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        Joint Base Lewis-McChord, Washington

        Thursday, August 30

      

      

      No one sleeps the night before graduation. They come for you then. That’s the rumor, anyway. Pulling you from the ranks before the sunrise touches Mount Rainier and spiriting you away. No walk of shame in front of your peers. No sitting on the sidelines while others collect accolades and diplomas.

      Simply gone.

      Bedding stripped, footlocker cleared, closet emptied as if you haven’t spent the last twelve weeks in your tiny barracks room with its whitewashed walls, bare floors, and a fluttering sheet for a door.

      As if you haven’t trained for six grueling summers to protect the world from things most people can’t see.

      As if you’ve never wielded an umbrella, held one in your hands, used it to dispatch those things most people can’t see.

      The night before graduation, no one leaves their umbrella in the stands, the ones at the entrance to each set of barracks. We’re supposed to, mind you. Our umbrellas are weapons, after all. But not tonight. No one says a word. Even the barracks monitor looks the other way.

      She walks the long corridor, fingertips trailing across our barely opaque doors, a gesture meant to reassure us. “It almost never happens,” she says, her voice low and soft. “It didn’t in my class, at least. You’ll be fine. I know you’ll all be fine.”

      We might believe this, too. If not for that caveat.

      Almost.

      Because it can happen, has happened. We’ve all heard the stories. Even cadets from the old families get pulled from the ranks for screwing up irrevocably during the capstone exercise. Six years for what? Nothing? I can’t imagine it. But I might have to. Because this last week, with our own capstone exercise, I may have done the irrevocable.

      Worse, I may have brought my two best friends along with me.

      Light filters in through the window. It’s situated high enough for a modicum of privacy, but—like the floors—it’s bare. No curtains for cadets. Lights in the compound shine all night long. In the dim glow, I can trace the fractures in the ceiling. A creak comes from down the hall and above my head. One cadet turning over, bed springs groaning, another testing the floor and heading for the restrooms.

      There’s no sneaking out tonight. No sticking to the shadows and slinking over to the other barracks, where the cadets destined for field assignments sleep, or not sleep, as the case may be.

      But maybe they are sound asleep. Their jobs are more secure than ours, if more competitive. They will go on to see the world while those of us in these barracks will simply go home to our permanent posts.

      Next to me, my umbrella flutters her ruffles as if she can soothe me. Over these last twelve weeks, she has given me no end of trouble. She is a flurry of everything I’ve tried not to be for these last six summers: impulsive, attention-grabbing, effusive.

      Now she’s nudging me. Since this could be our last night together, I sit up, cradle her in my arms, and ask quietly:

      “What’s wrong?”

      That’s when a pebble pings against my window.

      My heart rate doubles, a pound, pound, pound that makes my ribs ache. Jack, Mort, and I all agreed we would not do anything so foolish as sneaking out tonight. Too risky, especially with Mort so close to graduating at the top of our class. Yes, he’s the sort to take risks, but even he isn’t this reckless.

      At least, I don’t think he is.

      Another pebble pings, so I clamber out of bed, grip my umbrella—I’m going nowhere without her tonight—and tiptoe to the window.

      Fingertips on the sill, I peer into the night. Below, shrouded in shadows, is not Mort, or Jack. No, instead, grinning up at me, his teeth bright, a flower of undetermined type in his hand, is Charlie Pulchenko. Yes, that’s a mouthful, although no more ridiculous than Pansy Little.

      I stare in astonishment while my umbrella lets out a long, somewhat exasperated, sigh.
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        * * *

      

      After five minutes of hissed exchanges, I relent and let Charlie crawl through my window. He tumbles in with an impressive amount of stealth, it’s true. He shakes himself off, unslings his umbrella, and presents me with a somewhat crushed rose.

      I’ve slung my own umbrella cross-body, and now she beats against my spine. But I take the flower. I even step down the hall and fill a canteen cup with some water in an attempt to revive it. The rose cants to one side. Honestly, it looks fairly despondent, as if it hoped for something more in its final days than whatever this is.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, working to keep my voice low. I sniff and—grateful for the dark—swipe my fingers beneath my nose. As with my umbrella, my Sight has given me no end of trouble this summer as well.

      Charlie has taken a seat on my bed. He gives me that blinding grin and pats the space next to him. So, yes, I have a good idea of what he wants to do here. Why, though? That makes no sense. Tomorrow is graduation. Chances are we’ll never see each other after that.

      Then again, maybe that’s why he’s here.

