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      Don’t ask me how or why the world ended, because I can’t tell you. The only connections we have to the past are stories told by the Elders. At night, when the campfires are roaring, they fascinate the children with tall tales that seem too incredible to be real.

      They talk about things called airplanes and computers, about fresh food that was kept cold in big boxes, cars and how people actually drove them—they didn’t even need strong horses to pull them from one place to the next.

      The last remnants of the roads they used—those dark, crumbling paths cutting through the Appalachian Mountains—are paths to freedom that go somewhere far, far from here.

      They make a long journey easier, but if you’re smart, you stay away. They’re too open, too exposed. Roving bands of dangerous Republicons hide in the hills, waiting on travelers too tired, or too ignorant, to know that they’ve crossed into the PRV.

      The People’s Republic of Virginia.

      That’s where I live, if you could call it living. They tell us that if you can survive here, you can survive anywhere.

      And yet, I may never get the chance to find out if that’s true, because first, war is coming.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The drums echo down through the valley, racing across the lake and up the hillside where I’m hiding in a thick group of rhododendrons. It’s been raining for months, and at first, I think the heavy, rhythmic booming might be thunder.

      Blue sky? I don’t remember what it looks like.

      I know the difference between drums and thunder, but when you’ve been on point for twenty-four hours, watching, waiting, scouting—your mind starts to go numb. A simple branch cracking under the weight of its own saturated leaves might be confused for the warning of an approaching bear, or the screech of a blue jay might sound like an arrow flying by your head. It all blends together. They say that when one of your senses goes, the rest of them work harder to compensate, but when your mind starts to stumble from exhaustion, they’re all hazy.

      I shake my head, clearing out the remaining cobwebs. The noise crawls into my ears again.

      Boom, boom, ba-boom.

      Once I grasp what this ominous sound could be, adrenaline shoots through my body and I’m instantly alert, shocked out of my mental fog and worried. The Elders said this could happen. They didn’t say when, but they knew it was inevitable. Grandfather told me so. He said that Ellery, the mystic, spoke of it during their last meeting. “War,” was all she said.

      When I lean forward and push the branches apart, the wet leaves dump their rain puddles into my shirt. The water scampers down my back and gives me the shivers.

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

      I cock my ear and listen intently, just to make sure. Sometimes the younger children will sneak up into the hills and pretend to have battles. They always fight over who gets to be a part of the PRV, and who gets to be on the side of the DAV, the Democratic Alliance of Virginia, our northern enemies. The children play their little drums, shouting and pretending to shoot each other from hunting blinds and tree houses.

      But this sound is bigger. Heavier.

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

      That’s not the beat of tiny hands on makeshift buckets. That’s the war rhythm. The sounding call of a large army; an army that will surely flatten us as it stomps past. Boot heels on an anthill.

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

      I strain to hear over rain pounding against branches, leaves, and the forest floor. How close are they? With all the ambient sounds amplified by the downpour, it’s difficult to say. I focus, hard, grinding my teeth, trying desperately to pinpoint their location, and a fearsome thought occurs to me: they’re closer than I assumed.

      Ellery tells stories of how, in the past, they could hear attacking armies coming from two valleys over. But this… no, this is different. The sound is too defined, the echo is too clear, to be emanating from the other side of Rafael’s Ridge, the highest point to the north.

      They’ve crossed the ridge already, and I may have just killed us all by not reporting in sooner.

      I snatch up my supply sack and feel the weight of its contents readjusting inside: a canteen of water, stale bread, and a small block of goat cheese. I grab my slingshot and my bag of hand-picked rocks, and then I run down the hillside, slipping on the wet leaves and muddy earth, trying to be careful, but hurtling in a panic. I don’t want to break an ankle, because if I’m lying in a writhing heap of pain and can’t make it back to warn the others, we’ll have no chance whatsoever.

      Reaching the well-worn path at the lake’s edge, I push into a hard sprint. My feet squish inside my boots, and I slip several times on the gooey mud, my pack swinging wildly on my shoulder, but I keep going, running, running, running between the trees, jumping over downed limbs and rockslides, evidence of the constant rain. These obstacles are easily overcome, at least until I make a costly mistake.

      I jump over the same pine tree that’s blocked the path for years. I should know better—I should remember that the trail dips on the other side.

      But I’m panicked, not thinking clearly, and I forget this important fact.

      When I land, my boots slide with the mud, kicking out in front of me. For a brief moment I’m airborne, sailing along, and if I knew that the landing wasn’t going to hurt like hell, it might be peaceful, almost enjoyable. It seems to take forever, but it can’t be more than a few feet before I finally land on my backside, my jaws clashing together, biting my tongue. I skitter down the decline. Pain arcs from my tailbone all the way up into my skull, and I taste blood in my mouth. My tongue throbs. The ache in my back is sharp and blinding, but I get up, and I keep moving.

      Honor, duty, and fear are powerful motivators.

      Hundreds of lives, everyone in our encampment, all depend on the scouts to deliver news of approaching danger, to give them time to gather up their belongings and retreat to the safety of their shacks where they’ll cover them with an extra layer of defensive material. Maybe once a month or so, a scout will dart into camp and report that he’s spotted a roving band of Republicons.

      These raiders travel in small packs, five to ten of them at most, and they’re usually easy to ward off. They don’t like to fight when they don’t have the advantage, and if you can get prepared swiftly enough, they’ll survey the situation and move on. But if they catch a scout napping and sneak through the perimeter, you can count on lost lives and stolen supplies.

      Thankfully, that hasn’t happened in recent memory, but right now, a paltry group of thieves is the least of our worries.

      Grandfather says we haven’t been invaded by a full enemy army in his lifetime, nor in the lifetime of his father. Only Ellery, the mystic, can recount the horrors of past battles. No one knows how old she is, and she won’t say. How she’s managed to live this long is a curiosity to everyone.

      Rumors travel on whispers from shack to shack that she’s the last remaining Kinder. They’re only legends, but the Elders talk of experiments in the Olden Days, back when there was a government that thought they were in control. Back before the world ended.

      Up ahead the trees part, and in the distant clearing, I see wisps of gray hanging low over the rooftops. Dense air presses on the smoke escaping from crumbling chimneys, forming a low layer of what looks like hovering clouds, a small blanket sheltering the uninformed.

      I still have a half mile to go before I can deliver the bad news.

      Behind me, another round of drumming echoes through the valley and races unhindered across the lake. It’s loud, and I wonder if the others back home have heard it already. If so, I’m in trouble for not warning them sooner. The only positive in this situation—if I dare to look at it this way—is that there may not be a chance for disciplinary action for my failures.

      I run. My lungs and legs ache.

      I spit out a mouthful of blood and gingerly test my wounded tongue against my teeth. It’s painful, and I wince. Let that be my punishment.

      I’ve been in such a frenzied state, in a mad dash to get back to safety, that I’ve forgotten something—or someone, rather.

      Over ragged breathing, I whisper, “Finn.”

      He’s my forbidden friend, a member of the DAV, one of their forward scouts that I met in the forest a year ago.

      I think, Why didn’t he warn me?

      And I keep running.

      We met on a sunny afternoon, before the rains came and rarely stopped, and our first encounter didn’t go well, at least not for him. He was far away from home. Two hundred miles, as the crow flies, and I had never seen someone from the DAV so far south before. Looking back, that may have been the beginning of their plans. The genesis of their war machine. I trusted him. It may have cost many lives.

      That day, I was hiding in my favorite clump of rhododendrons, as usual, and I heard something down by the lake. I’d been on point for over a year and knew the sounds of the forest well: which trees creaked in the wind, which chipmunks lived in which burrows, and what time every morning the deer came through for watering. The noises I heard were unfamiliar, so I obeyed my duty to investigate.

      I found him bent over a stream, drinking the runoff that feeds into the lake. A sharp knife to his throat led to a rapid surrender, and he didn’t hesitate to tell me who he was, where he was from, and what he was doing so far south. I promised not to kill him if he gave me information whenever he passed through the area. I didn’t see him often after that, maybe once every couple of months, but he would always bring me presents and thank me for sparing his life. Gifts like apples and cured meat—things we didn’t have the resources for in my encampment. He brought news, too. News of DAV troop movements, news of how many groups of Republicons he’d seen in the area, news of the world outside our valley.

      The information wasn’t worth much, but I liked hearing about what happened in faraway places. People were still starving. Rain had washed out ancient bridges and dams. What was left of Pennsylvania and New York had formed an alliance instead of warring between themselves. These were people I knew nothing about, but it warmed me to know that they had found peace.

      I kept the news that Finn gave me to myself. This was stuff that happened hundreds of miles away, and in a group where everything was shared, right down to the same hole in the ground when our bodies required relief, it felt good, personal, to have something of my own, something that no one else had. My secrets were mine alone.

      Yet they were given to me by an enemy boy I allowed to roam in our woods. If the approaching army doesn’t kill me, my people will.

      By the time I make it to the encampment, the pounding of the rain on the ground, on scrap-metal roofs and barrels where we store water for bathing and cooking, muffles the beat of the war rhythm entirely.

      I’ve arrived in time to deliver the warning, but I already know it’s too late.
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      Breathless, I find Grandfather in our shack. He’s asleep on his cot, covered with a thin blanket, and he’s shaking. His fever has gotten worse. His skin is burning when I touch his cheek to wake him. Without medicine—which we don’t have—medicine that takes weeks to find at neighboring camps, medicine that’s too expensive to trade for because we don’t have the proper items like blocks of salt and deer meat, Grandfather may last a few more days at most.

      That spot down inside my belly, where love and fear hold hands and fight for power, spins and swirls as each one struggles to gain control, but I don’t have time to worry over him now. If we don’t get prepared soon, Grandfather won’t need the medicine. It won’t be necessary.

      I touch his cheek again, stroking it softly, until he manages to open his eyes.

      He looks at me between slit, sleepy lids and says, “Caroline? What’s wrong?”

      I say one word. The one word we’re all terrified of hearing. “Drums.”

      “Go,” he says, trying to sit up. “Hurry. Tell Hawkins.”

      “Should I—”

      “Now, Caroline.”

      I back out of our shack, slowly, toward the front door, watching him struggle to get up from the bed. He stumbles, and I move to help, but he stops me with a shaking finger. “Hawkins,” he orders.

      Out the door, I dash between shacks. Some families have found enough usable wood from the abandoned towns nearby to add extra rooms and even a window or two. They’re the lucky ones. They’re supposed to share whatever they find, but when it comes to shelter, Hawkins allows each family to keep what they can recover from outside our jurisdiction. This one minor allowance is what keeps getting him elected to his spot as our GC, the General Chief.

      Two roosters, circling and pecking at each other, scatter when I run past.

      The rain has lightened enough for some of the others to venture outside into the tiny marketplace, The Center, where they trade food, clothes, and supplies they’ve salvaged, or something unique they’ve found, made, or grown.

      I look at their faces. Faces that are so unaware, so unconcerned. They haggle with each other, fighting over whether three hens are worth a pair of boots, or whether a bucket of goat’s milk is enough to swap for a loaf of bread. From their reactions, the answer to both is no.

      As I push my way through, shouting for them to move, heads turn and watch me.

      Now they’re curious. Now they’re uneasy.

      The sight of a scout running through The Center, with such insistence and madness, must be terrifying. If Elder Minnell would allow me to use his mirror, I’m afraid of what my face might look like. I’m sure that I would be afraid of it as well.

      “Hawkins!” I screech. “Where’s Hawkins?” As if my desperation wasn’t already evident, the fear in my voice reveals too much.

      Everyone knows what it means. I couldn’t have caused more chaos if I’d shouted, “Drums!”

      Pandemonium ensues, and I immediately understand my mistake. Mothers grab their children and run for their hovels. Entire families drop everything in their hands—items they’ve worked so hard to obtain—and scramble home. There’s wailing and arms flying, making it difficult to navigate among the frightened throng of people. I fight to break through. When a young girl with dirty blond hair falls in front of me, I trip over her and land on my shoulder. I push myself up and get moving again before I’m trampled in the delirium.

      The girl disappears behind a surge of thundering legs. I hope she’ll be okay.

      It’s too late for subtlety, so I have to raise my voice above the cacophony. “Hawkins! Hawkins! Drums!”

      I grab Farmer Wells by the arm as he tries to push past me. “Where’s Hawkins?”

      “Let go of me, Caroline.”

      “Have you seen him?”

      “Down by his goats,” he says, wrenching free from my grasp. He disappears into the horde of shoving hands and crying children.

      I look to my left and spot an opening. I lunge before it can close, before the panicked crowd swallows me. I reach Elder Lemon’s shanty and dart around it, back into a small alley. It’s clear. There are a few homes on this side, but not many. It’s too close to the woods and there’s too little protection from a stray Republicon or a hungry bear.

      Rain peppers my face and gets into my eyes as I run, blurring my vision—or maybe it’s the tears. It could be either.

      “Hawkins!” I shout again. A streak of lightning splits the sky, and it’s so close, the thunder is almost simultaneous. Out in The Center, the crowd wails and surges in response. They’ll kill each other before I have a chance to save them.

      I spot our General Chief trudging up the hillside, panting, lumbering along, moving slowly like a pregnant cow. He spots me and tries to pick up his pace. In a place and time where everything is shared, Hawkins is the only one that’s overweight and plump. We all know he eats and hoards whatever he can get his hands on, but nobody questions it. The GC gets to do what he wants.

      At night, when we’re trying to fall asleep, Grandfather tells me things he’s not supposed to, bits of history that could get him expelled from camp. Hawkins, he says, is just like the upper class from the Olden Days. The rich got richer, and the poor got poorer. Grandfather says that everything changes, but there’s always a constant. Society, no matter how big or small, favors those with means, whether it’s earned or taken.

      I run up to Hawkins, and when I try to stop, I slip on the soggy path and careen into him, bouncing off his great belly. We struggle to stay upright as he grabs at my shoulders for balance—this massive man who is as round as he is tall, using a skinny, fourteen-year-old girl for support—and somehow, we regain our footing.

      “All this commotion, Caroline. What in the name of—” he says.

      I interrupt him, my words coming out unsteady, but certain. “Drums. I heard the war rhythm.”

      “No. Where?”

      “They’ve crossed the ridge.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nod, but there’s enough hesitation in my reaction that he asks me again, more forcefully this time, repeating the words hard, punctuating each one by shaking my shoulders.

      “Are. You. Sure?”

      My confidence begins to waver. I didn’t see anything with my own eyes, but I’m scared to admit that fact. “Maybe. They’re close.”

      “How many?”

      “I—I don’t know.”

      Anger flashes across his face. “You didn’t look?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “I—no—I ran. I came back so I could warn everyone.”

      “You’re a scout, Mathers. That’s your job. Foolish girl!”

      “I’m—”

      “Go back. Take Brandon with you.”

      “But—”

      “Do your job like you’re supposed to. Find Brandon, and you go! You find out how many there are, and do not report back until you know.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I need to know how many. If it’s just a few of them, a small group, maybe we can hold out. But if it’s bigger, if they’re sending a whole regiment, then we have to retreat. It won’t matter how well we can fight. Do you understand?”

      “How will I know the difference?”

      “You’ll know. Go.”

      I don’t wait for any more orders. I don’t give him a chance to scold me again. I turn and sidestep between two hovels that were built too close together by the Smiths and the Lowells, families that have been fighting over the same plot of land for a decade. The twelve-inch-wide strip that divides their property has been the source of so many bloody noses and split lips that the other villagers no longer pay attention.

      Elder Lowell is in front of his shack, covering his windows, and Elder Smith is across from him doing the same, both men trading verbal jabs about who should be doing what and to mind his own business. They pay no attention to me as I scamper between them.

      I run back toward The Center and see the men of the encampment doing what they can to protect what little they own. They nail extra scraps of metal against the sides of their homes, barring rear entrances with rusted heaps that Grandfather calls refrigerators. Back when people used electricity—I’ve only heard forbidden stories—they kept your food cold, and I can only imagine what that luxury must have been like.

      The fearful shouting has stopped, and it’s been replaced with pleas of necessity, some begging for help, some asking for an extra sheet of metal if anyone has it. Some are faster than others, and they’re kind enough to help where it’s needed.

      I’ve asked Grandfather why we don’t just leave the protection in place, so we wouldn’t have to go through this maddening rush to safety whenever danger is near. Being prepared for it makes complete sense to me. He says I’m probably right, but it’s because of Hawkins, who thinks that constantly having that extra layer of defense keeps everyone on edge, keeps them fearful and unproductive. I understand the logic, but I would rather have the peace of mind. If I were the General Chief, I would make everyone learn to work just as hard with one eye looking over their shoulder.

      I find Brandon helping his father. He’s holding a rubber tire at his side, and I can’t begin to guess how they plan to use it. I shout his name and grab his arm, spinning him around. Anxious and agitated, he raises a clenched fist until he recognizes me.

      “Caroline,” he says.

      “You have to come with me.”

      “Why?”

      “We need to count how many are coming.”

      “Not right now. Can’t you get someone else? I’m helping—”

      “Hawkins said so.” I point with my chin toward the upper valley. “Back up there. General Chief’s order.”

      His father, Marlon, steps away from their wall, readjusting his grip on a hammer. Once a tool, now a weapon. “I need him here,” he says. Angry. Demanding.

      “Hawkins said—”

      “I don’t give a damn what—”

      Brandon interrupts him. “Dad, I have to.”

      “You have to help protect your family.”

      Brandon shoves the old tire into his father’s arms. “Here. We’re almost done. You’ll be fine without me.” To me he adds, “Let me get my pack.”

      “You don’t need it. Let’s go.”

      He pauses, studies my face, and then we’re sprinting past homes that may not be there much longer.

      Once we reach the outer edges of the encampment, Brandon asks, “You’re positive you heard the war rhythm?” His legs and lungs are fresher than mine, and he has to ease back on his pace so that I can keep up.

      Between panting breaths, I manage to say, “Yeah. Loud, like there were lots of them. Hawkins wants to know how many.”

      “How many drums?”

      “No,” I say, huffing, trying to push my words out through constricted lungs. “Blackcoats.”

      “Does he think the whole DAV army is coming?”

      “Yes,” I answer.

      Our encampment is on the northern edge of the PRV. We’re the forward party. The first line of defense. The border between our nations stretches hundreds of miles to the east and west, but where we’re stationed is the easiest path down to the capital, Warrenville. Grandfather says it used to be called Roanoke back in the Olden Days.

      If the DAV really wants to ruin us, if they want to invade and claim our lands, then all they have to do is trudge right over the small pockets of resistance from here on south. We’ve been foolish enough to think that a few defense stations will hinder their progress, but they’ll be little more than gnats against a charging bull. And then that bull will march through the streets of the largest city we have remaining. Everyone has known this for as long as Grandfather can remember, and the only thing that has stopped the DAV is the Peace Pact the presidents signed after the last Great Invasion.

      The only question is, why has the DAV decided to break it now?
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      I ask Brandon what he thinks, if he’s heard any rumors, as we reach the edge of the lake. The drums have stopped, and it worries me. Without their massive, booming rhythm to pinpoint their location, there’s no way to tell where the army might be.

      Brandon is still fresh, breathing smoothly, bounding along like a white-tailed deer, but he’s taking shorter strides because he knows I’m winded and having trouble matching his pace. He says, “I don’t know, but if they’re coming, they have a reason. Hawkins told me one time that the Peace Pact was never really there to prevent a war in the first place.”

      “It wasn’t?” I stop, bend over at the waist, and try to suck in deeper breaths of the cool, moist air. Rain splatters against my back, my neck.

      “Stand up. Put your hands behind your head. It’ll open up your lungs better.”

      I do what he says, and he’s right, but now it feels like my lungs are only partially filled with riverbed silt. “Can we walk for a second?”

      Brandon nods. “Sure.”

      “So the Pact? It wasn’t—” I pause, sucking wind. “It wasn’t supposed to prevent a war?”

      “Hawkins said it was something like a mutual agreement, you know? That we, both sides I mean, were only supposed to invade if we had a good reason for it.”

      “Who decides what’s a good reason and what isn’t? Who would agree to that nonsense?”

      “Desperate people, I guess. Didn’t your grandfather tell you what happened?”

      “He said both sides lost so many people that nobody really won.”

      “And that’s true, but…”

      “But what?”

      “They have a new president now, and he may see things differently.”

      “How’d you learn that?”

      “Your buddy Finn told me.”

      I stop in the middle of the path. Disbelieving, feeling like I’ve been caught. “You know about him?”

      “You’re not the only one guarding the woods, Caroline.”

      “What else did he say?”

      “Nothing important. Although now I’m thinking maybe I shouldn’t have trusted him.”

      It’s good that he feels the same. It takes some of the guilt away. But I’m curious about their relationship, and for a moment, the threat of war is replaced by a stronger need to know. I feel like someone sneaked into our shack and touched all our things while Grandfather and I weren’t there. “When did you meet him?”

      “Maybe a week or so after you. This whole time, I always thought he wasn’t that smart and the only reason he’s alive is because we both let him live so he could give us information.”

      “Did he tell you anything?”

      “Same stuff he told you, probably. Pennsylvania and New York joined up. Some bridges washed out. Simple things that don’t affect us all the way down here.”

      I’m wounded. My secrets weren’t my own after all. I feel like I have nothing. “Yeah, that’s what he told me, too.”

      “I can’t believe I trusted him. I bet he let us catch him on purpose so he could run around here as free as he wanted.”

      “That’s not dumb at all,” I admit. Then I shake my head, disappointed in myself for not spotting the truth. I should’ve seen it. “I’m such an idiot,” I say.

      “C’mon now, you weren’t the only one,” Brandon adds. “We both let him sneak around for a year. There’s no telling what kind of information he was able to give them.”

      I pick up an apple-sized rock from the forest floor and sling it into the lake, growling between clenched teeth. “So stupid.”

      Brandon grins. “Like that helped. Anyway, I’ll keep your secret if you keep mine, okay? Let’s finish the recon job and get back. If the blackcoats are marching with a full army, then once we’re at camp, seems like our best option is to start packing.”

      I agree, and now that we’ve walked a bit, I can run again, but we’re going slower now, more cautious, because we can’t be sure how far the DAV army made it. Or if Finn is hiding somewhere, watching, waiting to snipe us. In all the times I’ve seen him, he’s never carried a weapon, but that doesn’t mean that he can’t take us out with a well-aimed rock or a makeshift snare.

      Once we’ve gone another quarter mile or so, Brandon suggests we move off the lake trail because we’re too visible, too easily spotted by scouts or forward parties that might be moving forward to survey the area, same as us. It occurs to me that there’s no need for Finn now—since the DAV army is on its way, he’s done his job. He’s probably back home, wherever that is, resting, enjoying his rewards. I figure we’ll never see him again, and we’ll both miss our chance to beat him senseless for betraying us.

      A hundred yards deeper into the woods, ducking under low-hanging limbs that are soaked to their core and covered in moss, I learn that I’m wrong about Finn.

      Brandon and I flick our heads in the same direction when we hear a sharply whispered, “Caroline. Brandon.”

      Up the hillside, we spot a hollow log, and sticking out of the end is Finn’s dirty, muddy head. His blond hair is plastered down onto his scalp, and he looks miserable. Serves him right, if you ask me.

      We don’t say anything. We move toward him, scrambling up the slick embankment, and I assume that Brandon is thinking the same thing I am: get Finn before he can get away. I don’t know about my companion, but I have damage on my mind.

      Finn sees that we’re angry and moving with purpose. He pulls his hands out of the log, showing us his palms, and says, “Wait, wait.”

      Brandon gets there first. He reaches inside and grabs Finn under the arms and drags him out, then throws him down on the ground. Finn rolls and holds his arms out, pleading. “Wait. I didn’t know,” he says. “I swear I didn’t.”

      The hillside is steep. I clamber up to them, scrambling on all fours, and once I reach Finn, I put my knee across his neck while Brandon holds him down. I slip my knife from its sheath and rest the sharp point against the throbbing vein in Finn’s neck. “Liar,” I say.

      “No, honest to God, I didn’t know. They don’t tell me anything.”

      “Liar,” I repeat, and push a little harder on the knife. A trickle of blood leaks out from Finn’s punctured skin. I pull back, not wanting to kill him just yet. The dark red continues to seep down his neck, but it’s diluted by the waterfall of rain cascading down around us.

      “Caroline, listen. I ran away. I’m a deserter, and if they find me, I’m dead.”

      “What did you tell them?” Brandon says. His jaw is clenched, and spittle flies with his words.

      “The same as always. That your camp was the only thing guarding the way.”

      “And you didn’t think that was enough?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Why’d they come?” I ask. “Why’re you breaking the Peace Pact?”

      “I don’t—I have no clue. I can’t say.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      “Can’t. Can’t. I swear.” Finn shudders and tries to twist his neck farther away from my knife. “Get that thing off me, and I’ll tell you what I know.”

      Brandon squeezes Finn’s arms harder and shakes him. “She heard drums. Is it the whole army? Is it?”

      Finn’s looks up at us, eyes wide with fear as he nods.

      “How many?”

      “Ten thousand, and that’s just the front lines. More may come if they need it.”

      I sit back, shocked, finally believing that what Ellery said is true.

      War.

      Brandon does the same, and when he lets go, Finn scoots away and puts his back up against a pine tree. He feels his neck, wipes away the blood. “I’m sorry,” is all he says.

      I look at Brandon. His mouth is open and he’s shaking. I’m sure he understands what it means, too. We, the encampment, are in massive trouble. Retreating, running, getting away as fast as we can, scurrying through the mountains for hundreds of miles, back to the supposed safety of Warrenville is the only option.

      Not for the two of us, though. Our job will be to tell every encampment along the way. It’ll be our job to deliver the warnings, to save as many lives as we can.

      From this moment forward Brandon and I are no longer scouts.

      We are messengers of doom and destruction.

      The wind kicks up and brings with it the foul odor of moss and sodden, dead leaves. It used to be a smell I enjoyed. It was refreshing and reminded me of when I was younger, before the rains came, back when we had only infrequent thunderstorms during the summers, and I would play outside after they had moved on, slopping together mud pies and inhaling the scent that the storms left behind.

      But now, that scent is simply another reminder that we are drenched and miserable. Like the rains, there’s no stopping what’s coming.

      Brandon lifts his eyes to the canopy, searching for answers from above.

      I ask him, “What should we do?”

      He opens his eyes and wipes his face with a soaked sleeve. “We’ll go take a look and then head back to warn the others.”

      “I mean about him,” I say, nodding toward Finn.

      “Kill him,” Brandon replies, getting to his feet. He wipes his hands on his pants; it’s an indifferent gesture that seems to accompany an indifferent common response.

      “What?” I can’t say that I’m surprised, but the finality of it catches me off guard.

      “Don’t,” Finn begs. “Let me come with you. I can help.”

      Brandon chuckles quietly and kneels in front of Finn. “You come back to our camp, all they’ll see is DAV and they’ll kill you. Try to go back to yours as a deserter, your people will hang you for treason. Point is, you’re dead either way, so we might as well save someone else the trouble.”

      “I’ll tell your Elders everything I know.”

      “You said you didn’t know anything.”

      “I… I lied.”

      Brandon looks at me. “See?”

      I shrug. I can’t think of anything to say.

      “Or,” Brandon says, leaning in close to Finn, “maybe you don’t know anything, and you’re just trying to stay alive a little while longer.”

      “I promise—I know things. Your Elders need to hear it.”

      “And what makes you think they’d believe you?”

      “Because I know what’s coming.”

      “You think we’re going to trust you now?”

      I sense something in Finn. I can’t explain the sensation—it’s a tingling throughout my body—but I feel his truth. “I do,” I say. “I believe him. But I don’t know why.” Maybe it’s the look on Finn’s face. Maybe it’s something inside me that desperately wants to believe that he wasn’t using us. Until I found out that Brandon knew about him, too, he was mine and mine alone, and I’m having a hard time letting that go. It’s childish, and I understand that, but when you live for so long without having something of your own, all you want to do is wrap your fingers around it so that it doesn’t get away.

      “No, you don’t,” Brandon insists.

      “What if he’s telling the truth?”

      “I am. I promise,” Finn says.

      “If he’s telling the truth, then he should come with us,” I say. “At least for now. He’ll talk, then we’ll let Hawkins decide what to do with him.”

      “He’s lying, Caroline. He’ll say whatever we want to hear, and there’s no way I’m going back to Hawkins and giving him a report on something I haven’t seen with my own eyes. No way.”

      “Then we’ll go look. We’ll tie Finn up, see for ourselves, then come back for him.”

      “That still won’t save him from Hawkins and—”

      “Brandon,” I say, putting a hand on his arm. His muscles are tense beneath his clothing. “We can’t waste a good chance because we’re angry. We’ll do the recon up the valley, and then Finn can tell Hawkins what’s coming behind. Right, Finn? Do you know what’s coming?”

      Finn says yes, cautiously.

      Brandon thinks for a moment, studying our prisoner, and then relents. “You got anything to tie him up with?” He sticks out his hand and waits while I open my pack. I remove the thin roll of twine I use for rabbit snares and give it to him.

      “Put your arms behind the tree,” he orders, and Finn obeys. “Watch him. If he moves wrong, that knife goes in his neck.” Brandon shuffles around the pine tree and quickly ties our friend’s—no, our enemy’s hands together, then moves to the front, using the last of the twine to cinch Finn’s feet together. “That’ll hold for now.”

      “You’ll come back for me?” Finn asks.

      Brandon winks, but it’s not friendly. “Maybe.”

      And then he’s down the hillside and slipping through the underbrush. Not looking back, not waiting for me.

      I push my soaking hair away from my face. Finn smiles, a peace offering, and waits for me to say something. I’m sure he’s hoping it’s something good.

      Instead, I say, “If you’re lying, you won’t have to worry about Brandon, because I’ll slit your throat myself.”
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      I catch up to Brandon and grab his arm, pulling hard, trying to get him to look at me. “Is he lying?”

      “About which part?” Brandon says, yanking free of my grip. He doesn’t stop. He slips quietly through the forest, moving from tree to tree, examining a few yards ahead each time he dashes forward, looking for signs of the DAV blackcoats.

      “Everything. All of it.”

      “If you got caught, wouldn’t you tell someone what they wanted to hear?”

      “Depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On whether or not I thought I could get away.”

      “He knows he’s not going anywhere.”

      “He seemed like he was telling the truth.”

      “Your crush might get us killed.”

      “My crush?” We step over a fallen oak tree, and I fight the urge to trip him. “I don’t have a crush on him.”

      Brandon looks over his shoulder. He doesn’t say anything.

      “I don’t.” I mean, probably not.

      “Then why’d you let him live?”

      “Why did you?”

      “I asked you first.”

      “For information. The same reason you did.”

      “Right.” Brandon slides down the embankment. His feet push the rotting, drenched leaves to the side as he goes, carving a path that reveals the fresh earth underneath.

      I follow, gouging my own channel into the dirt, and then scold him for making so much noise when we get to the bottom. I don’t care how soaked the leaves are, or how much it dampens the sound—if he makes that much racket when we get closer to the DAV army, wherever they are, we’re dead. Or worse, they’ll capture us. From the stories the Elders have told us, death is the better way to go.

      “And besides,” I say, “maybe you have a crush on him.”

      He scoffs and rolls his eyes. “Guys don’t get crushes on other guys.”

      “That’s not true, and you know it. What about Elder Parker and Elder Thomas?”

      “That’s different.”

      “I don’t see how—”

      Brandon skids to a standstill, listening. A second later, he grabs me around the chest, clasps his hand over my mouth, and yanks me into a low growth of bushes. We land hard and I twist my head up to face him, to ask him what in the hell he’s doing, but a finger goes to his lips. He flicks a glance to the right, signaling for me to look.

      His body is warm, and I can feel his breath on my forehead as I lean across him and peek through the limbs. Up ahead, about two hundred yards away, I can see four men crashing along. They’re not trying to hide the fact that they’re there. I’ve only seen drawings, but it looks like they’re wearing the thick black and dark red overcoats of the DAV army. I can’t see any weapons, but that doesn’t mean they’re unarmed.

      My heart begins to pound inside my chest. It’s so loud that I’m sure Brandon can hear it, and the irrational side of me is afraid the sound is carrying all the way up to the enemy soldiers as well.

      As quiet as I can, I whisper, “What’re they doing?”

