “I’d like that.”

      We don’t break eye contact for the longest time. My insides are fuzzy.

      Is this what love feels like?

      Maybe?

      It’s not like the love for Grandfather where I felt safe and secure in his presence.

      He was a rock. He was home. He was family.

      It’s not like the love for my parents. I’m glad to see them again, truly, but they’ve been gone for so very long. Whether they were forced to or not, they abandoned me when I was barely beyond a toddler, and I’m not so sure I’ve forgiven them yet, but they’re my mother and father. That kind of love, separated by however many years, is still there. It’s familiar and lasting, even if it’s laced with the need to get over my strained feelings.

      It’s the kind of love that can last through forgiveness.

      This, though, these feelings I’m having for Finn, right now, in this moment…they’re something entirely different. I almost feel giddy.

      But I’m also afraid. I don’t want it to go away, ever, and in a few minutes, we’ll be marching out into the world, ready to fight. What if something happens to him? What if something happens to me?

      We already know we’re not immortal. Anything is possible.

      “What if,” I say, and my words trail off. I can’t finish the sentence.

      Finn closes his eyes and kisses my forehead. “Don’t worry. We’re Kinders.”

      “I know, but…” Still, I can’t finish.

      “Caroline, listen to me. I will never, ever let anything happen to you. Not now, not in front of a gun, not if we’re in chains.”

      He says these things to me, and I believe him. I trust him and my heart fills up to the point of running over. We’ll be fine.

      “Let’s get back before anyone wonders where the two saviors of humanity are,” with an eye-rolling layer of sarcasm. He chuckles, and I grin along with him.

      I’m almost ready to fight. In a way, I was dreading it, but it was something I knew I had to do for my people.

      Fighting for them was my purpose.

      Now I have something to look forward to on the other side.

      Something for me.

      When we approach the regiment as they stand anxiously in formation, Hale finally ends his speech with a hearty, “Get out there and kick some DAV ass! Hoorah!”

      Lightning flashes.

      Thunder rattles the walls of the warehouse, but I can barely hear it over the deafening roar of our army.

      Hale raises his arms in the air, both index fingers pointing skyward, and he arcs his arms down and parallel to the floor, then back upward again; that’s the sign for the infantry to follow the lead of their commanders.

      Beside me, Finn cracks his knuckles and rolls his neck from side to side. I can hear that popping as well. He rolls his shoulders and allows them to drop, loosening his body for the fight to come. I follow his lead and do the same. When my knuckles crackle and pop, they sound like gunfire to me, though I doubt anyone heard them, even Finn inches away, over the howling gusts and rain pounding the roof.

      Four metal doors, tall and wide, rattle and grumble to life as machinery somewhere within the building growls, clatters and pulls them open. Wind whips inside, bringing with it rain and far-off flashes in the night sky. The blackness stays distant, held at bay be the lights overhead, yet it seems ominous and foreboding, as if we have no way of knowing what’s out there.

      We do. We know what’s out there waiting for us.

      It’s the future we can’t see.
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      A thousand soldiers, volunteers, medics, and plain-old citizens who hope to make a difference are running, running, running through the streets of Warrenville. Our small divisions of approximately two hundred and fifty each take different routes in case we meet opposition and get waylaid. This way, at least some of the forces can proceed to the weak spot in the wall.

      I’m thankful for the painkillers that Mother and Dr. Carlson gave me. My wounds feel like a dull, distant tug. Whatever they injected into my arm, it’s supposed to last for twelve hours. I’ll need every second of it.

      The air has an electrified feel to it, remnants of the lightening that has moved further to the east. The air smells like life drowning in water. The dark, rain-soaked road is hard against the soles of my boots as I pound one foot in front of the other.

      I lead one division, Finn another, Hale the third, and Mosley the last.

      I don’t know where they are at the moment, but I do know that we’re all heading in the same general direction, eventually. I have to slow my pace so that the others can keep up. They’re tired and malnourished. They’ve been training in secret for months and they’ve had minimal sleep at night while they’ve learned combat tactics, rather than contain and defend their walls.

      A girl about my age—her nametag says she’s Tilson—is about the only one who can keep up with me, matching me stride for stride. She’s not out of breath either, and for that, I’m thankful to have some company up front, someone to engage in conversation and take my mind off the oncoming insanity.

      I say, “How long have you been a soldier?”

      “For as long as they would let me,” she says, grinning. Then she adds, “So that was, like, two weeks ago.”

      She runs well and with purpose. She keeps her chest out allowing oxygen to have a clear path down into her lungs; arms cocked and fists at her waist, pumping in a parallel pattern. It’s wasted energy if you run, swinging your arms wildly. She’s been trained how to move with speed and efficiency.

      “Where did you learn to run like that?” I ask. She’s obviously not a scout.

      “In school,” she says.

      “They teach you to run in school?”

      “In gym class.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You play sports. Didn’t you have that where you come from?”

      I snicker and shake my head. “We ran for survival, not fun. Still, you’re good. You’d make it as a scout.” I say this before I take the time to really examine her.

      Her hair is blonde and stretched tight against her scalp, revealing high cheekbones and strong, but feminine features. She’s thin but sturdy; looks like she was built to fight, but my heart aches for her. She’s only been training for a couple of weeks, and she can’t be trained well enough to contribute.

      She changes my mind when she sees the pitying look on my face. “Don’t worry. I can fight. My father, his father, my brothers—every man in my family has been a part of the army for as long as anyone can remember. I’ve been training for something like this my entire life, even if I wasn’t wearing a uniform.”

      “And how old are you?” I feel ridiculous asking in such a way, as if I’m a superior questioning someone under my command. Technically, she is, but I’m out of practice.

      “Sixteen,” she says. “Everyone tells me I look too young for my age.”

      “Good. That’s good.” I hadn’t expected it. She’s older than me. “What’s your name?”

      “Ellie Tilson.”

      “I’m—”

      “Caroline. I know. You were on the stage.”

      “Right.”

      Together, we hurdle a trashcan that has fallen over in the middle of the street. I glance behind us and watch the regiment swarming around it. Good. I don’t need to lose people to a simple injury for something dumb like that.

      We talk. We run. I learn that she can break down weapons and reassemble them faster than anyone in her family. She’s also a better shot than any of the men she knows, too.

      It’s good to have her on our side. I can only hope she lives long enough to do some damage to the other side.

      We’re roughly a half of a mile away from the wall when we hear a tremendous explosion. The flash brightens an area along the northeastern edge of the barrier.

      It means the forward runner has deployed the Tunguska bombs and the wall has been breached. It’s our call to arms. Our signal to charge forth into the war.

      Hale’s group is to the west of us, of that I’m sure, because I see the signal flares shoot up into the sky, burning bright, so bright, like fire-pits launched into the night sky and illuminating the ground below. His regiment took that route because it was over in the more densely populated area.

      The men and women in Hale’s contingency consist primarily of soldiers because he wanted those answering the call of the flares to see that the hidden army is on the move.

      Nearby, and as we run, lights turn on, shining in the windows of homes. As I run, I watch curtains being yanked to the side and windows thrown open. Hands appear on windowsills. Heads emerge with looks of confusion and fear.

      A man shouts down, “What’s going on down there?”

      I slow down, tell Ellie to lead them on. My regiment dashes past. I shout up at him, “We’re going to war.”

      “What war? With who?”

      “The DAV. They’re here. Will you fight?”

      He shakes his head. “No thanks. I trust you to send those bastards back to where they came from.” He slithers back inside his window and slams it shut.

      I have no idea how to respond to this. I don’t know what to say to a person who won’t fight to keep his freedom, to save his own life, then I remember, most of the citizens here don’t know that Larson is surrendering.

      God help them.

      I turn, and I run.

      I catch up to Ellie just as more heads emerge from windows. When they ask what’s going on, I don’t stop to answer. Instead, I shout for them to join us, to grab whatever they can and fight for their freedom. I shout for them to follow us and fight so they can either live or die as free citizens of the PRV.

      Some join us. Some don’t.

      Word is already starting to spread from home to home. Over the pouring rain and shouting, I hear distant cheers and battle cries. More disconcerting, however, is the sound of sporadic gunfire. I assume that some of the Larson loyalists have tried to stop our advancement. It dies out quickly, however, and I can only pray that it means more are joining us than trying to divert us.

      I’m almost running without direction, because I don’t know the city at all, but Ellie grabs my arm and yanks me to the right. “This way!” she shouts and I follow her lead, lifting my arm and calling out to the soldiers and volunteers behind us. So many have taken up arms and fallen in line. It’s too dark, too chaotic, but if I had to guess, I’d say our numbers have doubled at least, maybe tripled. It’s a good sign.

      We round a corner, passing a place called Gardner’s Groceries. I’m so enthralled that for a second, I forget where I am and what’s happening.

      The lights are on and inside, I can see row after row of multicolored boxes and cans. I’ve heard of these places before. Big box stores where you can walk in and find all the food and supplies you need forever and ever. If it were just Grandfather and I, back in the encampment, the contents inside that building would’ve been enough to feed us for the rest of our days, and likely half of our friends and their families as well.

      Ellie leads us past it and barks at the crowd to take a left. They barely hear her, so I lift my arms and shout, giving the order. They listen and in a flash, they’re heading in another direction like the way leaves flicker in a gust of wind, showing one side, then the other.