      “It’s so boring over there,” he says, nodding toward the opposite side of the compound. “Everyone is either drunk or already passed out.”

      “What?” I peer through the window again, toward Charlie’s barracks. “What about your barracks monitor?”

      “Who do you think bought all the alcohol?”

      Are you kidding me? With the parade field illuminated, it’s impossible to spy much of anything across the way. Silhouettes flit across windows. A head and shoulders poke through one frame before two hands drag them back inside.

      I turn to confront Charlie, arms crossed over my chest, umbrella still vibrating indignantly against my spine. “Seriously? You guys aren’t worried?”

      “What are they going to do, Pansy? Slap us on the wrist?”

      “What if you get caught over here?”

      Charlie holds up his hand and gives himself a solid smack on his wrist to demonstrate. “My dad’s on the High Council. Do you think the Enclave is going to expel me the night before graduation?”

      No, I suppose not. “What about me, then?”

      At this, Charlie laughs. He laughs.

      “You’re Rose Little’s daughter,” he says. “Look. My dad explained it to me, how she got stuck in a permanent post in King’s End. But she’s still Rose Little, and that has cachet.”

      Before I attended the Academy, my mother was simply my mother. Fierce? Yes. Able to dispatch Screamers—those invisible things most people can’t see—with barely breaking a sweat? Absolutely. But still, my mother. Six summers here have taught me many things about her.

      One of those is that she is, according to Enclave lore, legendary. We even studied some of her missions during classroom training. Every time her name popped up, my whole class would swivel to stare at me.

      “So, here’s the thing.” Charlie glances down at his empty hands, and then his gaze travels the room until it lands on the battered, water-stained dresser where the rose droops.

      With stealth and agility, he plucks the rose from the canteen. That’s one thing about Charlie. Yes, his father sits on the High Council. Yes, he’s had all the advantages of growing up in the heart of the Enclave. Strip all that away, and he’ll still make a damn good field agent.

      He takes a knee in front of me. My umbrella thumps a more strident warning against my spine. Not that I need it. Pressure builds behind my eyes, a combination of the Sight and outright panic. Charlie can’t be doing what I think he’s doing.

      He clears his throat, favors me with a grin, and then intones, voice pitched an octave lower, “Pansy Little, with the permission of my parents, Misha and Anya Pulchenko, I would like to make a formal petition for a betrothal.”

      Oh, no. He is doing what I think he’s doing.

      Charlie is adorable, what with those corkscrew curls, a landscape of freckles across honeyed skin, and that blazing smile. He’s been my Academy boyfriend for these past two summers, and after the breakup with Daniel, I’m grateful for that. Charlie’s a lot of fun, and I do like him. I also know that in this situation, one of my mother’s rules absolutely applies:

      
        
        When someone tells you they’re not betrothed, don’t believe them.

      

      

      Charlie has been betrothed since he was an infant, like most offspring of the old families in the Enclave. Except for me, that is.

      “Charlie, what are you doing?”

      “Look, my dad can absolutely finesse this. He’s already sent the formal request to your mother, along with all the paperwork.”

      Which she probably tossed in the recycling bin.

      “Once we lock that in, he’ll petition the High Council. He’s got enough backing, and besides, I really don’t want to marry Leah.” Charlie rolls his eyes.

      I don’t know Leah Connolly, but she was in a few classes ahead of us and has a reputation for being flighty. Jack, with his sense for connections, insists this is a defense mechanism. Leah simply doesn’t want to be a field agent, or even part of the Enclave.

      Part of me empathizes. Some days, I don’t want to, either.

      “And she doesn’t want to marry me. But!” Here, Charlie springs to his feet and points between the two of us. “We like each other, right?”

      I nod cautiously.

      “And we both need to marry someone in the Enclave, right?”

      Technically? No. My mother didn’t. Then again, that might be why she’s stuck in King’s End after all these years. I don’t know the reason behind it, but I do know the Enclave won’t allow her to leave, not even to attend my graduation ceremony. Assuming, of course, I do graduate.

      Charlie barrels forward despite my lack of response.

      “So, my dad says that if we do this, you won’t have to be a permanent post agent. Don’t you want to be in the field?”

      He’s not wrong. A part of me yearns for that: to be a full-fledged field agent, one sent around the world on assignments. To travel, have adventures, the way my mother did before she became a permanent post agent in King’s End. But now that she is, King’s End is our territory. It belongs to the Little family, and we’re the only two left.

      “We could even do field work together!” Charlie continues. “I mean, until the babies come.”