      Brandon shakes his head and lets go, nudging me to the side so he can get up on his knees for a better look.

      “Should we run?”

      He ignores me.

      “Brandon? Should we run?”

      He spins around, lips pinched together, scowling. He mouths, “Shut up,” and then pushes two limbs to the side and watches the men strolling in our direction. I don’t like it when he orders me around, but I do as he says.

      I can hear them talking and laughing, and they clearly have no idea they’re being watched. Since the drumming has stopped, the march has ceased, and they must be a scouting party sent to survey the area ahead of the main army. We’re so far from our tiny village that I doubt they expect anyone to be nearby, observing them.

      When they get closer, maybe fifty yards north of our position, they stop for a moment. They point east and south, nodding, probably discussing the best way to move their army through the forest. I see three younger men—they look to be about Brandon’s age—and an older one with a graying beard. He has extra stripes on the shoulder of his jacket. I don’t know how they rank their soldiers, but he’s in charge of something.

      There’s more head-shaking, more pointing and talking. A decision is made when all four nod in unison, and they resume their walk in our direction. We’re right in their path. My heartbeat quickens, and if I’m not careful, my aching bladder will empty itself down my leg.

      I’ve never been this scared before. I’ve been within feet of a group of Republicons, watching them sneak by in their mish-mash clothing that they’ve stolen from travelers, carrying their homemade weapons and sacks full of things pried from the dying hands of their victims. Close enough to smell their unwashed stench. Yet it didn’t frighten me as much as the DAV troops who are happily unaware that we’re nearby. They’re in a good mood, jolly and lively, preparing for what will amount to an easy war—for them.

      My lungs burn and convulse. I need to take a breath. But I wait, terrified that any noise I make will sound like a bellowing scream.

      Thankfully, the clothing we use for scout uniforms blends into the surrounding forest. Our shirts are soiled, dyed forest green from hours of rubbing wads of grass and leaves on them. Brown patches, ripped from burlap sacks, are randomly sewn onto the material to look like foliage. We all wear dark green pants that Grandfather scavenged years and years ago—passed from scout to scout to scout. If they don’t fit on their own, you find a way to make them fit. Roll up the legs, tie them tight with a piece of rope. Whatever works. Same goes for the rain jackets. Mine hangs loosely on my shoulders. Two of me could fit inside it, but it was the only one we had left. I inherited it from Carl Gaelen when he fell from a tree and broke his leg so badly that it ended his scouting days.

      Brandon taps my shoulder, spooking me, and I almost yelp. Luckily, no sound escapes my lips as he points to the ground beneath us, making a rubbing motion around his face. He pushes the bed of leaves to the side, grabs a handful of dirt, and scrubs his cheeks, his forehead, and across his nose. I understand what he’s doing. Even more camouflage. I do the same, covering my exposed skin with the rich black soil.

      He glances at my hair and nods.

      Reluctantly, I nod back. I don’t want to, but I know my light-colored hair stands out against the browns and greens. It’s drenched from the rain, and when I mash a handful of dirt into it, it makes a soupy brown mess. Now we’re almost invisible. And we smell like rotting nature.

      Brandon pulls me closer to him. I feel his warmth again, and we lie down on our sides, his chest to my back.

      Briefly, I picture him pulling a blanket over us, cuddling on a cold winter night as we watch a fire crackle and pop. I’ve imagined this very thing before—wanted it, even, and maybe I’ll tell him one of these days—but not like this. Not hiding together on a mountainside, covered in grime and rot, fifty feet from certain death.

      Instead of a blanket, Brandon reaches down, grabs a handful of leaves, and sprinkles them over us. It’s not much, but every little bit of cover helps. He pulls me closer, trying to make our union as complete as possible. With his arm across me, I can feel it shaking. Is it fear? Anticipation?

      “Do not move,” Brandon whispers in my ear.

      Thirty feet away, the DAV soldiers stop again, and their voices become clear.

      I don’t dare look, but I can tell that the older one is talking. His voice is deep, with a gravelly edge to it. It’s the voice of too many years.

      “It’s thick through here,” he says, “and there’s no way around it.”

      A different voice. One of the younger men. “It’ll be tough, that’s for certain.”

      A third. “What if we cut a path?”

      Then the fourth one adds, “Nah. That’d cost us much time, definitely. We try to bring everything through here, we’d have to dig up the stumps for the tanks too, right?”

      My muscles go rigid and I crane my neck around to Brandon, mouthing the word, “Tanks?” He frowns and barely shakes his head back and forth.

      The older man says, “Not if we cut the trees low enough. But still, Harris is right. It’ll take too much time. We got a mile of thick forest all the way down to the lake, and then it’s another mile or so down to their first lookout base. We’d have to bring the whole army forward to cut ’em down fast enough. And besides, the general won’t go for it since we’re already behind schedule.”

      “Then what’s the plan, sir?”

      The one in charge clears his throat and takes so long to speak that, in my mind, I can imagine him with his hands on his hips, glancing up at the hills, then down toward the lake and back. “He won’t like it much, but we’ll have to bring the infantry through here, and the tanks will have to flank us on the roads to the east.”

      “Are you gonna be the one to tell him that, sir?” one of the younger soldiers asks. His voice is light, perhaps joking.

      “Nope, that’s your job, Samuels. That’s an order.”

      “Aye, sir.” The regret in the man’s tone is obvious.

      “One of these days, you’ll learn to keep your mouth shut.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      Next comes the rustling of their footsteps, the noise receding, telling me that they’re heading back north. I risk movement, but only enough to peek past the lowest limb. Up ahead, I spot four backs as the blackcoat soldiers trudge through the forest. I take a deep breath, relieved that we’re safe, for now, but then I remember what’s coming…

      Tanks.

      As part of our training to be army scouts, the Elders tell us stories of the Old War that have been passed down for generations—stories about guns, bombs, and other weapons that were too mind-boggling to be true. These behemoth vehicles that rolled on belts and could shoot massive, explosive projectiles were one of those unbelievable weapons. The fact that they’re real, and that the DAV army has them, means that our little encampment, the place we call home, won’t be the only thing destroyed.

      The PRV doesn’t stand a chance against that kind of firepower. I’ve never been outside of our valley, but from what travelers and messengers have told us over the years, every village from here to Warrenville is exactly the same: huts and shacks filled with citizens of the PRV who just try to get by, day after day, existing as an army outpost in name only. They have weapons, like bows and slingshots, enough to ward off desperate Republicons, but they’re useless when facing a real army, let alone tanks.

      Finn said that there were ten thousand troops to the north of us. Even if all the nearby encampments banded together, forming a line of resistance back to the capital, it wouldn’t matter. We would be firing pebbles at a rolling boulder.

      No, the DAV army can crush a path south, right up to the front gate of Warrenville, without having to worry about any sort of real resistance.

      To save as many lives as possible, our only option will be to run, and to hide. To give up what we’ve held on to since the Olden Days. To hand it over like it was never ours in the first place.

      It makes me angry, but what choice do we have?

      Fight and die? Or run and live another day?

      When the four soldiers have put ample distance between us, Brandon whispers something unexpected. “We have to stop them.”

      I roll over and face him. Our noses are almost touching. His breath smells sweet. “Shouldn’t we go warn the others? We don’t have time—”

      “It’ll give us more time. If we stop them from getting back to their camp, it may be hours before they’re missed.”

      “It’s too risky, Bran—”

      He grabs my arms, shakes me. Not hard, but sternly, just to make his point. “You heard them—they have tanks, Caroline. We need every last second we can get, and if we can stop those four, we might buy ourselves half a day, or at least a couple hours. Every second matters. Every second.”

      He’s right. We have sick people, weak people, children who can barely walk. Grandfather can’t run. At best, with his sickness, he can hobble along, hunched over and coughing. But a couple of hours might give us a chance to disappear into the woods. We know them well. We can become ghosts until we retreat to Warrenville.

      Brandon says, “We have to try.”

      “Okay, but there’s four of them and two of us. What’s your plan? And what if the rest of their men are just up ahead, out of sight?”

      “Do you hear anything?”

      “What?”

      “Answer me. Do you hear anything?”

      I tilt my head to the side and listen. “Rain, wind. You. Why?”

      “If ten thousand troops were nearby, we’d hear them. They’re nowhere close, which means we can knock off those four without the main group finding out. They weren’t armed. They’re on strange ground, and the two of us know this valley better than they do. We can do this. We have to do this.”

      “With what? Sticks? Rocks? My slingshot?”

      “Whatever we can find,” he says. Before I can protest again, he’s up and moving through the trees like a shadow.
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      A hundred years ago, our outpost was staffed with over two hundred soldiers from what was left of the PRV army. They were mostly men and a few women who were sent up here from Warrenville to keep an eye on the DAV. They set up camp in our current location because it was the best place to take advantage of the natural surroundings. Game paths, available water, and natural cover gave them all they needed.

      Grandfather says that if they had been smarter, or less lazy, they would’ve set up camp on top of Rafael’s Ridge so they would’ve had a better view of any enemy advancement. But, under the false pretenses of the Peace Pact, they were lethargic, too unmotivated to work for what was required for their future survival.

      Over time, any semblance of structure broke apart. They grew less and less reliant on orders delivered from the capital and began to run things their own way. Regulations were ignored. Babies were born. Stragglers were taken in, and we became more of a community and less of a military outpost, far away from the place that many used to call home.

      And once President Larson completely disbanded our military, it became easier to live a quiet, peaceful existence. The scouts were kept in place to warn the village of Republicons and to occasionally pass word down south that all remained quiet way up here in the north. I can’t remember the last time we sent someone back to Warrenville on any kind of “official” business. There hasn’t been a need.

      This old military outpost, made up of soldiers who were too lazy to do their job right the first time, became home for those of us who live there now, in the present. For most of us, it’s the place where we were born and hoped to live out our days. It’s all we’ve ever known.

      And now it’s up to Brandon and me to save the lives within it—or die trying.

      We trail the four DAV soldiers, well out of earshot, yet within sight. We’re darting from tree to tree, taking quick, light steps, and then spinning, pressing our backs against the trunks for cover, waiting, watching, before we move again. Every step farther away from our camp, every step closer to theirs, feels like miles away and mere feet closer. I can barely breathe I’m so scared.

      We gain some ground, and are within range of their voices again, and I still don’t know if Brandon has a plan. He’s not saying anything or stopping to tell me. Just moving, moving. I want to stop him and demand that he come up with something before we get too close, but I’m sure that if we pause for too long, they’ll escape, and we’ll be that much farther from home and have less time to tell Hawkins what he wants to know. Less time to tell them that a few extra layers of protection around our shacks won’t be enough. Not with ten thousand soldiers, not with tanks.

      Retreating, running for our lives is the only way to survive.

      A minute later, we catch a small break when the trailing soldier says something to the others and then splits from their single-file formation. Brandon and I slip behind a large pine tree. It’s so wide that we can both maintain cover and observe him from either side. We watch the soldier, who looks to be the youngest one—maybe it’s the one they call Samuels—as he steps into the bushes, lowers his pants, and squats to the ground. I close my eyes, knowing what he’s doing, not wanting to watch.

      Brandon touches my shoulder and moves up behind me. “Give me your slingshot,” he says.

      “Right here? Now? You’re not—”

      “Yeah, I am. Where is it?”

      By the look in his eyes, I can tell that I won’t be convincing him this is a bad idea. “In my pack. The rocks, too.”

      Brandon gently removes my slingshot and my handpicked rocks. “Stay right here,” he says, and then moves fast.

      Sliding through the trees, he doesn’t bother to stop and hide. I’m amazed at how quiet he is. I’ve been with him in the woods before, hunting for deer, and I’ve seen how noiseless he can be when he wants to be, but this is different. It’s almost as if he’s a canoe slipping silently across the surface of a lake.

      I reach for my knife, because it’ll make me feel better to have some sort of weapon in my hand, no matter how far I am from the action.

      But it’s gone. My hand rests on an empty sheath. Brandon must have taken it when he had me distracted. Now I know part of his plan.

      When he’s close to the young DAV soldier, who’s still squatting over the ground, Brandon loads the slingshot, pulls the thick, stringy straps back to his shoulder, aims, and fires. The rock hurtles through the air and hits its mark, dead center in the back of the soldier’s head.

      Knocked out, or at least dazed, the man falls forward with his pants around his ankles, and before I can turn my head, Brandon is upon him. Using my knife, he finishes the job. It happens without a sound. The other soldiers up ahead don’t turn. They walk, clueless, unaware that we’re out here, that we’re coming.

      Brandon glances back and motions for me to join him. I move, rapidly, staying hidden. I look down at the DAV scout—his neck slit from ear to ear—and feel a measure of pity for him. What a horrible way to go.

      Brandon doesn’t share my sentiments. He whispers, “I got him. He never had a chance.” There’s a wild look in his eyes, one that worries me, like maybe he enjoyed it too much. It’s a look of someone different, someone I don’t know, but it’s brief, fleeting, and then my friend—the boy I’ve fantasized about lying beside on cold winter nights—returns. “Three left. Hurry. Here, you take the knife. The next one is yours.”

      It’s red with DAV blood. I watch the raindrops dilute it, washing it away in pink rivulets. “I don’t want—”

      Before I can finish, Brandon moves again, dashing from tree to tree, and I follow in his footsteps.

      The three remaining soldiers aren’t too far ahead of us, and I’m worried we’re getting too close. I try to get Brandon to slow down, but he ignores me.

      Once we’re within fifty feet, Brandon drops behind a boulder and kneels. I squat beside him. The rain has washed most of the dirt from my hands, and probably my face too. As if we’re communicating with our thoughts, Brandon notices the same thing, and we both reapply a fresh layer of mud to our skin.

      He’s not even breathing heavily. I struggle to keep the sound of my inhaling and exhaling under control. For once, I’m relieved that the rain has picked up and the hard pitter-patter against the leaves overhead and the ground below manages to drown out the rest of the ambient noise.

      “What now?” I ask.

      “We wait.”

      “Wait? Why? They’re getting away.”

      “They’ll send one of the others back to look for him. We catch the next one alone, then do the same thing.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “It’s what I would do.”

      “You don’t know that—”

      “Shhhh,” he says. “Listen.”

      Between the rhythm of the downpour, I can hear grunting, heavy breathing, and boots stomping along the forest floor. The soldier, whichever one it is, mumbles to himself, “Just couldn’t wait, could he? Just couldn’t wait until we got back.”

      Brandon flashes a look that says, See? I told you, and scoots nearer to me and away from the edge, where he can’t be seen.

      The footsteps approach. My heart thumps against the inside of my chest. If it pounds any harder, it’ll break through into the outside world.

      The DAV soldier lumbers past us, slowly. He’s heavier than I noticed before, overweight—a sign of privilege, some rich boy plucked from his fancy home to serve his time. He pushes himself forward with his hands on his knees. He’s bent over at the waist, gulping to catch his wind, barely making it up the hill.

      Before he gets too far away, before he has a chance to spot the dead soldier and warn the others, Brandon stands, whips the slingshot back, and fires.

      His aim is off, and I feel my heart leap into my throat when the rock bounces off a fat shoulder.

      The soldier shouts, “Ow!” and spins around.

      Brandon’s next rock finds its mark, striking the soldier between the eyes. He drops, but the damage is done. I can hear the remaining two men yelling behind me.

      I feel an arm at my back, pushing, and I’m thrown forward, off balance. I hear Brandon telling me to hurry, to get it over with, and then his fading footsteps. I fail to stay upright, falling on top of the DAV infantryman. He grunts and looks at me through groggy, watery eyes.

      Before I can change my mind, I bury the knife deep. Once, twice, three times.

      He’s too thick. He’s too layered with fat. It doesn’t do any real damage.

      My jabs send him into a rage, shocking him back to clarity, and he growls, reaching for my throat.

      I scramble away, roll, and avoid his clawing hands. Whatever protection his thick body may have provided him also hinders his movement, and he struggles to get on his feet. He slips on the wet leaves and goes down to one knee, and I lunge, jumping on his back. The sharp blade in my hand goes to his neck, and I drag it across his throat. The feel of skin parting makes me cringe. He gags and falls forward, landing face first in a gaggle of wild mushrooms. A thick, bubbling gurgle erupts from his throat as he grabs at his wound, trying to hold it closed.

      I don’t have time to think about what I’ve done. I turn and search for Brandon among the trees, and I run toward the sounds of a struggle.

      Ahead of me, and behind a cluster of oak trees, I can see flashes of white skin and the red and black of DAV army jackets flailing. I hear Brandon scream. It’s filled with rage and fear, and I’m afraid of what I might see when I get there.

      I run, panting, my lungs clenching closed. I know I’m in better shape than this—years of hiking through the mountains and running back to camp have given me the strength to do my job properly—but it’s the dread, the uncertainty, and the terror that squeeze my chest so tightly. Rain splatters against my face and I taste dirt as it washes into my mouth. I spit a brown glob and keep going.

      On the other side of the massive oaks, the two DAV soldiers—the older, bearded one and his last subordinate—have Brandon on the ground, face down, his arms pinned behind his back. The captain stands over him, smiling, with a boot across his neck, while the younger one straddles him, holding Brandon’s arms, leaning on him with all his weight.

      Brandon struggles to get free, but it doesn’t do any good. They’re too much for him. He screams, “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you!” and they laugh.

      I skid to a stop, uncertain, not knowing what to do next. If they managed to capture Brandon so easily, who is as big as a fully grown man, then I have no chance to overtake them. There’s no hope, I think. I should retreat. I should go back and warn the others while there’s still time. But I can’t leave Brandon behind. No way am I leaving him behind. He would fight for me, even if it meant dying. At least he would try.

      The soldiers spot me, and for a moment we’re all frozen in time, staring at one another, trying to decide what comes next. I’m sure they’re surprised to see that a girl my age has been tracking them as well, but from the warnings I’ve heard, it doesn’t matter how old you are, whether you’re male or female, men from the DAV have no mercy.

      The blackcoat leader reaches inside his jacket and removes something. It’s dark gray and dull. He’s gripping it with one hand and steadying it with the other.

      I recognize it. A gun. We have a stash of them back at our camp, tucked away in a small shed, put there by soldiers who ran out of bullets hunting game and never bothered to request more.

      A handgun.

      I’ve seen them, held them, but I’ve never experienced them in action. I know how they work, what they do, and that they’re very, very dangerous.

      “You there,” the leader says. “Don’t move.”

      I obey. I’m so scared, I don’t think I could move if I wanted to.

      Brandon twists his head around, yelling, “Run, Caroline!”

      “She runs, she’s dead. Stay right there, sweetheart.” The older man takes his foot off Brandon’s neck and takes one step slowly toward me, aiming at my head. “You can’t outrun a bullet. Come on, nice and slow. We won’t hurt you.”

      Some lies don’t need to be questioned.
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      Brandon yanks an arm free from the younger soldier’s grasp and reaches out, latching on to the captain’s ankle. The man trips, but doesn’t fall, and he glares down at Brandon, trying to kick his leg loose.

      It’s not much of a distraction, but it gives me enough time to spin my knife around, grab it by the blade, and hurl it. Years of hunting small game, like squirrels and rabbits, has given me deadly accuracy, even with a moving target. The blade slices through the air and buries itself into the bearded man’s chest.

      He howls and falls to the side.

      I move.

      The younger soldier drives an elbow into Brandon’s temple, stunning him, and then climbs off, lunging for the captain’s gun. I get there first, but instead of grabbing the ancient weapon—I’m not entirely sure how to use it—I grab my knife by the hilt and pull it free from the captain’s chest. Then I dive forward, shoving it deep into the younger man’s side.

      He cries out as I slam into him, our bodies meeting, shoulder to shoulder, and I use my legs to shove him over. He lands, rolls down the embankment, and I’m not far behind. Once we come to a stop, I feel an emptiness in my hand. The familiar weight of my knife is gone, and I look behind us. I’ve dropped it, and I can’t see where.

      There’s no time to hunt for the knife. The younger soldier holds his side with one hand and reaches for me with the other. His face is twisted in fury and agony. He bares his teeth like an angry dog, snarling as his hand swipes through empty air, missing. I scramble farther away while he tries to get up.

      As I’m crawling, under my hand I feel the slick surface of a rock, big enough to use as a weapon. I claw at it, easily ripping it free from the loose, wet earth, but it’s bigger than I thought, and as I clamber to my feet, I have to pick it up with two hands. My first impulse is to throw it at him—he’s wounded, in pain, and not moving fast, but what if I miss? What then? He’s alive—his legs still work—and I can’t risk leaving him there or giving him the chance to make it back to his army.

      It’s heavy, but I manage to lift it over my head. I take two steps forward and then fall with all my weight, all the rock’s weight. With everything I have, I drive it down at his head.

      The crunching sound makes me sick to my stomach. I spin away from him, leaving the rock and the blood behind, and try not to vomit. My heart races. My head pounds. My eyes water.

      I sit back, gasping, tasting the vileness on my tongue, and then push myself up to my feet.

      Brandon, I think, and look up at him. He’s coming to, barely, and flips onto his back. He tries to get up and falls to the ground, holding his head. I scramble to him, pat his cheek, try to lift him, to help him up, but he’s too big.

      He squeezes my arm and says, “I’m fine, just give me a second.”

      I wait until he’s ready, and I stand when he does. I hug him and cry into his chest. My shoulders shake while I sob—shaking from the result of my actions, shaking from relief.

      I’ve taken three lives, but we’ve done it. We’ve bought ourselves some time. Who knows how much.

      Brandon looks down at the young soldier lying on the ground. “That’s—” he says, and then stops, unable to find the right words. “You saved my life.”

      Seconds later, I learn that’s not true, and that I’ve only taken two lives.

      A sharp crack, louder than thunder, louder than anything I’ve ever heard, fills the woods around us, and Brandon lurches as if he’s been hit in the back with something large and heavy. Another crack, and he lurches again, falling toward me, his eyes wide with shock. Blood trickles out of his mouth. He coughs, stumbles, and says, “What was that—” before he slumps to the ground.

      I scream, “Brandon!” and whip my head around to see the captain sitting up, holding his hand over the wound where my knife had been, aiming at me.

      He smiles. To my left, up the valley, I hear the drums start up again.

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

      I don’t have time to think about why they’re on the move again, so soon, before the man says, “You hear that, sweetheart? That’s the sound of war.”

      He raises the gun higher. Instinctively, I jump to the side. Another ear-piercing crack envelops everything around me, but I feel nothing. He missed.

      I roll, roll, roll, and grab a handful of dirt, slinging it in his direction. It scatters, hits him in the face, fills his eyes and sends him reeling backward. He fires wildly, blindly, shot after shot.

      Crack, crack, crack.

      Dirt kicks up around my feet after the first two; the third slams into a tree behind me, sending shards of bark and oak wood down onto my head.

      How many shots was that? How many more does he have? The Elders taught us these things—useless as they were at the time—but I’m having trouble remembering.

      The drums chill my skin.

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

      I climb to my feet, unsure what to do next. I’m too far away from him. I’ll never get there fast enough. He’ll drop me, like Brandon, before I have a chance to try anything.

      He climbs to his knees and tries to get up. He can’t. He grabs his chest, wincing, grinding his teeth together, and then points the gun again. I back up a step, then another. The massive oak stops my retreat. I’m trapped. There’s no room, no time, and nothing for me to do. I’m out of options. I’m dead. I know I’m dead.

      “Please,” I beg. “Please don’t.”

      He laughs. It’s a clattering sound. Raspy. Evil.

      Before he squeezes the trigger, something flies past my head and finds its mark, just to the left of where my blade had been.

      It’s another knife.

      The captain drops his gun. He looks down and reaches for it, fingers searching, and then he tumbles to the ground. Writhing. Dying.

      It’s over.

      I’m safe, but I can’t stop my bottom lip from trembling.

      Where did it come from? Who threw it?

      Behind me, I hear, “Caroline?”

      “Finn!” I shout, whipping around the tree. He’s only a few feet away, and I’m so happy to see him that I fall into his arms.

      He catches me, pulls me close. “Are there more?” he asks. “Caroline, are there any more?”

      I tell him no and grab his shirt with both hands, twisting the material, resting my face in that spot between his neck and his shoulder. I cry harder than I ever have. More than when Mother and Father left and never came back. Harder than when Grandmother died of pneumonia. I cry more tears than the rain falling around us.

      Finn holds me, but Brandon’s gone.

      Gone.

      The word isn’t strong enough, but I can’t make myself say dead.

      The boy I’d promised myself to, the boy who didn’t know.

      Over my sobbing, I hear the drums repeating their menacing rhythm.

      Boom, boom, ba-boom.

      “Let’s go,” Finn says. “They’re moving again.” He tries to pull me with him, but I refuse.

      “We can’t leave Brandon.”

      “We have to. We can’t carry him.”

      “I’m not leaving without him.”

      Finn shakes my shoulders. “Look at me. Look. Listen to those drums. Do you hear how close they are? That’s the vanguard. Plus, they’ll send a small group ahead because they know it won’t take much to destroy your encampment. We’ll never make it. They’ll catch us and we’ll die, Caroline. We have to go.”

      I pull free and run over to Brandon’s body. Leaning down, I kiss him on the cheek and touch his hair. I never got to do that when he was alive. “I’m sorry. Maybe in another life, okay?”

      Finn grabs me under my arms and jerks me off the ground, away from Brandon. Reluctantly, I leave him behind. We can’t take him away, but nature will, over time.

      We run, looking over our shoulders, searching for any signs of the DAV forward parties, seeing none.

      We reach the lake trail. I grab Finn’s arm at the fallen pine, the one where the path dips on the other side, remembering this time to go carefully over it, and then we’re running again, down the slippery hill.

      “I didn’t see them,” I say between gasps of air.

      “Who?”

      “Your army. I didn’t see them for myself. Hawkins—he’ll—”

      “I’ll tell him,” Finn says, slowing down. “I’ll tell him exactly what’s coming.”

      “He’ll kill you. You’re part of the DAV.”

      “No he won’t. Not if he wants to know what I know before it gets here.”

      “I thought you said you didn’t know anything?”

      “I know enough to stay alive.”

      I ask him a question that’s been on my mind since he killed the captain. “How’d you get free?”

      “My knife. You guys aren’t very good at taking prisoners. You should’ve checked.”

      “Were you going back?”

      “Where?”

      “Home. To the DAV.”

      He stops in the middle of the trail. “What? Why would I do that?”

      I try to pull him, to keep him moving. He won’t budge until I answer. “I don’t know. You were heading in that direction.”

      He shakes his head, chuckles a little. “I cut myself free just to show you guys I could do it. I wanted to sneak up on you—scare you—and then I saw those two dead soldiers and heard gunfire. That’s when I started running. I saved your life.”

      Finn was so close to the opposite side of the oak tree. He had to have seen what had happened to Brandon. “Why didn’t you save Brandon?”

      “I wasn’t close enough.”

      “Did you see what happened? Did you see that soldier pointing the gun at him? Huh? Did you?” Part of me knows it’s not Finn’s fault—yeah, maybe he was too far away to do anything about Brandon—but I’m not ready to trust him again. Not yet. He was so close. And my rage over Brandon’s death has to go somewhere. I can’t keep it inside me, and Finn is the nearest target. I shove him, and he tries to stay solid, like a tree, but I have the strength of rage on my side, and he topples over when I shove him again.

      He pops back up again, holding his hands out, trying to grab my flailing arms. “Stop it,” he says. “Stop. We don’t have time for this.” He moves closer and wraps his arms around me—something like a hug, something like an attempt at containment. “I’m sorry. Stop, stop. Hold still. I saw it, okay? I saw it, but I couldn’t do anything for him. The knife was the only thing I had, and if I’d missed, all three of us would be dead. All three of us. Do you understand that? I—Caroline, hold still—I had to make a decision, and I’m sorry, but I chose to save two lives instead of losing three. That’s… that’s the truth.”

      I struggle to break free. “You didn’t want to try. You wanted him dead.”

      “That’s not true. It’s not.”

      “Brandon,” I say, then give up. I rest my head on Finn’s shoulder and allow him to hold me.

      “He was my friend, too,” Finn says quietly.

      I’m not sure I believe him, but what choice do I have? I take a deep breath, and Finn lets go of me. I step back, wipe my eyes, and turn toward the sound of the drums echoing through the valley. “They’re getting closer.”

      “Yeah, and that’s just the vanguard. If they sent a forward party, they’ll be right behind us.”

      If he’s right, if he’s telling the truth, no one back home will be safe. There won’t be any time. We’ll never get them moving fast enough. The longer we stand here fighting over Brandon, over what might have been, the less of a chance everyone will have.

      Brandon’s gone, and I don’t want to be responsible for any more lost lives.

      With the minutes we’ve wasted standing here, I probably already am.

      “Move,” I say, ordering him. “Go.”
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      We reach the camp. It’s quiet. The Center is now empty, and everyone is inside their shacks. I see some of the men peeking out windows, watching to the north.

      Nothing is happening. It’s as if they’re all waiting to die.

      Or they’ve been ordered to wait.

      And die.

      It makes me angrier than I already am. Hawkins knows about the war drums. He knows the DAV army is coming.

      He knows we aren’t capable of defending ourselves against something like this. We’re trained to fight—and fight well—against small bands of Republicons, but an entire army? We don’t stand a chance. Why, why, why did he send me back with Brandon to get a better look? It was such a stupid decision. If I were General Chief, I would’ve trusted my scout and made preparations to leave, to retreat, to abandon this collection of shacks we call home.

      If Hawkins had trusted me, Brandon would be alive, and the hundreds of people who are now hiding inside these ramshackle, mini fortresses would be at least a couple of miles away. Maybe safe, maybe not, but there would be more room between them and the DAV army.

      I haven’t had time to grieve over Brandon’s death. That will come later. Now, though, I can feel the anger lighting something inside. Maybe something that’s been there all along—the thing that Grandfather swears I have, although I’ve never believed that to be true.

      Strength.

      Finn runs with me past the homes, through the soggy, muddy space where friends and families meet and trade, where they talk about their children and what neat piece of history they managed to find on a salvage mission. Where we live our lives.

      And unless we can get everyone moving, it’ll be where we all die.

      I smell the smoke from their chimneys but hear nothing other than the sounds of our footsteps and rain splattering against rooftops. A young boy, Billy Akers, runs out of his front door. He’s laughing, looking over his shoulder as Elder Akers darts out behind him. He grabs his son around the waist, lifts him off the ground, and then looks at me, saying, “Is it true?”

      “Yes,” I yell as we race past. “Tell the others we have to run.”

      “But Hawkins said—”

      “Go!”

      We don’t stop to see if he listened. None of the Elders are used to taking orders from a scout, let alone a girl my age, but I hope, for once, this fact doesn’t matter. We’re all conditioned to blindly follow whatever the GC says—it’s how things have always been—but in this case, doing so will get them killed. All of us.

      I may be younger than Elder Akers by thirty years, but I know when it’s necessary for logic and reasoning to overstep the bounds of authority.

      We reach Hawkins’s shack, and I expect him to be outside, waiting for me. Or delegating tasks—something, anything productive—but I don’t see him anywhere. His shack is much, much larger than the rest of ours. Kind of like how I imagined the White Home must have been in the Olden Days. He has multiple rooms and a porch with columns that he forced the others to build. Hawkins took when he should’ve given or shared, and right now I hate him for it.

      The man is abhorrent. Abusing his privilege, his power. Ridiculous decisions that bettered his life and made it harder on others, the people he’s supposed to protect. I never will have the chance, but if I did, I’d do things differently.

      Using the side of my fist, I pound on his door, hard enough for his walls to shake. “Hawkins! Where are you? Hawkins!” My voice screeches in desperation. I pound on the door until my fist hurts, and when he finally opens it, I push it to the side and shove past him, into his home. It’s an invasion, impolite, no matter what the circumstances, and I can tell that he’s momentarily offended.

      The sight of Finn, an unfamiliar face, is enough to distract him from my rude intrusion. “Who’s this?”

      “I’m Finn, sir.” Finn holds out his hand to shake, and Hawkins narrows his eyes.

      Hawkins says, “Caroline? Who is this?”

      I smell the scent of cooking goat meat, and it infuriates me even more than I already am. Hawkins has been hiding inside his home, fixing himself lunch, while the lives outside his doors get one drumbeat closer to the end. “You’re eating?” I shout.

      “I asked you a question, scout.”

