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LIAM

THE FIRST REAL MEMORY I HAVE IS OF MY BROTHER.

He’s nearly glowing in the sunlight in the backseat of Mom’s car. Cole diligently holds a bloody rag to my bottom lip, even though the cut’s not bleeding anymore. It’s just swollen and hurts each time we hit a bump in the road and he presses against it. I don’t understand that we’re driving with no particular destination in mind, just away. Away from the monster we’ve barely escaped. All I know is that Mom is singing “Baby Beluga” along with the CD, but none of the words sound right. And no matter how many times she encourages Cole, he won’t sing with us. He won’t even smile. I sing extra loud, but it still doesn’t sound right.

The whole car reeks of gasoline, and the stench is made worse by the broken AC. The station wagon was already a dinosaur when Mom bought it, and by that afternoon, it was a fossil. When the smoke comes pouring around the hood, hissing and spitting, it makes me think of those old cartoons—the way they always show a spark eating up the fuse of a bomb.

“Mama?” I whisper. Cole shushes me, grabbing hold of my arm to steady me in my car seat as we hit the rough shoulder.

“No, no, no, no, no,” Mom says, banging her hands on the steering wheel. She sucks in a deep breath as she throws the car into park. It shudders one last time before the engine completely goes.

I know she’s crying by the way she’s shaking, but I don’t understand why.

Cole says, “It’ll be all right, Mama. I’ll go find help.”

She laughs a little, wiping her face. By the time she turns around to face us, her skin is only a little pink, her eyes moist. “I appreciate that, honey, but I need you to take care of your brother for a few minutes. Can you do that for me?”

Cole nods, and doesn’t let go of my arm as she gets out of the station wagon. He finally releases it to slam his hand down on his door’s lock, then crawls over me to do the same to mine. When he’s done, he sits even closer to me, hanging on to the plastic car seat.

“It’ll be okay, Lee,” he whispers.

We watch through the windshield as she pulls off the sweater tied around her waist and uses it to open the scorching-hot hood. As Mom waves the smoke away, I see the marks on her bare arms, the way her skin’s been painted with blues and purples and blacks. And I remember thinking that it looked like my knee. The one I’d fallen on that time I climbed out of bed when I wasn’t supposed to.

You should know, my first memory is of my brother. But it’s also my first memory of Harry.

We hear him before we see him. He’s got this big voice, the kind that you always want to hear calling out a hello to you in the morning.

“Need some help, darlin’?”

Harry’s driven that same damn truck for as long as I can recall—it’s red and mean, like a burn. Less so now that it’s got some age to it, but it can still haul another car its own size to his shop, and that’s all that matters to him.

But Cole’s not looking at the truck. He’s looking at the man who’s come out of it, dashing across the busy highway, waving at the cars that honk their frustration out at him. I get bored and hungry and start kicking at the back of the seat in front of me, watching the stranger and Mom disappear behind the raised hood of the car.

“I don’t like this,” Cole says. He’s frowning when Mom comes around to his window and indicates he should roll it down. It’s a steaming-hot August, and while Mom’s cracked her window, there’s not enough of a breeze for it to really matter. I feel the stickiness seep into me like strawberry jam, and the sun doesn’t stop coming. It’s uncomfortable. Getting worse.

The man comes around to my side of the car, his nice face splitting into a big grin as he waves. I wave back, giggling as he sticks out his tongue.

Mom tries the door. Locked. She knocks on the glass again. “Cole, honey. Open the door.”

Cole’s hand is back on my arm. I think I start fussing.

“Me and Liam are staying here,” he whispers. He stares straight ahead.

Mom opens her door and leans over her seat to unlock it. Cole scowls, like he meant to lock that one, too.

“It’s an unkind thing to ask your mama to stand out in this heat,” Harry tells him. He has this way of giving you an order without the accompanying sting. “You need to do what she asks you to do.”

“This is Mr. Stewart,” she tells us. “He’s going to give us a ride to his auto shop then come back and tow the car.”

“Don’t want to go,” Cole says, his hand curling tighter around my arm. “We’re staying here.”

