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CHAPTER ONE

Matthias was sound asleep when the Population Police arrived at Niedler School.

It was the middle of the night, and Matthias was curled up on his narrow cot beside Percy’s, in a roomful of narrow cots. It still bothered the boys that Alia couldn’t sleep nearby. The cots were the most comfortable beds they’d ever had, but both boys still found themselves jerking awake several times each night, reaching out to protect a little girl who wasn’t there.

But no instinct, no premonition alerted them when the Population Police trucks rolled up the school driveway. Matthias and Percy slept through the ominous rumble of the engines, the impatient rapping on the school’s front door, the trample of boots in the hall. And then dozens of flashlights were suddenly blazing in their room, and Population Police officers were yelling at them, “Up! Up! Your country demands your service!”

Matthias’s life before Niedler School had sometimes required instant alertness, even when awakening from deep sleep. So while the other boys in the room sat up groggily or moaned without opening their eyes—”Huh?” “Wha’s happ’ning?”—only Matthias and Percy had the presence of mind to gather up their belongings, to stuff their feet into socks and shoes before the officers herded everyone out of the room.

“Think they’re getting the girls, too?” Percy whispered as the press of bodies around them moved down the hall.

“Don’t know,” Matthias said miserably. He craned his neck, trying to see over the boys in front of him, but they were all too tall. Anyhow, a line of Population Police officers stood beyond them, blocking his view of the other wing of Niedler School.

To distract himself, Matthias crammed a moth-eaten sweater over his head and pulled it down over his pajama top. The sweater was easier to wear than to carry, and it provided some small protection against the chill of the hall. Until the past week, Niedler School had had what Matthias viewed as the greatest luxury ever: central heat. But something had happened a week ago, and now the vents no longer breathed heat, the light switches no longer worked, the bathroom faucets no longer delivered water of any kind. The few teachers who hadn’t run away wouldn’t or couldn’t say what had changed.

“Want to escape?” Percy asked, so quietly that Matthias had to read his friend’s lips rather than relying on his ears to register any sound.

“Not without Alia,” Matthias whispered back.

The other students were wedged around him so tightly, and the Population Police officers were watching the boys so closely, that Matthias would have laughed at anyone else who suggested escape. But Matthias had no doubt that Percy had already worked out a plan, that he could have spirited himself and Matthias out of the crowd without leaving a trace.

The mass of bodies reached the school’s dining hall, and the Population Police let the boys stream in.

“Sit!” the officers ordered, again and again. “Sit!”

They seemed to expect unquestioning obedience, single-minded focus on reaching each designated seat. But Matthias dared to turn his head and look around. He wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or disappointed when he saw a group of students in nightgowns already sitting on the opposite side of the dining hall. The girls. His heart started to pound when he spotted one small blond head in particular.

“Alia’s at the third table from the left,” he whispered to Percy. “Facing this way.”

“If we crawl under the tables—,” Percy began. But it was too late.

All the boys were seated now, and the top Population Police official—the one who had the most decorations on his uniform, anyway—stepped up to the podium at the front of the room.

“Do you have any food?” he thundered.

Silence. No one dared to answer.

“Are you all mute?” the official raged. “Are you all a pack of imbeciles?”

Mumbles broke out in the crowd. “Uh, no, sir.” “No, no, no.” “No food, sir.” Matthias wasn’t sure if all the others lacked the courage to speak loudly or if, like him, they knew better than to draw attention to themselves. But enough students whispered that the message carried to the front of the room.

The Population Police official frowned.

“You,” he said, pointing to a timid, frail boy near the podium. “Stand up.”

Trembling, the boy rose.

“When was the last time you ate?” the official asked.

“Yesterday?” the boy said. “The day before?”

“You don’t know?” the Population Police official asked.

“No, sir. I mean, yes, sir. I mean, I don’t know what you count as eating. It’s been just broth since—since . . . last week?”

The Population Police official frowned. His eyes narrowed too, like he was mad that the boy was hungry.

“And what have you done to deserve food?” the official thundered.

The boy cowered, as if fearing that the man’s voice alone could knock him over.

“Uh, I’m sorry, sir. I don’t know, sir. I just—”

“You have done nothing!” The man’s voice was even louder now. No matter how much he wanted to avoid being noticed, Matthias couldn’t help flinching. Every child in the room did. Only the Population Police officers stood impassive.

The man raged on.

“You don’t deserve to eat! You are a drain on your country’s resources!”

The boy seemed to grow smaller and smaller, hunching down to avoid the man’s wrath. The man seemed about to hit him but suddenly drew back.

“And yet,” he said, his voice turning soft and cunning, “your country has a new leader. A wise, compassionate leader, willing to give you a chance to make up for your uselessness. Would you like that, young man?”

A new leader? Matthias thought. How could that be? His country had had the same leader for as long as he could remember. Baffled, he watched the boy’s eager nodding.

“You will work for your Government,” the man said soothingly, “and then you will deserve food. Then you will eat.” As a final touch, he laid his hand gently on the boy’s head, like he was giving him a blessing. Then the man looked out at the whole crowd of students.

“All of you will work,” he said. “All of you will eat.”

As if on cue, the other Population Police officers began urging the students to their feet, began hurrying them out another door. By working their way diagonally through the crowd, Matthias and Percy were just a few kids behind Alia as they stepped outdoors. But just as they reached her side, a Population Police officer lifted her onto the back of a truck. Turning, the officer muttered, “The little ones won’t last a week in the work camp. Why are we bothering?”

“Orders,” the man beside him grunted.

Percy and Matthias scrambled up behind Alia, just in time to see another officer sliding a thick fabric strip across her chest and lap.