      Up ahead, not an eighth of a mile distant, I see the great, gaping hole in the side of the wall. It’s a fiery, burning mouth filled with orange and red flames, white and gray smoke. It resembles a fresh wound, reminding me of the time a stray Beagle wandered into camp with a gouge in its side. Maybe from the tusk of a boar or the antler of a buck, but whatever it was, it had opened the poor dog’s side from belly to spine. There was nothing we could do to save it, and the dog became something of a legend in the way it had the strength to come as far as it did.

      If we got hurt—if anyone sustained an injury and whined about it—the running joke was to ‘Beagle Up,’ which meant to shut up, stop whimpering, and stay strong.

      “Look at that,” Ellie says. She’s finally starting to show some signs of fatigue. Her breathing is slightly labored and it sounds like she’s gasping in wonder when she says, “Bombs start wars. Bombs finish them. It’s always the bombs.”

      I give her a sideways glance. It sounds like something she’s heard from an Elder.

      Do they even have Elders here in the capital? I never thought to ask.

      She sees my questioning look and says, “My grandfather always said that. There weren’t any wars in his time, but he taught history lessons in our schools. He knew a lot.”

      “Sounds like it.”

      Ellie’s hand goes to her side. She’s been running at full speed too long. If she’s winded, then the older, less in-shape members of our regiment have to be exhausted. It’s a good time to pull up and wait on the other three factions to arrive.

      “Walk!” I shout and it takes a few paces for everyone to slow down.

      A soldier, perhaps ten years older than me, with a plump face and a heavy mustache that hangs down beside his cheeks asks, “What’re we waiting on? I mean…what’re we waiting on, ma’am? The war’s gonna be on the other side.” He chuckles, and so do a few of his buddies. I ignore him.

      I order them to form up and guard all sides while we walk slowly toward the burning hole in the wall. We need to catch our breaths. We went faster than the other three regiments and they’re nowhere to be seen. The sound of gunfire died out minutes ago, and I’m confident we’ll be fine, but I’m not certain that we’re totally safe from any Larson loyalists.

      “Guard yourselves,” I command. “Keep a watchful eye. We’ll form up at the wall and wait on the others. We go through together or we don’t go at all. Understood?”

      Everyone but the mustachioed soldier, who grumbles, answers with a strong, willing, obedient, “Ma’am, yes, ma’am!”

      It feels good. I’m back in control. At least for a few minutes until Hale arrives.

      We arrive at the wall. I smell burning wood and the acrid remnants of an explosion. Rocks, beams, and chunks of cement are littered about, the resulting chaos of the detonation. Unfortunately, I see the bodies of two wall guardsmen lying amongst the rubble. Actually, I see parts of the guardsmen. They’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time and had likely never seen it coming. That kind of death, the instant, unexpected kind, has always bothered me. You don’t get a chance to say goodbye. You don’t get a chance to pray. You don’t get a chance to ask God for forgiveness. One minute you’re here, and then you’re gone.

      I say a quick, silent prayer for them.

      Beside me, Ellie sees what I’m looking at. She gags, heaves, and has to turn away before she spills her insides on her boots.

      We wait. It can’t be more than thirty seconds, but it feels like hours. We shouldn’t have been that far ahead. Did I lead my people too fast through the streets? Did I do something wrong? Did I not follow Hale’s orders as I should’ve?

      I get my answer when soldiers in the rear of our group begin to cheer and point.

      Up the street from the direction we came, I can see Finn and Mosley leading their parties. It’s my guess that we picked up a few extra hundred volunteers, citizens and soldiers alike, but from what I can tell, they’ve both added triple that amount. That’s why they’re moving slower.

      I say, “Thank God,” to anyone listening.

      Thunder rolls in the distance, an angel wailing in pain.

      I shove my way through my throng of soldiers, trying to get to Finn as he arrives with his group. They don’t look as exhausted as mine, possibly because they were moving slower, but they’re full of fear and anticipation, just like the rest of us. To my right, Mosley orders his people to a halt as well.

      Finn grabs me, pulls me close, wraps his arms around me and kisses my cheek. “Did you see how many?” he asks like an expectant child, searching for approval.

      I nod.

      “And then look,” he says, pointing over the heads of his volunteers. On the hill above us, rounding the corner at Gardner’s Groceries, I see Hale emerge—he’s unmistakable in his walk, his marching strut—followed by a horde of soldiers and citizens that nearly doubles all of ours put together. “Between all four groups, that puts us close to five thousand, at least. Look at ‘em all, Caroline.”

      It gives me hope. Real, honest to goodness hope. We don’t have anywhere near the forces of the DAV, nor do we have anything resembling the firepower, but these numbers—with that, the two of us Kinders, and the desire to stay free people, we might actually stand a chance.

      Hale tosses an arm high into the air, waving, and I can see the width of his smile from here. He finishes with a salute, sharp and quick, yanking his hand from his eyebrow to his waistline, and then he takes two more steps before a crack emits from an open window.

      The bullet separates his skull and our leader, the man responsible for creating and motivating this rebellion, slumps to the ground, gone.
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      There’s no saving Hale, and some of the men from Mosley’s group find the sniper in a hurry. One of them happened to notice the muzzle blast from a second floor window of a house with white siding and black shutters, and it’s not long before the mouse-faced man with thick glasses and a smell like rotting cheese stands in front of us.

      He’s revealed by the yellowish glow of a distant porch light. The glasses perched on his nose are filmy and glisten with raindrops.

      Mosley, Finn, and I stare him down, silently, while three of our soldiers hold him in place; one on each arm, the third with a chokehold tight enough to send spittle flying.

      We’ve already learned that he’s a Larson loyalist, but no more than a former army journalist who felt that the impending enslavement would improve the lives of many of the captives.

      Apparently no one had agreed with him, and he was removed from service months ago by Hale’s orders.

      Mosley knows him by name, calls him “Smithy” even though the sewn-on nametag says the man simply goes by Smith.

      I watch as Mosley grinds his teeth together and backhands Smithy across the jaw. His glasses go flying and his eyes that were once magnified appear small and beady, appropriately like the eyes of a rodent, which match the rest of his face.

      One of the soldiers holding him asks, “What should we do with him, sir?”

      Mosley, now in charge, by default, hesitates for a moment before he says, “He’ll face trial for murder when this is over.”

      Finn protests, saying, “We don’t have room or time to worry about keeping a prisoner, and besides, he murdered Hale. There are witnesses. We already know what the outcome will be with a jury.”

      “Doesn’t matter. A law is a law. Get him to the prison.”

      The soldiers back away, pulling Smithy.

      “But,” I say, “we can’t even spare the three of them, Mosley. It’ll take too long.”

      Mosley shakes his head and puts his hands on his hips. He scrunches his forehead and chews his bottom lip. “Fine. Cuff him to that lamppost.”

      Smithy protests in a voice that’s shrill and squeaky. “Let me go, damn you! I did what every single one of you should be doing! I’m a hero.”

      Mosley backhands him again. “Quiet! You are being held as a prisoner of war based on the laws of The People’s Republic of Virginia. You’ll be charged and tried for Murder in the First Degree, and until that time, until you’re to be remanded to the Republic penitentiary, you will remain in custody, and if that means being chained to a lamppost until the war is over, then so be it. Get him out of my sight. And you two,” he says, pointing at two skinny privates named Cale and Lark, “do something with Hale’s body.”

      “B-b-but what, sir?” Cale stutters.

      “At least get him in out of the rain. Smithy’s couch, if you have to. Cover him up. We’ll send someone to take care of him when we’re able.”

      Cale and Lark salute, scamper over to Hale and lift him up underneath his arms. I have to look away. The hole in the side of his head is a better comparison to the gaping wound in the wall than that poor Beagle ever was.

      “Say a prayer, too,” Mosley commands and the privates nod in compliance.
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* * *

      Mosley seems distraught at the death of Hale and when I ask him if he’s okay, he responds with a quiet, “Yeah, I’m fine…it’s just that—well, I’ve never led before.” He gets a sparkle in his eye. “You have, right? You led a thousand people here.”

      “Mosley, no—”

      “Caroline, I can’t do this.”

      People are getting antsy. I’ve never been in a war before, and the few thousand people we have lined up against the side of the wall haven’t either, but I can’t imagine what they’re going through, waiting to march into an open field and maybe their death. If we don’t do something soon, they might lose their nerve and turn tail on us.

      “If you want me to lead, then here’s my first order. Mosley, you can and you will. You’ve trained for this, you know what you’re doing. I can see that in you. You’re strong. I know you are.”

      “But,” he protests. “But, I…”

      I hold my hand up to stop him. “No. Not another word. Finn and I have to fight. You and Hale trained our people well, and they can hold their own, but the two of us, the Kinders, we may just be the only chance we really have to win out there tonight. Got it?”

      He looks around nervously, lifts his cap and scratches his scalp. Fat raindrops splash off his exposed forehead. “Yeah. Okay.”

      Finn emerges from the gaping hole in the wall and darts over to us. We’d sent him out to scout their movements, and the fear in his eyes isn’t a good sign.

      “They’re definitely reacting to the explosion. They’ve moved the entire line of tanks forward by a quarter mile and it looks like the forward division of the infantry is repositioning itself, too. They’re not showing signs of an attack, but they’ve got to be wondering what in the hell is going on.”

      “Good,” Mosley says. “Keep them confused. They’re expecting us to walk out the front gates in a couple of hours with our hands in the air, delivering our people. They won’t know how to react when all of these people march out to fight.”

      Finn shrugs. “Give them thirty seconds to see that they’re all holding weapons and they’ll turn us into hamburger meat with those tanks and then raid the front gate.”