I don’t exactly know why the memory’s at the front of my mind as the bright headlights sweep over the deserted gas station parking lot. You lose your whole world, and it sharpens that longing, I guess. The nostalgia for the backseat. For someone else to protect you, or make the decision whether to stay or to go.

Some part of me knows I’m taking the easier of two roads and there should be some shame in that, but I’m so tired, I don’t care. I can’t go home, which is the only thing I actually want to do. Mom and Harry will catch trouble for harboring me, and I doubt I’ll make it an hour there before someone calls me in to the PSFs for a reward.

I can’t land in one of those “rehabilitation camps,” either. You go in, you don’t come out, that much is clear. And I’ve got this anger under my skin buzzing like hornets—if nothing else, the Children’s League is going to give me a way to unleash them.

By the sound and look of it, the sedan’s brakes are too worn to be totally safe to drive, but a little fact like that’s never been enough to stop Cole. He leans over the car’s console and opens the passenger door. The sedan’s interior lights switch on just in time to highlight his broad grin.

“Need a ride, handsome?” he says.

I stand from the curb, brushing off my jeans. The pack that Harry helped me put together all those weeks ago is much lighter now. He told me to save as much of the jerky and water as possible for the lean times, when there’s no town nearby to grab supplies and I’ve got to camp out in the wild. It’s the first time I haven’t listened to him, and I regret it. When you’re hungry and tired and scared of every damn squirrel scurrying around the underbrush, it’s easy to tell yourself there’s going to be more somewhere else, to just eat what you have and keep up your strength.

It’s easy to tell yourself that calling Cole for the first time in months and taking him up on his offer might not be so bad, either.

This is the fourth small town I’ve hit, the tenth gas station I’ve tried. It’s like this part of the world was tilted onto its side, and everything and everyone slid out. Everywhere, the power’s off, the water’s off, the heat’s off. Winter is only a few months away, and I haven’t found a more permanent place to lie low until the Collections are done and over.

“Hey,” I say, my voice rough. I throw my pack into the back-seat. “Thanks for coming.”

“Thanks for coming?” Cole repeats. “Try, Thanks for driving three hundred miles to come pick me up and save me from certain starvation and death. Damn, you are ripe. I mean, damn, Lee. Whose bright idea was it to send you on a reenactment of Into the Wild?”

He takes a sip out of his coffee cup, watching me. I focus on buckling my seat belt, ignoring how filthy my hands are and how hard they’re shaking.

“Never mind,” he says, with an edge. “I know who.”

My stomach clenches at the edge to the words. Cole and Harry have never gotten along, even when we were young. When Cole announced he was going off to join the Children’s League, only weeks after Claire had died in her sleep, the shouting match had actually shaken the walls of the house, and it hadn’t stopped until Mom suddenly sat down at the kitchen table and started crying. That’ll take the wind out of anyone.

When Cole’s hurting, he doesn’t get soft—he gets angry. I’ve got the scars to prove it. You take from him, he starts looking for something sharp enough to get whatever it is back.

There are times I wish I could be more like that.

“Come with me,” he’d said that night, throwing shirts and whatever else he’d thought he’d need into a duffel. His eyes were bright. “Come on, Lee. Are you going to sit around here all day and wait for the wrong person to notice you and call the PSFs? The League wants kids like you. You can be useful. Just come with me. Come with me.”

Choose me.

I hadn’t. I’d stayed behind with Mom, and Harry, and Claire’s ghost. And if there’s one thing I know about my brother, it’s that he isn’t going to let me forget that. Not anytime soon, at least.

Cole starts to shift the car out of park, but changes his mind. With one last look at me, he reaches into the seat pocket behind me. I take the half-drunk water bottle, crushing its thin plastic to get every last drop out.

“Jesus. That bad? We’ll see if we can find a place that’s open for food.” Cole pulls the Atlanta Falcons cap off his head and tosses it to me. “Put that on. There are cameras on the highways, and I can’t be away long enough to take the side streets back to Georgia. You know the deal, don’t you? You understand?”