      Oh, yes. Of course. Have all the freedom and fun you like—until the babies come. I try. I mean, I really, really try not to cross my eyes and stick out my tongue at Charlie.

      “Why can’t you stay home with the babies?” I say instead.

      Charlie wrinkles his nose as if I’ve spewed nonsense. “Because after I make principal field agent, I’ll take my father’s spot on the High Council.”

      “And I’m going to be a permanent post agent in King’s End,” I say with more conviction than I feel. That’s been my trajectory here at the Academy for the past six years, and there’s no changing that the night before graduation.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      Here’s the thing: I absolutely am. All summer long, the Sight’s been humming in the back of my mind, along with a sense of impending doom deep in my belly. Nothing concrete; it hasn’t shown me anything. All I have is the sense that I must graduate and return to King’s End. And while I’m certain to do the latter, I may have screwed up the former.

      Before I can explain anything to Charlie, the heavy tread of an unfamiliar set of shoes sounds in the hallway. This is not a cadet. This is certainly not our barracks monitor. Her steps are light, her knowledge of all the creaking floorboards exceptional. She’s worked overtime this summer not to disturb what little sleep we get.

      These footfalls are purposeful, full of agency and authority.

      And they’ve just halted right outside my room.
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        Joint Base Lewis-McChord, Washington

        Friday, August 24 (one week prior)

      

      

      My umbrella and Jack’s are whispering. Their tips touch and, every once in a while, the ruffles on my umbrella flutter. In response, the silver threads in Jack’s seem to glow. Like us, they are best friends.

      The Enclave insists this sort of thing doesn’t happen. Our umbrellas aren’t sentient; they are simply so finely tuned that they pick up on our emotions, the churning in our subconscious, and elements of what Freud might call the id. Our umbrellas are mere extensions of ourselves and nothing more—a utilitarian tool that can be used for offense or defense. For some cadets, that seems to be the case. Their umbrellas have all the animation of the store-bought variety.

      Then there’s mine.

      She has a mind and a will of her own. So does Jack’s, although his is considerably calmer, a slate gray with flashes of silver. My umbrella? What a frivolous thing. Pink, with white polka dots of all sizes. And ruffles. So many ruffles.

      I’m supposed to keep a low profile during my training, not call attention to myself. This is the one iron-clad rule my mother has set down for me. The Enclave can’t know I have the Sight, or rather, how strong it is. So far, I’ve managed that, disguising what I can’t hide with the catch-all excuse of mild premonitions. That’s common enough, and the cadre routinely dismisses those. In the process, they’ve also dismissed me.

      But traipsing around with something that resembles a Victorian maiden’s parasol is not helping matters.

      Thankfully, at the moment, Jack’s umbrella is keeping mine occupied. Our class has assembled in a clearing, already split into two teams, waiting for the capstone exercise briefing. The capstone exercise is our final test. It will determine class ranking, assignments for those heading for the field, and whether those of us heading home will be allowed to keep our umbrellas.

      The sky is a deep blue above us, bordered by evergreens. The scent of pine lingers in the air. Occasionally, a hint of salt flavors the breeze, but really, we’re too far away from Puget Sound for that.

      The earth is rough and damp beneath us. Yes, we’re all sitting on the ground. No chairs for cadets. We haven’t seen our barracks in two weeks, and we all stink like it. Still, it’s a communal stench. The only people who notice are the evaluators.

      Much to our delight.

      Mort has even made it his mission to reek as much as possible, as if the stench will help him graduate at the top of our class. And he really does stink, a funk that announces his presence before his boots or voice can. I’m glad he’s standing up front, as our team lead, in a row that includes the cadre and evaluators.

      He’s waiting, they’re waiting, we’re all waiting, an endless stretch of time that’s making our legs numb. It’s as if the Enclave has adopted the military’s motto of hurry up and wait. Since we’re somewhere on Joint Base Lewis-McChord, it makes a certain amount of sense. Although I doubt the military has ever waited on Professor Reginald Botten.

      Then again, maybe they have.

      This pause flavors the air as well. Instead of a much-needed break, everyone is on edge. Instead of a respite, it’s like trying to quench our thirst with seawater. This delay feels deliberate. Because beneath it lingers an undercurrent of malice.

      I glance at Jack, and he nods. No doubt he feels it, too.

      At last, the tires of a Humvee crunch over a barely-there dirt road. The vehicle churns up dust and exhaust. When Professor Botten steps from the passenger side, in full field gear, I drop my gaze to my knees.
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