      “It doesn’t matter. We have to—”

      Hawkins grabs my throat and slams me against the wall. Shelves rattle as my head bangs against the wood. “You bring a stranger into my house, and it doesn’t matter? Explain yourself!”

      His hand squeezes tighter around my throat, and I can’t answer him. He’s cutting off my wind, and I struggle to breathe.

      Finn is smaller than Hawkins by at least a hundred pounds, but he’s quick, agile, and strong from years spent in the woods. He lunges, wraps an arm around Hawkins’s fat neck, and yanks him backward, away from me. “Do it again, and I’ll bury my knife in your heart.” He drags Hawkins over and throws him down onto a rickety chair as if he’s punishing a misbehaving child.

      No one treats a General Chief this way—no one ever has—and Hawkins’s face goes red with contempt. He tries to stand. “I am your General Chief, and you will do—”

      Finn shoves him back into the chair, points a finger at him. “Shut up and listen.”

      Hawkins stays seated, but he persists. “Young man, I don’t care who you are or where you come from, but I do not take orders from PRV underlings such as yourself.”

      I rub my throat. It hurts, and hurts worse when I speak. My words come out in a croak. “He’s not PRV.”

      “What? So help me, Caroline, if you brought a Republicon into this encampment, I will have your badge.”

      Finn stands guard over Hawkins as I move closer to them. “You’ll have my badge? You’ll have my badge? I don’t care about your stupid badges.” I slap his cheek, hard enough to leave a bright red handprint, and for a moment, I’m amazed that I had the nerve to do it.

      Hawkins is too, but he stays silent as he touches the welts my fingers left.

      “Brandon is dead.” The words are painful, but I have to say them. Need to say them so he’ll understand. “They killed him, and unless you shut your mouth and let us explain what’s up there, we’re all dead. Do you understand me, General Chief?” I’m mocking Hawkins, and he knows it.

      But he nods and doesn’t speak. Wise man… for once.

      “This is Finn,” I say. “He’s a scout from the DAV—sit down, Hawkins! Do not try to get up again or I’ll let him put his knife where you don’t want it. You sit there, and you listen to what he has to say. Thirty seconds, Finn, hurry.”

      Finn moves a step closer to Hawkins. “I’ve been a DAV scout for three years, and I know you won’t believe me, but you’ll just have to trust that I’m on your side. About a mile north of here, maybe more—they’ve already crossed Rafael’s Ridge, at least the vanguard has. Five hundred troops on foot, and behind that, down in the valley, there are ten thousand more just like them ready to march all the way through the PRV. Maybe more. They’ll capture your people and burn anything in their path.”

      “Tell him about the tanks,” I say.

      Finn glances at me, surprised that I already know.

      “Tanks?” Hawkins says, fearful and disbelieving at the same time. “They were supposed to get rid of those with the Pact. That was part of the—”

      “It doesn’t matter what they were supposed to do, Hawkins. How many, Finn?”

      “Twelve.”

      “Twelve?” Now it’s my turn to be shocked.

      “They probably won’t be able to send them through the forest.”

      “They’re not,” I confirm. “I overheard the soldiers say they’d have to send them around the flanks, along the roads where it’s open.”

      “Why?” Hawkins asks. “Why’re you—”

      “They,” Finn reminds him.

      “Why’re they invading? Why now?”

      Finn hesitates to give an answer. He told us he didn’t know, back in the woods when we had him tied up, and if he answers truthfully, he’ll reveal that he lied to us. At this point, I care, but I don’t. I’ll deal with him later. We’re already wasting too much time answering questions when we should be telling the others. I’m anxious, antsy, and I want him to get on with it. “Answer him, Finn.”

      “Difference of opinion.”

      “What does that mean?” Hawkins says.

      Finn steps out the door, looks toward the north. “They were renegotiating the Peace Pact.”

      “When?”

      “I don’t know—about a month ago.”

      “Why?”

      “Shut up, Hawkins, let him finish.”

      “We—they need workers. The DAV is growing too fast for our workers to keep up, and our president told yours he wanted to renegotiate. He said that if the PRV provided him with a bunch of servants—”

      “You mean slaves?” I ask, barely able to grasp what I’m hearing. The idea is unthinkable.

      Finn nods, reluctantly. “President Crake told Larson that if he handed over a number of workers, he wouldn’t invade and take them. Your president dared him to try.”

      “Good God,” Hawkins says.

      “Unless you get your people out of here, right now, prayer might be your only option. Now, do we have your permission?”

      I’m so dumbfounded by the idea of slavery that I don’t wait. I can’t let that happen to my friends, the people in my extended family. To Grandfather. If he’s free, if we can find medicine, he might have a chance at survival. But as a slave, he’s as good as dead. I say to Finn, “I don’t need his permission. Not anymore. Let’s go.”

      I grab his arm, pulling him with me out the front door, leaving Hawkins behind in the chair. I should ask—tell—him to help, but it won’t do any good. The moment we’re out of sight, he’ll run like a coward. I know he will. It’s useless to waste my breath on him.

      We step off the porch into the continuous downpour. The rain smacks against my face as I look left and right, my wet hair slinging around. I point to the row of shacks across from us. “You take that side, I’ll take this one, but you’ll have to lie. Tell them Hawkins said to do it, or they won’t listen. Tell them to take nothing but food and to run. They have to stay light, or they won’t be able to move fast enough, especially the ones with children. It doesn’t matter how they get there, they just have to get back to the capital and warn as many people as possible along the way. Got it?”

      Finn nods. He pushes his hair from his eyes as he sprints across to the other side. We knock on doors, warning the Elders and their families, screaming for them to hurry, to go, to run as fast as they can. Some of them question me at first, asking why Hawkins gave the order to retreat, and I yell at them, tell them there’s no time to explain, and to do what I say. I move on to the next, and the next. Other families farther down the line of houses hear the commotion and come outside their shacks, holding babies and small children. They stare at us and wait.

      It’s easier to tell them all at once. I run to The Center and raise my voice as loud as possible. I scream my orders until my throat burns. To my left, Finn is darting from person to person, saying something, pointing at me. I can hear him begging for them to listen.

      Thankfully, they do. The shacks empty and The Center fills with people shoving, scrambling, and falling into the mud. Children are crying, and parents hurry by with worried faces and packs of food slung across their backs.

      The realization of my mistake comes too late. I’ve created a mess. Complete chaos.

      If they try to travel like this, in a fumbling horde of bodies, it’ll slow them down. I climb up on the pedestal that Hawkins uses to deliver his ridiculous speeches about how wonderful he is, and I begin shouting for them to split up, to travel in smaller packs so they can move faster. Some of them listen and break off, cutting through the spaces between the homes they’re leaving behind.

      Some don’t, and I begin counting them as losses already.

      I scan the writhing crowd of bodies, looking for Grandfather’s stringy white hair. He should be easy to spot. He’s taller than most, at least half a head above everyone else, but there’s no sign of him anywhere.

      I scream for him and get no answer.
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      Shoving through the crowd, trying to make it back to our shack to find Grandfather, I’m met with elbows and flying arms and terrified, panicked faces. There’s no order to this. It’s madness. I try not to blame myself, but it’s hard. There was no time for a coordinated exit, and it’s likely that even if we’d had the chance to plan how we would deliver the order to retreat, the result would’ve been the same. We’ve lived in fear of hearing the war drums for as long as our stories have been told. This lunacy I’m swimming through would’ve happened no matter what.

      I stop rationalizing and focus on getting home. I’ve lost Finn. I can hear his voice over the cacophony, shouting instructions, but it’s impossible to pinpoint his location.

      I catch a finger to my eye and wince, trying to wipe the sting away. Half-blind now, looking through a haze of tears, I keep pushing, pushing, fighting my way home, back to Grandfather’s pitiful shack where I’ve lived since the day Mother and Father left.

      It was Harvest Day, and I remember it well. Mother had amazing blond hair that almost looked yellow in the setting sun of autumn. Father’s hair was black, and I remember thinking that when they stood side by side, their heads looked like two stripes on a bumblebee. I was young enough to think that things like that were important.

      They smiled when they left me with Grandfather. Their last words were, “Be good for him, okay?” And then they left. In a way, I wish they were here, but I’m also glad they’re gone. If they didn’t want me, I don’t want them, don’t need them. Grandfather has been the only family I’ve ever needed.

      And the thought of losing him, along with Brandon, is more than I can bear.

      I reach our shack and fling the door open. I run inside and call his name. He’s on the floor, asleep. Shaking. I bend and grab his shoulder, then roll him onto his back. He mumbles something and opens one eye enough to see me.

      “Caroline,” he says. His voice is weak and hoarse. “Did you tell Hawkins?”

      “We have to go. Can you walk?”

      “What’s happening? Why are you—” He collapses into a fit of coughing and groans.

      “Where does it hurt?”

      “Everywhere.”

      I feel his forehead. It’s as hot as our fireplace in the middle of winter.

      “I’m cold.”

      “You’re burning up.”

      “No. Cold.”

      “Grandfather, we have to go. There’s an army coming. They’ve declared war.”

      “I—I can’t.” Coughing, coughing. “I can’t make it. You—you go. Leave me.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      “I won’t make it.”

      “You have to. You have to!”

      “How close are they?”

      “Half a mile, maybe less.”

      “Then you can escape. Go, Caroline. Listen to your Elder.” He takes my hand and kisses my fingers. “Use your strength. She gave it to you for a reason,” he says, and then he rolls away from me, wrapping his arms around his sides, shaking.

      “She gave it to me? Who—what?” I don’t know what he means. He’s never mentioned someone giving me something before.

      “Run,” he says.

      Before I can protest, before I can ask him what he’s talking about, I sense someone behind me and turn to see Finn standing in the doorway. He looks over his shoulder, northward, and motions for me to hurry.

      “I can see them coming,” he says. “Maybe twenty, and not everyone’s gone yet.”

      “Run,” I tell him. “Go with the others.”

      “I’m not leaving you here.” Finn glances out the door again. “Thirty seconds, Caroline. Hurry.”

      “And I’m not leaving him here,” I say, pointing at Grandfather.

      First Brandon, and now this. I absolutely can not abandon the only family I have left.

      “Let’s go! Now!” Finn rushes forward and grabs my upper arm, then tries to pull me away.

      I plant my boots on the wooden floor and hold my ground. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll die with Grandfather if it comes to that. “No!” I scream. I jerk myself free and crawl over to the sweating, whimpering man that raised me as his own child. I lean down and put my lips on his forehead, feeling the heat on his skin.

      Finn runs back to the door, panicking, looking out and then back in at us. “Fifteen seconds.” His voice is high and panicked.

      Grandfather coughs and grabs my rain jacket. “You were always my little girl,” he says—and his body goes limp. His eyelids don’t close. His chest doesn’t move. He’s gone. There will be no saving him.

      And it’s too late to save ourselves.

      I scream at the ceiling, my muscles straining and fists clenched into tight rocks of flesh and bone. I should’ve traded my shifts for the past week. I should’ve gone on a salvage mission to look for medicine. But all these years later, would there have been anything left? It doesn’t matter. I should have tried.

      Finn backs away from the door just as a DAV soldier runs toward it. Finn slams the door shut and drops the thick piece of wood we use as a bar into its metal slot.

      I stand, listening to the pounding outside as the man shoves his shoulder against the door, again and again, trying to break inside.

      Grandfather and I never had the luxury of a rear entrance in our shack like some of the others. There are no windows either. Finn and I are trapped. We have only my slingshot and two knives. It’ll never be enough to take on twenty men.

      Or even one, if he’s armed with a gun.

      I stand and retreat to the far wall. Finn joins me, both of us watching the door rattle and the bar bend. The metal strains, and soon the latch will splinter free from the wall.

      In the seconds I have remaining, I look around the room at our pathetic beds and our meager possessions, trying to recall the memories attached to each one. I want to remember. The memories are all I have left.

      I see the metal bucket that Grandfather and I found together last summer. Grandmother’s dress hangs limply on the wall. It’s white with blue flowers. It was always too big for me, so it hung as a reminder of what little time we had together.

      As a community rule, we’re supposed to share—required to share—and the dress would’ve been perfect for Elder Keryn and her bulky frame. But Grandfather refused. Hawkins fined him, and Grandfather told me that keeping the dress was worth more to him than the five pounds of cured deer meat that we lost.

      I see something else we kept—this time in secret. Grandfather’s second pair of salvaged boots. They never fit, but he refused to part with them because maybe one day we’d need to trade them for something valuable, like food, or a new dress for me on my wedding day—a day that now would never come. I get angry with him, knowing that those boots sat wasted all those years. We could’ve used them so many times for so many things.

      The soldier slams against the door and I hear the first crack of wood. It won’t be long now. Outside, out in The Center, I hear screaming and gunfire. The pops are sharp, and I wonder whom they’ve gotten. I wonder if it’s any of my friends, if it’s Brandon’s family or if they forced Hawkins up against a porch column and executed him.

      My legs shake and nearly buckle. The door splinters again.

      I look up at the shelves that Grandfather and I built together two years ago. Sitting on them are random items we collected, like a pair of baby shoes and a jigsaw puzzle that makes a picture of the ocean I’ve never seen and never will. Grandfather’s reading glasses and a stack of books. A candle holder that hasn’t held a candle since I was five years old.

      These items, with so many memories attached to them, rattle and bounce with each pounding shoulder on the door. They dance around, skitter close to the edge, and fall.

      Finn takes my hand. Our fingers close together, and he squeezes.

      He says, almost lightheartedly, “Any last words?”

      If he’s feeling what I’m feeling, it’s a mixture of fear and disbelief that this is how it actually ends. I’ve always been convinced that I would die an old woman—meet my fate from pneumonia like Grandmother or eat a piece of spoiled meat and visit the afterlife with a stomachache. It was to be something simple, something unfixable because we didn’t have the supplies or something to trade.

      Never did I imagine that I would die at the hands of an invading DAV army.

      I squeeze back and say, “I wish it would stop raining.” It’s a pointless thing to say, because we all wish the same, but I can’t think of anything else. I already miss Grandfather. I miss Brandon. I could say that, but I want to keep it to myself. I want to keep that for me.

      We wait, and I’m surprised the door has held this long. The soldier outside curses and slams against it one more time.

      Beside me, I hear Finn gasp and feel him let go of my hand. He drops and scrambles over to Grandfather’s bed. Reaching under it, he pulls out the axe that I’d completely forgotten about. Grandfather had taken to keeping it inside recently, after someone within the encampment had been accused of stealing and hoarding things. Hawkins never caught the thief, yet I have a feeling that he, or she, will get the appropriate comeuppance at the hands of the DAV soldiers outside. Eventually.

      Finn points at me and whispers, “Stay right there. Let him see you. Don’t move, and don’t look at me, no matter what, okay?”

      I can barely hear him over the pounding of my heartbeat, and the pounding at the door, but I nod. I understand.

      Finn scoots against the wall, flattening his back to it, hiding, waiting, holding the axe tight to his chest.

      The latch finally explodes in a shower of splinters. The door swings wildly open and slams against Finn’s side.

      I shriek as the DAV infantryman barrels through the door, off balance from the door swinging inside, his weight and momentum carrying him ahead in a couple of wobbly, staggering steps. He regains his footing and stops in the middle of the room, eyeing me. A look of realization flickers across his face, but only for a fraction of a second. I’m not the boy he saw.

      Before the soldier can move, Finn shoves the door clear, lifts the axe, and swings at the man’s legs like he’s chopping down a tree. The sound of the blade burying into thigh flesh works its way into my gut, and I feel my insides swirl. It’s too much. Too violent.

      And when the man screams and falls to the floor, howling, holding his hands up at Finn to beg for mercy, I cover my face. I don’t want to see what happens next.

      There’s another dull thunk. I swallow my disgust.

      The screaming stops, but I keep my eyes closed.

      I feel Finn’s sweaty palm on my wrist, and he’s pulling me. I go with him, eyelids still jammed shut. My foot kicks something, a body, but I keep blindly moving until we’re outside my shack, until I can feel the rain on my face.

      When I open my eyes and see the aftermath, I wish I’d kept them closed.

      I wish I’d kept them closed forever.

      What I see leaves me with such an overpowering feeling of rage and sadness, hate and guilt, that I double over. Everything goes numb.

      Finn says, “Oh my God.” He doesn’t move. It’s too unbelievable. We’re stunned to the point of inaction.

      I hear a loud, unfamiliar voice say, “You there, stop!” and feel a rough hand around my neck and another on my chest. Grabbing, clamping around me. I look to my side and watch Finn hurtling downward, a DAV soldier on top of him, yanking Finn’s arms behind his back and tying them together with a short rope.

      The soldier looks up at the one holding me and says, “He’s one of ours, isn’t he?”

      “Yep,” says the voice behind me. “I think we caught ourselves a deserter.”

      I don’t even try to break free. It’s useless, and I’m too shocked by the scene in front of me.

      The Center has become a graveyard.
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      This is what happens during war: people die.

      And often, it’s not the people you want to die or the people who should.

      I don’t know how many from my encampment made it out safely, but I take a small measure of consolation in the fact that it looks to be more than those that didn’t. Still, this doesn’t change the fact that many of my friends and their families are on the ground. It’s a horrible, ghastly sight, and I can’t look away. Some of them I’ve shared meals with, hunted and fished with. We played Catch the Rabbit together and counted stars at night, got burned by the sun back when the skies were clear.

      Elder Thomas and Elder Choal. Jacob and Edgar. Helena and Evelyn. There are too many to count.

      Up ahead, in the heart of The Center, I see something that creates such a feeling of betrayal that I’m unable to breathe properly. Hawkins stands there with his hands in his pockets, laughing, talking to a DAV officer with stripes on his arms, just like the one Finn killed back in the forest.

      Hawkins looks at me; his face is smug and confident. Now I understand. Now I know why he didn’t immediately give the order to retreat, why he sent me back into the woods. Now I understand why he was calmly fixing himself lunch when I returned with Finn.

      He was stalling. He knew it was coming.

      He betrayed us all.

      Inside me, that flicker of strength that I’d lost back in our shack stands up and dusts itself off, preparing for whatever comes next.

      Hawkins won’t get away with this.

      I won’t let him get away with it. I’ll find a way. Somehow.

      Finn stumbles along beside me, bleeding from his nose and mouth. Dirt coats one side of his face from where they had him on the ground. He doesn’t look over at me. He stares straight ahead and marches, obeying our captors’ commands, beaten and broken.

      We approach Hawkins and the officer. Hawkins looks at me with a combination of pride and scorn, and says, “This one,” pointing at me, “she’s trouble. Keep her close. Good scout, though, one of the best we’ve ever had. It’s almost a shame.”

      Somehow, the compliment makes it worse. They didn’t tie me up like Finn, but the soldier behind me has such a tight grip that there’s no chance of getting loose and clawing at Hawkins’s face like I want to. I hated him before, but now, he absolutely disgusts me.

      How long has he known? Who told him and when? He rarely left our encampment, preferring to sit on his porch and eat while the rest of us made life possible. When did he turn, and why?

      I peek over at Finn. Was it him? Has he been sneaking into the encampment at night, secretly delivering messages to our betrayer?

      No, it wasn’t possible. Aside from the fact that it’s unlikely he would’ve gotten past any of the scouts, Finn saved my life and risked his own to be here, to free himself of the DAV confines. It couldn’t have been him. Before, I wasn’t so sure, but now I refuse to believe it. I have to have something true in my life.

      The officer standing beside Hawkins is short, not much taller than me, but he’s older than me by decades. His skin is wrinkled and saggy around his cheeks and neck. His cap is tipped to the side, and underneath I can see a thick swath of gray hair. His jowls wobble when he speaks. “You think she’ll do it?” he asks Hawkins.

      Hawkins tilts his head back and examines me. He sighs and says, “Doubtful, but it won’t matter if she doesn’t have a choice.”

      “Do what?” I ask.

      “Captain Tanner here would like to make you an offer.”

      The aging officer steps over to me, slowly, with his hands behind his back. He looks down at my boots, and I follow his eyes all the way upward until they meet mine. “Your name’s Caroline?”

      I don’t answer. He already knows what my name is and doesn’t deserve a response.

      “I suppose I already know what your answer will be—and it’s a pity, really—Mr. Hawkins here—”

      Hawkins interrupts him with a falsely polite, “General Chief Hawkins…”

      “Do not interrupt me, sir.”

      Hawkins hangs his head and takes a submissive step back.

      “Now, Caroline, my guess is you’ve heard the phrase, ‘Death before dishonor.’ Is that correct?”

      I shake my head. “But I can figure out what it means.”

      “Right. Your friend here,” he says, glancing around at Finn, “is a defector, so there’s no hope for him. But you, my dear… Hawkins speaks very highly of your talents, and I hate to waste good resources. They’re so rare these days. What I can offer you is this: join the Democratic Alliance of Virginia as an enlisted scout, and you’ll live. You’ll be fed three times a day, provided with a tent and a warm blanket, and the best part is, you’ll be paid for your efforts. Have you ever even seen money, Miss Caroline?”

      “No.”

      “Well, it’s quite fun when you have enough of it. That’s my offer. Join us and be spared, or refuse and die. It’s a simple choice, really, though I’d prefer you answer in the affirmative, given the circumstances as they are. Rarity of talent, as it were.”

      I lean forward, straining against the soldier’s arms holding me, and bare my clenched teeth. “Look around you,” I say. “What do you think my answer is?”

      Captain Tanner smirks and scans the muddy Center, looking at his handiwork. “Say I find it somewhere in my heart to let you live. Say God came down from the heavens and commanded me to set you free. You look around. You have nothing left, my dear. Pretty soon, the torches will arrive. I don’t imagine things will burn so well in all this rain, but we’ll make it happen. You’ll have no home, no family, no friends. And we’ll catch everyone else, you can be sure of it. You’ll be a ship without a harbor, a car without gas, a poet without a muse. You’ll have nothing.”

      “If you let me live, it’ll be the last bad decision you ever make.”

      Captain Tanner laughs—it’s a big laugh from such a small man—and says to Hawkins, “Confident, isn’t she?”

      Hawkins nods. “Too confident.”

      Captain Tanner rubs the stubble on his cheeks. “How old are you, Miss Caroline?”

      “Fourteen.”

      “Interesting. I wouldn’t have thought so young. You’re clearly wise… wiser than any fourteen-year-old girl I’ve ever met. But are you wise enough to understand the generosity of my offer? Option one, life. Option two, death.”

      “You know my answer. I would rather die than serve a murderous bastard like you.”

      “And thus, death before dishonor. Suit yourself. What’s the loss of a single pawn, huh?” Captain Tanner addresses the two soldiers behind us. “Gentlemen, you’re free to have some fun with these two, but make it quick. We can’t let the lemmings get too far into the forest.”

      Arms tighten around my neck and my chest. The soldier pulls me away, and the other one does the same to Finn. We only make it a couple of steps before a third one, a boy around my age, wearing a loose-fitting uniform and a hat that’s so large on his head it pushes his ears down, struts into The Center.

      Poor old blind Ellery teeters along in front of him. Her white hair, once curly and sprouting from her head like a dandelion gone to seed, is matted against her scalp. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen her outside, and the first time I’ve ever seen her without the dark glasses she uses to hide her eyes.

      The DAV soldiers that have been meandering around The Center, pillaging the bodies and stealing from the empty shacks, stop what they’re doing and move toward her with their mouths open.

      As they come closer, everyone pauses and stares. I feel like, somehow, they know that she may be the last.

      When she gets close enough, I can see the milky white of her irises, and if I didn’t know what a sweet woman she was, she’d be a frightening spectacle. The thin material of her plain white dress is soaked through, and I can see her underclothes beneath it. She’s not wearing boots, and her frail feet squish in the mud.

      The young soldier says, “Captain Tanner, sir. Found her two rows over, hiding in a goat pen. Is she—I mean, do you think…”

      Captain Tanner whistles and removes his cap.

      Finn looks at me questioningly.

      Hawkins bows his head, maybe in shame, maybe in phony respect, and shuffles to the side.

      Captain Tanner says, “Yes, she certainly is. That’ll be all, son. Step away slowly. Leave the lady right there… Nice and easy, Mr. Walker. Nice and easy.”

      Walker looks confused, but he does as he’s ordered, as if Ellery will explode like a bomb from the Old War.

      They act like they’re afraid of her, afraid of this fragile old woman whose bones break as easily as the twigs we step on in the forest. If she’s a Kinder, which I doubt, maybe they should be.

      Captain Tanner approaches her, softly, with a hand held outward. I can see it shaking. “Captain Tanner, ma’am,” he says. “With the First DAV. I suppose you knew we were coming.”

      Ellery leans on her cane, wobbly and weak in the legs. “Not just you. War.”

      “I must say, it’s quite an honor to meet… to be in the presence of… of a Kinder.”

      Captain Tanner knows? He recognizes her?

      “Heathen,” Ellery says. “What have you done?”

      “I—We—It’s a matter of necessity, ma’am. I’m sure you understand.”

      “No one understands war, not even the men who create it.”

      Captain Tanner takes another step closer to Ellery. He motions with his hand at two large soldiers behind her, tilting his head, signaling for them to approach her. He says, “We’ve heard tales about you and… your gifts. Are there many more left like you?”

      “I feel two,” she says. “They’re close.”

      “Two? No, that can’t be.”

      I share the same thought with him. The Elders teased that she was the last.

      But Ellery knows. She always knows. Past and present. The future. Her words are always cryptic, however, and it’s difficult to figure out what she means.

      She croaks, “Time has not treated us as well as they’d hoped, Captain Tanner.”

      “I can see that. How very unfortunate. But tell me, where are the other Kinders?”

      “Closer than you think.” Ellery’s bobbling, shaky head turns in my direction. She smiles a toothless smile and lifts a fragile arm, her hand flapping at the end of it like one of the fish we catch in the nearby river.

      What’s she talking about? I wonder. Me? Is she trying to distract them? I can’t imagine why. It serves no purpose. I have no special abilities. I can’t see the future. I can’t run faster than a deer. I can’t climb trees like a squirrel or jump forty feet across the river. The stories we’ve been told about the Kinders have mentioned amazing things—foresight, incredible physical feats. Speed and agility. Regeneration. And up until today, I had thought immortality was one of them. But if what Ellery says is true, then maybe those stories were nothing more than… stories.

      Stories made up to give children hope and something to dream about. A chance to pretend that they have more than what we’re given by nature and circumstance.

      When I was little, not so long ago, I dreamed of becoming a Kinder. I wanted to do what they did—seeing the future, running, jumping, climbing, flying. I wanted to live forever. But Grandfather said no, that back in the Olden Days, Kinders were used for war, that they weren’t nice like the Elders claimed when they sat around our campfires and shared what they thought they knew.

      I don’t have any special abilities. Not like them. I can shoot a hopping, sprinting rabbit with my slingshot from fifty feet away, but that’s it. The ability to aim well, to hunt, to anticipate my prey’s next move, that comes with years of practice. It’s not a skill that was given to me by someone the Elders called a “scientist.” I’m not entirely sure what that word even means, or what a scientist did before the world ended. They only told us what their Elders had told them.

      Ellery knows this. Ellery knows I’m not like her.

      And she knows that Finn and I aren’t going anywhere. We’re incapable of doing anything against this group of men. Ellery is blind, but she sees everything, and she has to know that we’re outnumbered, that it’s not like she says.

      Doesn’t she?

      This is our end, not theirs.

      The two large soldiers creep up behind Ellery, inching closer, their arms out, ready to grab her, take her prisoner. And then what? What will they do with, or to, the last remaining Kinder?

      If she’s not immortal like the Elders claimed, does she feel pain?

      My heart aches for the old woman as the two large soldiers advance toward her, approaching slowly, cautiously. What have they been told? What stories do they know that we don’t?

      She points at me again, more insistently, hand shaking, toothless smile opening wider. She says, “And a girl shall lead them.”

      Captain Tanner glances at me over his shoulder and scoffs. “Her? Her? Ridiculous. And here I thought you had the gift, old woman.”
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      The two large soldiers warily advance. When they’re within a couple feet of Ellery, Captain Tanner says, “Proceed, gentlemen.”

      They hesitate.

      “I said proceed.”

      One looks at the other, and they both shrug their shoulders, silently agreeing.

      They lunge.

      Ellery moves like I’ve never seen her move before. She’s fast, nimble, dodging to the side. It reminds me of the elusive chickens we keep in the community pen. You reach, try to grab, and then they’re gone.

      There one second and then not.

      The soldiers stumble and fall face first into the mud and puddles of rainwater.

      Ellery cackles with laughter as they climb to their feet and charge at her once more.

      Again she skips to the side, tips her head back, and giggles like a little girl.

      It’s fun for her, this game that’s similar to Catch the Rabbit.

      Captain Tanner shouts at the soldiers, tells them to stop disgracing the northern army and to capture the old woman. Again and again they try. They fail.

      The rest of the infantrymen around us begin chuckling, unable to control themselves, and then they go stone-faced silent when Captain Tanner orders them to shut up.

      I don’t. I keep laughing. He can’t order me to stop.

      It’s hard to imagine laughing in a situation like this: captured, so close to my own death, with so many of my friends and their families lying dead around me. But it’s a measure of relief—a way to let go of all that I’m holding inside. It’s so unbelievably horrible that I have to laugh, because if I break down, if I give up, it’ll definitely be the end. The laughter gives me hope.

      Captain Tanner shouts, “The rest of you, move in! Get her!”

      I count the blackcoats. There are fifteen of them creating a circle around Ellery, slowly closing it as she ducks and dodges and dances around the first two. Seconds later, they’re surrounding her, mere feet away. She doesn’t have anywhere to go, and I imagine her bending at the knees and jumping, flying up into the sky, bringing at least one more of the Elders’ stories to life.

      It doesn’t happen.

      They grab her, restrain her, hold her still. She doesn’t fight back.

      My laughter slips away.

      Why doesn’t she fight back? I want her to fight back. I want all of it to be true. I want her to sling them together, beat them, fight her way out and escape. I want her to run from our encampment and be free.

      I struggle against the soldier holding me, wiggling and squirming, trying to get loose from his strong arms. “Stop!” I scream.

      Hawkins steps toward the group. “I really don’t think that’s necessary.”

      Now he’s trying to help. Now he’s realized that he made a mistake.

      And now I hate him even more. It’s too late to make up for what he’s done.

      Captain Tanner shouts for Hawkins to remain where he is, then marches over to the circle and forces his way inside. Four soldiers hold her, and I don’t know why it takes so many. She’s not trying to get away. She’s standing still and smiling at me.

      Captain Tanner slaps Ellery’s face and then roughly grabs her cheeks, forcing her to look at him. “I was hoping this would go a bit differently. What’s your name?”

      She says nothing.

      He repeats, “What’s your name?”

      “There’s power in a name,” Ellery says.

      He squeezes harder, shakes her head back and forth. “Tell me!”

      “It’s not mine you’ll have to worry about. If you make it out of here alive, and you will, for now, there’s another name you’ll remember.”

      “Is that so?” Captain Tanner grins and lets go of Ellery’s face. Grabbing a handful of hair, he yanks her head sideways, hard, trying to hurt her. “And what name is that, you decaying old hag?”

      “Caroline,” is all she says.

      Before I have time to question what she means, a loud pop of gunfire echoes throughout the valley. The four soldiers holding Ellery let go, and she drops to the ground, holding her chest. Behind her hands, I can see red seeping into her saturated dress. She takes one breath, then another, and collapses.

      Brandon’s gone. Grandfather’s gone. Ellery’s gone.

      When the Elders talked about how things were before the world ended, they never mentioned how it felt when it did, so long ago.

      Now I know. It’s a deep, dark aching that starts in your chest and slithers down into your stomach, your bowels. It crawls into your legs and arms, your throat and your head. You feel empty, but you feel nothing.

      This is what it’s like.

      This is how it feels when your world ends.

      Captain Tanner pivots, clicks his heels together, and marches in my direction.

      I hear Finn’s voice. I’ve been so focused on everything else, I’d forgotten that he was beside me. “What did she mean?” he asks.

      “I don’t know.” I wish I did, but her reasoning escapes me. Grandfather always said I had strength—and back in the cabin, before he passed, he said she gave it to me for a reason—but it makes no sense. What strength? She who? I’m no stronger than anyone else I know. I can’t recall a moment in my life where someone gave me anything special. We always salvaged what we needed, or traded, or shared.