“ ‘Once you’re in, you’re in for good,’ ” I say, repeating the words he’d used when I called him from the pay phone hours ago. There’s no going back.

He reaches down to switch on the radio, bypassing the panicked newscasters and the people weeping in interviews.

“Government officials believe that the Children’s League is responsible for the bombing—”

He immediately switches it to the next channel.

“What bombing?” I ask. “What are they talking about?”

Cole blows out a hard breath through his nose. “They’re exaggerating. They know we’re starting to resonate with people who hate Gray and his corrupt government. It wasn’t a bomb, just a little … show. To highlight the fact that he should have given up power when it was time. They’ll do anything to convince the world that we’re the monsters, not them.”

I don’t know what to say to that, which is just fine for Cole. He finally settles on some honky-tonk country station. I tug the hat on and reach for the scanner.

“Nope,” Cole says, smacking my hand away. He swings the car out of the parking lot. “My wheels, my tunes.”

“How do you listen to this without getting a headache?” I ask.

“And what am I supposed to listen to? Classic rock?” he says. The car rattles as it accelerates past sixty miles an hour, then seventy, then eighty. Thank God there’s no one around for miles; the only cars on the road are the ones that have been abandoned so people can collect insurance money or stop their payments. I’m about to respond, but Cole rolls his eyes. “Oh, of course. You’ve always been Harry’s kid. Stick with me for a few days and I’ll redefine good taste for you.”

“Your idea of ‘taste’ is girls in tight shirts and cars with shitty engines,” I mutter, leaning my forehead against the cool glass of the passenger-side window.

“Ha,” he deadpans. “So what did you say to Harry? I assume you called to confess your guilt or get his permission.”

“I didn’t,” I admit. Both because I knew he’d argue against it and tell me again how reckless Cole was being in aligning himself with those League people. I don’t want to fight with Harry.

“Well I’ll be damned,” he says, reaching over to ruffle my hair. “Look at you, being so independent. Maybe in a year, you’ll finally be out of diapers.”

I roll my eyes, but his face brightens. I swear I can feel the wattage of that smile like heat on my face, even in the darkness of the car.

That’s the thing about Cole. He’s like the campfire you make to ward off the chill of night. Sometimes he gives that warmth when you sit beside him, and it’s this feeling of love and protection, like nothing bad will ever touch you again. But when you’re outside of that ring of light, when he puts those shadows between you, it’s so cold.

It’s so damn cold.

 

Hungry as I am, I manage to fall asleep an hour or so into the ride. I don’t wake up until we’re swerving around the curves of a two-lane road, the distant lights of downtown Atlanta winking at us through the back window.

I sit up so quickly, I accidentally knock the hat off my head.

“Easy,” Cole says, laughing. “If you’d slept any longer I was going to take a sample of your blood in for drug testing.”

I scrub at my face and reach for the water bottle, only to remember it’s empty. I toss it back onto the floor. “Where the hell are we?”

“Your new home,” Cole says, then switches on the interior light again as we turn into the warehouse’s expansive parking lot. “At least until you finish the program and they take off your training wheels.”

“What are you doing?” I hate that my words sound panicked. It’s irrational—there’s clearly no one around—but I still reach up to turn the lights off. Cole bats my hand away and leans forward over the steering wheel. The car slows as it approaches one of the loading-dock doors.

“You see those shadows up there?” he asks.

I brace my hands on the dashboard and lean forward, too, moving the visor out of the way. Sure enough, in the moonlight I see the outlines of three people, just at the flat roof’s edge. One standing, two on their bellies, rifles in their hands.

“There’s at least one sniper up there at all times,” Cole says, giving a smile and a little wave. “You’ll be safe here, as long as they can see that it’s you. Understand?”

“Yeah …” I manage, unable to tear my gaze away. It makes sense, I guess. What they’re doing here isn’t legal, and with all of their recent raids, the government’s hunting them. Of course they’ve got to take extra security precautions.

“Just stick with me, and maybe these people won’t eat you alive,” Cole says. “Maybe.”