      Mosley leans over and puts a hand on both our shoulders. “Not with you two taking them out first. Hale’s gone, but that don’t mean we can’t stick with the original plan. First order: load up your packs with the T-bombs and then on my signal, let’s start a war.” He grins and pats us on the back.

      “What’re you gonna do?” Finn asks.

      “Get everyone ready. Now go. Five minutes, then you’re back here at the mouth of the wall. Hurry.” He marches away from us, looking confident, with his shoulders back and chin up.

      We trot along, barking orders at our makeshift infantry, heading back to the supply wagons, and find two soldiers, teens maybe, guarding the spare ammo, the Tunguska bombs, and boxes filled with medical necessities like bandages and hacksaws for limbs that will be damaged beyond repair. There are also containers labeled with a skull-and-crossbones insignia. When I ask what that is, and what it’s for, the soldier with short hair and a hooked nose says, “In case.”

      “In case of what?”

      “Put’s ‘em out of their misery.”

      “Oh.”

      The idea that someone could be wounded beyond help, while an extremely real possibility, sends my stomach into knots at the thought. I think of my mother, the nurse, having to administer it to one of her patients and how heartbreaking it must be if she’s lost hope. But what bout the wounded soldier? What if he still has hope?

      Finn touches my arm. “Time to go,” he says.

      I was so lost in that horrible daydream, I hadn’t noticed that he and the two supply soldiers had already loaded our packs with five bombs each.

      Hooked Nose says, “You know how to use these, right?”

      We both say yes.

      “They’re kinda tricky, though. You have to be careful of the latch sticking when you pull the pin. Make sure it’s released before you move on, because you go back to check one of these things out right about the time it decides to detonate… Poof.” He gets an all-too-excited gleam in his eyes as his hands go up and out, mimicking an explosion. “Poof,” he repeats, “gone before you know it.”

      “What are the chances of that happening?” Finn asks hesitantly.

      The soldier with a jaw like a block of wood answers, “Ten to one, I’d say. You gotta remember these things are as old as the hills. They work, but it’s common enough to be a problem. Just be careful and make sure the latch is tripped before you leave it, and you’ll be fine.”

      I’m not so much worried about evaporating into Kinder-mist… Okay, well, maybe I am… What I’m really worried about is securing one of these Tunguska bombs to the side of a tank, thinking it’s armed, and then having it not be, and then having to watch as it fires and kills a huge group of my people. If they’re as old, rickety, and unstable as these two soldiers say, then there’s a chance that they won’t explode, regardless.

      When I ask about this, I’m told, “It’s a risk we have to take, ma’am. We don’t have any other options.”

      Finn and I exchange glances and cautious smiles. “Okay, then,” he says. “Time to make some things go boom.”

      He strides away, leaving me standing there, wanting to ask more questions about the possibility of failure, but then something occurs to me: if I can bend time, and these bombs don’t work, then I’ll have to go from tank, to tank, to tank, and disarm them individually.

      This time, a genuine smile stretches across my face. It’s easy to forget what I’m capable of among all this chaos. Really, if it became necessary, I could probably disable the entire army by myself. It may seem like it would take forever in the layer of time that I’m experiencing, but to the DAV blackcoats, one second they’d be holding their weapons, ready to fight, and the next, they’re blinking back to consciousness with their hands and feet tied together.

      I wonder why I’ve been so worried.

      I had gotten so caught up in the situation with being nearly electrocuted to death and locked up in prison, to getting shot, to finding my parents, to following Hale’s orders that I had completely and absolutely overlooked the fact that I, no, we, don’t have anything to worry about.

      I’m a Kinder, dammit. I’m superhuman. So is Finn. We can do this. We can win this battle with just the two of us and maybe never not even lose a life.

      This is going to be easy.

      I pick up my pace and catch Finn just as he reaches the forward part of our cobbled-together army. Mosley has taken the place of Hale in giving a motivating speech, and with everyone now aligned in the proper regiments, standing at attention, instead of milling about nervously, they look like a proper fighting force.

      We wait on Mosley to take a breath, and then Finn grabs his arm as he pauses.

      Mosley nods, shouts for everyone to hold their position, then follows us to the wounded hole in the wall. Overhead, two spotlights that weren’t damaged in the explosion cast their yellow cones, the color of corn, down on top of us. Sheets of rain hurtle through the cone of light like a flickering river.

      The downpour has all but extinguished the burning embers, and instead, the three of us stand in front of an opening that looks as if it’s been there a while. Iron bars poke out from between crushed and scattered rocks. Wooden beams lay about like firewood tinder, smoke drifting from their charred surfaces.

      And beyond, out in the wide field, there are lights of a curious, enslaving nation, waiting to meet their end. They’ve attached spotlights to the top of the tanks and they’re bright enough to light up the entire expanse of field that lies between us.

      A field that will see absolutely no PRV deaths and no chains wrapped around the arms and legs of my people.  Not if I can help it.

      I’m so confident that I can feel the warm glow of victory coursing through my veins, hand in hand with the invincible blood that keeps my heart pumping.
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      I hold my breath as we walk through the hole in the wall. No matter how confident you may be, it’s still hard to shake the nerves when you’re walking into the unknown. I’m just a simple scout from a village to the north. I climbed trees and played Chase the Rabbit. I had squirrel stew for dinner on the nights that my arrows struck true.

      I sneeze when I smell flowers blooming in the spring. My second toe is longer than my big toe on my left foot. I had a friend named Brandon. My grandmother wore dresses made of soft cotton. My grandfather died too soon.

      I was normal, and in some respects, I still feel normal.

      No matter how you look at it and from which direction, I’m simply a girl from miles away, and now they’re looking up to me as a leader. I know how it happened, but…how did this happen? How did I come so far in such a short amount of time?

      I’m about to lead my people into battle.

      How crazy is this?

      A couple of weeks ago, I had a splinter in my finger and I sat around the glowing light of a campfire, trying to gingerly dig it out with a pocketknife. My world was simple, easy, and uncomplicated. All I had to worry about was where the next meal would be found and if that noise far off in the woods was the sound of an approaching band of Republicons.

      Finn and I are shoulder to shoulder. We match each other step for step.

      Thinking about the strange sounds in the woods makes me think of James and the rest of his little group. Where did they go? How far away are they? Whatever the case, I hope they’re far enough away that they’re safe and happy that they chose to leave. I wish they were all here, James especially, because I know I could count on them. They’re smart, agile, and excellent fighters. They would’ve been good commanders on this field, regardless of how our society sees them as outlaws and thieves.

      Finn lifts his leg over a downed support beam rife with tendrils of smoke wafting into the rain-soaked night. I follow him.

      The rain. The stupid, never-ending rain. Why can’t the clouds disappear, if only for a little while? As if I weren’t sick of wearing sopping wet clothes, being covered in mud and sticky grass all the time, the drenched surface of the earth will make the battlefield slippery and difficult to navigate. It’s both a curse and a blessing, because what affects us will also affect the blackcoats, too.

      The spotlights attached to the tops of the tanks are tremendously bright and I have to squint against them to see what we’re up against. They don’t know we’re attacking, but it’ll be an advantage for them. The brightness, coupled with the driving rain, leaves spots in our vision and makes it hard to see what’s in front of us. Once our small army emerges, they’ll be blinded, unable to see the DAV troop movements. They’ll never see the men across the field lining up to put a bullet through their hearts.

      Stop it, Caroline, I think. None of that matters. As soon as you bend time and take out the tanks, none of that will matter. They’ll realize what they’re up against and they’ll run. Quit worrying yourself over nothing.

      I get Finn’s attention and mention that I’m going for the lights anyway, just to give our people a chance, should they need it and he agrees that it’s a good move.

      He pauses and glances over at me. He kisses my cheek and says, “Are you scared?”

      “No, are you?” I may be lying. I may not. I can’t even tell at this point.

      “A little,” he admits. “I’m fast, but you can almost stop time, Caroline. I’ve seen you catch bullets in your bare hands.”

      I see what he’s getting at. However much he’s trying to hide it, he’s legitimately terrified. I won’t make him admit it. Instead, I volunteer to take his bombs. “Let me have those,” I say, reaching for his pack. “I can do it and you’ll never even know I’m gone.”

      The relief on his face is genuine. “Thank you,” he says with a heavy breath, then adds, “I’m not a… I’m not a coward.” He looks at me expectantly, his shoulders slumped, lips turned down at the corners, waiting on me to tell him I understand.

      I give him a reassuring smile and say, “That’s not being a coward, Finn. That’s smart. If anything happens to me, it’s better that we only lose one Kinder.” The words came out before I could really grasp what I was saying. I’m confident. I’m fine. But I can tell that the message those words sent wasn’t the right thing to say to someone who cares about me.

      “Caroline, no,” he says, reaching for the pack. “I’m going.”

      “Stop.” I push his arm away. “Nothing will happen to me. I’ll be fine.”

      He takes my hand and squeezes. “Are you sure? If you get hurt, or if you die, I don’t know… I don’t know what I’ll do.”

      “Wait for me,” I say. “That’s all you can do.” I step closer to him, close enough that I can feel the warmth of his chest on my face. I rest the side of my head against his breastbone.

      He kisses the top of my forehead. “I’ll be right here. Hurry back.”

      I assure him that I will, kiss him one last time, then back away with a smile and a quick wave. I tell him, “Wait until I’m fifty yards out, close your eyes, and then count to ten. By the time you open them, I’ll be standing beside you and we can watch those goons run for their lives.”

      Finn waves. He doesn’t say anything. His nod of approval is enough for me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I leave him behind. I’m okay, a bit shaky, but I’ve never felt so alone. Even when Grandfather died the day the DAV invaded and I thought my life was over, at least I had Finn right outside our door.