      I’ve been given nothing. Everything has been taken away.

      “Are you sure?” Finn says.

      I look at him, nodding. I am. I’m sure. I’m not special.

      The soldier holding me says, “Shut up,” and squeezes harder.

      Captain Tanner prances up to the two of us. He’s happy about what he’s done. He’s murdered the last Kinder. This fact will certainly get him a promotion in rank. People will tell stories about him. People will talk about the man who accomplished the undoable, and all it took was a bullet. The last, great, supposedly immortal Kinder eliminated with a single shot. He probably thinks he’ll be a legend.

      He says, “Well, well, well, Miss Caroline. That was rather anticlimactic, wasn’t it? We had reports that the last one was hiding here, and I assumed that with her around, our task would have been significantly harder.”

      I try to spit in his face, but my mouth is dry, and I do nothing more than blow flecks of spittle at him that get lost in the rain.

      “Typical, but expected. I can’t blame you—I’ve been in your situation before, you see—but that was very unladylike.”

      “Do you think I care?”

      “She seemed to have a keen interest in you, my dear. You. A child. What was it she said? ‘And a girl shall lead them.’ If she meant leading your people to their demise, then I suppose she was right.” Captain Tanner looks around at all of the members of my encampment on the ground, some face down, some staring at the sky. “Do you know why we’re here?”

      “Slaves.” Even the word tastes dirty on my tongue.

      “Bright girl. Either you have a gift you don’t know about, or someone told you,” he says, studying Finn. “But it doesn’t matter. Quite a waste, because all of these cold bodies would’ve served well as workers. My men are hungry for blood though, so I allowed them this much.”

      “You’re a monster.”

      “I’m a teacher, actually. History. Girls and boys your age. They don’t want to learn. They’re too interested in kissing each other and fighting about who’s pretty and who’s not. The one thing I’d love for them to learn is that history repeats itself. Are you familiar with the Bible, Miss Caroline?”

      I stare at him, unmoving. I’m familiar with it, but not much. Grandfather had one, once, but he traded it when I was younger for a pair of pants when I outgrew my old ones.

      “There’s a passage in the Bible that says, ‘Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the earth.’ Couldn’t be further from the truth, honestly. The repetition of history shows that the weak bend to the strong, and I can assure you, your PRV will bow at our feet, regardless of what that old woman thought about you. She was right about one thing and wrong about another: we’ve brought the end with us, but tomorrow I won’t remember your name or that you even existed. Private Conners, Private Ogden, help them find out whether or not the Bible tells the truth.”

      Captain Tanner whirls and commands his soldiers to raid our homes, to take whatever they can find that’s usable, and when they’re finished with that, they’re to head into the forest. He adds, “Track down the runners and capture them alive. Do not waste any more good workers.”

      Finn and I are yanked around and paraded through The Center. I don’t know where they’re taking us or why they don’t simply get it over with right here.

      We only make it thirty yards before I hear something whistling through the air.

      It’s the hiss of flying arrows.

      Conners and Ogden are hit. They yelp and grunt in pain.

      They fall and let go. We’re free.

      I recognize the gray shafts and orange feathers of the arrows protruding from our captors. They’re used for hunting. The orange makes them easier to find if a shot sails wide in the middle of the forest. I’ve seen them before, caught in bushes, poking out from underneath a bed of leaves, and I know who uses them.

      Republicons.

      I hear the hiss of more arrows speeding through the air, flying by our heads. I grab Finn’s arm and pull him down with me, ducking under the assault. All around us, DAV soldiers are madly firing into the surrounding forest. They don’t know what they’re aiming at, they can’t see anything, and I can’t either. The arrows seem to appear from nowhere and everywhere at once. They find their marks. Soldiers trip and fall, flailing their arms, screaming. Some shoot wildly into the sky on their way down.

      Hawkins gets hit and drops. Clutching his shoulder, holding the base of the arrow that penetrated deeply into it, he whimpers, and I feel no compassion.

      One by one, the DAV soldiers are eliminated.

      All but Captain Tanner, who runs like a coward, bent low, dodging the incoming volley, running in a crazy, angular pattern. He disappears between two shacks, and for a moment, I consider going after him, but he’s still armed, and now that I’m safe, I don’t want to risk my life to end his. Not now. If this war continues, and I know it will, I’ll find him one day. My revenge can wait.

      The arrows stop. I cautiously stand up, and Finn follows me. He’s holding his hands over his head as if he’s expecting more to come flying at us, as if he thinks the soft flesh of his hands will stop an arrowhead.

      Republicons rescued us, and the idea is such an incomprehensible one that I’m having difficulty accepting it. They’re selfish, evil, ruthless, and the fact that they risked themselves to save two children leaves me dumbfounded.

      I stand by Finn’s side, surveying the hills around our encampment, trying to spot them among the trees. I call out, “Where are you?” and get no response.

      We wait. Maybe a minute, maybe two.

      I’m not sure of their intent. I don’t want to run because I don’t know where to run. Any direction could lead to hidden raiders.

      When a Republicon man walks out of the woods, Finn takes my arm and leads me backward. “Who are they?” he asks, and I forget that he doesn’t know about them, not unless he’s encountered these vicious vagrants while he’s been sneaking through our woods. Maybe he’s seen them, but he doesn’t know how dangerous they are.

      “Republicons,” I whisper. “Thieves, raiders… bad people.”

      “Great. First the soldiers and now these guys.”

      The Republicon walking toward us is the biggest man I’ve ever seen. Taller than Grandfather and heavier than Hawkins. Not fat. Massive. He’s wearing ragged, dirty clothes. His long, dark hair is pulled back to the base of his skull and tied there. The beard clinging to his face is as big as a bush and sprinkled with gray. He has intense blue eyes, but they seem kind. Concerned.

      He’s holding a bow in one hand and lifts the other, palm down, patting the air. “I won’t hurt you,” he says.

      I don’t want to believe him.

      “Is that all of them?” he asks.

      I tell him yes and hold my ground. When he’s close, maybe ten feet away, I tell him to stop and stay where he is, and surprisingly, he listens. A breeze rushes past us, and I smell his unwashed stench, a mixture of old sweat and dirt.

      “I know you,” he says. “I’ve seen you in the woods before.”

      “You have?”

      “You’re not as sneaky as you think.”

      “But you’re Republicons,” I say. “Why’d you save us?”

      He looks around at the empty shacks and all the fallen members of our encampment. He shakes his head and sadly says, “This land… it’s our home, too.”
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      It takes me a moment to notice the other Republicons slinking out of the forest. They’re as filthy as the man in front of me. There are holes in their clothes and the rips in their packs are sewn together with thick twine. What used to be white faces are now brown with mud, and I can’t help but wonder why they don’t bother washing down at the river like we used to do every other week.

      Then it occurs to me that they probably don’t clean themselves on purpose. Better cover in the woods. Better to hide their scent when they’re hunting prey.

      I count six men and four women, in a range of ages, shapes, and sizes. Two of the men are nearly as large as the one in front of me, and another is as thin as a sapling. Three of the women are close to Mother’s age when she left, and the fourth is more of a girl, closer to me in her years.

      Finn puts his hand on my lower back and taps me with a finger in the same repetitive pattern. He’s trying to tell me something.

      Tap, tap, tap. One, two, three. Tap, tap, tap.

      There’s a small voice inside my head, quieter than my own thoughts, saying, “Should we run?” Tap, tap, tap. “Should we run?” It gets louder, loud enough for me to recognize that it’s Finn’s voice that I’m hearing. I quickly look over at him, and he’s focused on the group of people congregating behind the man in front of us. His lips aren’t moving.

      Tap, tap, tap. “Should we run?”

      What’s happening? Am I hearing his thoughts?

      “No, we shouldn’t,” I say out loud. “Now stop it.”

      Finn whips his head around. “You heard me?”

      “Yeah… maybe… Just stop.”

      The giant Republicon in front of us angles his head. “What’re you up to?”

      I try to distract him. “Nothing. What’s your name?”

      Maybe I’m trying to distract myself, too. I heard Finn’s voice inside my head. I know I did. Something like that has never happened to me before, and right now, it’s too strange to think about.

      “James,” the giant says, and it reminds me of a story the Elders told about a little boy and a humongous peach. I never believed that one. “What’s yours?”

      “Caroline. And this is Finn.”

      “Caroline. Pretty name. That’s the same as my—”

      He pauses mid-sentence and cocks an ear. The others behind him turn around, focusing their eyes northward. I look past them, trying to see what caught their attention.

      “Drums,” James says, and then I hear them, too.

      Softer than when I heard them in the woods, but they’re closer than they were before, so close that we can hear them in the encampment.

      Boom, boom, ba-boom.

      Finn walks in front of the crowd, unafraid of being so close to a clan of Republicons. He doesn’t understand how dangerous this is—or used to be—but after what they did for us, maybe I don’t have to be afraid either. “That’s the vanguard.”

      James pushes through his group and joins Finn. “What’s a vanguard?”

      “The lead company of soldiers.”

      “How many?”

      “Didn’t you see them in the forest?”

      “No, we came up from the south. Are there a lot of them?”

      “Too many,” Finn says. “Five hundred at least. Ten thousand behind that.”

      “We don’t have enough arrows.”

      “You think?”

      I step around the gaggle of Republicons and move to James’s side. He and Finn are both staring north, hands on their hips. Man and boy, pondering. I reach out and touch James on the arm. It’s strange, feeling the need to do this but realizing that I’m touching a dreaded Republicon. And until this morning, as far as enemies go, he’s all I’ve ever known. “We have to leave,” I say. “You and your friends have to go. Get back into the woods where it’s safe. Hide, or run, whatever you have to do.”

      “What about you two?”

      “We’re going south, back to the capital. It’s my job to warn them.”

      Finn says, “But you don’t have an army, Caroline. The PRV can’t protect itself, not from them. They’re coming, no matter what. Maybe we should…”

      “Should what?”

      “Maybe we should save ourselves.”

      “Look at what happened here, Finn. All those people deserve better than this. They don’t deserve to become slaves. They—they deserve a chance to run. I don’t care who they are or if I don’t know them, we have to give them a chance.”

      “We’ll go with you,” James says.

      “You don’t have to do that. If you go now, you’ll have plenty of time to disappear, and if we travel in a big group like this, it’ll just slow us all down.”

      James laughs. “Slow you down, huh? You hear that?” he says to his people. “She thinks we’ll slow her down.”

      “But—”

      “We may not look like it, but we can move. Fast. And you’ll need protection. If we go with you, if we protect you, will they offer us a reward?”

      “I don’t know. It’s possible.”

      “It’s a five-day run from here to your capital, and trust me, I know you can’t go that whole way without resting. No one could. You’ll have to rest. Who’ll protect you? We will. And you’ll tell them we did. I don’t care how well you know these woods this far north—have you ever been outside of this valley?”

      “Yes. Just over the hills to the abandoned towns. Salvage runs.”

      “Uh-huh, see? Here’s what you don’t know—there’s more like us, plenty more, that you’ve never seen. You’ll need someone to walk you past them. You need our help. If you try to go alone, what happens if you come across more like us, huh, without us around? Or another band of these little blackcoats catches up to you? What then?”

      He’s right. I know he’s right, and I don’t want to admit it. I know the surrounding area well and could navigate it blindfolded, but I’ve only been as far south as that spot where the river forks. There’s good fishing there. I was there last week and brought home three trout that Grandfather and I cooked for dinner. Beyond that, the woods are a mystery. The scouts never went farther than the river fork.

      Finn and I could make it on our own, I’m sure of it. We’ve been scouting long enough to find the best paths and the best places to hide, where to find food and how to build a shelter to use for one night.

      That’s the problem. It’s too far. We’ll have to rest. We could take turns staying on watch while the other sleeps, but after days of running, we’ll get tired. We’ll wear out, and we can’t risk the fact that the one on guard might fall asleep.

      The Republicons down south may not know that war is coming, but they won’t care. If they don’t kill us, they’ll strip us of everything we have, which won’t be much, and I have no desire to run naked and cold through the woods all the way to Warrenville.

      Admitting that we could use the help is the only answer. “Safety in numbers,” like Grandfather used to say.

      And look where that got us. Numbers didn’t mean anything. Not against guns, not against Captain Tanner and his goons, not against Hawkins’s betrayal.

      Hawkins. I forgot about him.

      He’s still alive, writhing in pain, lying on the ground with his huge, round belly poking out from underneath his shirt. Seeing the fat, blobby flesh gives me an idea.

      “We’ll go together on two conditions.”

      “And what’s that?” James asks.

      “Follow me. I’ll show you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We hurry, because the drums are growing louder behind us, but it doesn’t take long for James and his gang of Republicons to help me with what I want.

      When we’re finished, Hawkins has been stripped down to his underclothes and tied to the podium in the middle of The Center. I want him to be humiliated, and so far, it’s working.

      He’s pleading for me not to do this, to let him go. Begging like a child with a blubbering bottom lip and tears streaming down his face. “You’ll never see me again,” he says. “I’ll disappear. I promise.”

      “I’m sure you’ll disappear,” I say, “but probably not in the way you’d like.”

      I hang the sign I made around his neck. The black letters, scrawled on the wood with a burnt hickory log I found in a nearby shack, won’t easily wash away in the rain. It reads, “Traitor,” on the first line and “Long live the PRV!” on the second.

      It’s my hope that when the vanguard arrives, they’ll see all the eliminated DAV soldiers and think that Hawkins betrayed Captain Tanner. I’m taking a huge risk by leaving him alive, but I’m sure they’re aware that a bound and practically naked man will say anything to stay alive, and he’ll be dealt a punishment far more severe than what we have time for.

      “Caroline,” he says, “please don’t leave me.”

      “Look at what you did,” I say, pointing. I shout at him. “You caused this! You were General Chief. You were supposed to protect us! Why? Tell me why you did it!”

      “They can’t be stopped. I had to—it was the only way to—”

      “To not become a slave?”

      “I wouldn’t survive, I know I wouldn’t.”

      There’s nothing left to say, nothing that will change my past or his future. I don’t owe him the courtesy of any prophetic words. I say nothing more than, “Goodbye, Hawkins,” and then turn away from him to face the Republicons behind me. Some are smiling at Hawkins, and others are staring intently at me, waiting for instructions, like I’m the one to lead them.

      I approach James. “If you and your people help us get back to the capital, if you help us warn our citizens and protect us from the other Republicons, I’ll do whatever I can to get you a reward, but I’m a duly appointed representative of the PRV, and you’ll follow my orders. Agreed?”

      “How much of a reward?”

      “Whatever I can manage. As much as I can.” Saving my people’s lives is worth it, and it’s strange, feeling this strength inside me, making demands of an adult.

      James glances over his shoulder at the ten men and women. They shrug, nod, and say yes when he asks if they’re up for a hike. “Lead the way,” he says.

      I feel horrible for what I’m about to do next, but if we want to survive, if we want to get back to Warrenville as fast as we can, pillaging my own kind will be necessary. We won’t have time to hunt or fish. “Finn, James, all of you, find the packs filled with the most food. Take the ones from the families. They’ll have more than the others.” I step over to Finn and grab his arm before he can leave. “Grab one for me, okay? I’ll be back.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I have to say goodbye.”

      He doesn’t question me. He understands. He hugs me and then pushes me in the direction of my shack. “Hurry. They’re not far.”

      I run back through The Center, averting my eyes, ignoring the remainders of what’s left around me. I try not to think about the past. If I allow myself to remember their smiles, their laughter, the stories they told, I know I’ll break down into a sobbing mess of tears.

      I stop in front of the place I’ve called home since the day Mother and Father left. It’s strange to pause for a second and really look at it. When you look at something over and over, every day of your life, it blends into the surroundings and you fail to see all the imperfections that make it what it is. But now that I’m about to leave it behind, I see it differently.

      It leans to the side, slightly, but enough to make me wonder how I could’ve missed that for so many years. The wooden walls have grayed more than most of the other shacks around us. Moss has taken root and grows in tight green bunches down near the foundation. Three swirling knots, to the left of where the door used to be, form what looks like two eyes and a gaping mouth. Rain runs off the metal roof, splashing into rivulets along the sides.

      I can feel my eyes beginning to water with the realization that this is no longer my home. By tomorrow, it’ll be an empty shell, void of the lives that were lived there. If the DAV army can get their torches hot enough to burn the soaking wet wood, and it’s doubtful they will, all that will be left is a pile of black, smoldering timbers.

      But I can’t allow the loss of my past to consume me. My future is the only thing that remains, and I have to get this over with so I can move on. Rushing inside, I find Grandfather where I left him when Finn killed the DAV infantryman, who’s lying beside him. This man, this invader, broke into my home, and his presence here sends me into an uncontrollable rage. He violated our home, and I want him gone. I grab his leg and begin pulling, yanking, trying to drag him. At first, he’s too heavy. I pull and pull, and nothing happens. I curse at his body, demanding him to move.

      A warmness fills my legs and my arms, a sensation I’ve never had before, and when I yank his leg again, his body slides across the floor. He’s almost light, like I’m dragging a sack full of deer hides.

      Grandfather’s words echo in my head. “Strength… she gave it to you for a reason.”
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      I’m amazed at how easily I’m able to drag the soldier out of my home. What’s happening to me? First I can hear Finn’s thoughts, and now this. I’m dragging a man who easily weighs a hundred pounds more than me like he’s a pillow. I don’t know. I simply don’t know what’s going on.

      The beating of the drums grows louder, and I don’t have time to think about it.

      Boom, boom, ba-boom.

      I grunt, growl, and heave the soldier, slinging his body, watching it slide ten feet across the mud. I stare down at my hands, shake my head, and then dart inside.

      There’s no time for a long goodbye. I kneel over Grandfather and push his white, stringy hair away from his forehead. I kiss him there. Before, his skin was burning hot. Now it’s cold and dry. No more tears, I think, and then I grab the blanket from his bed. I pause and take one last look, knowing I’ll never see him again.

      My grandfather. The man who fed me and clothed me, cared for me when those who should’ve had left me behind. I promise myself that if I ever find my parents, if they’re still alive, I won’t scream at them. All I want to know is why.

      Grandfather. The man who taught me how to hunt and fish, how to find the most perfect rocks for my slingshot, and how to sneak so quietly through the woods that I could slip up behind a squirrel and grab its tail.

      “I’ll make you proud,” I say, and then drape the blanket over him, covering his body from head to toe.

      That’s it. I leave him here, realizing that when one world ends, another begins.

      My past is gone.

      Back in The Center, I see that Finn and the Republicons are at the south end of the encampment, patiently waiting on me. They each have two sacks slung across their backs—their own, and another they’ve taken from one of the fallen.

      When I approach, Finn hands me a bag. I recognize the family markings on it. Two connecting circles with a line through the middle, which tells me the sack belonged to Brandon’s father. I hold it, stare at it for a moment, and then say, “Trade.”

      He does without question, and then we’re moving.

      I don’t look back. I’ll never look back.

      The only sounds I can hear are our boots slapping against the sopping earth and Hawkins’s remorseful wail.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m dreaming. I know I’m dreaming, but it feels so real, like I’m actually back at the encampment. I’m in my shack with Grandfather and Grandmother. Mother and Father are there, too, along with someone who looks like Ellery—no, it’s definitely her, but she’s much, much younger. Younger than an Elder. Her hair is brown and curly on her head. Her skin is tight and flush with pink. She’s smiling, and I see a row of beautiful white teeth. I say something, but they don’t hear me. I don’t think they know I’m here.

      Everyone is happy. Talking and laughing, excited about something they’re looking at in the middle of the room. I nudge past Grandmother’s shoulder; she doesn’t feel me. I ask what’s going on, and no one responds.

      I see what they’re looking at. It’s a crib. Inside, a small baby sleeps, wrapped tightly in a white swaddle. It’s me. It has to be me.

      Grandmother says, “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?”

      “More than beautiful,” Grandfather adds.

      “She takes after you both,” my mother says to her parents. From what I was told, Father’s parents were lost in a flood, years before he and Mother met.

      The baby—I—begin waking up, squawking and struggling against the swaddle. It’s hard to believe that I was ever that small. I’m not big now, but the baby me is so tiny.

      Ellery bends over the crib and strokes the baby’s cheek. “She’s hungry. I think it’s time.”

      Time for what, I ask, and again, my words go unheard.

      Mother turns to Father. She looks concerned. “Are we sure about this?”

      Father sighs. “Ellery says she’s the one, Meredith. I believe her.”

      “But what if you’re wrong, Ellery? Our baby…”

      Ellery’s smile is warm and comforting. “Am I ever wrong?”

      “No, but—it’s just that—”

      “She’s your child. You and Anson have the final say. But I’ve seen it. You’ll say yes, whether it’s today or a year from now. What I see does not lie.”

      Mother twists a button on her dress and asks, “What do you think?”

      Grandfather and Grandmother exchange swift glances and take each other’s hands, looking down at the child in the crib. I want to question what’s happening, what they’re talking about, why Mother is so concerned, but it’s a waste of time. I’m invisible to them. I’m a bystander to a seemingly important moment in my life.

      Is this a dream? Or am I really seeing the past?

      Grandfather says, “I don’t need Ellery to tell me she’s special. Look at her. Look at that face. Can’t you feel it?”

      I can. I can feel the love inside him for his only grandchild, the one he would eventually raise.

      Everyone waits while Mother twists, twists, twists the button.

      I survey the room. It’s warm inside the shack. A fire burns in the stove. Everything is the same, but different. There is one bed, big enough for both my grandparents to sleep in instead of the two smaller ones we owned. The shelves that Grandfather and I built aren’t there. Of course they aren’t. This is years and years before that summer. Grandmother wears the dress that hung on our wall for so long.

      Finally, Mother lets go of the button and covers her face. From behind her hands, she says, “Go ahead. No—wait—it won’t hurt, will it?”

      Ellery assures her that it won’t, that I won’t feel a thing.

      “What did you mean when you said, ‘A girl will lead them’?”

      “It’s not my place to question the future, nor to prevent it from developing how it should, Meredith. It’s better that I don’t say. You must trust me.” She finishes speaking and looks directly at me. At me, the invisible one. I’m the only entity on this side of the room. Ellery says, “I was wondering when you would arrive.”

      Not a single one of them reacts to her words. It’s as if we’re alone together.

      “I’m here,” I say.

      She can hear my voice. Ellery puts her finger to her lips. “Watch,” she whispers. She pulls a knife from a pocket and pricks the tip of the same finger, which she then holds down to the open, crying mouth of the infant. I watch the baby suckle, and I taste blood on my tongue. Ellery allows the baby to squeeze her pinky, and I feel the warmth of her skin on my palm.

      I watch, and I wait, like everyone else. The baby drinks from Ellery’s finger, and I feel a fullness in my stomach. I want to tell her to stop, that it’s too peculiar, and when I can pry my eyes away from the crib, Ellery appears as the woman I’ve always known. The pink is gone from her pale, wrinkled skin, and her hair is white and fluffy. She looks drained. Empty.

      The baby stops crying, makes a subtle noise of contentment that I can barely hear, and then falls asleep again.

      “It’s done,” Ellery croaks in her familiar voice.

      Mother cries softly. Father puts an arm around her shoulder. My grandparents hug each other from the side. They’re beaming. They’re proud.

      “What did you do to me?”

      Ellery strains and struggles to move her frail body around so she can face me, looking up like her neck is stiff and nailed to her shoulders. “I have given you the greatest gift. On the morning of your fifteenth year, you will become…”

      Her words trail off in hollow repetition, and I never get to hear the rest of her sentence. What will I become? I feel hands on my shoulders—real hands—and they’re shaking me, not roughly, but enough to wake me from my dream.

      I open my eyes halfway, groggy and frustrated that I was pulled from Ellery’s words of revelation. It’s not quite dark, maybe an hour or so before sunrise, but it takes me a moment to remember where I am. I smell leaves and rain—the ever-pouring rain—and figure out that I’m somewhere in the forest.

      Kneeling above me, Finn shakes my shoulders again. “Caroline? Wake up.”

      I nudge him away and sit up, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. I’m tired, still, because a couple hours of rest wasn’t enough.

      We ran and ran through the woods all day and well into the night, putting miles between us and the DAV vanguard. We ran until our lungs ached and our legs gave out from exhaustion. We passed a number of families from my encampment and told them to hurry, to keep going, but they were weak—unused to the exertion over unfamiliar terrain as they carried children on their backs and trudged up hillsides.

      They cowered at the sight of the Republicons with me but begged to come with us for protection. It was hard to say no—difficult decisions are never easy—but I did, because they would surely slow us down. Still, I felt like I was putting them in the DAV’s slavery chains myself.

      James and his followers kept up easily, and it was I who eventually gave out and ordered the time to rest.

      And now, here we are, on a new morning, but dawn does not bring fresh hope.

      Finn says, “Marla thinks she saw a few DAV soldiers a couple of miles back. They must be sending runners ahead of the vanguard.”

      The thought of immediate danger wakes me up fully, and I climb out from underneath the layer of limbs and leaves I’d erected to protect myself from the rain. “And you’re just now waking me up?”

      “She got back a couple of minutes ago.”

      “Are the others ready?”

      “Most of them. Rawley’s not here yet.”

      Before we slept, I’d asked for volunteers to stay on watch. Four Republicons raised their hands. It was unexpected, but appreciated.

      Marla went north, back toward the advancing army. Little Blake went east, Big Blake went west, and Rawley went south.

      I tell Finn, “We have to go. We’ll find him on the way.”

      “James won’t go without him.”

      “Then we go without them, understood?”

      Finn studies me, chews his bottom lip, and opens his mouth to speak, but stops. He knows I won’t change my mind.

      We find the rest congregating underneath the limbs of a tall pine tree, out of the rain. Every set of eyes is on me, waiting. I had told James that I was in charge, yet it’s an awkward feeling having them be so dependent on what I say next. If they want their reward, so be it. “No Rawley?” I ask.

      James shakes his head.

      “We can’t wait on him, not if Marla saw them coming.”

      James hefts his two packs higher onto his shoulders and rocks back and forth, anxiously looking back in the direction we came from.

      “We’ll find him on the way, okay? I promise.”

      But it’s a false promise, because I have no way of knowing if we will. I instructed him not to go too far, and Rawley’s definition of “too far” might be completely different than mine. It’s a small valley, maybe a mile across, and he could be anywhere.

      James says, “Suppose he comes back and we’re not here. What then? What if those blackcoats spot him?”

      It’s a valid point, and I try to think of something to convince him otherwise. “Maybe he decided to wait on us. That’s possible, right? Before we went to sleep, you told me he could be lazy sometimes, didn’t you? He probably fell asleep, or maybe he figures he can wait on us to come to him instead of hiking all the way back. He knows where we’re going.”

      “It’s not like him. He’s lazy, but he’s not stupid.”

      “James, we can’t—Marla, how close were they?”

      “Too close.”

      “How long do we have?”

      “Not long. They weren’t moving fast, but they weren’t taking their time either.”

      “How far?”

      “By now? Less than a half a mile, if that.”

      It occurs to me that if they’re that close, then they’ve captured the families that we passed yesterday, the ones we left behind. They belong to the DAV now, and who knows what they’ll be forced to do. My cheeks go numb.

      I’m a horrible leader.

      Yet if we don’t do something, if we don’t move now, there’ll be thousands upon thousands, instead of dozens.

      I can’t risk the freedom of so many to wait on a single man. Rawley helped save us, and I became familiar with him during our escape yesterday, but he’s still a Republicon. It’s a horrible thought, but his life isn’t worth the multitude of others.

      Is it? Is the single life of someone who saved mine worth risking the freedom of my people?

      They’re all staring at me, waiting on me to make a decision. Dirty, uneasy faces, begging me with their eyes to wait on the man they consider a brother.

      I don’t want to be in this position. I want James to say something. I want him to decide. I want someone else to be in charge.

      But it’s not happening.

      Will they understand? Will they still follow Finn and me back to the capital? Will they protect us from other clans of Republicons? Will they act like I made the right decision and then kill us in our sleep?

      So many questions I don’t have answers to, and as much as it pains me to admit it, I can almost understand how difficult it must have been for Hawkins in his position as General Chief. There is so much to consider when you’re in charge of so many lives.

      We hear a pop of gunfire somewhere to the north of us, and it’s difficult to tell how far away, but it’s close. Close enough to make my choice for me.

      “Finn and I have to go. It’s the only way. Stay if you want, but we have to protect the Republic.”

      James stares northward with his fingers hooked through the straps of the packs he’s carrying. His shoulders droop. He lowers his chin. “Okay,” he mumbles.

      “Are you sure?” I understand that it’s not something a leader should ask, and we’re wasting valuable time by hesitating, but I don’t want him to make a decision he’ll regret later, not if it means he’ll eventually change his mind and leave us stranded, or do something worse.

      “I said we’d protect you, and I keep my word.”

      That’s all I need to hear.
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      We find Rawley an hour later, hanging from a tree by his neck, swinging in the wind. James acts like he’s not angry with me, but I know he is because he won’t look me in the eyes when he speaks. I’m responsible, because I’m the one that sent Rawley south, but unlike Hawkins who sent Brandon with me, to his death, I feel regret so overwhelming that I have to sit down on a fallen oak and cover my face to keep the others from seeing my tears.

      If it hadn’t been Rawley, it would’ve been one of the others.

      James can only guess what happened. The DAV hasn’t made it this far south yet, and according to him, other groups of Republicons don’t usually do harm to their own kind. They’ll often meet and trade and raid together.

      “Unless…” he says, peering through the thick growth of forest around us. “Oh, no.”

      I wipe my cheeks and stand. “What’s wrong?”

      “We might be in trouble.”

      “Why?”

      “I think it’s Crockett’s group.” There’s an audible gasp from the other Republicons. Mumbling and worried faces.

      Finn takes a gulp from his water pouch and swipes at his mouth with a sleeve. “Who’s Crockett?”

      James points to his right. “You see that ridge over there? The one with the three pines on top of it?”

      I follow his finger, and, off in the distance, I see what he’s talking about. Three lone pines stand in an unnatural clearing. I know it’s man-made because where we are, in the unpopulated thickness of the forest around us, someone had to have cut the other trees down on purpose. There are no nearby towns, no swaths of cleared land where the Elders said tall, metal towers used to stand, carrying electricity to homes and buildings back in the Olden Days.

      James says, “That’s a territory marker. We all use them. If you can see one that’s not your own, then you know you’re on someone else’s grounds. Most of the others don’t mind as long as you’re just passing through, but not Crockett.”

      “And we’re on his land?” I ask. “You think he killed Rawley?”

      “Not he. She. You think we’re bad? She’s the worst.”

      “And you were just going to let us go through her territory without warning us? What were you thinking?”

      “I didn’t know, Caroline. The last I heard, she was raiding a hundred miles west. She must’ve moved in and taken over.”

      “But back at the camp, you said you came up from the south.”

      “Southeast. We were ten miles from here. There’s no way we could’ve known. We could be on the edge of her grounds or we could be right in the middle of it. And if that’s the case, then maybe we can head back north a bit and circle around to the side, but it could delay us by a day or more.”

      “Not with the runners behind us.”

      “True. That’s out of one bee’s nest and into another. If we’re on her land, then we’ll just have to hope she’s out with a raiding party somewhere so we can cut through as fast as possible.”

      “How do we know where her land starts and ends?”

      “Look for another marker.”

      “Where?”

      James points up the hillside and behind me. “We can probably see from up there, from the top of that other ridge. If there’s another one east of here, that’s not good.”

      I regret having to waste the time to look for another marker, especially with the DAV runners not far behind, but we have to know our options. I almost want there to be another one across the hill because I’d rather run straight through than waste a day trying to find a safer way around the edges of Crockett’s territory.

      The one they call Squirrel raises his hand and says, “I’ll go.” He’s small, and if he were any thinner, I’d be able to see his bones beneath his skin. His two front teeth are big, adding another layer of appropriateness to his name. Squirrel is the fastest one in their group, and I know he could easily beat me up the hill, but I feel responsible for what happened to Rawley, who’s swaying in the wind overhead.

      It’s guilt, more than anything, that causes me to say, “I’m going with you. Finn, help them get Rawley down. We don’t have time to bury him, but at least cover him with branches. Say a prayer or something.”

      I dash up the embankment to my left, not waiting on Squirrel, and he overtakes me within twenty yards. It’s a waste of valuable energy trying to match his pace, but I keep up as much as I can, pumping my arms and driving my legs up, up, and up. Higher up the hillside we go. Squirrel crests the ridge and stops, waiting for me. When I get to his side, I can tell that he’s troubled.