“So much hope in your voice,” I say.

An armed soldier, dressed in head to toe black, steps forward from where he’s been tucked behind the ledge of the massive loading door. Cole gives him a wave and rolls down his window. The soldier pulls down the bottom of his ski mask and leans against the car door.

“Who’s this?” he asks, looking right at me. I open my mouth to answer, but Cole gets there first.

“My brother. Baby Stewart, meet Garcia.”

“Your brother … ?” Garcia leans in a little closer. At first, I think he’s shocked that I exist at all—I’m almost positive Cole wouldn’t want to talk about any of us to strangers, good or bad. Except the corners of his mouth tip down, and his gaze slides back to Cole in disbelief.

“You sure about this? The others—”

Cole cuts a hand through the air. “Anything come up while I was gone?”

At that, Garcia’s brows raise.

“You owe me,” he says. “I had to cover your ass. Brennan called us into senior staff and got pissy when you didn’t show.”

I give him a wave, teeth clenched. I want to ask who-Brennan is, but I don’t need another reminder of how little I know.

“Shit,” Cole says, rubbing at his forehead. “What did you say? Shit. Was he actually pissed, or are you just being a dick? If he takes me off the Hoboken project …”

His jaw tightens. He glances almost involuntarily toward me.

I’ve messed up things for him. By calling him, forcing him to come pick me up, I’ve messed up something he clearly wants.

“Just said you were doing recon for the next op. Very eager beaver and all that. He approved. I’m surprised he even noticed, though—he’s still so distracted by cleaning up the mess in Dover.”

Cole nods. “Thanks, man.”

“You owe me,” the soldier repeats, stepping back to hit the switch on the door. The metal pulls up slowly, rattling. Cole rolls his window back up and returns the middle finger that the soldier gives him as we drive straight into the warehouse.

I blink against the sudden glare of fluorescent lights. All around us are cars of every make and color parked in neat little rows. We swing into the only open space, right next to an SUV sprinkled with a dozen-odd bullet holes. Cole busies himself with cleaning up his empty coffee cup and a few candy wrappers.

“Are you going to get in trouble?” I ask quietly. “For coming to get me?”

Cole’s hand stills on the door. I hate the exasperation on his face, like he’s annoyed I’m wasting his time with caring. “Nah. If anything, Brennan and the others will be happy to have a new recruit. I just didn’t ask before taking the car and going off base—but, hey, always better to ask forgiveness than permission, right?”

I bite my tongue and exit the car, stretching and cracking my stiff joints before retrieving my bag. Cole takes it from me, slinging it over his shoulder, then wrapping a tight arm around mine as we walk toward the illuminated exit sign on the other side of the massive concrete space.

“I’m real glad you called when you did,” he says casually, “before things got worse. Shit, I’m just thrilled the Stewart boys are back in action. I’ve even missed that ugly mug of yours.”

I missed you, too. The words are right there, right under the knot in my throat.

As we reach the door, he slips a key card out of his shirt pocket and swipes it through the lock. It beeps and swings up. “So, work hard, don’t embarrass me, try not to get yourself accidentally killed. Easy enough, right?”

If I’d thought the lights in the cavernous garage portion of the warehouse were bright, the hallways’ are scalding. Everything around me is painted a clinical white, which collects and reflects the glow of the naked bulbs overhead back at us. On either side of the hall are mirrors—two-way mirrors. As we pass by, I can see just the faintest hint of movement beyond the glass.

The door on the other end of the hall bursts open, and two men, dressed in the same black uniform as the guy posted outside, barrel through it and come down the hall at a fast clip. Their brisk pace is slowed only by the deadweight they’re dragging between them.

They’re holding up a girl by the arms, and she’s staring up at the ceiling and lights, her legs and feet dragging on the ground behind them. I think it’s a teenage girl, but it’s hard to tell. Her face is swollen with bruises, and there’s a cut across her cheek that’s bleeding heavily enough to make my stomach clench again.

Cole draws us out of the soldiers’ way, right up against one of the mirrors.