      Now, I am wholly, utterly, and entirely alone.

      I force one foot in front of the other.

      I tell myself it’ll be okay. I know it’ll be okay.

      Still…

      I’ve never carried a hundred pounds of bombs on my back, nor have I ever marched on an invading army by myself.

      Twenty yards away from the wall, I’m preparing to charge ahead, taking deep breath after deep breath when all but one of the spotlights on the tanks go dark. The remaining one grows smaller, more defined, as if it’s a sunbeam poking through a hole in the wall of a lightless room. It focuses directly on me, brightening the ground around my feet. The wall of rain flies through it.

      A deep, booming voice, as loud as thunder, as loud as an angel bellowing in pain comes from in front of me.

      “Citizen of the PRV,” it rumbles. “Stop right where you are.”

      Whoever it is, he must be using a microphone, or whatever that thing was that Hale had back in the warehouse. Something big enough to carry his voice clearly through the storm, across a quarter-mile of an empty field.

      I raise my hand to block the light, trying to see the person speaking to me. It’s no use. It’s too far away.

      “What are your intentions, citizen?”

      How am I supposed to answer if he can’t hear me from this distance?

      I lift my shoulders and let them fall. Maybe he has a pair of binoculars like the ancient, broken set we had in the encampment. Grandfather let me hold them one time. They were heavy.

      The voice echoes throughout the valley. “Raise your left hand if your intent is to deliver a message.”

      I give this a second’s thought before I realize, damn right, that’s exactly what I’m here to do. I raise my left hand. I turn it around so that my palm is facing me, and then I slowly close it into a fist, leaving only a single finger remaining upright, a single finger at attention.

      “Citizen of the PRV, do not…”

      He keeps talking, but I’m not hearing what he’s saying.

      I take a deep, relaxing breath.

      I grin at my prey.

      And then I run.

      I pump my arms and legs and the world around me turns into a blur. The bombs swing in my backpack and I worry that it’s not a good thing. I run, and run, getting closer, closing the distance, closing it as much as I possibly can because no matter how much time can mold the way I want it to, I’m not taking any chances.

      The spotlights, all of them, flash brightly and light up the entire field. The grass is green. Weeds bloom. A simple, lazy creek appears and vanishes underneath my feet in a flowing flash.

      How much further? A hundred feet? Two?

      The voice is booming for me to halt, to stay where I am.

      “Do not move!” it orders. “Stop or we will fire upon your city!”

      I chuckle. Whatever.

      Three…

      Two…

      One…

      I think about the hands of a clock, ticking, ticking, and then stopping. I concentrate on life slowing. I hear a gentle humming in the distance, somewhere out past the edge of my reality. My vision, or rather, everything in it, wobbles in the light, rippling and waving, and then—silence.

      I’m moving through a world under water. Everything, all of it, struggles, grinds, and strains to move. Raindrops teeter by.

      It’s not the slowest I’ve experienced, but I’m tired. I have a lot on my mind.

      This is war.

      It’s not an office where I’m daring someone to shoot me.

      It’s not a familiar forest where I’m trying to stop someone in my care from taking a bullet.

      This will have to do.

      The voice roars in creeping, garbled words that make no sense.

      I cut left and hear a small pop. A bullet drifts toward me. I smirk and slap it to the ground, heading for the tank on the western flank. I’ll start there, working my way down the line. I can hear muffled screams and the dim, dull sounds of machinery and commanders barking orders.

      It’s unnerving, but there’s no chance they’re moving fast enough to fire on the walls before I finish.

      My feet slip on the drenched hay and they squiggle and squirrel underneath me, but thankfully, I regain my balance before I fall and keep going.

      When I arrive at the first target, the tank operators are mumbling in slow motion, lifting fingers as if they’re struggling through molasses, pointing to the spot where I used to be.

      With the pack off my shoulders, I drop to the ground and hear the metallic clank of them knocking against each other inside the thick, green cloth. I wince and hold my breath.

      Good. No explosions.

      I remove the first Tunguska bomb. Hale let me hold one earlier in the warehouse while he gave me instructions on how to arm it and how to deploy the adhesive, sticky stuff on the back side so it would latch onto its intended location.

      I take a second to examine it—I could probably spare about thirty—and realize what a powerful weapon I’m holding in my palm. It’s pitch black like the night sky and about the size of the wild green apples that grew not too far from my encampment. On the top, a PRV army insignia and around the middle is a jagged, yellow line like a lightning bolt. The ball is attached to a flat base and on the back side of that is the layer of adhesive. I recall Hale telling me just how sticky it was back in the warehouse, and carefully peel the layer of covering away. If it gets anywhere near my skin or my clothes, I’ll have to lose a hand or a swatch of clothing to get it away from me.

      Overhead, the tank commander has yet to fully extend his finger as he tries to point where I once stood. It’s a good sign. I have plenty of time.

      The old me would’ve taken a moment to consider that this man has a family, probably a wife and kids, and he’s here on the orders of someone who ranks higher than he does. That chain of command goes all the way up to the presidential palaces. Both of them.

      The old me would’ve thought about that, but the new me has a war to win.

      I slap the Tunguska bomb against the side of the tank, wiggle it to make sure that it’s properly in place, and then smile with satisfaction.

      I pull the pin and ensure the latch has flipped properly into place.

      Easy enough, I think. One down, nine to go.

      I feel like the war is already won.
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      My heart is pounding.

      Not from fear, but from excitement. I’ve attached the bombs to four of the ten tanks and still, the men around me have barely moved. I’m doing it. I’m actually doing it. These giant, metal beasts might not evaporate like fog from a lake during the detonation, but I’m totally fine with unusable hunks of metal that will serve as gravestones for the fallen.

      The thought gives me pause. Up until a couple of weeks ago, I’ve never been a violent person, but it’s a cruel world we live in. Now, with the advancement of the DAV army, it’s a cruel and different world. We, and I, must do what we can to ensure that our freedom remains.

      Will I cause many deaths?

      Yes.

      Do I care?

      Possibly.

      However, these men have enlisted to fight, and they should’ve considered their options before marching on my homeland.

      That makes me feel better.

      I move on to the fifth tank. I remove a Tunguska bomb, peel away the adhesive covering, slap it to the side of the tank, and then set the latch. This one is finicky and loose; it won’t stay upright like it’s supposed to, and I use a clump of earth, the size of my pinkie’s fingertip, to hold it in place.

      It’ll have to do. It won’t matter much, regardless, because Hale had set the internal timers on each to three minutes. By the time I reach the tenth tank, the first one will be exploding. They’re spaced far enough apart that the resulting detonation shouldn’t set off the others too early.

      Shouldn’t.

      I stand, grab Finn’s full backpack, and leave my empty one behind on the ground.

      Above, confusion reigns as the expressions on the tank commander’s face are slowly, ever so slowly, changing as they realize I’m not where I was a second ago. To me, it’s been a couple of minutes. To them, it’s only been about a second, if that, and it’s registering within their minds, “Hey, where’d she go?”

      I should hurry.

      I turn to my right, dash for the front of the tank, and then round it on the southern-facing side where the ten-foot-long barrel is aimed at my capital. Raindrops wobble limply along and when I move my head slightly to the left, a drop splatters against my eyeball, temporarily stinging and blurring my eyesight.

      Blinking quickly, I push the excess water away and when I open my eyes, I see movement off my right shoulder.

      Movement that’s happening so much faster than it should be.

      I’m alone inside this layer of time. How did…

      What the heck?

      Finn?!

      He’s charging toward me, head bent low, eyes focused directly on mine. Arms pumping, legs driving, as he’s forcing his way through the timeless world I’ve created.

      The sight of him makes me afraid. I’ve done something wrong and he’s coming to rescue me. He’s doing everything possible to come save me, to break through these walls I’ve built up around myself.

      It’s the bombs. It has to be the bombs. Why else would he be here?

      “Finn?” I whisper, bending it into a question.

      I’m terrified, wondering why he’s coming, wondering what kind of mistake I’ve made…

      But, God, I’m glad to see him. I can’t help myself—a smile spreads across my lips.

      How is he doing this? How’s he moving through my stopped river of time? Did he find a new ability? Is he using his sheer strength to force himself through? Has he gained even more power?

      “Finn,” I say again, in excited, breathy anticipation.

      I move toward him, arms open wide, rushing to embrace the only one like me.

      And when he gets two yards away, I realize that he’s not slowing down. He’s not pulling up to stop and return my hug.

      The look in his eyes tells me he’s not here to save me from something either.

      “What are you—”

      It hurts like hell when his shoulder drives into my chest. All the air escapes me in a gale-like burst that would topple shacks in my old village. Blinding white light flashes across my vision, followed by sparkles flickering in my eyes, dancing with the hanging raindrops.

      The green cloth backpack, filled with the five remaining Tunguska bombs, flies from my hand and clatters against the tank beside us.

      We hang for an eternity. At least it seems that way.

      It’s long enough for me to feel the warmth of his body against mine, but now it’s not a sign of welcoming affection like it was back at the wall.

      Pain careens throughout my chest and I’m sure he’s broken a rib, maybe plenty of them.

      Confusion blurs my thoughts. Why is he doing this? Why?

      As we hover, floating, waiting for the earth to come up and meet us—I feel like he’s knocked us both into my stopped time-stream—the look in his eyes flashes in my mind again.

      This is intentional. This is malice.

      My heart rips open.

      Why?