      “There,” he says. “Three pines. See them?”

      “Yeah. How far is that?”

      “Two miles, as a crow flies. Three or more if you have to find a place to cross the river.”

      “We’ll have to go straight through then, won’t we?”

      “Looks that way. Faster.”

      I put my hands behind my head, opening up my lungs like Brandon said. “How far south do we have to go? To get through, I mean.”

      “I can’t see a southern marker from here. The trees are in the way. Maybe if I got higher…” Squirrel darts over to a white pine with low-hanging limbs and begins to scurry up it. He’s fast and nimble, jumping, swinging, climbing from branch to branch, and now I understand how he got his name. He slips on a wet limb and nearly tumbles, but regardless of how much of a weakling he appears to be, his hands are strong, and he manages to hold on.

      Squirrel swings, plants a boot on a sturdier limb, and continues the ascent. Seconds later, he’s close to the top and shouts down to me, “I see it. Dead south.”

      “Is it far?”

      “Not much. Maybe a two-hour run. It’s not as far as—”

      He goes silent. I step back from the pine and angle my head upward, shielding my eyes from the rain, trying to get a better look at him.

      “Squirrel? Did you see—”

      “Run!”

      It takes too long to register in my mind, what he’s trying to tell me. I ask without reacting. “Run? Why?” I crane my neck further back, trying to see him, trying to see what’s gotten him into a panic. I’m looking up, when I should be looking behind me. I watch as Squirrel scrambles around to the back of the pine trunk like he’s hiding from something. Real squirrels do the same trick.

      A flash of orange catches my eye in the canopy above and then I know.

      Three arrows zip overhead. I quickly look away from Squirrel, searching for their origin, and spot three Republicon men twenty yards north, left arms out, holding their bows. Above, the thunk-thunk-thunk of arrows finding their mark cascades down as Squirrel shrieks and lets go.

      He falls. I scream, “No!” and watch him crashing off the branches, bouncing from one to the next until he comes to a stop on one of the larger bottom limbs, hanging limply over it like damp clothing after Sunday’s wash.

      There’s laughter behind me. A woman.

      I whirl around and see a group of Republicons, similar to our friends, with their arms crossed and smiles revealing rows of yellow and brown teeth. Ten yards away, they stand with their legs parted, forming a line, and out in front of them a woman with dark black hair and a big, hooked nose begins to clap.

      The three archers join their clan, and if my eyes could shoot fire, those men would burn like dry wood.

      “Best shots for a hundred miles,” the woman says, strolling with a confident swagger. “No use in running, little girl. They’re even better when the target’s moving.”

      I back away from her and think about screaming down the hill for Finn and James. I don’t. That’ll send arrows into my chest if I do. I can only hope that they heard Squirrel’s screaming and are on their way.

      “What’re you doing in my woods?”

      Maybe I can reason with her. Maybe if I explain what’s happening up north, she won’t kill me. “Are you Crockett?”

      She lays an arm across her stomach and bows deeply. “You know who I am, then you know better than to come into my woods. So I’ll ask you again, what’re you doing here?”

      “Trying to get back to Warrenville.”

      “You’re one of them.”

      My words fumble out of my mouth. “I am, but the DAV army is coming right through here. It’s war, ma’am. War is coming.”

      She raises an eyebrow and grunts. “War, you say?”

      “Do you know James? He’s—he’s one of you. Biggest man you’ve ever seen.”

      “I might, I might not. But you said war.” Crockett glares at me.

      “The DAV army is marching south, and they’ll be through by tomorrow, maybe the next day. They have some forward runners, too, and it won’t be long before they’re here. I’m sorry we’re on your land, but I can tell you this, it won’t be yours anymore, not when they come.”

      Challenging her ownership of the land wasn’t the best thing to say, and I learn this when she grabs my neck and pulls my face close to hers. The stench of her rotting breath and sweaty, rain-soaked clothes is enough to make me cringe. Even her hair smells awful, like she’s been washing it with bear droppings, which wouldn’t surprise me if it were true. The more you can hide your human scent in the forest, the easier it is to hunt—whether it’s human or animal.

      Crockett says, “Ain’t nobody taking nothing from me, little girl.”

      “Do you know how to count?”

      “What?”

      “Can you count? One, two, three, four…”

      “You saying I can’t count?” She shoves my face, and I stumble backward, but I keep my balance. I clench my fists, ready to swing if she comes closer, and then relax. There are men with arrows all around me. Grandfather always said that fights are better won with words than weapons. Then again, I don’t think he was ever on the front side of a war.

      James, Finn, and the rest aren’t coming.

      “Do you know how many men make up five hundred?”

      “It’s a lot, I know that much.”

      “How about ten thousand?”

      “Are you trying to call me stupid?”

      “The DAV soldiers will roll right over everything in their path. Five hundred men will be swarming through these woods by this time tomorrow, maybe sooner—right through the middle of your land—and that’s before the main army gets here. I don’t care how evil James says you are, you don’t have enough arrows to fight them. I can tell you this: you aren’t the worst thing in these woods anymore.”

      Behind me, in the tree, I hear Squirrel groan and cough. He’s alive. I risk taking my eyes off Crockett, long enough to take a peek at him. Two arrows protrude from his right leg and a third sticks out of his shoulder. They’re cracked and broken from banging against the limbs as he fell, but he’s not dead.

      Crockett’s men aren’t as good as she claimed, and for that, I’m thankful. But he’s wounded, and won’t be able to run on his own.

      She says, “You telling me the truth, little girl? Because so help me, if you’re lying, I’ll bury you so far that animals won’t be able to dig up your bones.”

      “Yes, they’re coming. They murdered my friend and almost everyone in my encampment. I saw them with my own eyes.”

      “What’re they coming down south for? Ain’t much around here they’d want.”

      “No, there’s plenty. They’re coming for us.”

      “Who?”

      “The people.”

      “What for?”

      “I don’t have time to explain—”

      Crockett grabs my arm and yanks me to her side. “I said what for?” she growls, demanding an answer.

      “Workers. Slaves. And unless you want to spend the rest of your lives in chains, you can either run, or you can come with us.”

      “We don’t congregate much with others—that’s not how I like to run things. Who’s in charge of your clan?”

      “I am.”

      “You?” Crockett cackles and tightens her grip around my arm. “Who listens to a little girl like you?”

      “I do,” says a voice from behind a nearby tree, and James slinks out.

      “So do I,” says another, and Finn moves around from the trunk of a large mountain maple.

      It’s followed by a chorus of “I do too” and “Me too” as the rest of my Republicon friends appear from the shadows. Their bows are drawn back and trained on Crockett’s gang.

      She reacts to the danger by pulling me in front of her as a shield.

      I can feel the strange warmth in my arms and legs again as I latch on to the arm she has around my neck. I pivot, pull, and swing, easily tossing her ten feet into the center of the two opposing groups.

      They’re all shocked, amazed, and bewildered.

      Crockett sits up from where she landed, holding her ribs. She’s dumbfounded, too, that someone my age and size could do such a thing, but I can tell that she doesn’t even know the right questions to ask. “How’d you do that?”

      “Now you know why I’m in charge.” I hear the words come out of my mouth, which doesn’t answer her question, but even I can’t explain it.

      She winces as she stands, inhaling with a slow, painful breath. “Maybe she’s not such a little girl after all. Boys, why don’t we shake hands with these nice people?”

      I don’t trust her, and I wonder if I’m making a mistake.
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      As if he weren’t already angry with me before, James is absolutely furious with me now. The members of his group have put away their weapons, and they’re standing near the tall white pine, trying to care for Squirrel, attempting to get the arrows out of him without doing too much damage. Crockett is there with them. She didn’t apologize, but at least she ordered her men to help. Two of them are cutting down small saplings and they plan to stretch some deer hide across them to make a sling for Squirrel.

      The plan is for Little Blake and Big Blake to carry him west. Crockett says there’s a Republicon group about ten miles away, hopefully out of the main army’s path, with a healer among them where they can leave Squirrel until he can mend and then rejoin us—if he makes it. If we make it. He’s badly wounded, but we think his chances are good. Big Blake and Little Blake, who’s not so little at all, are good runners, and they should be able to catch up to us before we reach the capital.

      James towers above me, and he has to bend over to put his shaking finger in my face. His cheeks, the parts not covered with his beard, are red, and his eyes bulge. “You’re crazy if you think I’m letting her come. No.”

      “We could use their help,” I say. “It’s their land, too, and if they come with us, we’ll have that many more people for protection or to fight if we need it. More people to stand watch so we can rest.”

      “Caroline, they killed Rawley! Don’t you understand that? She’s lucky I don’t walk over there and put a knife in her belly right now.”

      I lay my hand on his shoulder. His friend is dead, and it’s an awful thing to ask of him, but it makes sense for them to come. I’m learning all too fast that leaders have to make some of the worst decisions that are the best for their followers. I still don’t consider myself their leader, actually, but they’re looking for me to guide them. A fourteen-year-old girl. I know I promised him a reward, but why he’s actually trusting me to get them somewhere, I don’t know. “I understand, and I’m sorry.”

      “No, you don’t. If you did then you wouldn’t be asking this.”

      We can’t stand here arguing all day. What I’m asking would be hard for anyone to accept, and I’m aware of that, but in addition to the DAV, time is also our enemy.

      I say, “Within the next week or the next month, it doesn’t matter how long, you and all the rest of them won’t have a home. There won’t be anywhere to go. It won’t matter who killed who because these woods will be crawling with DAV soldiers. You don’t have anywhere to go. You can’t get into West Virginia, or Kentucky, or Tennessee, or North Carolina.

      “You don’t have a choice, and it’s the only way, so you can either take your chances on your own, or we can all go together, and I’ll get you your reward. From here on out, we’re moving forward, not backward, both with our heads and our feet. Crockett agreed to go, she and her men, and you should, too. You don’t have to like it, you just have to do it to survive. It’s your choice, James, do what you want, but Finn and I are going south, with or without you.”

      “South, south, south!” James shouts. “What happens when you go south, huh? Even if we get there in time enough to warn them, where will your people go? I heard Finn—I heard him say that you don’t have an army. You told me the DAV has tanks and ten thousand men, so how in the world do you plan to fight, huh? Tell me that. If we don’t have anywhere to go, you don’t have anywhere to go.” He takes a deep breath. His shoulders rise and fall as he shakes his head. “It doesn’t make sense, Caroline. I offered to come with you, to help you, to protect you, because I saw what those blackcoats did to your families. It wasn’t right. Forget the reward. But what happens when we get to Warrenville if you don’t have an army to protect yourselves? Wherever you go, wherever we go, the result is the same.”

      He’s right. I haven’t been looking at it that way. My goal, and my only goal, has been to warn as many towns and encampments as possible while we retreat, to give my people a chance to run before the DAV army could capture them and take them north to work. But what then? The blackcoats will run right over anything in their path, including Warrenville, all the way to the high-fenced borders of the surrounding states. We’re all doomed. Within a year, or as little as six months, we’ll be servants to the DAV. That is, unless…

      “Answer me,” he says.

      “We’ll build an army.”

      James scoffs and leans against a tree, looking at me like an ignorant child. “With what? Sticks and arrows?”

      “People.”

      “People? Really? People? People die, Caroline, especially when the other side has tanks and bullets!”

      “I’ll figure something out.”

      “You will, huh? You? Tell me what you know that the idiots running the PRV don’t.” He pauses, then chuckles. “You know what? Never mind. It wouldn’t surprise me if a girl your age was smarter than that bunch of lazy cows.”

      “Thank you.”

      “That’s not exactly a compliment, and it’s still a horrible idea.”

      “We don’t have—” I stop trying to convince James as Finn jogs over to us.

      “The Blakes are ready,” he says. “We got Squirrel bandaged up, and he’s in a lot of pain, but Crockett thinks he’ll be fine once they get him to the healer.”

      “Good,” I say to him. Then to James, “Are we done here?”

      “I guess.”

      “Crockett and her men are coming,” I say. The determination in my voice leaves James grudgingly agreeing. He doesn’t like it, and I don’t blame him, but I suspect he knows that we’re safer together than we are apart—for now, at least.

      The three of us walk over to Squirrel. He’s lying in the sling, almost looking relaxed, as Big Blake and Little Blake stand at each end, patiently holding the saplings. Squirrel is so thin that it’s not a struggle for either of them.

      Squirrel grins, and there’s pain in his eyes.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      “Yeah… no. Honestly, I think the fall hurt worse than the arrows.”

      James reaches down and ruffles Squirrel’s hair. “You’ll be back to climbing trees in no time, buddy. Come find us in Warrenville when you’re ready… just follow the smell.”

      Squirrel nods and winces when he tries to lift his hand to James. They shake, and he says, “Don’t let the blackcoats get you.”

      I say to the Blakes, “You know where we’re going. Catch up to us. We’ll need your help.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” they say in unison, and after I slap Little Blake on the back, they carefully make their way down the hillside, heading west.

      Crockett walks up beside us and watches them go. Without looking at him, she mutters, “James?”

      He refuses to turn in her direction, choosing to keep his eyes on the three members of his clan as they leave the comfort of our little community. “What?”

      “Sorry about your men. I was protecting my territory.”

      He doesn’t acknowledge her apology. Instead he walks away without saying a word.

      “Thank you,” I say. At least it’s something.

      “Don’t get used to it.”

      Five minutes later, after we’ve all gathered our things, and the two parties have given each other enough wary glances to last a lifetime, we’re on the move again.

      Heading south.

      Where there’s no protection. Maybe no hope.

      I have to believe that’s not true.

      It’s the only way we can go.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Over the next two days, our collection of Republicons and citizens grows as we retreat. We warn makeshift encampments and ramshackle towns about the impending danger. Some choose to come with us, and some choose to head into the woods, preferring to hide in smaller groups in hopes that they can outlast what’s coming. I don’t question them. I may be leading this roughshod assembly, but I’m not going to force people to do anything they don’t want to do, regardless of how unwise their decisions are.

      Like James says, the potential result of this mad dash south might only be delaying the inevitable. With nowhere safe to run, I can’t disagree with the fact that they may last longer as free men hiding in the woods. More than once on our journey, since my talk with James, I’ve considered the same possibility for us, but as an official scout of the PRV, it’s my responsibility to warn the citizens that don’t know.

      The rain is never ending.

      Finn and I both have blisters on our feet, and the skin down there is white and wrinkled from going days without changing into dry socks or the luxury of warming our boots by a fire. In the middle of our third day running, when every step is met with sharp pain arcing up our legs, we use a trick that James teaches us—it’s what the Republicons do to keep their feet dry. Four of his members part with spare shirts and ancient plastic bags that they’ve salvaged from somewhere. They tell us that back before the world ended, people used to carry supplies in them. Now they’re waterproof socks, of sorts. We wrap our feet in these items to keep the wetness out. It helps, but not a lot. The blisters still hurt, but at least it doesn’t feel like I’m squishing through a shallow river every time I stride forward.

      We come across even more groups of Republicons, and initially, they’re hesitant about joining our cluster with the presence of Crockett and her gang, but once they understand their lack of options, they agree and keep a watchful eye on her. Truthfully, I think she enjoys it. Their caution only adds to her reputation.

      James continues to ignore her, and from what I can tell, she couldn’t care less.

      When we stop to make camp on the third night, I ask Marla how tired she is, and of course, she says not at all. The girl has a bottomless supply of energy, and where she gets it from is anybody’s guess. James and I argue over whether or not it’s a good idea, but I send her north anyway. I have to know how much distance we’ve put between ourselves and the DAV runners. They’ll be ahead of the vanguard, but if they’ve found some of the PRV citizens we’ve left to fend for themselves, there’s a possibility that they’ve slowed or stopped altogether. Taking prisoners and seeing that they’re properly contained takes time.

      “Be careful,” I tell Marla. “Go as far as you think is safe, and if you don’t see any of them by then, get back as fast as you can.”

      “How far is that?” she asks. “How much room do we need between us and them?”

      I don’t know the answer to this. Our group has grown to a size that makes it difficult to move fast through the woods. We number in the hundreds now. I lost count after the PRV citizens from the last two encampments decided to join us.

      I look around at all the blank, exhausted faces. There are people everywhere, hiding under trees and bushes to get out of the rain, eating deer jerky and homemade bread, goat cheese and apples. Babies cry and suckle at exposed breasts.

      These are my people. My people. How did I come to be in charge of such a large mass of bodies, all counting on me to make the right decision? The weight of the responsibility sits hard on my chest, and my lungs refuse to work the way they should. It’s too much. So many lives.

      Marla asks again, “How much?”

      “I don’t know.” My vision begins to blur, and I can’t tell if it’s from stress or tears forming.

      “Well, I can’t just go running back without—”

      I stamp my foot and slap my thighs. “I don’t know. I don’t know, okay? Just go. Go until you find them, and do not get caught.”

      Minutes later, I find that I can’t stop my hands from shaking. I need a distraction. I walk through the swarm of people eating, resting, and building campfires. A young mother with blond hair, green eyes, and one of the most beautiful baby girls I’ve ever seen sits huddled under a rock outcropping. The opening beneath dips deep enough into the hill that I’m able to scoot in next to her and ask how she’s doing.

      “Okay, I guess.” The baby rolls over and latches onto the mother’s breast.

      “I’m Caroline.”

      “Sweeney,” she says, extending a hand.

      We shake. She’s frail. I’m afraid I’ll crush her bones. Her baby pulls away and screeches, leaving the breast exposed. She doesn’t try to cover herself up. She’s so exhausted.

      I reach over and help her by lifting the shirt back onto her shoulder. I’ve been around enough children to know the cry of a hungry baby. Sweeney isn’t producing enough milk. I pray that we can find enough food to make that possible. “What’s her name?” I ask.

      “Willow,” she answers.

      “That’s a beautiful name.”

      As I suspected, Sweeney says, “I can’t produce enough milk. Do you know how much further?”

      I tell her I don’t, and when I offer to find her something to eat and drink, she thanks me. Before I go, she asks me to say a prayer with her, and I agree to do it.

      This praying, it’s good.

      We could all use God’s attention right now.
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      On the morning of the fourth day, I have to break up a fight between Crockett and James. More delays are the last thing I need. Marla hasn’t returned, and I’m starting to worry about her. If the blackcoats captured her, or have done something worse, James will never forgive me. Rawley, Squirrel, and now maybe Marla—if anything happened to her overnight, James and his friends are gone, no question.

      I’m finishing up breakfast—nuts and undercooked squirrel—when Finn runs over and practically trips into my lap.

      “What’s the matt—”

      “We’ve got trouble. James and Crockett.”

      He doesn’t need to explain. I understand immediately. “Where?”

      “Over in the middle.”

      I hurriedly follow him through the gathering crowd of onlookers, pushing past wet bodies, craning their necks to see what’s going on, wondering what all the shouting is about. Some of them move out of the way when they notice it’s me, and I can’t help but feel a measure of pride that I seem important enough for them to give me space.

      Citizens and Republicons alike have backed away from Crockett and James, forming a wide hole in the crowd, giving them room to circle each other with knives drawn and their arms held out. They’re both crouched, sidestepping, circling, taking small jabs at the air, waiting for the other to make the first move—or the first mistake.

      I push the last man in front of me out of the way and rush into the open space.

      They don’t take their eyes off each other when I scream for them to stop.

      James says, “Get out of here, Caroline. This is between me and her.” He lunges, jabs at Crockett’s stomach, misses, and then bends his body at an awkward angle to avoid her counterattack. She misses, too, and they go back to revolving around each other.

      I scream again for them to stop, but they’re not listening.

      He says, “You’re going to get hurt, now get out of here.”

      “No, James, stop it. Both of you.”

      They circle. Crockett slashes at the air and misses James’s midsection by less than an inch.

      “This won’t bring Rawley back and you’re slowing us down.”

      “And if I get rid of this heartless hag, that’ll be one less mouth to feed,” James snarls.

      Crockett snarls right back at him, “Your blade’s not worthy of my blood, big man.”

      The longer I stand here and try to talk some sense into these two, the more time we’re wasting. We should’ve been moving an hour ago, but I made the decision to let everyone rest a little longer. They need it. I need it. And partly because I wanted to give Marla a chance to make it back so I wouldn’t lose James. If I don’t handle this the right way, that might happen regardless.

      I don’t know why the fight started, and I don’t care. All that matters is stopping the two people I’ve been counting on to help me lead this hungry, tired, and frightened horde.

      I plead and I beg, but they ignore me, swiping and stabbing at each other as the crowd looks on. Some are cheering for James; some are cheering for Crockett. Others stand silently, holding their arms across their children’s chests, keeping them away from danger, but allowing them to watch a fight to the death—unless I can stop it.

      I can’t think of anything else to say that will convince either of them, so I say something foolish, hoping it’ll shock them into submission, or at least distract them long enough to forget what they’re fighting about. I step closer, but far enough away that I won’t accidentally get stabbed or sliced by one of their blades, and plant my feet. I point at them. “Crockett! James! I am ordering you to stop, right now!”

      It works, for a second. They pause and stand up from their crouches, lowering their knives to their sides as they look over at me. Crockett laughs. James has a mixture of surprise and anger on his face.

      “Did you hear me? I’m ordering you.”

      Crockett says, “You want us to listen to you? You don’t even have enough sense to keep your feet dry,” and then, taking advantage of my distraction, she lunges at James, arm held tight in a straight line, the knife protruding from her hand like a spear’s point.

      Before I can blink, I’m between them. I don’t know how it happened so quickly, but I make it in time to grab her arm, wrench it sideways, and sling her to the ground before she can harm James.

      He reacts by driving his blade down toward her chest, and I reach out, shoving him, sending this man with a chest like a tree trunk flying across the open circle. He lands, rolls, and sits up, stunned.

      The speed, the strength—where is it coming from?

      I take a breath and try to overlook what just happened. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to these little moments of superhuman abilities that show up without warning. I lower my voice and scold them. “I said stop, and I meant it.”

      Crockett pushes herself up and wipes the mud from her shirtsleeves, her pants, and then pushes her filthy hair out of her face. She tucks her knife away and stares at me. “Whatever’s in you, little girl, you better be glad it’s there. He better be glad it’s there,” she says, and then stomps off. She shouts for the crowd to move, and they part, giving her a wide path to sulk away.

      James stands as well, and, without a word, he shoves through the crowd in the opposite direction. He’s mad. Let him stay that way. It serves him right.

      He seems like he’s always mad about something, so what’s another thing to add to his growing list?

      I’ve avoided another catastrophe, for the time being, and although I probably could’ve handled it better, I’m proud of myself.

      At least until I see all the faces around me. They’re afraid, retreating slowly. They all saw what I did, somehow covering the distance to protect James in time, hurling Crockett to the ground, shoving a man three times my size twenty feet away.

      I don’t want them to be afraid. I want to be a good, kind leader.

      But I can’t blame them. I’d be worried about what I saw, too.

      Then I realize, I’m also slightly afraid of what’s happening.

      Grandfather told me once that a great president—who was in charge long before the world ended and died way too young—said, “There’s nothing to fear but fear itself.” I understand what it means, like we should stay strong and only be afraid of being afraid, as if fear was a real thing, but what happens if you’re the fear you should be afraid of?

      I wish I knew what’s happening to me, where this change in my body is coming from.

      She gave it to you for a reason.

      Grandfather’s words. My dream last night, drinking blood from Ellery’s finger, what she said. I have given you the greatest gift. On the morning of your fifteenth year, you will become…

      I will become… what?

      The next thought that crosses my mind is so ridiculous that I begin to laugh out loud, and I must be a sight to the citizens and Republicons who are backing away from me, warily, wondering what they’ve just witnessed. My laughter causes them to shuffle faster, and eventually I’m left alone, standing in the rain.

      Laughing, laughing.

      The morning of my fifteenth year. My birthday is only a few days away. Grandfather and I were going to celebrate with a spoonful of sugar apiece. Elder Wickam brought it home from his trip after he’d visited his kinfolk way, way down south and had shared it with the rest of our encampment. I left the sugar behind, and if the DAV soldiers haven’t burned our hovels to the ground, it’s sitting in a small box on the shelves by the door. In a way, I hope they torched our shack and didn’t get to enjoy the treat we were going to share.

      The speed, the strength. I was given something. I saw into the past.

      It’s almost as if I’m becoming a Kinder.

      I refuse to believe it. How? By drinking Ellery’s blood? Is that even possible? I don’t know enough about them and their history to know whether it is or it isn’t.

      Why me?

      A Kinder?

      I refuse to believe it, and I can’t believe it.

      The things that I’ve done—slinging the soldier, throwing Crockett and James, moving so fast that I was between them before I even knew it—they have to be some sort of fluke. Good leverage, catching them off balance… something like that.

      I laugh so hard that I have to wipe the tears from my cheeks, and when I see Finn cautiously approaching, I yell, “Boo!” just to watch him jump. He does, and it makes me laugh even harder.

      He reaches for me, and I let him touch my arm. “Okay,” he says, “once was weird—with Crockett back in the woods—but twice, that’s too much to ignore. How’d you do that?”

      “Do what?” I ask, playing coy.

      “You moved so fast, you were almost a blur, and then you threw James like he was no bigger than Squirrel. It was—it was amazing, Caroline. Can you teach me?”

      I finally get my laughter under control. “No,” I say. “Whatever this is, I don’t think it’s something I can teach.”

      I don’t want to tell him what I suspect because I don’t believe it myself. If I tell him I think I’m becoming a Kinder, that Ellery made me a Kinder, he wouldn’t believe me. He’d think I was crazy, and he’d tell everyone else that I was crazy. I could see it in their eyes—they’re already afraid of me, and now, if they think I’m crazy too, I’ll completely lose what little control I have, if I ever had it to start with.

      Taking that chance isn’t worth being able to share my secret, no matter how badly I’d like to tell him. At least not until I figure out whether it’s the truth.

      And how would I even be able to tell? There’s no badge, no official acknowledgement from the government, nothing and no one to say, “Hey, Caroline, congratulations! You’re now part of a super race that we created a hundred years ago!”

      I’m already changing, and I haven’t made it to my fifteenth birthday yet.

      Will I feel different? If—and it’s a very big if—I’m becoming a Kinder, will I somehow just know? Will I wake up that morning and simply think, “Oh, wonderful, I’m a Kinder now,” or will I look different if I ever happen to see myself in another mirror?

      Again, I have to wonder, Why me? Grandfather said she gave it to me for a reason. What’s the reason? If my dream was really a vision into my past, Mother and Father were there, they saw what Ellery did.

      Is that the reason they left?

      So many questions, and the only people capable of giving me the answers are either gone or dead.

      Finn smiles. “It was amazing, whatever it was.”

      “Amazing. Yeah.” And scary.

      “Want some good news?”

      “Please.”

      “Marla’s back.”

      Oddly enough, I get excited and relaxed at the same time. “Did she see them?”

      “I didn’t have a chance to ask. She’s exhausted and went to find some water.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Back there,” Finn says, pointing. “Over by those two maples.”

      “Good. Are you coming?”

      “Why don’t you just throw me over there and save me the walk?”

      I grin and pat him on the back. “Don’t tempt me.”

      Marla’s exhausted. She’s lying on her back, underneath the canopy of a maple tree, holding a water pouch up to her mouth and sucking down heaping gulps.

      “Marla?”

      “Hey, boss,” she says, sitting up.

      “Where are they? Did you see any of the runners?”

      “Yeah, but there are fewer now. I got close enough to hear them talking about all the people they’d sent back already.”

      “How many and how far?”

      “I’d say they’re down to about fifteen, but they look winded. Worse than me. We probably have a good day’s lead on them.”

      “That’s it?”

      “I hate to say it, boss, but we’ll never make it to safety before they catch up. Not with all these slow people. It wouldn’t surprise me if they caught up tomorrow.”

      “We’ll speed up and try to make it.”

      “What if we don’t?” Finn asks. He looks worried.

      “Then we’ll fight.”
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      Marla was right. We had a day’s lead on the DAV runners.

      They catch us midway through the fifth day of our retreat. Our horde is too big, too slow, and moves at the pace of a pregnant sow in deep mud. We’ve been bumbling and meandering along, and no matter how much I shout and coax and encourage, my group of frightened citizens has turned into a gaggle of fatigued laggards, too physically wasted to care about saving themselves.

      I’m near the back, urging a young family up a steep incline, when I hear the first scream, followed by the echo of a gunshot arriving from a great distance. I turn and notice a man named Elbert lying on the ground, clutching the back of his thigh. His daughter, Lala, is crouching at his side, screaming, “Daddy, no!” and desperately ripping her shirt. She gets a strip loose and tries to tie it around his thigh. As her fingers work furiously, she’s thrown to the side, and a second later, another report echoes through the woods.

      It has to be a DAV sniper among their runners because Lala pitches and falls before I hear the shot.

      “Down! Down!” I scream. “Get behind a tree! Find cover!”

      Across the herd, I see James and Marla ordering the people on their side to do the same, and amid the shouts of terror, I can make out Finn’s voice somewhere near the front, telling everyone to hide.

      I’ve lost the ability to think clearly. I should be hiding as well. Who knows how far away the sniper is, or how clean his line of sight may be. He can pick me off as easily as a deer running through an open field, but I don’t care. Two of my people are wounded. They need my help.

      I run. I launch myself over fallen logs and stumps, hurdling bushes like they’re no higher than a pair of boots on the ground. It feels effortless. I move like wind through the trees. Branches and limbs rustle in my wake, and I’m upon Lala and Elbert before I realize I’m there. I nearly dart past them before I notice how much distance I’ve covered.

      I drop to the bed of damp forest leaves just as an oak trunk splinters next to my head, which is then followed by the shot echoing throughout the valley. That was too close, and I can only assume he’s lining up to correct his aim. How much time do I have? Ten seconds? Less?

      I pray that the rain affects his vision, that the wind is making it difficult to judge the proper angle and flight path of the bullet.

      Glancing down, I see that there will be no saving Lala. There’s a hole in her throat. The skin is slick with blood and she’s gagging, choking on her own life force as the last of her heartbeat rapidly pumps it through her veins. I hear the whistling of another bullet skipping off a rock at my feet. It misses me by inches, and I’m almost certain that the next one won’t.

      Elbert screams, “Lala! No!” He rolls and tries to stand, wailing, crying, and his mouth twists in agony as he lunges for her using one leg.

      I sense something coming. Time slows. Elbert is dropping, dropping, reaching for her as if he’s swimming through pinesap. I push myself up from the ground in what feels like real time as he continues. I move to the side, taking one step over Lala’s body. That overpowering sensation of an impending arrival hisses in my ear, and I understand now that it’s another bullet speeding through the air.

      I snap my hand forward and close my fingers around something hot as if I’ve grabbed a piece of fiery coal from mid-air.

      Normal time resumes. Elbert falls at Lala’s side, sobbing, stroking her hair.

      I open my palm, feeling the heat on my skin as I stare at the bullet that I’ve snatched from its course. Next comes the gunshot’s echo. The speed, the agility, the fact that this small hunk of metal didn’t rip through my flesh and bones… it’s maddening. It’s incomprehensible. I don’t know that I’ll ever get used to this.

      “She’s gone, Elbert. It’s too late.” I bend to grab his shoulder, intending to pull him to safety.

      “Get away from me,” he says through clenched teeth. “This is my daugh—”

      A dull thunk emanates from his chest and he flails backward. Red seeps into his gray shirt, spreading around the hole in his sternum.

      I scream at the sky and turn toward the north, where the sniper and the rest of his DAV crew must be hiding. To my sides, my people are hidden as well as they can be, behind trees, behind boulders, out of sight among clustered rhododendrons, and some have even climbed into the thick branches of the pines.

      “Stay where you are,” I shout at them. “James! Crockett! Finn! Keep them safe.”

      A bullet smashes into the tree trunk near my head. I’m standing, my arms wide open, with everything exposed. I know the sniper could’ve taken me down with that shot. He’s toying with me. I imagine him sitting in his nest, comfortably situated among the limbs, giggling to himself as he slides the rifle bolt back and loads another shell.

      James is closer than I expected. From behind a nearby birch tree, he whistles to catch my attention and says, “What’re you doing?”

      “Saving us.” I step over the fallen bodies of father and daughter, heading into the oncoming fire. I hear the zing of another bullet off a boulder to my right.