“Who the hell is that?” I whisper as they pull her past us.

Cole doesn’t answer. He keeps his arm tight around my shoulder and ushers me forward, forward, until the girl is gone and I can’t look back.

 

I learned to fight in the streets of our neighborhood, one big-mouthed kid at a time.

I’d spend every hot bus ride home from elementary school staring out the window, pretending I couldn’t hear what the kids behind me were saying about my mom, about me, about Harry. Filthy, awful words, the kind that should be bleached out of brains for good.

The anger kept me locked up, and I would shake and shake and shake, trying to clench my hands to keep it trapped inside my head. Harry used to say that ignoring them was the worse punishment, so I let them say the things they said. For two years, I let them. I’d hear Cole laughing in the back with the other big kids, and, in the next second, feel a wad of spit smack my arm or cheek. Sometimes, when traffic was bad and they knew I’d have to sit with its stickiness drying on my back, they’d dump pop down the back of my shirt.

Cole used to get in fights at school. Mom would have to go into school and take him home, scuffed and bruised, from the principal’s office. Pretty soon, though, those kids started leaving him alone. I didn’t understand it at the time, because it ran contrary to everything that Harry had said, and Harry was almost never wrong.

Then one day, as I was getting off the bus, they caught up to me, dragged me back behind the nearest alley, and beat the ever-loving shit out of me.

“Who did this to you?” Mom asked that night, dabbing at a cut under my eye.

Cole sat across the table from us, pretending to do his homework.

“Liam, honey, who did this to you? I need to know so I can talk to their parents and make sure it doesn’t happen again.” I stared at the floor, heart pounding in my ears. Mom kept ducking her head, trying to get me to look at her. They told me if I ratted them out, they’d make it worse for me. “Was it Joshua Bartlett from down the street?”

The image of his snarling face flashed in my head. I must have flinched, because Mom sighed and stood up. She crossed into the kitchen, yanking the phone off the wall. I could hear her punching in the numbers.

“I know who did it,” Cole said quietly to me.

I turned around in my chair, leaning against the wood back. He glanced up from his math work sheet, eyes flashing.

“They think you’re a baby. They won’t stop until you show them you’re not.”

“I’m not a baby,” I insisted. Snot and crusted blood covered my face. I couldn’t keep the shaking out of my words.

Cole just shrugged, chewing on his pencil as his eyes drifted back down.

The next day, when those same kids jumped me again, I lost it. The anger stretched too far, snapping viciously against my mind. I clawed at them, kicking, screaming, scratching. I beat one so bad with my fists that blood burst out of his nose, spraying everywhere. It hit my cheek, burning hot against my skin. It slashed across the front of my torn T-shirt, seeping in bright crimson.

Joshua fell to the ground, moaning, crying, and I couldn’t stop looking at my hands. The broken skin over my knuckles was weeping blood, mixing with the drying splatters that had come from the other boys. A bad taste burned up my throat, filling my mouth. The other boys dove at me, hitting and kicking, until I fell to the ground, too.

I couldn’t move. Couldn’t stop looking at the way the blood was spilling over Joshua’s hands as he clutched at his face. My whole body went cold.

And then Cole was there.

He was punching and hollering and kicking until the others scattered down the street like mayflies.

“Get up,” he ordered. And when I still didn’t move, he hauled me up by the arm and dragged me after him, past the neighbors out walking their dogs, past the old folks gossiping on their porches, down to our little house.

“You can’t just lie down and let them hit you like that!” Cole said, the words stinging. “Are you really that pathetic? That stupid?”

I wasn’t pathetic. I wasn’t stupid, either. But the blood … the way Joshua had screamed. It made my body feel out of control. It made me feel wrong and ugly, and like I might combust at any second.

Cole forced me into the same seat at the kitchen table as last night and went to work cleaning up the cuts on my hands and face with a rough washcloth. He was shaking harder than I was.

“What am I going to tell Mom?” I whispered.

“Nothing,” Cole snapped. “Keep your mouth shut.”