      My back slams into the ground, hard, as if I’ve fallen from a great height. The impact forces the last bit of breath out of my lungs and as Finn rolls off of me, I gasp, sucking for air; my lips move like one of the trout we used to pull from the river near the encampment. Open, close, open…close. Finally, a tiny whisper of oxygen seeps in and I can feel my chest begin to expand.

      I spot Finn two feet away, pushing up to his knees and he’s got a fist clenched at his side, lifting it up and up.

      Then, I grasp that I’m about to have a one-on-one battle, within a battle, within a war and yet, I’m left with a sense of gut-wrenching treachery, mystified as to why Finn is doing this. I want him to stop so I can ask him. Why is he attacking me? Why is he betraying me?

      My bottom lip quivers.

      I hurt.

      Tormented in my heart and physically in my chest.

      My arms go up to block his swinging hammer of a fist but I’m too late. He drives his knuckles into my temple and the thud is sickening inside my head.

      Yes, I’m a nearly invincible Kinder, but that doesn’t mean I can’t be hurt…and this hurts like hell. I see black, then a flash of dazzling rainbow colors as I scream for him to stop, trying to get away. I need a second to think, to process, then I can fight back.

      He doesn’t give me time.

      Time.

      While everything around us moves as if it’s nearly frozen, time is the only thing I need, but it’s the only thing I can’t have.

      Finn grabs me, rough, strong hands digging into my arms as he slings me onto my back and uses his knees to pin my shoulders to the ground.

      “Stop!” I scream. “What’re you doing?”

      He’s breathing heavy. His grin is smug and self-satisfied. He says, “Winning the war before it starts,” as he pulls a silver flask, about the size of a playing card, from a pants pocket. “Open your mouth.” He unscrews the cap.

      I scream, telling him to get off me, as I wiggle and squirm underneath the weight of his body, trying to break free. I swing my legs up and try to wrap them around his head. When I fail, he punches me again and I grow dizzier than before.

      Finn uses my momentary disadvantage to jam the flask’s opening into my mouth.

      Gagging, coughing, I swallow some and then spit what remains in his face.

      He uses a sleeve to clean his cheeks and chin, tosses the flask to the side, and as he’s pushing himself up and away from me, he says, “You probably swallowed enough.” Then, he wipes his hands as if he’s congratulating himself on a job well done.

      I jump to my feet and get myself into a fighting stance. I’m too dizzy and woozy to rush him.

      I’ve felt anger before, but never a level of rage as strong as this, coupled with bewilderment and a ragged, raw sense of betrayal. I growl, “What was that?” as I feel my legs wobble underneath me. How time hasn’t resumed it’s normal pace, I don’t know, because I certainly haven’t been focusing on controlling it.

      It has to be Finn. He hid that ability from me. Of course he did, just like everything else.

      The traitor.

      The Judas.

      “What was that?” I say it louder, angrier.

      “Officially, it’s called AKS-127. Anti-Kinder Serum, and from what I’ve been told, they got it right on the one hundred and twenty-seventh try.”

      “What’s that mean? What’s a… What’s a serum?”

      He smiles.

      I bellow, as loud as I possibly can, “What did you do to me? Why?!”

      Before he can answer, the first Tunguska bomb detonates and the ground shakes slowly beneath our feet. It’s a weird sensation, listening to the eruption try to claw its way through the minimal, nearly motionless passage of time.

      The serum… It’s… My legs… I can barely feel…

      Finn says, “If you can run, pawn, you probably should.”

      The word “traitor” falls from my lips and he laughs. “I trusted you.”

      “I guess you learned your lesson, didn’t you? I’ll tell you what… I’ll give you thirty seconds to save yourself. You can’t help them anymore. You want to stay out of chains, you run. You want to live to see tomorrow, go.” He holds out his hands, palms up, and tilts his head to the side. “Your choice. Twenty-nine. Twenty-eight. Twenty-seven.”

      The second bomb detonates. Finn ducks and laughs.

      I hear the noise of the explosion warbling and waffling as the earth subtly shakes again, the vibrations crawling underneath my boots.

      I... I should stay and fight him. I have to try.

      But can I?

      I lift an arm and try to make a fist, but already I can feel the difference in my body. It’s an absence, like I was whole and now I’m not. I feel empty, cold, as if he reached inside my heart and removed my soul.

      I am vacant. I am drifting through a void. I am hollow.

      I no longer feel the strength of the Kinders coursing through my veins.

      I am lost.

      We, the PRV, have lost.

      I have been deceived and I can do nothing about it.

      The serum has stolen more than my heritage, the gift—or curse—that Ellery had given me. It has stolen the only thing I had left: hope.

      My legs move, pulling me backward and away from Finn. I retreat between two of the tanks, my bottom lip uncontrollably shaking now, but I won’t cry. I’m holding on as hard as I can.

      I will not cry.

      Finn says, “Twenty-four. Twenty-three. Go, Caroline! Don’t make me change my mind. This war isn’t for you anymore. Twenty-two.”

      I take one last look at the boy who thought himself man enough to take everything from me. I don’t know how, or when, or where, but I’ll show him what a mistake he’s made.

      Revenge.

      My legs feel like they’re running, but I can’t be sure. The further I move away from Finn and the burning tanks, the longer the poison slithers throughout my body, the muddier my mind becomes. I’m not thinking clearly. Not at all. It’s like trying to open my eyes underneath the murky river water back home where I could only see a foot in front of me. Right now, it’s as if I can only think a foot ahead.

      My mind is blank. I flounder and flail through the hovering raindrops. They gently caress my skin and then scamper down my cheek once they touch.

      I don’t know where I’m going. I’m moving on instinct. I have a sensation of danger nearby, but I can no longer remember what it is.

      Something breaks free within me—this sense of self-preservation—and I’m able to force my legs to move faster, and I go, go, go in the direction of whatever is in front of me.

      Is it safe out there?

      I don’t know.

      Where is there?
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      While I dream, it feels like I’m drifting through the ethereal world for days. I’m in a quiet forest, but the falling leaves, thousands of them, are the color of blood. When I step along the forest floor, red squishes up between my bare toes. The earth is soaked with it.

      Red. Red everywhere.

      But at the same time, it’s peaceful. I hear music.

      It feels like this is what happens after the end.

      I’m alone.

      Am I dead?

      I have no one to ask.

      I drift and I drift, walking aimlessly as if I’m looking for something, or someone, but I don’t know what or whom. I’m burdened by a subtle sense of urgency but I can’t remember why.

      I arrive at a clearing in the forest. This place—it seems familiar.

      Yes, I know where I am.

      This is where my encampment used to be. There are no signs of life. No signs that a group of people once lived here, no remnants of structures, and certainly nothing that would make me call this place home again.

      It’s nothing but an empty field, void of everything that used to be a part of me, and again, blood squishes up between my toes as I step through the tall grass.

      Boom, boom, ba-boom.

      The drums. Those horrible, horrible drums.

      War is coming.

      Or is it already here?

      I can’t think clearly.

      I’ve had dreams before where I couldn’t run like I wanted to. Running on solid earth felt like I was trying to gain speed under water.

      That’s what my mind feels like now. I’m thinking through mud—the heavy silt in a riverbed.

      What’s happened to me?

      Why am I here?

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

      I look to the north, in the direction of Rafael’s Ridge, and I can sense the fear crawling across my skin. It has hundreds of tiny legs, scrabbling along, fighting for a way inside me. I shiver and I shake, trying to get it away.

      I feel a hand on my shoulder. I scream, jump, and spin around. There’s no one there, but the gripping sensation remains. Each fingertip presses into muscle, squeezing, nudging me. I twirl around and still no one.

      It happens again. Something is pulling me from behind. Tugging at me gently like a finger in a belt loop; a small child trying to get my attention. I’m pulled away, the dream world turning a hazy gray, drifting, drifting and then blackness.

      I open my eyes. Awake. I’m aching in every spot in my body.

      A voice. Hazy.

      “Caroline?” it says. “Caroline, wake up.”

      “Huh? Wha…” It’s light out, barely. Dawn, maybe. My eyes have yet to clear, but I can see the light gray of cloudy skies above me, poking through the forest canopy.

      “Caroline, what happened?”

      Another shake of my shoulder and I startle upward, eyes clearing, when I see a familiar face. A large head, giant bushy beard, and the jet-black, wild hair of a roving Republicon.

      “James!”

      He smiles as I throw my arms around him, squeezing his neck. Standing in a half-circle around us is Marla, Squirrel, Big Blake and Little Blake, and some of the others. He pulls away, puts his hands on my cheeks and asks, “Are you okay?”

      I can’t stop crying. I’m so happy to see him. Everyone else, too. “No. Or, maybe. I think so. I’m hurting everywhere and I… I don’t know how I got here. Why’re you here?”

      James stands and pulls me up with him, gingerly, cradling my arms as I try to regain my balance on weakened legs. “We never left,” he says. “We couldn’t abandon you.”

      Squirrel says, “Yeah, we wanted to help.” His tone is harsh, almost accusing.

      Marla adds, “You got us free from those blackcoats. You’re part of the reason we’re alive.” She sounds the same. Almost angry.

      It’s then that I notice James is bleeding from a wound on his neck. Marla has a gash above her right eye. Big Blake’s clothes are tattered and bloody. The others look weary and exhausted. “What happened?”

      James shakes his head. His eyes soften. “It’s not good, Caroline. We tried to help. We stayed behind to fight for you if it came to that, but they, um… They were too strong.” His voice cracks with the last sentence. “Your people never stood a chance with you gone.”