      James says, “Are you insane? Get back here. They’ll kill you.”

      I turn to face him. A cool breeze pushes my hair into my face, along with droplets of rain against my cheeks. “Hold this for me.” I toss him the bullet.

      He catches it, examines it in his hand, then shakes his head. “Go. Hurry.”

      I nod. He’s beginning to understand.

      The brown, orange, and red leaves at my feet zip past in a mottled blur of color. I don’t know how any of this works—these abilities—but it’s strange how they manifest. One moment I’m practically stopping time, and the next, I’m bounding through the forest like a white-tailed deer. I have no control over any of it. It happens without warning. I glide between the trees effortlessly, and when I’m roughly a half mile from where I left the horde hidden, I spot a massive pine tree that will provide excellent cover. I duck to the right, drop behind the trunk, and pause to catch my breath. It’s such a natural reaction after running that I’m surprised when my lungs feel normal.

      Nice.

      I spin around and crouch, making myself as small of a target as possible. If I can catch the sniper’s bullet in mid-flight, will one harm me if I take a direct hit? I’d rather not find out.

      Standing up, I flatten my body against the trunk, belly first. The limbs block most of my view, but I can listen well from here. The gunshots have quieted the natural sounds of the forest. The birds are silent. No squirrels scamper from treetop to treetop. It seems as if even the wind has stopped blowing. Everything in the woods cowers in fear of the invading entities.

      I cock an ear. Listening. Holding my breath, trying to pick up on the hushed noises, any sound that will betray his position.

      Also, I’m focusing intently on making these… powers… come to life. If I can do any of this stuff at will, I need it to be now. I need to hear him.

      I pause, inhale, and hold my breath, counting to five slowly. I exhale on the count of five, then repeat the process again to calm myself. I remember something I heard once, a story that Grandfather told around the campfires long ago, about how Kinders could become one with the world. Back then, I thought it meant nothing, just some mystical nonsense that he had made up to entertain the children. What did that even mean, become one with the world?

      I close my eyes. In my mind, I can see him saying it, telling us the tale as Ellery sits on the opposite side of the flames. She’s nodding, almost imperceptibly, but the motion is there.

      Become one with the world.

      Still with no idea what this might mean, I place my ear against the pine’s massive trunk, feeling the rough bark digging into my skin. For a moment, I think I can hear its pulse thumping in rhythm with my own—then I realize it’s my heart. My palms go against the tree as well and I embrace the moment. I try to feel what the pine tree is feeling.

      Then it happens. Something happens around me that I can only describe as a swirling clamor, like a breeze whipping dead leaves into miniature circles, yet I don’t actually hear it, I feel it. I open my eyes and everything in my vision shimmers like ripples in a lake-surface reflection.

      I’m warm.

      I am everything.

      One hundred yards to the northwest, I make out the subtle whistle of air through nostrils. It’s a concentrated push and pull sound, like whoever it belongs to is attempting to carefully control it. I don’t know how I know this, but I do, and by now I accept it.

      I’m moving before I can convince myself otherwise. No plan of attack, no careful consideration of the terrain, no fear of a sniper’s aim settling on my beating heart.

      I traverse the hillside, loping from one tree to the next, moving briskly and staying covered, unafraid, but smart. My ridiculous speed is gone, but my jumps are easy and fluid, moving me ten feet in any direction I want to go as if I’m casually hopping over a stream on my way home from a day of successful scouting. I wish I could control all of this at once. Maybe, like Ellery said, on the morning of my fifteenth birthday, it will all come together, and all will be explained. Maybe it’ll be written in the stars, and I’ll be able to read them like words on a page.

      Maybe.

      Maybe.

      I’m close enough to the sniper that when the rifle’s report sounds again, the dogwood tree to my right splinters at the exact same instant. I stop, drop to my knees, and risk a peek, zeroing in on the direction from which it came. Thirty yards ahead, due north in a straight line, and halfway up an oak tree, I see a hunting nest built into the branches. My vision is sharper than normal, and I can see that it’s a rough structure, covered in limbs and leaves, held together by caked mud and twine.

      Most likely, whichever band of Republicons controls this area used it as a hunting blind in the past. Up the hill I spot a game trail. It would’ve been the perfect place to wait on a herd of whitetail to come by. Now the sniper is hunting my people and me.

      Another shot rings out, and I make myself smaller. I look back, over my shoulder, and have a clear line of sight all the way back to where everyone is hiding.

      I’m not as high as the sniper, and my vantage point isn’t as open as his, but I can see that I should’ve been more careful about where I led them. The path we took was too open, too exposed, and I should’ve known better. We had been scrambling along the edge of a clearing, and I’d been so intent on getting them all moving faster that our vulnerability hadn’t registered.

      It’s too late for regrets. I have to do something while I’m here.

      The sniper fires again. We’re over a half a mile away from the clan, yet with my new abilities, I can make out the distant screams of pain as he scores a hit on his target. He fires again, and again. More screams in the distance. I look up at the blind. Has he given up on me? What’s going on back there with James and the others?

      When I hear multiple weapons firing, back with the crowd of citizens, I understand what’s happening.
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      It was a trap, and while the goal likely wasn’t to get me away from the group, because there’s no way they could’ve known about my abilities, it worked. They used the sniper to lay down enough fire so we would all duck and cover, become immobile, while the rest of the DAV runners approached to kill resisters and snatch citizens like plucking fat red apples from a low-hanging limb.

      Briefly, I consider running back to help. Would it help? With the sniper still out here? No. So instead, I spin around the tree and run, darting across the forest floor, a fox hunting her prey. No special abilities present themselves, and they couldn’t have picked a worse time to disappear. I’m not bounding like a deer. I can’t run with ridiculous speed. Time moves at its normal pace.

      It’s only me and my pumping legs, planting one foot in front of the other, muscle moving muscle, shoving my body ahead. The burn in my thighs is accompanied by the ache of being on the run for days. My wounded feet send throbbing pain up and into my spine. My lungs feel as if I’m breathing through one of the reeds around the lake back home.

      Home.

      Briefly, I think about home and how we’re so far away from the comfort of what we knew. It’s probably a pile of blackened, smoldering wood.

      I hear the sniper fire and instantly feel my arm stinging. I throw myself to the right, down and behind a bush, glancing at my shoulder. The bullet has torn through my jacket and shirt. It barely grazed my skin. The warmth of running blood trickles down my tricep. So the answer is yes, I’m not invincible.

      I’m up and moving again. Twenty-five yards, twenty, fifteen. If I can get close enough, the angle will prevent him from getting a clear shot.

      Ten yards. A mixture of leaves and dirt explodes at my feet as the shot rings in my ears.

      The tree. I’ve made it. I jump and grab the nearest limb, lifting my legs and clambering around to the northern side, away from the blind above. I reach upward and my fingers curl around the next limb, then the next. Pain arcs through my shoulder. I lift, pull, and extend my arms, digging the rubber soles of my boots into the bark.

      Pow-pow-pow.

      It’s not the sniper’s rifle. It’s a smaller weapon. It sounds like the captain’s weapon, the one that murdered Brandon. That was days ago. It feels like a month.

      Pow-pow.

      All five shots miss. I throw myself against the trunk and pause, breathing, trying to plan my next move. I look up. I can only see a hand, and the gun it’s holding, cautiously emerging from the blind’s entrance.

      Wait and die, or attack and live.

      The choice is simple.

      I propel myself upward, limb by limb, and when I’m close enough, I grab the barrel and yank hard and fast. The sniper doesn’t expect it, and the gun is firmly in my grasp. I’ve never used one, but it can’t be that hard.

      I hear a yelp and then the dull scrape of boots on wood.

      One last push, and I’m up to the final limb and through the opening where I see… a girl?

      She’s a couple of years younger than me. Her hair is almost the color of orange leaves in October, and it’s tucked into a DAV infantryman’s cap. She’s wearing one of their black uniforms and her rifle is propped against the corner. Her eyes are wide. She holds her hands out in front, palms facing me.

      She shakes her head, the corners of her mouth pulling down in justifiable terror, because she knows she’s about to die.

      I lift the revolver. It’s heavier than I expect, with a long black barrel and a wooden handle. I’ve never shot one before, but the Elders taught me enough to know that they only hold six shells.

      There’s only one bullet left.

      I want to squeeze the trigger so badly—for Elbert, for Lala, and for whomever else she’s maimed or murdered that I’m responsible for—but I can’t bring myself to do it. Why? Because maybe I can use her. As much as I hate the idea, maybe she’s worth more to me than the satisfaction of opening a hole in her forehead.

      “Don’t,” she pleads. Her voice is weak and hollow.

      Through clenched teeth, I ask, “How many are with you?”

      “I don’t—I don’t—”

      Gunshots in the distance. My people are dying or being captured. “Hurry! How many?”

      “Eight,” she answers.

      “Do you want to live?”

      She nods.

      “Get your rifle.”

      “What?”

      “Get it, now!”

      “Wh—why?”

      “Do it! Shoot them all, every one, and you’ll live.”

      “If my commanders find out, they’ll—”

      I lunge and shove the barrel against her forehead. “Or they’ll do what? Kill you?” I put my thumb on the hammer and pull, feeling the cocking mechanism sliding into place. That’s such a satisfying feeling. I scrunch up my mouth and fire blasts of air from my nose. I must look like a rabid animal.

      Tears erupt from the corners of her eyes. “Okay,” she says.

      “Eight shots, eight kills. Do not give them a chance to get away. Hurry. Now.”

      She reaches to her left, grabs the sniper rifle, and positions it against the south-facing opening. She pulls it tight against her shoulder. There’s some sort of device on the top that lets you see closer. I remember that now. That’s how they’re able to shoot so far.

      I hold the revolver’s barrel to the back of her neck.

      She flinches. “I—I can’t concentrate like that.”

      “Learn how, quickly.”

      She takes a deep breath, holds, holds, and then fires. Readjusts and fires again. And again—eight shots total, like I demanded. The last report is still echoing through the valley and my ears are still ringing when she pulls away and shoves her weapon to the side. “Done.” She holds her arms out and puts her face down with her forehead against the wooden flooring, surrendering.

      “All of them?”

      “I think so.”

      “Don’t think. Know. Did you put a bullet in every single—”

      “Yes!” she screams.

      “Where are the rest of your runners?” I shove the barrel harder into her neck, the top of it disappearing into soft flesh, underneath fire-red hair.

      “Who?”

      “Don’t play stupid with me. We know you have ten thousand marching, we know you have tanks, we know you have a vanguard coming, and we know you had a group of forward runners. You’ve been chasing us for days. We know, so don’t try to pretend like we don’t. You had fifteen the last time we counted. Where are the rest?”

      “Back. They went back.”

      “Why?” I grab a handful of hair and pull hard, lifting her head.

      She winces and tries to look at me with one eye, from the side. “We’ve been capturing your people along the way, and we couldn’t move fast enough. Some of our men went back with them as guards, and some were injured. There’ll be more coming to replace them.”

      “How soon?”

      “Two days. Maybe less. The vanguard is right behind us.”

      She doesn’t tell me anything that I don’t already know. As I suspected, the number of DAV runners has been decreasing as they captured and delivered their bounty. It didn’t make sense to force their slaves to run with them. I expected the main vanguard to be close, but not quite two-days-close. We’ll need to pick up our pace if we’re to get back to Warrenville and give them time to prepare.

      I need to be moving. “Two choices,” I say, putting my face close to hers. She smells like sweat and unwashed clothing. “They’re easy. One last bullet and you die here where the crows can pick off what’s left of you; or, you bring that rifle and you come with me. Either you die, or you’re my sniper now.” I want her to come with me because I hate to waste such a good shot, especially since we’ll need someone that can hit the enemy at a distance, but part of me also expects her DAV loyalty to show through. Will she die for what she believes in? Or does she even care?”

      “I’ll come,” she says. “I don’t want to die.”

      “Smart choice. You’re too young anyway.” As if I’m old enough to be telling her that. “Down the tree. You first.”

      She obeys, and I follow with the revolver tucked in my waistband and the rifle slung over my shoulder. She reaches the last limb and drops, then moves to the side, giving me room.

      On the ground, I see that she’s about my size, and her uniform is too big for her frame. The jacket hangs limply on her shoulders, and the hat keeps falling down her forehead, nearly covering her eyes. She pushes it up again, revealing her face, white cheeks flushed with pink, green eyes that remind me of moss on a river rock.

      She smiles, and I imagine it’s a nervous reaction. When she does, she reveals a set of perfectly white, perfectly straight teeth that aren’t typical for the underlings of the world, at least not down here in the PRV. The Elders used to tell stories about people whose only job was to fix teeth, and they gave you these special sticks to clean them. I wonder if those workers still exist up in the DAV where people can pay for luxuries like that.

      “What’s your name?” I ask. “Take off your jacket and your hat.”

      “Teresa,” she says, dropping them to the ground. All that remains is the black pants of the DAV uniform, and those don’t necessarily identify her as the enemy.

      “Move, Teresa. That way.” She heads south, and I follow closely behind.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When we reach the group, I find Crockett and her men squatting over the dead DAV runners. They’ve lined their bodies in a row, shoulder to shoulder, and they’re raiding their pockets and stealing their boots, jackets, and weapons. Crockett has one soldier’s hat sitting on her head, while another one of her men whistles when he pulls a silver flask from inside the dead man’s coat.

      “Crockett,” I snap at her, “leave them some dignity.”

      She laughs. Her men laugh, and I know this order will go unheeded.

      Crockett asks me, “Who’s your little friend? Got your own prisoner there, I see.”

      “She’s with us now.”

      “Is that so?” Crockett stands and wipes DAV blood onto her pants, cleaning her hands. “She the one that killed some of your friends here?”

      I shrug, and I don’t explain.

      Crockett chuckles. “Can’t wait to see what James says.”

      We leave the filthy scavengers to their spoils, walking through the horde of people who seem lost, scared, and confused, not knowing which way to go or whom to turn to. They must know that their attackers are all dead—otherwise they’d be scrambling through the forest. They would’ve been gone by the time Teresa and I returned. It looks like they’re reassembling as mothers call children’s names and fathers desperately search for families who’ve been lost in the chaos. Others tend to the wounded.

      Some scream. Some are dying. Many have already gone to the Great Beyond.

      I stop beside a couple who are about my mother and father’s age, if they were still around. The woman pours water from a canteen and washes a wound in her husband’s thigh. He winces in pain, but she’s so relieved he’s alive that she can’t stop laughing and touching his face.

      Yesterday, I found an old handkerchief—blue with white flowers—in an abandoned shack. It was still clean, and I wanted to save it to wash my face. Now I pull it from my back pocket and hand it to the woman. “Take this,” I say. “It’ll help clean the wound.” The woman smiles and won’t stop thanking me.

      Teresa hangs her head and avoids eye contact. I don’t blame her.

      If any of the citizens knew who she was—what she was—they would shred her like a pack of wild dogs. For now, it’s best no one knows the complete truth, except for James and Finn. I have to let them know. I have to tell them that we can use her.

      We find James hunched over a woman I knew as Barma. She was a seamstress in her village. Blood seeps from the gaping hole in her stomach, and when James looks up, he shakes his head. Her chest rises and falls. He tells her to get some rest, that he’ll find a healer for her. She smiles faintly, and as she reaches for him, her eyes go blank and her arm falls.

      Beside me, Teresa puts her hand over her mouth and tries to stifle a sob. “Do you recognize her? Was she one of yours?” I ask, pointing at the rifle.

      Teresa nods and closes her eyes.

      “You should’ve aimed higher.” If I want her to trust me, to be on my side, to let me lead her, I shouldn’t be torturing her like this, but I’m angry. Barma was a good woman. She had a son. I’ll need to go find him later.

      Teresa manages to say, “I’m sorry,” before she looks away, shoulders hunched and trembling.

      James stands slowly, glaring at the young sniper. “Who is that?”

      “My prisoner. She’s on our side now.”

      As usual, James does not approve of my decision. His cheeks fill with red. His body begins to shake. He shoves a finger at Teresa, pointing, saying, “Did she—is she the one? Her? Is she one of them? This… child? No! No, damn you. I will not allow it.” Spittle flies from his mouth and gets caught in his beard, the white flecks hanging there as proof of his rage.

      “She gave me her word.”

      “Her word? Her word? What good is her word, Caroline? Go pour your dreams into one bucket and her word into another, then tell me which one is heavier.”

      “She’s good from a distance. We need her.”

      His laughter is mocking and empty. “For what?”

      “The vanguard is two days behind. We’re too slow, and they’ll overtake us soon. With her rifle and the… the… what is this thing?”

      “The scope,” Teresa answers.

      “Right, the scope. We can see them coming. We’ll have a warning, and she can shoot some of them before they get here. We can use her.”

      James throws his hands into the air and stomps away. Over his shoulder, he says, “She’ll slit your throat first,” and then he disappears among the crowd.
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      We’ve managed to corral everyone except for three small families, a total of ten people, and Marla tells me she saw them heading west and not looking back. They reached the far ridge line, she says, and I tell her not to bother going after them. Let them go if they want. They know where Warrenville is, and they know how we’re getting there. If they change their minds, we won’t be hard to find.

      I hate to think that way, but it’s too dangerous to send good people into the woods chasing those that have either lost faith or assume they’re safer on their own.

      In a way, I can’t disagree with them. Those ten people will move faster without us. They can find a cave for shelter, and they could easily disappear in the woods, unlike us, unlike the massive herd shuffling along beside me.

      Finn is up on point in his usual spot, setting a faster pace as I requested, and most folks are having trouble keeping up. James won’t come near me and doesn’t want to speak. He’s somewhere in the pack, fuming, pouting, or trying to decide how long he’ll allow his band of Republicons to help the insane girl called Caroline.

      I wonder how much he regrets his decision to help me. Does he still think the reward I promised, which I’m not even sure I can get, will be worth the effort?

      Before we began moving again, Crockett agreed to bury the bodies of the DAV soldiers in exchange for plundering the dead men. She and her men remain behind and insist they’ll catch up before nightfall.

      The thought still disgusts me—the way she and her gang were picking and choosing items from the runners like they were browsing for supplies in The Center. But if we leave the bodies behind and unburied, it’ll be a clear indicator which direction we’ve gone. Breadcrumbs, really, like arrows pointing the way.

      Teresa walks at my side. Her long red hair is down, and she’s wearing a spare jacket that someone has given her to protect her from the never-ending rain. It fits well, unlike the uniform I made her leave behind.

      She says to me, “I won’t do that, you know.”

      “What?”

      “Slit your throat, like that man said.”

      I have too many things on my mind for little discussions. “Thanks.” I turn away and try to finish my headcount. We have a river approaching, and I want to be sure Marla’s numbers were correct before we attempt to cross it. The way everyone is trudging ahead in fits and starts makes it impossible, though, like trying to count honeybees around a hive.

      “I’m serious. You didn’t kill me, so I owe you my life.”

      “You don’t owe me anything.”

      “I think so.” She shrugs. “You never told me your name.”

      I sigh. She’s not giving up. “Caroline.”

      “I didn’t want to be a part of this anyway.”

      “A part of what, the army?”

      “The invasion.”

      “Then why’re you here?”

      “I either had to obey orders or face a trial for insubordination. I didn’t join the army for something like this. Not for this. My parents are… wealthy, and they’ve always had plans for me. I was supposed to attend Higher Learning and become a dentist like my father.”

      “That explains your teeth,” I say. Teresa covers her mouth, blushing. I add, “Don’t be ashamed. They’re beautiful.”

      “I can fix yours,” she says, excitedly. “I know how.”

      I scoff and point to the hundreds of people around us. “Do you see what’s happening? Do you think I’m worried about that right now?”

      “I only meant—”

      I make no effort to hide the disdain in my voice. “You have ten thousand men marching on us. Let me get back to you next week if I’m still alive.”

      She’s only trying to be nice, and I understand that, but the concept of having a smile like hers is ridiculous in the midst of all this hurt and suffering. There are people crying all around us because they’re leaving a loved one behind, buried on that hillside, in shallow graves, miles behind us.

      Or they’re in pain. Or they’re exhausted and can’t go any further.

      “Caroline?”

      “What?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have to keep saying that. It’s war. People die. And sometimes they’re not the right ones.”

      “Does that mean me?”

      “No.” I’m thinking about Hawkins again, the bastard traitor, and how far gone we could be by now if he’d warned us before Captain Tanner and his men showed up and murdered everyone in my village. “You never finished telling me why you joined.”

      “I didn’t want to be a dentist. I wanted to do something different with my life. My father’s a dentist, my grandfather was, and his father before him. Ever since the world ended, that’s all my family has ever done. We look in mouths. I hate it.”

      “So you became a blackcoat to kill people instead?”

      “Not at all. I never thought this would happen. I wanted to be a part of the Honor Guard. They’re the ones that keep watch over the White Home and walk beside President Crake when he’s touring the streets. I wasn’t even out of Recruit Training before my commander saw how well I could shoot. I’d never even picked up a gun before, but, somehow, it came naturally to me, and here I am. I had no choice.”

      It’s strange, talking to this eager girl who is, or used to be, the enemy—as if she’s a friend. It was the same with Finn, too.

      Are we all the same underneath different banners?

      It’s a concept that never really occurred to me before. For moons, years, decades, we’ve been taught that the citizens of the DAV are a higher-class people, further up the chain of evolution, or society, or they’re favored in the eyes of the Creator, and that they are the enemy. They are untouchable and evil, and we shouldn’t want anything to do with them.

      Then Finn comes into my life. He’s normal. He’s from the DAV, but he could be from the hut next door to mine. He eats the same way I do. He breathes no differently. His laugh comes from his chest, just like mine.

      And now Teresa. I don’t necessarily trust her yet, and I wonder if I ever will completely, but in body and soul, she’s no different either. She is just like me, one foot goes in front of the other. Air fills her lungs. Tears fall from her eyes like mine do.

      So what’s different? Beliefs?

      We can’t be born with those, right? Does a baby know the difference in worldviews, regardless of whether it’s a DAV or PRV citizen? It doesn’t know. It can’t, right? Someone has to teach it those things. When babies are born, their minds are like a fresh blanket of snow: undisturbed, pristine, until something leaves tracks behind.

      That’s what I’m beginning to see.

      But I’m not sure that matters at the moment. The adults from the north are invading to steal able bodies from the south, and to me, that doesn’t seem like a belief system. That’s want. That’s greed.

      It doesn’t matter that our blood pumps through the same organs, and we’re all alike under different flags. No. The invasion is about strength and power over those who appear to be weaker.

      That’s the truth, and I’m not sure there’s anything we can do to stop it.

      Teresa looks over her shoulder. “Do you think… um… do you think that man, the big one with the beard—”

      “James?”

      “Yes. Do you think he’ll tell any of your people who I am? Because if they find out…”

      She has a point. I hadn’t considered the possibility, and I’m worried that I’ve put her life in danger. I could’ve kept it to myself. Maybe I should’ve. With hundreds of people to watch over, James may not have noticed someone new clinging to my side. We’ve come miles already, however, and if he said something, she would probably be dead already.

      Or perhaps he—or they—are waiting until the tribe stops to make camp this evening. Maybe he’s the one that’ll slit her throat.

      How am I supposed to lead and protect so many people when I can’t make decisions that are wise enough to ensure the safety of one? I’m doing the best I can, but I must, must, start thinking my choices through.

      I put a hand on her back, and she flinches. “I’ll talk to him,” I say, “but it’s probably best that you don’t go to sleep until everyone else does.”

      Teresa takes a deep breath and then looks past me into the crowd. I assume she’s searching for James. She nods, says, “Okay,” and moves a step closer to me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We reach the river by nightfall, and rather than trying to cross in the dim light of dusk, I make the decision to camp on the northern side of the rushing water. To me, it seems smarter to wait until sunrise. It’ll be easier to monitor everyone if we can see them. I’ve sent Marla and one of the faster village boys to the east and west to look for a shallower spot, but some of the citizens we’ve picked up recently inform me that they likely won’t be successful.

      Teresa is with Finn. I didn’t tell him who she was, other than the fact that she was no longer with her family, and that she could use some company. He eyes the black pants of her DAV uniform, and, considering the fact that he was an enlisted scout, I’m sure he knows. But he’s also aware that none of the group knows he’s a former DAV citizen as well, so I trust that he’ll keep her secret. Perhaps they can bond over being so far away from home if they’re willing to share secrets and trust each other.

      James doesn’t agree with my decision to wait. We’re standing on the riverbank, shoulders touching, staring at the water as it pushes and shoves around boulders and downed tree trunks.

      He says, “Think about it, Caroline. If we’re attacked in the middle of the night and we’re bedded down here on this side of the river, there’ll be no escape, and if people try to run across in the dark, who knows how many we’ll lose.”

      I can’t say that I disagree with him, but they’ve been marching all day, and they’re exhausted. If we try to cross now, they could fall and be swept away. I explain this to James, and he crosses his arms, snorting his disapproval.

      “I understand your point,” he says, “but consider mine. Will we lose more if we try to cross while they’re tired, in poor light, or if we’re attacked and they try to rush across in a panic, in complete darkness?”

      I hate making these decisions as a leader. It’s never easy. It’s almost impossible to feel like I’ve made the right one, no matter what I decide. There’s a large part of me that wants to tell James that I’m done, that he can take charge, but I know he’ll laugh and refuse. They’re not his people. He’s not responsible for any life but his own, and maybe the Republicons that are with him, if even them, because they’re an independent bunch and, frankly, I’m surprised that they’ve trusted James long enough to stay with us.

      Despite the reward, James maintains that he’s doing this to help me, to keep his word, and he’s only trying to offer sensible guidance. I can see that, yet we’re always at odds. It’s getting tiresome and draining what energy I have left.

      “We’ll stay on this side tonight. Teresa says the full vanguard is two days away and they don’t have another group of forward runners coming. We can rest. We need it. I’ll send guards out to keep watch.”

      “You still think you can trust her?” He says it quietly and without venom. He’s curious, not challenging.

      “She’s young, and she’s scared. She’s younger than me, and I can remember what it was like at that age.”

      James laughs. “And when was that? Last week?”

      I can’t help it—I chuckle too. “Two years ago. It was when I first became an official scout. We had ceremonies and everything, and I remember feeling scared to death that I was going to do something wrong. I would’ve done—well, I did—whatever Hawkins told me to because he was my superior. She was following orders, you know? She’s used to people telling her what to do, like her parents, her commanders… She’s so eager to please somebody that if I tell her to climb up in a tree and put a bullet in the first blackcoat she sees, she’ll do it.”

      “Okay.” James toes a rock loose from the riverbank and kicks it into the water. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
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      Unbelievably, the night passes without incident, and we all wake feeling refreshed and ready to get on the move.

      Even Crockett and her men appear to be in good spirits, but they’re flush with the spoils of pillaging the dead DAV runners, so I can see why they’re happily singing and telling stories over a breakfast of trout from the river and wild green apples.

      The rain is picking up into a downpour and drenching the items we left exposed, but we’re packing up our things and getting ready for another day’s march. I even see a few smiles scattered throughout the grubby, stained faces. Moods are high. We have fresh water from the river. Fish and squirrels cook over campfires. The smell of searing meat sends my stomach into uncontrollable growling, but I leave the best nourishing food for those who need it the most.

      I make my breakfast of nuts and berries, watching everyone. There are so many of these people I’ve never met, belonging to the same movement, and I’m at once proud of myself for getting them this far and amazed at the fact, too. It’s a miracle we haven’t lost more than we have. I’m surprised they’re still with me.

      I get up and walk through the crowd, stopping beside a teenage boy and his mother. He’s struggling to get a sleep sack into a shoulder bag, and I ask if I can help.

      When he turns to see who asked, he straightens his back, puffs out his chest, and salutes me. To do so, his bag falls in the slurry at our feet. “Ma’am,” he says.

      I help him get the sleep sack secured in its place and then return his salute. I smile and say, “Carry on, soldier.”

      When I walk away I can hear the excitement in his voice. “Do you know who that was, Mama? That was Caroline!”

      Maybe it is possible to lead these people as a normal person. None of my special abilities have appeared since I was racing through the forest, attempting to reach Teresa in her perch, and I’m thankful for it. I don’t want, or need, to feel confused and distracted about the changes happening to my body. All I want to do is focus and get this long march over with. I want to get my citizens into the hands of someone who’s really in charge.

      We’re only two days away from Warrenville. The end is close, and the overnight lookouts report no movement at our backs, save a couple of deer that spooked one of James’s men around dawn.

      I give everyone another half hour to pack up and prepare. It’s too much time, truly, because every second ticking by is another second wasted, but they need it. They’ve been harried to their tired bones for days, and a good leader knows when to appease her people.

      I walk to the river’s edge and study the currents. Marla and the village boy reported back the night before, and there’s no better spot to cross within miles.

      We’re good where we are. We’ll go straight across in thigh-deep water. We can’t get any wetter than we already are.

      When everyone is packed and standing in clusters—cliques have formed of villagers and families sticking together—awaiting orders and looking expectant, I climb up the tallest boulder I can find. It’s slick with rain and moss, and I struggle to keep my balance at first. I know some of them are already questioning my judgment from the whispers I’ve overheard, and the last thing I need is to fall and look like an incompetent fool.

      I hold my arms out for balance, secretly hoping that it looks like I’m addressing my people. It’s the first time I’ve spoken to them directly like this, all at once, as if I’m the leader they think I am.

      I pause to gather my thoughts because I don’t know what to say. They’re looking to me for guidance, and, after all this time, I still don’t understand why. Maybe it’s because I’m wearing the official government uniform of a PRV scout. Maybe it’s because someone has to be a light in the dark. Whatever the case, I have to choose my words carefully.

      We’ve made it this far, yet retreating to the capital doesn’t mean we’ll be safe. Not in the slightest. Not with ten thousand men marching south who are well-armed. They have tanks and guns. They’re trained for this sort of thing.

      I don’t want to tell everyone that we’re doing nothing more than delaying the eventual outcome because I can see something in their faces that hasn’t been there during this whole retreat: hope.

      It’s there in the way they’re looking up at me with upturned mouths instead of judging scowls. Rain pours, never-ending, but the mood feels lighter. I can tell that some of them have washed their faces in the river—their once dirt-browned skin is now white and pale again. Taking the time to clean themselves is a sign of having something to look forward to, and I’m not about to take that away from anyone—no matter how futile it may be.

      “I am Caroline Mathers,” I finally say, lifting my voice so that everyone can hear me. “With the help of my friends, we have brought you this far.” Murmurs of approval ripple through the crowd. “It hasn’t been easy, and we’ve had trouble along the way. For those of you who have been injured, for those of you who have lost loved ones, you have my regrets, and I’m sorry. But I only have one thing to say about that: war is coming. We have made it this far because of our strength and our determination. We are two days away from safety behind high walls, and I promise you, we will make it. This river is our last barrier to safety. We’ll cross it, we’ll go together, and then we’ll run. I know you’re exhausted. I know you’re hungry, and you’re weak, but you have nothing left to lose except your freedom, and I swear on my heart: that won’t happen, not as long as I’m leading you.”

      Cheers erupt, followed by clapping and fists pumping in the air.

      I look down to my right. James has his head tilted back, staring up at me. He’s smiling. To my left, Finn and Teresa are doing the same.

      This approval lifts my spirits, and for the first time since we left my encampment, I can almost feel what they’re feeling: that we have a chance.

      I scream, “We will make it. We will survive. We will fight back, and we will win!”

      More cheers. More joy. More praise.

      I’m lying, but they don’t need to know that. Not now. Haven’t we all heard them before? The false promises?

      I lift both of my arms into the air, fingers closed tightly into fists, and then I watch as their faces go from elation to surprise. Shouting mouths meld into gaping confusion as they go silent. I wonder what happened. Did I say something wrong?

      Is something behind me?

      They’re looking at my feet. Why?

      I peek down. I’m floating a foot above the rock.

      Whispers travel from ear to ear throughout the crowd, and I can make out a single word.

      “Kinder.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Traversing the river isn’t that bad, and only a fraction of the group’s numbers have a hard time. They fall, they trip, they slip on the rocks in the riverbed, but mostly, everyone is fine.

      Marla, Crockett, and some of the other Republicons form a barrier downstream to prevent anyone from washing away if they fall. I had to promise Crockett and her men extra rations, but they’re helping, and that’s better than nothing.