Except he told Mom and Harry himself. He told her how he picked that fight and the boys took it out on me. That it was his fault, not mine. That he knew it was wrong but wasn’t sorry. And, suddenly, before I could say anything, he was being sent to his room. Harry’s frustrated voice chased him the whole way up. We all heard the thump of him punching the wall, the bang of the bedroom door slamming shut.

“Are you sure you’re okay, honey?” Mom asked, her face tight with worry.

I couldn’t bring myself to lie to them, so I said nothing. I pretended to eat my dinner, and when it was time, I went up to bed. My heart galloped in my chest, banging harder as I got close to Cole’s room. My knuckles had scabbed over, but they started stinging again as I curled my hand into a fist and gently placed it into the indentation he left behind. At the center of the cracked plaster was a smear of blood.

I tried to wipe it away with my fingers, but it stayed there like the cuts that had healed into scars on my hands. On Cole’s hands.

On all of us.

 

As I got older, and the world seemed to fall into utter chaos, I let myself throw punches when the anger clicked into place just right. The last fight happened over something so stupid I can’t even remember what it was, but I accidentally tossed the kid halfway down the street using powers that, until that very moment, I didn’t know I had. It broke both of his arms.

I quickly learned that fighting is all muscle memory, because days into League training, I found that pounding rhythm of it again. Four weeks in, and the routine of it is starting to feel second nature. The panicked clench in my chest has finally stopped, at least.

“Good, good, relax your shoulders, Stewart,” Instructor Morgan calls. I can barely hear him above the grunting, the pitter-patter of feet as we square off against our sparring partners. There’s twenty of us in total now, ten in my section, and the number keeps growing. They rotate one class in, the last one out.

The first class of kids, the ones who came just before us, are already out in the field, working, finishing out Ops through one of the League’s other HQs. Occasionally the other instructors will tell us about their accomplishments, show us articles or news reports about the work they’ve done in unsettling the various government agencies—to keep us motivated and working hard, I’m sure. I keep hoping one of them comes back through Atlanta HQ, just so we can talk to him or her ourselves, and have a better idea of what we’re going to be doing once we’re finished with training. The instructors keep everything so vague; their explanations are so thin, you can practically see through them. But I get it. Secrecy, and all that.

Meanwhile, our class keeps growing. Just yesterday, two more kids were brought into the fold. After a short orientation, they’ll be cooped up in this windowless sweatbox with the rest of us, sparring.

My partner, Gibbons, lashes out with his foot, trying to catch me behind the knee. I jump back in time, but I catch my foot on the fold in the mat and suddenly, I’m down on all fours, the wind knocked clear out of me.

“It’s no fun if you do the job for me, Stewart,” Gibbons says. “Get up.”

His dark skin is shining with sweat—same as mine, I’m sure. I shake myself like a wet dog as I shove back up onto my feet. A few of the other kids snicker, but most are focused on their own sparring. I try to focus my eyes on the faint grayish outline of the word gupta scrawled near his left shoulder. No amount of bleach has been able to get the permanent marker out, same with all my shirts I inherited from someone in the last training class named Larson.

Chin takes a hit square to the side of her head and goes down. Her partner, Perez, stands there in shock, watching her moan. Instructor Morgan crosses over to them in two quick steps.

“You gonna stay down there, Chin?” he barks, hands on his hips. “Prove to me you aren’t a goddamn waste of my time. Do it.”

That’s the first rule of his class: you go down, you get back up on your own.

Gibbons doesn’t give me a warning before his fist comes at me in the same combination that took down Chin. I whirl back around to face him, crossing both arms to block the hit and leaving my stomach exposed for his kick. The mat squeaks as our sneakers slide over it. It’s slippery with bloody spit and perspiration.

Every muscle in my arms and shoulders quivers as I swipe my forehead against my shoulder, trying to get the stinging sweat out of my eyes. This morning, like every morning, started with a five-mile run around the car garage. Then weapons handling with Instructor Bowen. Then four straight hours of hand-to-hand combat. The cherry on today’s sundae is another mile run around the garage to “cool down.”
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