      It comes rushing back to me. Rushing through stopped time to plant the Tunguska bombs. Finn tackling me, forcing that liquid into my mouth.

      Finn mocking me. Finn betraying me.

      And then, I ran.

      I don’t know how I got here. I remember running across the battlefield and then, nothing but thick, soupy darkness.

      I abandoned my people. Even if Finn poisoned me and stole my abilities as a Kinder, I should’ve stayed. I should’ve fought.

      “Are they—” I ask, but I can’t get the words out. The lump in my throat won’t allow the rest of them to escape.

      “Maybe a thousand dead. Probably more. They kept maybe a hundred behind—the ones who tried to fight—they’re being forced to bury the dead on the field. We escaped before the blackcoats could notice and put us in chains too, but the rest of your capital… All the citizens are on the march.”

      “Oh, no.” I can’t stop my lip from quivering. What happened to my parents? Did they make it? Are they in chains? Are they digging graves or lying in one under mounds of dirt?

      “Caroline,” James says, brushing the hair back from my forehead. “Were you scared? It’s okay if you were. We all get scared, especially when there are guns and tanks and—”

      “I’m not a coward,” I interrupt, grinding my teeth. “I’m not a Kinder anymore. I didn’t know what I was doing. I don’t know how I got here.”

      “What?”

      “Finn did it.”

      “Did what?”

      “He’s a traitor. He gave me this liquid and made me—made me normal again.”

      “No.”

      The lump in my throat recedes, replaced by boiling anger, and my words pour out in a jumbled mess. “The entire time, he’s been with the blackcoats. I was trying to get the bombs on the tanks and he stopped me, then he shoved this—this flask into my mouth and it was filled with some horrible liquid. It stole my powers and I couldn’t think straight, and he was laughing at me, told me to run. And then, I don’t… I don’t know what happened. I woke up here.”

      I can see the look of relief on James’s face. “We thought you deserted.”

      “I know how it looks, but it’s the truth. I can’t—my powers are gone.”

      “Have you tried?”

      “Well, no,” I say, glancing down at my hands, as if they have an answer to my problems. “But I feel different. Empty. The warmth that I had before is gone.”

      “Try.”

      I know it’s useless, but concentrate on the hands of a clock, focusing with everything I have, and nothing happens. I squat and I jump straight up. I lift inches off the ground, if that, then I land with a dull thud on the mushy forest floor.

      “I told you.” I survey all the expectant faces around me, like I’m about to say or do something profound. I have nothing for them. “I have to go find my parents, dead or alive,” I say.

      I step around James and nudge between Squirrel and Marla.

      “Wait,” James says. “We’re coming with you.”

      “You don’t have to do that.” My shoulders lift, then fall with a defeated sigh. “It’s over. There’s nothing left to do.”

      “Don’t say that.” James follows me, matches my pace, walking side by side. I look up at him. It’s only been a day since I’ve seen him last, but I’d already forgotten how tall he is. He looms above me and I have to crane my head back to see him. “We can do something.”

      I snap, “Like what, James? You said it yourself, it’s over.” I hear footsteps behind us. A quick peek reveals that the rest of the Republicons are trailing along. I want to tell them to go home, wherever that is, that following me now will bring nothing but a swifter end. “I’m not a Kinder anymore. I can’t do anything. If they’re not dead, they’re in chains, and the only thing I have left in the world is my parents—if I even have that. Now, you can come help me find them and be done with it, or you can leave now and save yourselves before some blackcoat soldier has you marching north with a rope around your neck.”

      James doesn’t say anything. He exhales through his nose, frustrated, but he continues to follow me.

      I must have gone at least a mile into the forest before I passed out. We walk and we walk.

      It’s raining, like it always does, and I can smell the musty scent of sopping wet earth and drenched leaves on the forest floor. The tree trunks are green with mossy overgrowth and drops of water drip from sagging limbs whenever we bump into them. The air feels cool on my cheeks and it reminds me of the thousands of other times I’d worked my way through the woods back home, hunting or scouting. I’m so far away from whatever that was—my life—but yet it feels so familiar.

      I used to see the world as a place to explore. There would always be somewhere I wanted to go or something I wanted to see. The Elders told so many stories of magnificent places where rivers fell from great heights and structures climbed so high in the sky, you couldn’t see their tops, like a mountain hid by low-hanging clouds.

      I wanted to leave. I wanted to get out of my little encampment in the northernmost point of the PRV and go see something, anything other than the same trees, the same paths, and the same rocks on our land.

      Now, I want nothing more than to go back to that.

      Maybe I can. I get a glimmer of an idea. If I can find Mother and Father, if they’re not dead, buried, or marching north to work in the DAV factories, maybe we can wait on the army and the slaves to finish their long walk to their new home, then we can return to our old one, undetected. Once the DAV has all of the forced help they need, what reason would they ever have to come back south?

      That’s it. That’s what I’ll do. As long as they’re not dead or wrapped in chains, I’ll find my parents and we’ll go recreate the life we had.

      It’s all I have left. It’s all I can do.

      James says, “We’re almost there.”

      “I know,” I say. In the distance, I can see the clearing opening up.

      “When we get to the battlefield, you might want to…”

      “Might want to what?”

      “I don’t know what I was going to say. It’s bad, Caroline.”

      How bad could it be? I’ve seen death before. On our retreat back to the capital, I had too many die under my care.

      Then, once we get past the final line of sentinel trees guarding the edge of the open space, I see what he’s talking about.

      A thousand bodies, if not more, are scattered about in various twists and turns of lifeless limbs. Eyes open, staring up into the falling rain. It’s crushing, and I keep expecting them to blink as if they’re alive. All they do is stare at something overhead, like maybe they’re looking up into Heaven, trying to find the staircase leading upward.

      I don’t have the words. My legs feel weak. They give, buckling at the knees, and when I fall forward with my hands on the ground, next to a body, a red, muddy goo squishes up between my fingers.

      A horrible dream come to life.
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      A fly crawls across the open eyeball of a dead soldier and the sight of it makes me sick to my stomach. As if the dead body I’m face to face with isn’t enough, the fly is too much. My guts clench and I retch, emptying what little I had in there onto the ground. I quickly push myself up and away. I back up a few steps and yelp when my foot lands on an outstretched arm.

      When I risk a look, the scene gets an additional dose of weight, of realness, when I recognize the face of Ellie Tilson, the blonde runner. She’s flopped across the young soldier who’d given me the Tunguska bombs from the supply cart.

      “It’s… I…”

      I can’t stop shaking my head. James puts his arm around my shoulder and pulls me close. “Come on,” he says. “We can do this.”

      “I can’t. I can’t.”

      “It won’t get any worse than that, I promise. That man over there in the hat,” he says, pointing to a thin soldier in front of a group of men with shovels, “he looks like he’s in charge. We should go talk to him.”

      I allow James to drag me through the battlefield full of dead bodies.

      He’s incredibly wrong. It gets a lot worse.

      Such a horrible scene. I’ve never seen anything like it, but this is also something I never would’ve imagined. Not even in my worst nightmares could this be any more horrific.

      Bodies, everywhere. Some missing arms and legs. Some missing their entire lower halves.

      It’s so gruesome that I have to continually look away.

      Guns lie about like matchsticks scattered on the floor. Dead soldiers are slumped over, half in and half out of giant craters in the ground where explosions have ripped house-size gouges into the damp earth.

      It’s as if something, maybe the hand of God, reached from the heavens and turned a graveyard upside down.

      I can’t breathe.

      James’s arm around my shoulders does precious little to hold me up. When I stumble, he grasps me tighter and lifts me back to my feet.

      I worry that my parents are already dead. There’s so much devastation around me that I can’t imagine anyone surviving this.

      As we get closer, I can see that the man we’re walking toward is, amazingly, my friend and ally, Mosley. He survived, somehow.

      He sees me and his face contorts from a look of excitement, to relief, to anger. He lifts a hand to the men around him, tells them to hold steady, and then marches toward us with his head down and fists clenched.

      “Mathers!” he shouts. “Explain yourself!”

      “I’m sorry, Mosley, I don’t—”

      His voice cracks. “Sorry? You’re sorry?” He slings a finger back behind him, pointing out two men with large mustaches and rifles slung over their shoulders standing a hundred yards away with their backs turned. They haven’t noticed us yet, otherwise, we’d have a shovel in our hands or chains around our wrists. “If there weren’t two blackcoat lieutenants standing over there, I’d have you lined up in front of a firing squad!”

      He reaches out, both hands extended as if he’s going for my throat.

      James roars beside me, “Do not touch her,” as his massive tree trunk of an arm comes down and cuts across Mosley’s chest, blocking him.

      Mosley hisses in pain and staggers backwards.

      James says, “You will give her a chance to explain, do you hear me?”

      Mosley nods and glares at me with contempt. “Out with it, then, Mathers. What happened? Why’d you abandon us?”

      “Tell me where my parents are first. Have you seen them?”

      “I asked you a question.”

      “And you’ll answer mine, then we’ll talk. My mother, and my father. Where?”

      Mosley drops his head, then lifts his chin, pointing northward with it, along the road leading into the capital. “They were taken.”

      “They survived?” My God, my heart leaps a thousand feet higher inside my chest.

      “Once you disappeared, your father stayed behind to help your mother tend to the wounded. Seems he didn’t have much desire to fight after you deserted your army. I guess he figured if he couldn’t help you, then your mother came next.”

      “When did they leave? How long ago?” If I can catch up within a day, maybe less, they’ll still have strength to run, but I need to get to them long before the march north wears them down so we can escape.