      I can imagine a time, before the rains came, when this river was nothing more than a stream trickling through the valley. With the runoff, it’s thigh-deep in most spots and up to their waists in others.

      I watch from a distance and out of sight. After my flying exhibition, or whatever that was, I dropped to the rock, climbed down, and walked away from everyone. The slack jaws and wide eyes revealed their confusion and uneasiness. More than likely, these people have all heard the same stories we were told as children. And, like us, we assumed there were none left, except for Ellery, and even then it was something we whispered about around campfires.

      It occurred to me as I was walking away that maybe my little display had benefitted me. I don’t want them to be afraid, but it would also be nice to have them revere me. It makes having them obey orders much simpler.

      However, as I crouch up here on the hillside, watching them hold their children and backpacks high above their heads, it’s evident that something has changed.

      During my speech, they had hope. Now they’re in awe. I can tell by how animated everyone is. They’re talking rapidly, holding their hands apart at just the right distance to show how far my feet were off the rock.

      I left James in charge, and I can see him on the far side of the river, waving people across, grabbing hands and helping the feeble ones up the embankment.

      Of all the times for something insane to happen, I had to fly while I was standing in front of hundreds of people.

      I shake my head at how ridiculous the idea is. I flew. I was floating. There were twelve inches of empty space between the soles of my boots and the rock.

      And I didn’t even know it. That’s the scary part. What if something like that happens when I least expect it? What if these uncontrollable occurrences happen while I’m walking across a bridge, and I fall hundreds of feet? Would I bounce, then get up and act like nothing happened? What if I lift up, float away, and can’t get myself back down?

      I wish there was someone who could answer these questions for me.

      As far as I know, that person died in the village. Ellery gave me this blessing, this curse, and then she left me. Damn her.

      I sense movement to my right. When I spring up and turn, preparing myself, I see that it’s Finn. We haven’t talked much in the past couple of days. He’s been busy guiding the retreat, and I’ve been busy trying to be a leader.

      “Hey,” he says. “You okay?”

      I lean up against a tree and look down at my hands, as if the answer is contained there. I ask a question that he won’t have an answer for. “What’s happening to me?”

      “That was crazy, Caroline. You were flying.” He’s excited about it. Of course he is. It’s not happening to him. “What else can you do?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I mean, I saw you do those other things, like how fast you moved and the way you threw James like he was a feather pillow, but that down there, do you even know what that was?”

      There is no explanation that’ll make sense, at least none that won’t make me sound like a raving madwoman. “I’ve been dreaming this same thing each night. I’m in my parents’ hut, only I’m not there, right? I can see and hear everyone like I’m right there. They can’t see me though. I see myself as a baby in a crib—this is insane. Forget it.” Why bother? He won’t understand. It’s a dream. Or was it?

      “Tell me,” he says.

      I’m trying not to cry. I can feel the lump welling up in my throat. I don’t have anyone to talk to about this, and I don’t want the only person I consider a friend to think I’m crazy. But, I need someone, anyone, to tell me something. “The dream goes on and on—they’re talking about whether or not it’s right, whatever it is they plan to do, and then Ellery—she’s the mystic from our village—she pricks her finger and I drink the blood.”

      “The invisible you?”

      “No, the one in the crib. It has to be me. I can feel my stomach getting full, you know? That’s it, really. It felt so real, like I was a part of something that actually happened, like I was seeing the past instead of feeling like I was in a dream.”

      “So what’re you saying?”

      “I—I think that maybe she turned me into a Kinder.” There’s no stopping the tears. I rub my cheeks with the back of my hand, pushing them away.

      Finn stares at me so long that it makes me uncomfortable.

      “Stop looking at me like that. I already feel like a freak.”

      “Sorry. It’s just that I’ve never met one before.”

      “A Kinder? How could you? They’re all gone. Ellery was the last.”

      Finn shakes his head. “That’s not true.”

      I roll my eyes and turn away. “How do you know?”

      “Well, I guess what I should’ve said was, I’ve never met another one before.”

      “Finn, I don’t need this right now—”

      He shushes me and points down at his feet. “Watch.”

      I do, and then I stumble backward and away from him as his heels come off the ground, then the balls of his feet. He’s on the tips of his toes, and he lifts up, rising a foot into the air before he slowly descends.

      “Are you…” I begin. I can’t find the words.

      He nods. He doesn’t need to say anything. I pounce and practically smother him in a hug.
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      James takes point and has Teresa join him. He says it’s to keep him company, to get to know her, but I’m sure that he wants to watch her every move. We give Marla and another one of the Republicons the responsibility of watching the sides while Finn and I bring up the rear. Sure, I’m now the revered leader, but I can’t stand all those curious eyes boring holes into my flesh.

      They look at me as if they can spot something special, or something wrong, and it’s frustrating because I know there isn’t. My body is the same body I had a few days ago. I look no different now than when I sat on that hillside near the lake and heard the beat of the war rhythm for the first time.

      Plus, I have so many questions for Finn. I want to discuss our secret with him, away from curious ears.

      First, he says, “Why do you think I was so far south when we first met?”

      “You told me you were spying. You said you were following orders.”

      “Partly, yeah.” He shakes his head. “In my heart, though, I was trying to run away. Trying to convince myself, anyway.”

      “You were?”

      “All these weird things kept happening to me, and I thought that if I tried to explain it to anyone, they’d throw me in an asylum—especially the military leaders. They don’t like the unordinary.”

      “Then why did you keep going back north? Back to them, I mean.”

      “Some misguided sense of duty, maybe. I honestly don’t know. But it finally took me a while to realize that my only option was to disappear. In between all that, every time I went out, it gave me another reason to come see you again.” He grins sheepishly and looks away.

      I suspected that might be the motive. “Couldn’t you—I don’t know, couldn’t you defect like you did this time?”

      “Defect to the PRV? Please. Your people would’ve tied a rope around my neck and dragged me through the streets—once from the DAV, always from the DAV. But when I found out about the invasion, I had to come warn you, no matter what the consequences were.”

      “Wait, you were worried they would kill you? Why would it matter if you’re a Kinder? Aren’t we supposed to be, I don’t know, invincible or something?”

      “Not exactly, but no, that’s not the reason why. I wasn’t sure at first. I’d had a similar dream, except I was in a hospital, and I watched this nurse sneak into my mother’s room. She wore a pink uniform, I remember that, and when she walked past me in the dream, I smelled cinnamon. I watched her inject something blue into the baby version of me, just like in your dream, because I could feel it in my own arm. And, as crazy as it sounds, on the morning of my fifteenth birthday, about a week before I came to warn you, I woke up knowing.”

      “Knowing what?”

      “That I was special, I guess. I looked exactly the same, but I felt different. Clean, maybe. Pure. And I could do all this amazing stuff.”

      “Like what?”

      “Superhuman things. Ridiculous speed. Jumping crazy distances. I can’t exactly fly, but I can float, like you saw. Um, what else? There are things that I can feel and know they’re true. It’s not like reading minds—more like sensing truth. I learned to speak French in thirty minutes, so that was fun.”

      “Is that a language?”

      “Yeah. Dead language from a dead country.”

      “How do you control your—whatever you call them? Abilities?”

      “It’s more like I believe I can do something, and it happens, but, it only works for things I’m actually capable of doing.”

      “Did anyone else know? Did you tell your parents?”

      “Not a soul. My mother didn’t wake up in the dream, and the nurse slipped out.”

      “Why you?” I ask.

      “Why you?”

      “Fair enough. Right before my grandfather died, he told me, ‘She gave you strength for a reason,’ and he never got a chance to explain what he meant. Who gave me what? I didn’t understand what he was talking about until after the dreams began. Did anything like that ever happen to you?”

      “About a year ago, I was buying apples in a market, and this woman comes up to me. I swear it was the nurse from my dreams, but she looked older. Gray hair, wrinkles around her eyes. The only thing that made it certain was that she smelled like cinnamon.”

      “Weird.”

      “Yeah. She said, ‘You’ll need to fight one day. Use what I gave you.’”

      “Really?”

      “Exact words. She squeezed past me, disappeared into the crowd, and then I never saw her again.”

      “Finn, this is… I don’t even know what to say or what to ask. How crazy is it that you found me so far away?”

      “Maybe I was drawn to you. If we’re the same, then maybe we have some connection.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” I stop along the trail and pick up an ancient stuffed animal that someone has dropped. A teddy bear with one missing eye and disgusting, dirty fur.

      It reminds me of home. It triggers a memory. “Oh my God, do you remember back in the village? You were talking to me in your mind. I could hear your thoughts. Can we communicate that way?” It’s strange to think that he might be able to hear what’s in my head, which makes hiding the fact that I’m staring at his blue eyes and thinking about how beautiful they are almost impossible to control.

      He shakes his head. “I can’t. And if you can, stay out of my head, okay?” He laughs and playfully squeezes my neck. “I wondered how you knew exactly what I was saying when we first met James.”

      “If I can do it, why can’t you? We’re the same, right?”

      “How much do you know about Kinders?”

      “Only the stories we’ve heard. The Elders used to tell us these ridiculous things around the campfires at night, and we always thought they were trying to scare us. We never saw Ellery do any of the things they mentioned. She was an old blind woman with milky eyes, not this superhuman person that could run like a deer and jump like a squirrel.”

      “There’s more than that. They taught us in school what happened. A lot of it might not be true though, because my dad says people mold history to fit their beliefs.”

      And this is what Finn tells me: back before the world ended, when the government of the United States still pretended to have some level of control over their people, they took secret precautions in case of a real revolution. Things were bad. There was barely any clean water to drink. Pollution had ruined nearly all the freshwater lakes and rivers. When snow melted on the mountains, and ran down into the valleys, it was acidic and undrinkable. The same thing happened with the rain. They had ways of filtering it for drinking and cooking, but it took days to get it safe enough.

      Crops were useless, and meat supplies had been ruined from drinking the tainted water. The remaining population, of what used to be fifty states, was on the brink of collapse. Some place called Hawaii had fought for, and won, its independence. So did some faraway land called Alaska.

      The remaining states wanted change. They needed help, and the government was either unwilling to assist, or maybe they were simply incapable.

      Something had to bend to stubborn wills. People were assembling. They were overtaking small towns and complete sections of cities. They overthrew local governments as if it would make a difference, as if having someone new sitting behind a desk would cause the water supply to be drinkable.

      At first, the resistance was minimal, and nothing that the privileged politicians of Washington, DC couldn’t control. They sent in army reserves to quell the uprisings, but where they saw small victories and a reestablishment of peace, it only served to ignite the fires of rebellion even more.

      The people tried again in larger numbers, and again they were beaten back into submission. It happened numerous times over decades, and nothing ever improved. They survived on scraps, and water dripping through a filter. For years, they were quiet and accepting.

      Then a man named Daniel Allen lost his wife and son to some contaminated food that had been provided by the government. Furious that the supplies that were supposed to be safe had become poisonous, he took to the streets and marched from town to town, gathering up followers. It was a quiet, subtle movement of people that demanded for things to change, but they did it with words and wisdom, not bombs and bullets.

      Daniel Allen was furious, but he was also against violence. He fought with his mind. People understood him. They believed in him. They left their homes and followed him wherever he went. Their numbers grew into the thousands, then thousands more.

      The government left them alone. They let Allen’s followers have their say because their weapons were words, and words were not worth the government’s limited resources. The government had wasted so much over the years, attempting to stamp out the smallest of rebellions, and Daniel Allen, at that point, had not cost them anything. Besides, the public perception of the government was already bad—Daniel Allen’s words couldn’t make it much worse.

      His group became known as the Peaceful Change Movement. People came from as far away as Oregon to be a part of it. One of the members donated thousands of acres of land in the middle of Kansas where the pollution had done the least damage. The PCM built homes there. They tried to start new lives. They declared themselves independent from a failing government that would do nothing to save its people.

      Two years passed, and some of the members were beginning to get restless.

      The promise of change did not make up for the lack of change.

      On a crisp November afternoon, Daniel Allen was murdered by a man named Carter Rash, who felt that the peaceful approach wasn’t doing enough. Like Daniel, he was excellent in front of a crowd, able to whip them into a frenzy with his words of revolution.

      He had twenty-five thousand people collected together and angry, ready to fight back with weapons they’d salvaged and brought from home. They were prepared, they were ready, and they were going to march a thousand miles from Kansas to northern Virginia. They were going to gather more followers. They were going to take control. They were going to make things right again.

      That’s when the government unleashed the inappropriately named response called The Kindness Project: genetically altered humans who were originally designed for battle against foreign nations. One thousand men and women who had either volunteered or had been forced to participate. These instruments of war had lain in wait for years, ready to be called into action. They never expected it would happen against their own people. The republic of New China or Canada, possibly, but never against their own.

      Kinders, as they came to be known, had been given a serum that enhanced their skills depending on each recipient’s natural abilities. If a man was physically gifted, he could jump, fly, and run with unbelievable speed and power. If a woman had been a brilliant scientist or thinker, her mind could see thousands of different outcomes, veritably predicting the future. Some developed superhuman strength. Some could read a sentence in a book from miles away.

      While these Kinders had been trained to defend our home soil against foreign invasions using weapons along with their exceptional abilities, they were sent weaponless against the Peaceful Change Movement. Do not kill was their only order. Capture, turn away, convince. Whatever was necessary.

      It didn’t take long for the government to realize they had made a drastic error in judgment. They never counted on the Kinders siding with Carter Rash.

      Battles were fought. Millions of people died.

      Against the odds, the government won. They maintained control.

      Maybe it was because they had bigger guns.

      Or it could’ve been because a Kinder named Ellery Speck was a traitor to the Peaceful Change Movement, which was no longer peaceful at all.

      Outside of Manassas, Virginia, Carter Rash, his PCM followers, and one thousand Kinders were amassing for a final attack on Washington, DC. Some states had built and sent their own armies to help. Some had erected massive fences around their borders, fences that stretched for thousands of miles. They didn’t want to fight. They just wanted to be left alone because they believed they could do better by themselves.

      The government was crippled. They would fall soon, and Rash had his sights set on becoming the President of the United Republic. All but one of the Kinders believed in Rash. All but one saw him as a hallowed leader instead of the violent wretch that he was. All but one had been brainwashed by his vitriol.

      Ellery Speck was that one.

      Historical records are inaccurate, but it’s believed that Ellery Speck was in contact with a member of the national government, who provided her with a deadly anti-serum that would only affect the Kinders. She sneaked into the massive tents that served as mess halls and poisoned the water supplies. And then she disappeared.

      In one afternoon, nine hundred and ninety-nine Kinders fell to the ground and never got up again. Without their superior abilities, without their superhuman skills and near invincibility, Rash had no chance to take the capital.

      But he tried anyway.

      He failed. His armies were obliterated.

      The Peaceful Change Movement was no more, and things were never the same. The government kept control of what little they had, which wasn’t much, and we became a divided nation.

      Finn finishes his story and waits for my reaction.

      It’s so much to take in, so unlike anything I’ve ever heard about our history, yet the only question I can come up with, the only one that’s at the forefront of my mind is, “Ellery was a traitor?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s such a strange feeling when someone tells you a fact that changes everything you’ve believed your whole life. Imagine walking outside, looking up at the sky, and having someone prove to you that the sky isn’t blue.

      That’s what it feels like when Finn explains the history of the Kinders to me and tells me what he knows of Ellery’s story.

      “But,” I say, “you don’t have any actual proof of this, do you?”

      “All the history books say it’s true. Then there are the old men sitting around telling us what their grandfathers told them, all the way back to the Old War. Who knows how much has been distorted with the stories being passed from person to person for a couple hundred years.”

      “What do they say happened?”

      Finn shakes his head and readjusts the pack’s straps on his shoulders. “Not much, really, except that maybe she was in love with the president at the time.”

      “No. Really?”

      “I know it sounds crazy, but they say she did it for love. One woman’s love brought down a revolution and crippled an entire nation.”

      “Do you think it would’ve been any better if Carter Rash had won his war?”

      “It was a bigger world back then. I don’t know if he could’ve made enough of a difference, you know? If there was a new person sitting in the White Home, no matter who he was, he wouldn’t be able to control the weather.”

      “But maybe he could’ve made a difference in other ways.”

      We continue to ramble on about the past and what could’ve been, but I feel like we both know that we’re avoiding an important conversation. If that nurse really infected Finn with the serum, and he became a Kinder, and Ellery turned me into one as well… then what was to become of us?

      We were the last two Kinders. We weren’t given a choice. We were created.

      The retreating horde is moving at a good clip ahead of us, and we fall farther behind. I was feeling isolated before, but now that I have a better idea of what’s actually happening to me, I have this overwhelming sense of being even more of an outsider, an orphan. I want to reach over and take Finn’s hand, because at least we’re together. At least I have someone to cling to. Being a leader doesn’t mean you don’t need a shoulder to cry on now and then.

      Finn takes a drink from his water container and asks if I want some. I shake my head. After hearing the horrible stories about the contamination, I’m not that thirsty. It took a hundred years for the pollution to dissipate naturally, and I’ve never had any issues before, but I can’t shake the idea of my insides rotting.

      It’ll be dark soon, and I need to spread the word to make camp for the night. We’ll need to collect water, do a headcount, and post sentries. Fires need to be built. Game hunted. Injuries tended to. It takes a lot to keep your people happy, and part of me wonders if Daniel Allen or Carter Rash, either one, had any clue about what they were getting themselves into.

      However, before I go, I have a couple last questions for Finn.

      I tug his arm and tell him to stop for a moment.

      “Yeah?” he says.

      “Why fifteen? Why that birthday?”

      “The history teachers said that was the minimum age for volunteers—some genetic thing. Science stuff I didn’t understand.”

      “Are we the only two?”

      “I think so.”

      “You think?”

      He looks around like he’s uncertain, then nods. “I mean, yeah, I know.”

      “But how? How do you know?”

      “Just a feeling. Maybe that’s one of my special powers or something, but it’s almost like I can sense it. That’s how I found you, remember? I sensed you. You’re here, right here, and I can feel this pull between us.”

      “Then why did you act so surprised to see me doing all that stuff, if you knew?”

      “You had to figure it out for yourself. If I’d said something to you about it, you would’ve laughed me out of the forest. I found you, and I waited. You’re the only one.” He points out into the woods, north, south, east, and west, then adds, “I don’t feel it coming from anywhere else. You’re my beacon, Caroline.”

      I feel lighter in my stomach when he says this, and it’s a warm reaction I don’t recognize, not immediately anyway, because it’s been so long since it’s happened—not since before Brandon died in the woods.

      Finn takes my hand. It’s comforting.

      “I have to go,” I say. “I need to have James stop the march for the night before it gets too dark.”

      He smiles. “Duty calls, fearless leader.”

      I chuckle and slap his shoulder. “Find me later. We’ll eat, and you can tell me more stories about your powers.”

      “Okay,” he says. “It’s probably not that exciting.”

      We catch up to the stragglers at the rear, and I leave Finn to tell them we’ll be making camp soon.

      Rather than trying to weave my way through the crowd, I skip out to the outer edges and pick up my pace, marching with my head down and legs pumping to catch up to James. My feet ache, my legs ache, my back is throbbing from the pain, yet I feel lighter, happier, and relieved that I won’t be doing this on my own. We may be isolated as the only two Kinders remaining, but at least we have each other.

      Even with my head down, I can sense the others staring at me. Words are carried across the raindrops and misty breeze where they worm their way into my ear and inside my head. “There she is. I hope she doesn’t kill us.”

      I whip my head around to the man marching next to me. “What did you say?”

      He recoils and holds his hands up. I see the dirt that smears his palms as he shakes in fear. His mouth moves rapidly, but no words come out. He’s shaking his head and finally manages to utter, “Nothing. I didn’t say anything.”

      It’s then that I realize that I had heard his thoughts. Not his words.

      He’s thinking, “Don’t kill me, don’t kill me, please, don’t kill me.”

      “I’m not going to kill you,” I say aloud. “I’m here to help you, idiot.”

      “W-w-what?”

      “Forget it. Get ready to make camp. Spread the word. We’re stopping soon.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I will. Of course.”

      I scramble to get away before I can hear anything else. I don’t like that part. I want it to stop. The speed, the strength, the physical abilities—I can see how those would benefit me, but being able to hear someone’s thoughts can only lead to more trouble.

      When I reach the front, I find James leading the procession with Teresa. They’re walking side by side, pushing themselves forward with walking sticks as tall as they are. They’re laughing, which is something I don’t expect. I thought for certain he’d have left her tied to a tree somewhere, miles back, but they seem to be enjoying themselves.

      Teresa spots me and waves.

      James turns. “Ho, Caroline! The glorious leader has returned.”

      “Why’re you talking like that?” I ask.

      He continues with the strange tone in his voice. “Young Teresa here tells me that people of a certain influence in the north—those with something called money, I believe—they speak with a very dignified tone.” He laughs, coughs, and winks at me. “I’m not sure what dignified means, but it sounds fun.”

      “It’s not, really,” Teresa adds. “They’re horrible people.” She says horrible in such a way that sends them both into fits of giggles. James, the burly brute, is holding his ribs and doubling over.

      I nod, feeling left out of the fun, and tell him that we’ll need to make camp soon.

      He wipes his eyes with a sleeve, puts his hands on his hips, and surveys the area. “Looks good here. Nice cover under the trees. Thick canopy to keep the rain back.”

      I point out a couple of places high on the ridges above us. “Perfect lookout spots up there, too. Let’s do it. Why don’t you start spreading word back through the crowd?”

      Teresa steps forward with a bright grin and an eagerness that surprises me. “I’ll go. Let me help.”

      “Sure. Go ahead.”

      “One second,” James says, his hand on her shoulder. He takes a deep breath, rears back and bellows, “Halt!” so loudly that it echoes throughout the valley. “Now go,” he says to her. “Tell them I’m serious.”

      Once Teresa disappears among the masses, I say to James, “Do you trust her now?”

      “God, no, but she’s fun. Reminds me of my daughter, minus the lack of trust.”

      “You have a daughter?”

      The smile disappears from his face. “Had.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know…”

      “It was a long time ago,” he says with finality, turning back toward the slowing mob.

      We stand in silence for a few awkward moments watching the battered crowd of PRV citizens as they fall to their knees and lean up against trees. With each passing day, we’ve added more and more to our numbers, and the closer we get to Warrenville, the better shape some of them seem to be in. Down here, they’re closer to the supply chain, and if they need something, it’s easier to make a trek back to Warrenville. They don’t need to go on fruitless scavenging missions just to find an old piece of leather to patch a boot. I’m sure that if they have something to trade, it’s not an inconceivable concept for them to get medicines and clothing.

      James and I ask some of the fresher citizens, who’ve only been on the march for a couple of days, if they’ll head to the rear and help out those who’ve been struggling since the first day. Thankfully they oblige, and it only takes us about an hour to get everyone stopped and ready to settle in for the night.

      Campfires burn under makeshift shelters to prevent the rain from dampening their heat and the citizens’ spirits.

      A young man, who looks to be in his early twenties, sits next to a woman three times his age. She shudders and shakes so badly I can hear her teeth clattering together. He turns a skinned rabbit on a spit, pulls a bite-sized hunk of the cooking meat free from the bone, and hands it to her. She has the strength to lift it to her mouth, but not much more. It breaks my heart.

      I kneel beside them both. “I’m Caroline,” I say. I wait to see if I can hear the fear in his mind. I don’t.

      I smile and relax when he answers, “I’m Dale, and this is my grandmother, Cherise.”

      “I haven’t seen you before. How long have you been with us?”

      “Since the day of the sniper. We joined you that morning, and then this happened.” Dale lifts his grandmother’s left sleeve and shows me a blackened, grotesque blotch around a wound on her upper arm. “She’s not doing so well. How much farther?”

      I wince, hissing between my teeth, and rock back on my heels. “Not much, but we have some healers with us. Why haven’t you asked for help?” I’ve seen wounds like this before, back in my village, when others accidentally fell in the forest or cut themselves with a dull, rusty knife. “She’ll lose that arm if we don’t do something.”

      “She didn’t want to slow us down. She was terrified we’d get left behind.”

      “Better than dying,” I answer, getting to my feet. “Wait right here. I’m going to find someone for you.”

      I step around their campfire and head deeper into the throng of resting bodies. There’s laughter and a guitar playing while someone sings a song. Moods are high, and it’s good. They know we don’t have long now.

      On one hand, I feel horrible because I’ve led them to believe that salvation is close. I’ve allowed myself to do what I promised I wouldn’t: I’ve given them real hope when that may be the very thing that’s their undoing. I want to have hope myself. I want this grueling escape to be worth it. I don’t know that it will.

      On the other, it feels good to be doing something tangible at the moment. I’m looking for a healer to help a wounded woman. This is something I can control. The outcome, the resolution, is easy and obvious because there are two steps involved and no more. One, find a healer, and two, show him where Dale and Cherise are sitting.

      I’m so focused on my search that, at first, I don’t notice the silence falling over the crowd as I pass by. The awestruck quiet trails behind me like muscle shredding as an arrow passes through flesh.

      I ignore it. There’s nothing I can do. I find Tom Barner, the healer we picked up three days ago, resting against a tree. He’s packing shredded tobacco into a pipe.

      I open my mouth to speak, and then I hear the terrified scream.
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      It sounds like a young girl. Her shriek is shrill and pierces the air, filling the void in my wake. She’s screaming, “No, no! Let me go!” as I spin in circles hunting for the source.

      When I find it, I see only one thing that tells me all I need to know.

      Long red hair.

      Frantic, I shout for Tom Barner to go help Dale and Cherise, and then I break into a run. I jump over people and campfires. I shove men, women, and children out of my way. They’re all turning to see where the screams are coming from. If they don’t see me coming, if they don’t move out of my way soon enough, they’re sent tumbling into one another like pieces of that game we used to play back in the village, the one with the ball and pins.

      Four men are climbing into a tree. They’re holding Teresa by her arms and legs. She’s thrashing, trying to break free, but they’re too strong.

      “Let go of me!” she screams again. “I didn’t do anything!”

      A crowd gathers beneath the largest branch that hangs out over the campsite. A man in a blue jacket hands a rope up to one of the four men. A noose dangles from the end.

      I’m screaming for them to stop, flailing through the crowd as fast as I’m able.

      Why can’t I fly now? Why can’t I lift off the ground and soar over top of everyone in my way? I concentrate on doing it—I see my feet lifting off the ground, going up, up, and over—but it doesn’t happen. I’m stuck in a sea of onlookers, shouting for the men to let Teresa go.

      She wails and tries to break free. One of the men almost falls, but regains his balance just in time. He teeters on the limb, latches onto the one above, and holds himself steady while the other three shimmy farther out, dragging the young, redheaded sniper behind them. When all four are in place, one of the men wraps the noose around her neck while another ties the loose end to the limb.

      I manage to work my way through the crowd and stop below them. Out of breath, not from exertion but rage, I point into the tree and shout, “Get her down, now.”

      “Who’re you?” the first man asks, as if he doesn’t know I’m in charge.

      One of the other men in the tree laughs and says, “He’s new here.”

      “Caroline Mathers. The superior officer and an official representative of the PRV, and as your government delegate, I’m ordering you to get her down before I have to come up there.”

      A different one shouts down, “We know who she is. We know what she did.”

      Teresa sits on the limb beside them, shaking. “Caroline, tell them. Tell them that I helped you.”

      “Who told you?” I ask, wondering who betrayed my confidence. James. It has to be James. “James!” I scream. “Where are you? Get over here, now! Who told these men who she was, huh? You let her go, and get her down from that tree. She’s under my protection and so help me, if anything happens to her—James!”

      The man in the blue jacket, who handed up the rope, shouts to the crowd around me, saying, “This right here is a damn blackcoat sniper! How many of your kin did she murder two days ago?”

      More angry shouting from behind me. I spin around, clenching my teeth, and howl right back at them, “But she also saved us. She killed every single one of those eight men to protect you. Look how young she is. She was following orders.” And then to the men in the tree, “You saw me this morning. You know what I’m capable of. Get her down. Final warning.”

      “I’m afraid we can’t do that, Miss Caroline. We’re following orders, too.”

      “On whose command? I’m the only one who gives orders around here. Who told you to do this?”

      I hear a voice so close to me that I jump.

      Finn says, “I did.”

      “Why?” I shove him. He’s sturdier than he looks. He doesn’t move. With my teeth clenched, I growl, “You don’t have the authority.”

      “She’ll betray you, Caroline.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I can feel it. I found you, didn’t I?”

      “That’s different.”

      “Is it?” Finn turns his eyes up to Teresa, who sits on the limb above our heads. “When were you going to do it? Show Caroline the knife, Henry. It’ll be right where I said it was.”

      The man with the bushy black beard grabs Teresa’s left pocket and yanks, ripping the material, exposing part of her pale leg. Strapped to her upper thigh is a short knife with a thick black handle.

      Finn says again, “When were you going to do it?”

      Teresa’s face twists in anger. Her eyebrows dip. Her forehead pinches together in the middle, creating a deep crevice on her brow. She works her mouth around and then spits at him. “It doesn’t matter. You’re all going to die, you bunch of PRV scum.”

      From nearby, I see Crockett and two of her men holding their arms high, cheering. She disgusts me, and I think that maybe I should’ve let James kill her on the day they fought.

      Finn shakes his head at her, chuckles, and looks back into the tree. “Henry?”

      “Yessir?”

      “Show this young lady out,” Finn says.

      I don’t try to stop them when they push her into the open air.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Hours later, it’s pitch black in the forest, except for the distant glow of burning embers underneath improvised canopies.

      I’m keeping watch, taking a turn while others get their rest. I can’t sleep anyway. Every time I close my eyes, I can see her swinging.

      The campfires have all but died out, and my people—are they my people?—are sleeping soundly, with a few exceptions. A baby cries on the far side, the high-pitched wailing traveling easily through the trees now that the ever-pouring rain has dwindled to a drizzle.

      It does that—gets your hopes up. It can be pouring for days on end, and then it’ll taper off, just enough to make you think that life may have some color again. Just enough for you to think that maybe, just maybe, you’ll get to see the stars one more time before you die. Like if you strain hard enough, you’ll get to see a speckle of brilliant blue beyond the pallid gray that hovers overhead like a morose blanket.

      Then, right when you think that there’s a chance—some hope of light and life opening up—the heavens release, and God’s waterfall drenches you once again. Never ending. Always.

      This entire retreat has been like that. Run, run, run, and when you think you’re safe, that there might be that blue sky of hope at the forefront, something slams you down again, yanking the good possibilities away.

      I thought we were out of the clouds. I thought we’d made it beyond the storms.

      The men cut Teresa down not long after her legs stopped twitching, but it doesn’t matter that they dumped her body in a shallow grave. I can still see her hanging there in my mind. I look over at that godforsaken tree, and I see the image of her dropping ever so slowly until she reaches the end of the rope and—

      “Caroline?”

      I wipe my eyes and look up at James standing next to me. He’s a massive man, but he’s so quiet, and I think of nicknaming him Ghost. “What?”

      “You should get some rest.”

      “I’m on watch. Go back to sleep.”

      “Soon. I came to tell you that Crockett and her men are gone.”

      “They left?” I find it hard to hide my relief. They’re excellent marksmen, but they’ve been the cause of more ruckus than they’re worth. I’m glad they’re gone. Saves me the trouble of shooing them out of camp on my own.

      “An hour ago. She told Marla that we were too slow, and she wasn’t going to die for this sorry group of slaves.”

      “Do you blame her?”

      “Good riddance, I say, but no. I can’t.” He flops down beside me and holds out a flask. “Have some.”

      I take it and gulp, expecting water. Instead, it’s a sharp, foul taste that burns my throat, and I cough, feeling like I swallowed coals from a campfire. My eyes water, and my stomach grows hot on the inside. When I can speak again, I ask, “What was that?”

      “Sour mash. It’s made from corn. One of the men we picked up yesterday said he made it at home. I’ve had it before, but it’s been years.”

      I cough again and wipe my mouth with a dirty sleeve. I’m covered in mud and grime. My clothes are filthy. It’s amazing how much I miss bathing in the river, no matter how freezing cold it is. I spit flecks of dirt away from my lips, along with the disgusting taste in my mouth. “Why would anyone drink that?”

      “It makes you feel good.”

      “I don’t see how. It tastes awful.”

      “It also makes you forget for a little while.”