      He puts his hands on his hips, lifts his eyes to the clouds. He can’t see the sun, none of us can, but after the rains have been here for so long, most of us have learned to tell the general position of the sun in the sky by the brighter glow climbing through the clouds. “It’s, what, around five o’clock? We didn’t last long, not against their advanced weaponry, but I’d say, the last ones marched out of the gates around eleven this morning. Six hours ago, maybe a little less.”

      First, I think about how it’s five o’clock. I was out for over twelve hours. Second, it’s all I can do to stay where I am instead of sprinting after the marching DAV army. As much as I want to go find Mother and Father now, right this very second, they’re following forty thousand people for two hundred miles, on foot. They won’t be moving that fast. There will be injuries, slower, elderly people, mothers with babies and children. I have to remind myself that I’ll have time.

      Mosley says, “It took a while to get everyone herded through the main gate, especially when they saw this mess.” His arms go out from his sides, indicating all the death and devastation around us. “Those people had to walk by their husbands and brothers. Their children. Their fathers. What happened to you, Caroline? Why weren’t you here to stop that…that traitorous bastard you brought into our city? He was everywhere. Everywhere. Grabbing people, ripping their arms off with his bare hands. Bending gun barrels. Delivering bombs by hand. He’d be right in front of you, you’d blink, and then he was gone. Seconds later, another group of people would be screaming and blown apart. You were gone, Mathers, and now you show up, here, with a stinking group of Republicons, of all people.”

      James growls, literally, and takes a step toward Mosley. I put my arm up to stop him, which lands somewhere around his waist, and it keeps him at bay.

      “These Republicons are my friends, Mosley, and I don’t need to explain myself.”

      He flares his nostrils and narrows his eyes.

      It’s probably too much to ask for him to apologize to James, Marla, and the rest.

      I have to explain everything to Mosley before he’ll stop shaking with rage. I tell him the truth, even the part about how I had fallen for Finn, and that we’d kissed, and that I had the right to feel the most betrayed out of all of us. I try not to sound angry about it, however, because as a people, we’ve all lost so much.

      Life, limb, and freedom.

      “And then I woke up in the forest. That’s all I know. I don’t know why Finn did it and I’ll go to my grave with the guilt. I can promise you that.”

      Mostly puts his hands on his hips. “Fair enough.” To James, he adds, “You stayed to help fight?”

      James nods silently.

      Squirrel leans around me and points a finger around his group. “We all did, sir. We love Caroline. That’s why we’re here. She helped me when I was almost dead. We stayed because we owed it to her.”

      Marla and the Blakes agree, as do the rest. It feels good to have them on my side, regardless of how much I feel like I’ve failed them.

      Mosley scoffs. “So be it, but now what? What’s next, fearless leader?”

      I suppose his attitude is warranted. I forgive him, for now. He’s seen a thousand of his friends and family members, his fellow citizens, slaughtered right in front of him. I’d be annoyed as well. “I’m going after my parents and then we’re leaving.”

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know. The woods. Maybe Tennessee or Kentucky. Anywhere but here.”

      “And just leave the rest of us behind, huh? Forty thousand people marching north. Not people, Caroline. Slaves.”

      “Don’t you think I know that? As if there’s anything I can do about it now. I don’t have anything left, Mosley. No powers, no abilities, nothing. I’m just a girl and in fact, that’s all I ever was.”

      James puts his hand softly on my shoulder. “You were hope.”

      “Maybe I was. Not anymore. The only thing I can do now is use what I learned as a scout. I’ll run, I’ll catch up to them, and then I’ll slip past the guards and sneak my parents away in the middle of the night. That’s it.”

      Mosley looks as if he’s empty. Slack shoulders, eyes drooping, with his lips bent downward into a frown that may never see a smile again.

      “I’m sorry, Mosley. I’m done.”

      He picks up the shovel at his feet. “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      He turns his back to me and walks toward the people digging graves. “I don’t know why I expected anything. You abandoned us once, why wouldn’t you do it again?”

      Anger flares in my stomach like a campfire catching a gust of wind. I dart over to him, grab his arm, and try to sling him around. He barely budges, and it’s then that I finally notice how strange it is for my strength, my powers, to be gone. “Listen to me,” I say. “I didn’t abandon you. I already explained myself, and I don’t need you to give me this guilty nonsense. I’ve already given all I had to give and whatever it is you had planned that may or may not have involved me, you can forget it.”

      Mosley slams the shovel into the dirt. “You’re right, Caroline. We don’t have anything left. None of us do. We’ll die on the march or we’ll die in chains. We all die eventually, but let me tell you something… Before I do, before I go wherever it is up there in the sky where good people land, I’m going to do everything I possibly can to make sure that traitorous bastard Finn goes in the opposite direction, even if it means I have to go with him. He betrayed you. You can feel how much that hurts. I know you can. So all I’m asking is, don’t run away. Not yet. We’ll get your folks out. We will, I promise. But for right now, you can get me close to that little monster, and whether it happens on the road or five months from now when we’re working the factories in the DAV…that’s all I’m asking. Help me get my revenge and then you’re gone. Go wherever you want.”

      I’ve already made up my mind, but I ask anyway. “What makes you think I’d help you do that? Why should I stay?”

      “Take a look around you, Mathers. We owe it to these people. He dies. There’s no two ways about it. You may not have gone AWOL on purpose, but you trusted him. You let him get too close. Redeem yourself.”

      “Blaming me over and over isn’t the best way to make me say yes, Mosley.”

      “I’m—yeah, okay. I’m sorry.” He steps back and rests both hands on top of the shovel’s handle. “So will you?”

      Before I can get the word “yes” out of my mouth, I hear one of the blackcoat guards shouting, “You there! Ho! What’re you heathens doing out of line? Get back to—” And then he recognizes that we’re not part of the original group. “Halt! All of you, stay right where you are!”

      “James,” I say, spinning toward him. “You guys go, get out of here.”

      James simply shakes his head. So does Marla. So do Squirrel and both of the Blakes. “Not this time, Caroline. We’re not leaving you alone again.”

      “Then I’m coming with you.” Mosley begins to protest but I put my hand on his arm. “I’ll help, don’t worry about that, but I am not marching north and trying to figure out how to do it with an entire army around me. I’ll figure it out, and when the time is right, I’ll find you. Okay?”

      He nods quickly and pushes me away. “Maybe I shouldn’t, but I’m trusting you. Now get out of here. I’ll handle the guards.”

      My gang of Republicon allies and I run, harder than we ever have before, across the open field, the upturned graveyard, as we leave death behind.

      The last thing I see before we shoot into the woods is Mosley trying to wrestle the blackcoat’s rifle away from his hands.

      I can only hope that, one of these days, he’ll be there for me to find him.
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      For days, we follow the blackcoat army, ten thousand strong, as it leads the population of Warrenville, another forty thousand or so, on the long, grueling march back to its northern territories. We stay hidden in the shadows during the day, moving with this herd of people who move as if they’re cattle grazing alongside a trail.

      At night, Squirrel and I, or Marla, will steal into the camp to look for my parents. We leave James behind because he’s too large. He’ll attract too much attention.

      When everyone is sleeping, thousands upon thousands of bodies are illuminated by roaring fires that are covered with tarps overhead to block the rain.

      My people have to be miserable, sleeping out in the open like this, under a starless sky, getting soaked to the bone. There’s an excellent chance that many of them will die from exposure on the way back to the DAV capital.

      But, I have to give the blackcoats credit; they were prepared for this. The planning it must have taken to coordinate this amount of people had to have been staggering. Supply trucks have left stations along the black roads carving through the hillsides. They’ve supplied the marchers with sacks upon sacks of rice and beans and water tanks the size of a small house for cooking, drinking, and washing.

      James suggests that this is why it took them six months to begin the invasion. It takes effort like I’ve never experienced to transport this many people on foot.

      We raid these stations at night, grabbing food and water for ourselves.

      Now and then, we’ll run across a station that has been stocked with an untold amount of dry blankets. We grab these and hand them out to families who are too sick, frail, or tired to find it themselves.

      I’m able to sneak in and out of the camp unrecognized because of the rag I tie over my face. The last thing I need is for someone to recognize who I am and begin screaming for me to use my now-gone Kinder abilities to save them. Or, worse yet, for someone to call me a traitor for abandoning them when they needed me the most.

      It’s better that I stay invisible.

      Just this morning, the main DAV army, more fit and well-supplied, moved on ahead, leaving only a small contingency behind to guard the marching slaves. Squirrel had been close enough to overhear one of the men say it was easier to move through the mountains once they’d trimmed the herd.

      This is great for the Republicons and me. So far, we haven’t come anywhere close to being spotted by a soldier on guard, but with less guns and less eyes out there roaming around, we’ll be almost free to move about the camps each night, practically undetected.

      Mother and Father haven’t been as easy to spot as I’d suspected. I thought for sure that they would be near one of the sick tents tending to injuries and the like, but so far, nothing.

      Of course it’s worrisome, yet I haven’t gotten too scared or too panicked, because this is a humongous group of people.

      I haven’t dared to ask, nor have I dared to have Marla or Squirrel ask, because I figured that it might arouse suspicions if some stranger was asking for Mother and Father by name. Maybe it wouldn’t, but I’m not taking any chances.

      We stay away from the front too, mostly, because we’re sure that’s where Finn is hanging out with the generals and commanding officers. He’s their Kinder, their informal leader, the last of his breed, so he’s earned a spot at the head table with all of the other gray-haired old men with too many stripes on their shoulders. From the stories that James and the others have told me, he practically won the battle himself. The main army had little to do while he ravaged our forces. Most of the blackcoats hung around and watched, occasionally firing off a few shots here and there, conserving ammo and watching the damage created by Finn’s bare hands.

      Between Finn and the tanks, we were done for in less than an hour.

      It would’ve been so much different if I’d been able to fight back.

      Something occurred to me on the first day that we began following them: Finn has always said that he could feel me when I was a Kinder, that he knew I existed simply by being drawn to me. I was worried that would still be the case, even though he stole my abilities and everything that Ellery had hoped for.

      But, if he can feel my presence, he hasn’t come looking yet. If it were me, I’d want to eliminate a threat as soon as possible. Maybe he’s waiting for a better time, giving me a chance to think I have the upper hand. I can’t say.

      It’s my guess that since I’m no longer a Kinder, he can’t sense me, and we can move as freely as we want.

      We’re exhausted, though. All of us, completely and thoroughly drained. We’ve been hiking and hiding by day as we follow the marching citizens, keeping an eye out for my parents, and subtly attempting to help those that need it when they stumble or fall behind. By night, we slip into the camp and continue our search, stealing food and dry clothes from the supply stations.

      We’re now on the fourth day of our march.

      The main army has left us.

      That leaves approximately five hundred blackcoat grunts walking at evenly spaced intervals, monitoring their newly captured slaves.

      Rain falls.

      The elderly and expectant mothers lag behind.

      I have to hold my tongue, and keep my rage silently contained, when a blackcoat soldier shoves an old man who can’t walk as fast as the rest.

      James and I are hiding in the dense branches of a maple tree while Marla, Squirrel, and the others scout ahead. James says, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “That soldier dies tonight.”

      “Yep, but quietly, in his sleep.” He winks at me.

      “Horrible way to go,” I joke. “It’d be nice if that bastard had time to apologize to that old man and God only knows who else.”

      “We never get to say everything we want to,” James adds.

      I can tell he’s still joking, yet his deep pause hints that there’s something more to that statement. I ask him if he’s okay.

      He shrugs and adjusts himself on the branch. The tree sways underneath his bulk.

      The blackcoat shoves the old man again, who falls face first into the mud, and I grind my teeth so hard, my jaw hurts.

      James whispers, “Looking for your folks has me thinking about mine, I guess. I know we haven’t seen hide nor hair of them yet, but they’re out there in that river of people somewhere. Mine, though, they’ve been long gone.  For years.”

      “Did they, um, did they…” I can’t bring myself to use the word ‘die’ because I don’t want to hurt his feelings. Among all of this death and suffering, I haven’t grown entirely bitter. Room for compassion remains.

      Thankfully, he doesn’t have any problems finishing my sentence. “Die? Yeah, dead and buried. Both caught that last superbug that went through all the encampments about fifteen years ago, probably before you were born. Took less than three days before they were in the ground. The ones of us who didn’t catch it, we couldn’t get anywhere near the huts with the sick people. And the ones that did, they helped stack the bodies on top of each other like logs for a fire while they could stand on their feet.

      “Me and my folks, we were never really that close, but knowing they were in there dying and I couldn’t do a thing about it, that made it so much worse. I had so many things I wanted to say to them, but I was too goddamn selfish to go anywhere near that building. I didn’t want what they had. Too much life to live. I still regret it. Believe me, every day I regret it. And let me tell you something, I know you don’t need me preaching this to you, but Caroline, if—I mean when—we find your mom and dad, don’t let the sun set on all your good words. Don’t make my same mistake.”

      I haven’t entirely made up my mind about how I feel. They did abandon me, after all, but then again, I’ve recently been accused of abandonment. I know how it feels when your accusers don’t know the whole story. Regardless, I tell James that I’ll say everything I want to, just to appease him. However, I’m not so sure what those words will actually be.

      “Good,” he says. “They’re all you got left. Camp gone, your grandfather gone. That boy Brandon you talked about sometimes.” Thankfully, he leaves Finn out of the things I don’t have anymore.

      “I have you and the others.”

      James grins underneath that bush of a beard, and pats my leg. “There’ll come a time when we won’t be able to hang around. You know that, right?”

      “No, you have to stay,” I whine, resting my head against his arm. He’s probably the closest thing I’ll ever have to a brother, and I feel close enough to him to relax into his embrace.

      “I wish we could, sweetheart, but you know we’re not built for this. None of us are. I mean, that’s why we’re Republicons in the first place. We weren’t made for a life in chains, whether that means working and living a free men under somebody else’s hand, or if it means the actual chains of slavery. A dog has to run, Caroline. You put him in a cage, eventually, he loses the excitement for living.”

      “I know. I’m going to miss you guys when you’re gone.”

      “Any idea where you’re going once you find your folks?”

      “I don’t have a clue.” The truth is, I really haven’t thought that far ahead. I’ve always wanted to go, to get out of the slums and grime we lived in up north, yet now, it all seems like such a far-fetched possibility. What if Mother and Father are wounded and can’t run in the dead of night? What if they don’t want to leave our people behind? What if they’re afraid of the freedom out there?

      And, there’s one thing nagging me in the back of my mind. Days ago, when we’d left Mosley behind, fighting with the blackcoat guard in that graveyard of a battlefield, I’d promised that I would help get revenge on Finn.

      I’d done something I rarely do. I’d lied.

      Sure, Finn deserves retribution, absolutely, but what can I do now that I’m a simple being, just like everyone else? From the way James talks, Finn was all but invincible out on the battlefield.

      I’m exhausted. Frail. I feel so tired and empty.

      It would be absolutely foolish to make an attempt on Finn’s life.

      A yawn escapes and I can feel myself drifting.

      James scoots closer to the tree trunk and braces himself against it. He delicately caresses my hair and tells me I should grab a short nap while I can.

      “Are you sure?” I mumble, already slipping away. “Don’t let me fall.”

      He chuckles. “I won’t. And yes, I’m sure. It’ll take another two or three hours for the tail end of the herd to pass. You have time.”

      “Okay, but just for a little while. I think I could probably…” I whisper, but I’m out before I’m able to say I could probably sleep forever.
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* * *

      In my dream, I wake up, open my eyes, and see a room that feels unfamiliar but as if I’ve been there before.

      Have I? No, I’ve never seen this place.

      It almost reminds me of the medical tent when I woke up in Hale’s warehouse, but it’s not a tent. It’s a full structure with solid walls painted a light blue color, like a robin’s egg. There are windows and a fresh morning sun brightens the room as it peeks over a softly rolling hill.

      Where am I?

      I’m up high in this building, higher than I’ve ever been, because when I look out the window, I see small homes and a black trail, like a path carved by ants in the forest floor.

      That’s a road. And there are cars on it.

      I hear a chiming noise like a bell. I lift my eyes and overhead, white boxes, roughly the size of a loaf of bread, are made of plastic. A number of wires and cords are connected to each one. Some of the cords disappear into the wall. Some of them are attached to me at various points throughout my body. Two on my arms, two on my forehead. Yet another one clasping the tip of a finger, like a clothespin.

      I’m in a hospital. What am I doing here? I don’t feel…pain.

      A nurse enters the room, smiling, snapping on plastic gloves. Her words lilt in a sing-song voice. “There you are, my dear. Did we rest well?”

      When I try to speak, my tongue is thick and dry in my mouth, like a wooden plank. “Water,” I croak.

      “Yes, of course,” she says. “I imagine you’re thirsty.” She pours some into a plastic cup from a metal pitcher, slick and wet from condensation.

      I gulp it all down and ask for more. The second glass goes down faster than the first.

      “That’s enough for now. We don’t want to overdo it,” she says.

      Why does she seem so familiar? I feel like I should know her.

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      “Nurse,” is all she says, pulling a needle from a pocket somewhere in her uniform. Inside is a bright blue liquid. She flicks the end, squirts a stream at the ceiling, and then reaches for my arm.

      I try to jerk away, saying, “What is that?” but it’s then I notice that my wrists are strapped tightly to the silver railing alongside the mattress.

      She smiles warmly. “Hold still. It won’t hurt a bit, I promise.”

      “What is that?” I insist.

      “Never mind what it is. You only need to concern yourself with what it does.”

      “Which is what?”

      Nurse pokes my thigh with the needle. My leg grows warm.

      “You’ll learn soon enough, Child of Ellery.”
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* * *

      I startle awake. I’m on the ground, underneath the thick canopy of an ancient pine tree. James must have carried me down here in my sleep.

      “Whoa,” he says from beside me. “You okay?”

      “How’d we get here?”

      “Carried you down before we both fell.”

      “James?”

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “My dream. It was so real.”

      “Sounded more like a nightmare, the way you were whimpering.”

      “Once we find my folks, I know where we’re going.”

      “And where’s that? If you can make it across all the borders, I hear Florida is nice if you don’t mind the mosquitoes and—”

      “North. With the rest of them.”

      “What? Why?”

      I stand up and wipe the dead, damp pine needles from my backside. “I have to find a woman called Nurse. She’ll know what to do.”

      “Meaning?” James stands up beside me, eyebrows dipping inward, lips flattened against one another, concerned.

      “If we’re going to fight, I need to get my power back.”

      “Fight?” he asks, confused. “Who said anything about fighting? I don’t know what you mean by fighting, because the last time I checked, you don’t have any kind of army or even weapons for that matter.”

      His words are lost in the wind as I dart from underneath the pine tree, out into the woods, and search for the marching citizens off in the distance. The last of the group disappears around a distant bend in the road.

      Maybe Finn won that battle, but there’s a lot of war left to fight.
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