      I look over at him expectantly. “It does?”

      “At least until tomorrow morning.”

      “Give me that.” I yank the flask from his hand and take long, full swigs. My throat sears, but I try to ignore it.

      “Whoa, whoa. Easy,” James says. “Not too much.”

      I cough again. My tear ducts pour like their clouds have opened up. “The more you drink, the more you forget? Is that how it works?”

      He laughs quietly, takes a drink, and screws the cap on. “Only to a certain point.”

      I lean back against the maple and rest my head on the slick, slimy bark. My hair is so disgusting that it doesn’t matter anymore. Not that I cared that much before, but now it’s useless to even bother. I want a bed. I want shelter. I want to be warming my toes in front of crackling, burning logs inside my hut, rather than placing my boots beside a pathetic fire pit, hoping they’ll dry enough so that water doesn’t squish out with every step. The plastic bags we use to cover our feet are falling apart, and I can imagine the skin will begin to rot off if we can’t dry ourselves under a roof sometime soon.

      And that’s just us. James and I, his Republicons, and Finn, the ones who were fortunate enough to have protection for our feet, are doing okay for now. The citizens with us, who were rushed from their homes, will likely need medical treatment for their disgusting feet.

      Minutes pass. We sit in silence. James unscrews the flask’s cap and takes another swig, then offers me some more. I take another small swallow for good measure.

      “We’re almost there,” he says. It’s an absent, blank statement, like he can’t think of anything else to say. It’s either that, or he doesn’t want to say, “I told you so,” about Teresa.

      “Tomorrow night,” I agree. “If we have luck on our side, we should get close enough that we can see Warrenville.”

      “You’re sure? You’ve never been, have you?”

      “I’ve heard stories. Some of the Elders in our village have been there before to visit family or pick up supplies that we couldn’t salvage. When we get close enough, there’s a high ridge that’s supposedly a couple of miles away, and they say there’s a huge clearing and you can see down into the valley. It’s big and wide, with a river running through the middle of it, and there are roads that make it easy to travel. Can you imagine that? Not having to walk through wet grass and leaves anymore?

      “They said that years and years ago, before the rains came, you could stand on top of the ridge, and the sun would rise and create this perfect wedge of light right through the middle of the valley. The river would shimmer like a golden road leading right into the heart of the city. But if you were there at sunset, the sun shining from the opposite direction made the whole valley look like it was on fire.” I’m rambling, and I can tell that I’m rambling, but I don’t care. The sour mash has warmed me from the top of my head to the tips of my wet, wrinkled toes. I feel light. Happier, maybe, if that’s possible.

      When I move my head around too fast, the forest spins.

      I giggle, and James asks me if I’m feeling better.

      “Yeah, some.” And as soon as it shows up, it’s gone again. Somehow, my being okay reminds me that we, as a group, really aren’t. I yank the flask from his hand and take another deep pull. I swallow and notice that the burn isn’t as strong. “What happens when we get there, huh? They’re still coming. The DAV army is right behind us, and their vanguard might even catch us before we get to Warrenville, and that’s only five hundred of them. The main army is still out there, and they’re not too far behind either. If what we were told is true, the PRV government doesn’t have any weapons to defend itself with. They’ll run right over us, James, and all of this will have been for nothing. By this time next week, we’ll be marching north again.”

      “That’s enough,” he says, smiling. He takes the sour mash away from me and pours it out. It’s probably a good idea, because I can’t feel the tips of my fingers. James puts his arm around my shoulders and gives me a squeeze. It’s affectionate and warm, like a brother hugging a sister. I’m an only child, but I can image that’s what it would feel like.

      He says, “Do you want to know why we followed you? Why we allowed a girl your age to give us orders?”

      I lift my head to look at him. My vision blurs. “I promised you a reward, but you knew I couldn’t keep it, didn’t you?”

      “Right. The others might want it, but I knew the chances were slim. Anyway, first,” he says, holding up an index finger, “you have to understand that we’re survivors. Call us Republicons or lawbreakers, whatever term you want to put on us, but labels only mean something to the people that attach them. You see us as outlaws, we see ourselves as a group of people who didn’t want to follow the establishment. Rules and laws and order are made by man, Caroline. You’re supposed to behave a certain way because somebody said so. A long time ago, there may have been a man that other people admired because he was smart, or strong, or seemed like he had all the answers, and then one day, he decided, this is how things should be. And people listened because they looked up to him, and then it spread out from there.

      “More leaders made more rules, and more rules led to more disobedience, and look where that got us. The world didn’t end. Structure did, most of it, anyway. All those laws weren’t a good thing. Everybody felt too constricted, and when they started to come together again to create new rules and form new governments, we could see the pattern and where it would lead. So, people like me took to the forest and decided to make our own way. My father and grandfather, all the way back. We’re not bad people, we just think differently.”

      I’m loopy now, barely able to comprehend what he’s saying, but I can grasp enough to question what I’m hearing. “But you kill people and steal from them. You’ve been attacking villages for decades.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s the innate order of things. That’s nature, Caroline. That’s a mountain lion taking down a deer. That’s a big fish eating a small fish. That’s the hawk preying on a field mouse. It’s only wrong because someone long ago said it was wrong.”

      “But it’s not right, either.”

      “You were a part of the northernmost village in the PRV territory. Each and every Republicon group knew about your station. You’re fourteen, right? How many times were you attacked, that you can remember?”

      “Directly? None.”

      “And you want to know why? Because you were strong. You were well prepared. You were trained. You knew how to fight. Even Crockett refused to come that far north. You weren’t the bottom of the food chain.”

      I nod. It makes sense. I still don’t agree with his methods, but I understand. Maybe it’s the sour mash, but I can grasp the meaning in his words.

      My words, however, aren’t so clear. I’m getting sleepier, dizzier, and they come out slurred and thick on my tongue. “That doesn’t explain why you chose to follow me.”

      “You were right when you said that when the DAV came through we wouldn’t have a home left. At first, I thought that if we helped you get back to safety, maybe your government would reward us, just like you promised, and we could disappear again with provisions. Then… I don’t know what it was—maybe it was the strength I saw in your heart—but for the first time in my life, I had this sense that you were someone I could listen to. You’re a leader.”

      His words drift through my spinning mind, and the last thing I feel before I fall asleep is a tender, reassuring hand stroking my hair.
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      I wake up the next morning, and my head is throbbing. The last time I can remember having a headache this horrible was when I fell out of a tree stand two years ago. With each beat of my heart, pain shrieks through my skull, and for the first time ever, I’m happy that the sun isn’t shining when I fully open my eyes.

      I put my hand to my forehead, groan, and then turn to the side and vomit onto the leaves. James is gone, and he’s lucky he’s not close by, because if he were within reach, I would probably punch him right in the nose for doing this to me. I forgot about Teresa, temporarily, but this wasn’t worth it.

      Down the hillside and in the trough of the rolling hills, the group packs up their gear for one last march to safety. They’re lively but quiet. I wonder if they’re still reeling from Teresa’s hanging yesterday or if they’re simply ready for this to be over with, like when you shoot a deer miles from the village and you have to drag the heavy carcass all the way back. And when you’re within sight, this almost-there relief envelops you.

      When I stand, I grow dizzier than I’ve ever been, and I vomit once more.

      I can hardly hold my eyes open long enough to find my water canteen. I rinse out my mouth, then chug what remains. My first thought is to get something in my stomach. The second is to find Tom Barner, the healer, to see if he has any magical remedies that will make this go away immediately. The third is to find James and really punch him.

      Instead, I lean up against the tree and try to control my breathing. That seems to help. If I’m supposed to be a Kinder, if I’m supposed to be superhuman, why can’t it happen now? I think about finding Finn to see if he has any suggestions, but the thought of moving in this condition keeps me right where I am.

      I wait. I watch. I try not to empty my stomach again. Twenty minutes pass, and I can no longer stand still and wallow in the aftereffects. Food first, then Tom Barner.

      I’ll hurt James later when I’m well enough to swing my fist.

      Finn is hunched over a campfire, underneath a canvas canopy, and he’s poking at a roasting quail. The meat glistens, and my mouth waters. It’s weird, though, how I’m famished but the thought of eating makes me sick to my stomach. He greets me, and thankfully, it distracts me from the bubbling roil in my gut. “Morning! We were getting worried about you.”

      I only nod, because I’m still furious with him after yesterday. I’m glad that he was watching out for me and that he exposed Teresa for what she was, and I appreciate the fact that I’m alive, but I’m so, so angry with him for not consulting with me first. There were better ways to handle it. We could’ve taken her away from camp and done the same thing without making a spectacle of it. By doing what he did, he undermined what little authority I thought I had over this group.

      Maybe he was doing me a favor. Maybe he’d heard me say enough times that I didn’t want to be in charge, and he was only trying to show the others that there was more than one of us to revere. But regardless of his motives, or the resulting consequences—which he said last night had strengthened my role as the woman in charge—we should’ve talked about it first.

      I think he can tell I’m livid, because he reaches over and rips a drumstick off the quail and hands it to me, hesitantly, as if I’m going to lunge and rip his whole arm off. I grab it, and despite what my stomach is telling me, I take a nibble. Quail aren’t the biggest birds, but their meat is delicious, and it only takes a couple of bites to restore my appetite.

      Finn watches me eat.

      I say, “Stop staring at me,” around a mouthful of quail.

      “Sorry. Just wondering what happened to you last night.”

      “James happened. Or actually, what was in his flask happened. Something called sour mash.” The thought of it sends my belly spinning, and I have to stop chewing.

      “Not that. I meant after they cut Teresa down. You know we had to do that. Where’d you go?”

      “Finn. Not now.”

      “She was going to kill you in your sleep.”

      “You should’ve talked to me first.”

      “Oh, so now I need to ask for your permission to save your life?”

      I sling the bones onto the ground and smear the grease on my pants. “I don’t want to talk about it.” I stand and turn to walk away.

      “Stop,” he says. “Stop running away.”

      I bend over him, pointing in his face, then out toward the gathering citizens. “That’s what we’re all doing, Finn. We’re all running away. You’re running from home, and we’re running toward our new one. We’re all running from something.”

      “That’s not—I mean, you have to start acting like the leader you are, Caroline. The last time we counted, there are eight hundred and forty-two people here that are expecting you to lead them somewhere safe—”

      “There is nowhere safe! Nowhere! And how am I supposed to be the leader when you’re doing things like yesterday, huh? You made me look like a fool.”

      “I did it for you, okay? Maybe I didn’t do it the right way, but they needed to see that you’re wise enough to make the right choices. They need to know that you’re going to make the smartest decision, even when someone undermines your authority. Do you understand that?”

      He’s right, but I don’t want him to be. I can’t shake the desire to prove him wrong. My hands, arms, and legs are shaking. Temporarily, the anger has abated the sour mash sickness. I grind my teeth together as I bend down and jam my finger into his chest. “We were fine. Fine. They were listening to me. They were following me. I didn’t need your help. I didn’t need to prove anything to them.”

      He rolls his eyes and looks away. “Okay. I was wrong.”

      “Thank you.” And then I wonder why he’s giving up so easily. “Wait, that’s it?”

      “What else do you want me to say? You’re right, I’m wrong, and you’re being too stubborn to listen to my side.”

      It occurs to me that we’re squabbling like a married couple, the way people used to do in my village—husbands and wives nagging each other in the middle of The Center. Raised voices. Hands tossed up in frustration. Curse words muttered in hushed tones.

      I’d never had a close companion; there was never time for fun, frivolous things like sneaking into the woods late at night and touching our lips together under a full moon. The closest I ever came was with Brandon. If this is what it’s supposed to be like, if fighting means you care about someone, I’m not sure I’ll enjoy it.

      I decide to give him a chance. If fighting means you care, then compromise should mean the same thing, too. “Okay, then tell me.”

      Finn stands and crosses his arms. He flattens his lips together and tilts his head to the side, stares at me.

      “Well?”

      He takes a deep breath. “I guess I thought, you know, I thought since we’re the same that maybe we could be a team.”

      “So that whole show yesterday, that was for you?”

      “No, it was for us.”

      “How?”

      “We’re different, Caroline, and if the depth of that hasn’t hit you yet, when will it? We’re Kinders, for God’s sake. No matter what happens, from here on out, whether the DAV trashes your capital—”

      “Our capital,” I remind him.

      “Yes, ours, you know what I mean. No matter what happens, this is not going away. We can’t just drink a bunch of sour mash and pray that we’ll wake up normal. It’s you and me now. Us. We’re the only two. The DAV and the PRV can fight all they want, but in the end, we may be the last people standing.”

      He’s scared. I can tell by the look in his eyes. It’s a massive weight on our shoulders, being who we are, without any idea why. Were we chosen on purpose? Was it random chance?

      Are we lucky or cursed?

      Whatever the case, I get what he’s saying. We should lead together. It makes sense.

      “Okay. We’ll do it together,” I say quietly as I move closer and pull him in for a hug. He smells like damp earth, sweat, and grubby clothing tainted with firewood smoke. I’m beginning to associate that with the smell of comfort. I kiss his cheek and whisper in his ear, “But next time, we should talk about it before you decide to execute someone.”

      I watch him grin as he touches the spot where I kissed his cheek. He chuckles and nods, and nothing else needs to be said.

      I take his hand, clutching it tightly, and then I let his fingers slip out of mine. “Are you okay running point? We can be at the valley by nightfall if you push hard enough.”

      I ask this, instead of ordering, because it’s my first attempt at leading together.

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. Let’s get everybody moving, and I’ll join you later.”

      “What’re you going to do?”

      “I need to find Tom Barner and then punch James in his stupid face.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      By my calculation, which is to say a complete guess, we can’t be that many miles away from Warrenville. We’re down here, low in a valley that opens up into what used to be farmland, according to the ones with us who aren’t from too far away. The same ones who tell me about what used to be grown here, like tobacco and something called a bell pepper, insist that the capital is due south, over that last small mountain that’s standing in our path.

      We were farther away than I thought when we left this morning, and it’s been a grueling day. Tom Barner laughed when I told him what happened with the sour mash, and all day long he’s been making me eat sprigs of some green plant. He keeps saying it’ll work, but I’ve yet to see any improvement.

      Still, we should make it to the top of what the people call Black Rash Mountain before dusk, which was named after Carter Rash when he set a fire three miles wide way back when. From there, it’s a quick jaunt down the southern side and, we hope, right into the heart of the city.

      The stragglers we’ve picked up, who live closest to Warrenville, don’t have much to say about it, other than that it’s big, it’s peaceful, and coffers are stocked to the rafters with supplies. But you only have access to them if you have money, and the merchants they trade with pay too little and charge too much. So they tell me that they mostly stick to themselves and only go into the city when they absolutely need something like medicine or flour to get them through the winter.

      And up until this morning, I refused to send anyone ahead to warn the leaders of the approaching army. It would’ve been smart to do it two or three days ago, but I was terrified of losing another life. Keep everyone close so they could live to see another day seemed like the wisest decision at the time. Now I’m not so sure. I thought that with the slow slog of the DAV army, we would get back in plenty of time to warn them. Surely the citizens would be able to hold off the quick-moving vanguard if it was only made up of five hundred soldiers. Right?

      I’m rethinking this and trying to decide whether or not it was a poor decision. No matter what, it’s too late, and the three men we sent ahead this morning should already be there. I’ll take the blame for the late warning and pray that it’ll be tempered by the fact that I’ve managed to save close to a thousand lives over the past week. How long they’ll live is another issue, and in a few short miles, it won’t be my problem anymore.

      Hallelujah.

      Just give me a bed and a bath for one night; I’ll take whatever comes after.

      Rain pelts my face, but I don’t mind so much. I daydream about washing my hair while I walk point with Finn, trailing my hand across the top of the waist-high weeds in the deep green field. We’re pushing hard, and the others are so encouraged that they’re managing to keep up. If an army intent on enslaving us wasn’t close behind, it would be a nice place to relax and bed down for the evening, but we can’t risk another delay.

      We step across a stream and scare two rabbits. A hawk dives into the lush green to our left. He emerges in a flurry of wings, a mouse dangling from his claws.

      I point to it, showing Finn, and he says, “I hope that’s not an omen.”

      I don’t have time to agree with him before a familiar sound ripples through the valley. It’s distant. Faint. Fighting against the breeze, buried in the woods at our rear.

      We hear drums.

      It’s the war rhythm.

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

      Finn inhales deeply, then screams, “Run!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      Panic. Fear. Defeat.

      These emotions mar the faces around me as everyone rushes past us. They’re scrambling as they try to carry their possessions and flee at the same time. Fathers pick up children. Mothers hold babies close to their breasts. If their bags are too heavy, and we see someone struggling to carry it, we shout and tell them to leave it. Whatever possessions, whatever remnants of memories may be inside, they aren’t worth their lives.

      “Go!” I scream. “Go south as fast as you can. Your refuge is over that mountain. Hurry!”

      I feel like I’m standing in the river near our village after a heavy downpour, watching the water surge past me. I could drown in their terror.

      “Caroline! Caroline!” I look over and see James pushing toward Finn and me. Bodies bounce off him. He picks up a child and hands the boy to his father. “We can’t make it.”

      I have to make a decision, but I don’t know what to do. We’ll never run fast enough. These people don’t have any energy left. They’re not soldiers who have trained to be fit and strong. My people are simple families who have been surviving on what little they can scrounge up.

      James says, “Look at them. So many.”

      I follow his gaze, back to the tree line where we were thirty minutes ago, and I see them: the vanguard. They’re swarming from the trees like ants pouring from an anthill. It’s difficult from this distance, but I can make out their flag bearers and drummers marching side by side in the center, as the main body breaks around them at a full sprint.

      It’s pointless. We’ll never make it. I should tell my people to stop and save their energy for the return march to the north. Then it occurs to me: maybe Finn and I could…

      “James,” I say, “you go. Get in front and lead them.”

      “What’re you going to do?”

      “Just go. Get them as far as you can, and, and—” I don’t want to say it, but James and his band of Republicons have helped us for as long as they can. They don’t deserve to become slaves for the mistakes I’ve made. Taking too long, allowing the horde to rest too much, not sending runners ahead so they could bring back relief, these mistakes are entirely my fault and mine alone.

      We could’ve been there already. James, Marla, and the rest could’ve been safe days ago. I tell him, “If they’re overrun… take your group and get into the mountains. You’re faster there. Better. That’s all I can give you as thanks. Let their army focus on us while your group escapes.”

      “No—”

      “Go, James. Lead.”

      His nostrils flare. He huffs and wraps his massive bear hands around me, pulls me in close, and kisses the top of my head. “I would say thank you, but I know we’ll see you at the top of the mountain.” The last I see of him is his massive body pushing through the flow of people, shoulders above everyone else. I wish I had his confidence in me. What I’m about to suggest is madness.

      Finn says, “I know what you’re thinking.”

      “Will it work?”

      “I don’t know. Us instead of them?” he asks, pointing his chin toward our flock. “Two Kinders instead of a thousand people? No.”

      “Why not?”

      I can barely hear him over the screaming. A young girl trips next to me, and I help her to her feet.

      “Because they’re greedy bastards, Caroline. They want the cake and the pie. Thousands of workers, plus two Kinders? Those men will go home heroes.”

      “Then what do we do?”

      Finn bites his bottom lip and looks back at the approaching vanguard. I do too. They’re moving so much faster than I expected. They’ll be here in minutes. My people will be in chains before dusk. He says, “You go. Get away. You’ll do more good as a free woman than a captured one.”

      “No. Not a chance.” I say it with such determination that he doesn’t bother arguing.

      “Then this is our last option.” He takes off his backpack and slings it to the ground. He does the same with his coat, and then his shirt. His muscles flex underneath skin that stretches tight across them. Swells and crests ripple across his stomach.

      If we were in a different place, I might have paused to admire his physique. There’s no time for that now. I notice the symbol tattooed on his upper arm. It’s bright blue, unlike the faded tattoos that the children back in my village use to draw on their skin with berry juice. It’s a chess piece. A pawn. That’s what I feel like right now. An expendable piece in a war bigger than one girl standing in a pasture.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Fighting.” He cracks his knuckles.

      “By yourself? You can’t.”

      “Then come with me, Caroline. You’re a Kinder.”

      “Tomorrow is my birthday. I’m not. Not yet.”

      “You’ve always been one. Always. Since the day she fed you the blood. Believe.”

      Finn leaves me standing and sprints north toward the approaching DAV vanguard, dodging the last of my remaining people as they attempt their final escape. He leans forward, driving his arms, thrusting his legs, and picks up speed. I’ve never seen a human move so fast.

      Before I can convince myself that this is lunacy, that I’m running to my death, I chase after him. At first, I don’t believe. My legs are strong from running through the forest back home for so many years, but I’m tired and weak from marching for days. I’m not moving any faster than I normally do. I can’t make myself go any faster.

      Not until I see a little boy, maybe five years old, who’s clutching his father’s hand. They’re the last of the group. Tears stream down the boy’s face, and he’s so scared. I don’t recognize the man, but he’s hobbling on a single crutch. He’ll never make it. His boy will never make it. They have no chance to get away.

      This whole idea of fighting for my people has always been too big, so much bigger than me.

      Armies fight. States fight. Nations fight. I’m one person. This entire retreat, I’ve been wondering what I was doing and why. One single person, trying to make a difference. Have I changed anything on the way back? Does it matter? How can I make a difference when wars are fought over ideas and beliefs, religion and territory? Those things have taken hundreds of years to build, develop, and control. I’m just a solitary pawn in a valley.

      I run past the father and the son. The boy wipes his eyes. His shoulders shake, and I hear the father saying, “It’ll be okay. I promise.”

      It’s then that I make up my mind: I’m going to fight for the two of them. They are my reason. Let governments wage war over their grandiose concepts that are so much larger than one moment on a field. I’m fighting for that boy and his crippled father.

      And as soon as I have a reason—a purpose—that’s when the warmth begins to flow through my body. I can’t define it. There’s a change. Like Finn told me days ago, I feel a sense of being pure.

      Pushing my legs harder becomes effortless, and I’m hurtling across the meadow, getting closer to Finn, gaining on him, wondering what in the hell we’re going to do next.

      We don’t have weapons. We only have ourselves.

      Our bodies are weapons.

      I scream Finn’s name, and he slows so that I can catch up. Side by side, our shoulders inches away now, sailing over the field like rocks fired from a slingshot, we glance at each other.

      He grins. The vanguard is two hundred yards away. Five hundred men propel themselves in our direction, bellowing battle cries as they dash around the drummers and flagmen.

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

      The DAV blackcoats raise their guns and fire while they’re running.

      Finn raises a hand as if it’s a shield.

      I watch as the bullets get close, slow down, and then whisper around us.

      Finn did that. Finn altered their trajectory. I’m in awe. I wonder if I can do the same. I remember how he said that each Kinder was different. So far, I have speed and strength. I’ve been able to move through time while those around me drag along like they’re swimming in honey. I can hear thoughts in another’s head. I can fly, somewhat. Is that all? What else can I do? Am I supposed to know?

      As we get closer, maybe fifty yards now, the blackcoats seem confused, bewildered. Their bullets have no effect. Through their eyes, we should’ve been dead already.

      A man in front, wearing a uniform that bears a red stripe from his left shoulder to the right side of his waist, lifts an arm high over his head. He must be a commander because he shouts, “Form up!” The front line of soldiers drop to their knees and pull their rifles up to shaky shoulders. Those behind them scramble to a halt and bend over, while the ones bringing up the rear either stand behind or spread out to the sides.

      “Finn?” I say, with more panic in my voice than I intend.

      “Don’t worry. Watch this.” He speeds up, and I let him go.

      The commander shouts, “Aim!”

      The blackcoats steady their weapons.

      “Fire!”

      Finn takes a bounding leap, then another, and launches himself thirty feet in the air.

      I watch him, but I can also hear the bullets coming. I take a breath and concentrate. I believe.

      Time slows for everyone else but me. Even Finn is drifting, drifting, slowly coming down. Bullets litter the air as if someone emptied a bag of dried corn kernels. I duck, sway, dodge, and move around them, grabbing some and throwing the warm hunks of metal out of my way. It’s smooth, painless, and effortless, and once I’m past the first volley, I exhale and let go of whatever is inside. Time returns to normal, and I emerge thirty feet from the first row of blackcoats. They’re stunned that I slipped through their shots. Some try to stand. The jaws of others drop as the commander shouts, “Fire at will!”

      Only one soldier is focused enough to pull the trigger, and I easily dip around the racing bullet.

      Finn lands among the soldiers, disappearing into the mass of angry men. A body flails through the air, flipping end over end, screaming. Then another, and another. There are gunshots and squeals. A soldier flies straight up, twenty feet above us.

      I barrel into the first row, knocking five men down and out of my way.

      I hold my breath. I believe.

      Every person on the battlefield, Finn included, again wades through time like stepping in molasses.

      Thoughts drift out of their minds.

      Kinders!

      What in God’s name?

      I thought they were all gone?

      I hate that ability. I focus on silencing it. I grab a blackcoat’s arm and swing him like a club, sending soldiers flying. Then I let go of him and watch as he flies away. Forty feet, fifty feet, before he lands. Arms reach for me. I step to the side and deliver a punch to a throat. Slow-motion choking. Gasping. The bearded man falls, drifting down.

      From behind, I feel a knife piercing my side—that slick, sliding sensation of a blade parting skin. Strangely, it doesn’t hurt. I expect it to, but I’m bending time. I should know better. I spin, and the blade wrenches free from the soldier’s hand, still buried inside me. I growl, yank it loose, and watch as the man’s eyes slowly open wide. I bury it in his chest.

      I find Finn in the middle, dart to his side, then exhale and allow time to resume its normal march to infinity. We fight in unison, throwing punches that send men three times our size tumbling like children half our size, or we land blows so hard that I can feel bones crushing and lungs collapsing.

      We are one. We fight with precision. We’re in cadence. We’re a battle song.

      We have our own war rhythm.

      As we land blow after blow, as blackcoats drop one after another, I can hear it in my head…

      Boom, boom, ba-boom.
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      I don’t recognize Captain Tanner—the DAV commander who had my entire village murdered—until after we’ve defeated the whole of the vanguard, except for a handful of soldiers who have retreated into the woods.

      Finn shouts after them, ordering them to tell their leaders to bring all they have, because we’re here, and we’re not going anywhere.

      We make our way through the mass of fallen bodies and collect a number of weapons to take with us. The rest we leave behind in a pile in hopes that the PRV leaders can send a group to salvage what they can. We’ll need every one of them, I’m sure.

      A mere handful of wounded remain alive. I know this is war, but it doesn’t feel right to kill them when they’re not fighting back, so I convince Finn to leave them alone.

      “We’re warriors, not murderers,” I say, and he accepts this reasoning.

      Besides, we know these men won’t come after us once they can get to their feet again. They won’t do it, not after they saw what we can do.

      Captain Tanner lies on his back, staring at the sky and pretending to be dead. When I see him, when I recognize his face behind the gray beard he’s grown over the past week, I want to make him dead, but Finn says we should take him with us. I relent, because Tanner will definitely have important information, and I can think of a few painful ways to get it out of him. None of them will be easy for the grizzled old murderer to tolerate. I assure him of that.

      He stumbles, coughs, and winces. He claims his ribs are broken, and he can’t move as fast as we want.

      Finn says, “Let me check for you,” and he delivers a sharp, powerful punch to Tanner’s side. Bones snap. The captain howls in pain, but Finn won’t let him fall. He makes him keep walking.

      The three of us catch up to the others just after dusk. They’re all standing at the uppermost point of Black Rash Mountain—a thousand PRV citizens and a small gaggle of Republicons. When we’re close, they cheer and clap. They slap our backs in appreciation. They say, “We saw it. We watched you. You’re heroes!” and ask things like, “Are you really a Kinder? What does it feel like?”

      James stands in the middle with a smile so wide that it seems to wrap around to the back of his head. Beside him are three familiar faces: Big Blake, Little Blake, and Squirrel, who looks well and rested.

      We hand Captain Tanner to Marla and some of the others. “Don’t kill him, but feel free to be a little rough if he tries to get away,” I tell her. “His ribs hurt. Maybe he could use some… help.”

      She nods and winks.

      When Tanner’s gone, cursing me and struggling as Marla escorts him away, James shakes my hand, then Finn’s. He says, “I always thought Kinders were legends.”

      Finn says, “Legends come from stories. Now you’ll have one to tell.”

      James laughs and agrees. He puts an arm around me and says, “Let me show you something. You too, Finn. Come look.” We walk south, past more cheers and smiling faces. I see the little boy standing next to his father, who leans on the single crutch. They wave, and the father leans down to the child, saying, “See? I told you it would be okay.”

      James guides us to a clearing. Beyond the valley and off in the distance, there’s a break in the clouds with a patch of blue peeking through. Warrenville glows orange from the setting sun. It’s too far to make it before nightfall, but I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s beautiful. Tall buildings, short buildings, glass reflecting the last light of day. It’s guarded by a large wall with a single road entering from the north and one from the south. If they have weapons down there, secretly locked away in direct defiance of the Peace Pact—and I pray to God that they do—it’ll be easy to defend, at least for a while.

      Finn grabs me and wraps his arms around my body, laughing with relief. His embrace is warm and soothing. He says, “Look at that, Caroline. You did it.”

      “No, we did it.”

      James’s smile fades as he looks to the north. He points at something. It looks like tiny, flickering lights, miles and miles in the distance. There are three at first, then a fourth comes around the bend, followed by another. We count twelve total before he says, “What are those?”

      I shake my head.

      Finn says, “I know what they are.”

      I don’t like the tone of his voice.

      “Get everyone moving,” Finn adds. “The DAV tanks are here already. We need to get inside those walls as soon as we can.”

      My voice is a whisper. “No…”

      The clouds collapse around the sun. A gust of wind pushes through the trees, and the eternal rain begins to fall once again.
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        Please enjoy a sample chapter from Book Two, A Pawn’s Betrayal, available for immediate download .
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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 capitol 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 capitol 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 capitol 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 capitol, 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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        Continue by reading A Pawn’s Betrayal, available now.
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      I hope you enjoyed the first installment of the Rhythm of War series!

      

      What you might not know about this particular work is that it’s independently published, and you can play a big part in its success. For the little guys like me, the indie authors who do everything on our own in addition to writing the stories, helping spread the word is the best thing you can do if you liked this book, because your opinion matters. Nothing improves a novel’s chances more than word-of-mouth and I would be forever grateful if you would please consider leaving an honest review. It doesn’t have to be much because even a couple of sentences can help sway a new reader’s opinion!

      

      Caroline’s journey doesn’t end here. The story continues with A Pawn’s Betrayal and The Light of Hope. This is a big story and I felt that this was a good point to give you, the reader, a bit of time to process after such a harrowing retreat. As you probably saw in the sample…

      
        
        Book Two, A Pawn’s Betrayal, and Book Three, The Light of Hope are available in late 2018.

      

        

      
        One last thing and I’ll let you get back to your reading journey: a fuller explanation will follow, (see Join Today) but here’s your chance to sign up for The Lindsey Novel-Dispatch, my new release email list to learn more about my fiction, giveaways, free ebooks, and discounts. I always approach your contact information with respect and won’t fill up your inbox with phooey. Pinky swear.

      

      

      Thank you!

      Ernie

      http://www.ernielindsey.com

      http://www.facebook.com/ErnieLindseyFiction

      http://twitter.com/Ernie_Lindsey
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        The Lindsey Novel-Dispatch

        Free eBooks, News, Giveaways

      

      

      

      Okay, so it’s not really your local paper, but rather a newsletter designed to give you the best options on fiction by Ernie Lindsey.

      You’ll have opportunities to score free copies of my novels, enjoy steeper discounts on new releases, automatically have a chance at a $50 gift card each month, and participate in all the fun that the rest of us are having.

      
        
        Sign Up for The Lindsey Novel-Dispatch

      

      

      In addition, I’ll often do things like early cover reveals, interviews with authors you should be reading, and give general updates on sequels and other cool things happening in the world of my fiction. Plus, I’ll occasionally have other free content to give out, like signed books and discount codes for my audiobooks.

      Feel free to reach out and say hello. One of the best parts of being an indie author is easy accessibility to readers. It makes this whole process worth it.

      Join The Lindsey Novel-Dispatch today, and have fun reading!

      

      Ernie Lindsey
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