“You’re tying her down?” Matthias asked incredulously.

“It’s a seat belt,” the officer said. “I’m keeping her safe.”

But Matthias heard the clink of the metal latch at the end of the fabric. He saw the officer turn a key before straightening up. Alia wasn’t just tied down—she was locked into place.

“You’re next,” the officer said. “Sit down.”

Matthias exchanged a quick glance with Percy, trying to hold an entire conversation with his eyes. What are my other choices? . . . What do you think I should do?

“I said, sit down!” the officer yelled, giving up all pretense of patience and kindness. He shoved Matthias to the floor of the truck, and Matthias’s head hit the wooden wall that surrounded the truck bed. Then the officer slipped a seat belt across Matthias’s body as well. Strangely, Matthias didn’t hear the clink of the belt locking into place.

“You too,” the officer screamed at Percy, shoving him down. “Hey, what’s this? No personal possessions allowed.”

He’d discovered the bundles of belongings Percy and Matthias had pulled together. He yanked them away and tossed them out the back of the truck, into the dark night.

“Won’t we need clothes at the work camp?” Percy dared to ask.

“The Government will provide,” the officer said. “The Government will provide everything you need.”

Then the officer moved on to the next kid.

“You okay?” Percy whispered.

“I’ll live,” Matthias said, rubbing the knot that was already forming at the back of his head. “Alia?”

“I’m fine,” the little girl said cheerfully. “What’s our plan?”

“Cut the seat belts, then jump off the truck when no one’s looking,” Percy said.

“Sounds good to me,” Matthias said.

He reached down into his pocket for his knife. But he’d forgotten: He was still wearing his pajama pants. His knife was in his other pants, in the bundle the Population Police officer had thrown off the truck.

“Percy?” he whispered, trying to keep the panic out of his voice, out of his mind. Surely Percy would have thought to keep his knife with him.

But even in the darkness, Matthias could recognize the look of dismay on Percy’s face as Percy, too, shoved his hand down into an empty pocket.

“Alia?” Matthias asked. “Did you have time to bring anything with you when the Population Police came?”

Alia shook her head.

“I was asleep and somebody picked me up,” she said. “One of them.” She pointed at the Population Police officer shoving kids down near the other side of the truck bed.

Alia’s voice was calm, but Matthias thought it must have been terrifying for her to wake up in the arms of her worst enemy.

“So none of us has a knife,” Percy muttered, with his usual ability to cut right to the point of a matter.

We’re so stupid, Matthias thought. Why weren’t we sleeping with our clothes on under our pajamas? Why didn’t we have all our tools stuffed in our pockets, all the time? He knew the answer. They’d gone soft, living indoors. They’d started to believe they belonged in central heat, with electricity and hot and cold running water. They’d started to trust in their own safety.

It’s all my fault, Matthias thought. He was the oldest. If he’d told the other two to stay on constant alert, they would have.

Angrily, he yanked on the belt holding him in place, straining against the trap he’d been caught in. Amazingly, the belt pulled clean away from the wall.

He was free.

Matthias stared at the unattached metal end of the belt in disbelief. He held it up into the dim light, just inches from his eyes, trying to puzzle out how it’d come apart.

“Matty!” Percy exploded in a low voice. He shoved Matthias’s hand down. “Don’t let them see.”

Matthias hid the metal end of the belt back against the wooden wall. He was thinking again.

“Pull on your belts,” he hissed to Percy and Alia. “Maybe they’ll come loose too.”

But no matter how much Percy and Alia strained and tugged and pulled, their belts stayed firmly locked in place.

The Population Police officers were done loading children onto the truck now. Several children were crying, but no harsh male voices barked orders at them anymore. The sobs floated up toward the dark sky unmixed with any sound except the churning of the trucks’ engines. All the officials, Matthias realized, had retreated back to the trucks’ cabs.

They were about to drive away.

Percy and Alia seemed to grasp the situation at the same time Matthias did.

“Matt-Matt, go,” Alia said, using the name she’d given him back when she was a baby, barely able to talk.

“Save yourself,” Percy urged, his voice cracking. “You can’t save us.”

Matthias looked back and forth between his two closest friends. No—”friends” was much too shallow a word to describe his relationship with Percy and Alia. They were like a brother and a sister who, by some strange accident, happened not to have the same parents. They were as much a part of him as his own arms; he couldn’t imagine living without them.

“No,” he said. “We stick together. Always.”

He slid back against the wooden wall and tucked the broken end of his belt behind his back, hiding his chance at freedom.

Then the truck lurched forward, and it was too late to change his mind.
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CHAPTER TWO

The wind whipped Matthias’s hair into his face as the truck picked up speed. It would be easiest to close his eyes and lean back and let whatever was going to happen, happen. But he could feel Alia shivering beside him; he could feel the scrawny muscles in Percy’s arm tensed with fear.

“Maybe it won’t be so bad, where we’re going,” Matthias said.

“Maybe we can still escape,” Percy whispered back. “Like last time.”

They’d been picked up by the Population Police once before. Matthias still had nightmares about that awful time in their lives. Samuel, the kindly man who’d raised them, had been killed, and Matthias was suddenly in charge, even though he’d been only ten years old (give or take—none of them knew how old they really were). For weeks, Matthias had lived in fear that he would fail the other two, that they would starve or be hurt or killed. Or captured. He could still feel the hand of the Population Police officer on his shoulder, still hear the echo of the booming voice shouting out, “You’re under arrest! Those I.D.’s are fake!”

But in Population Police prison, only moments before Matthias and Percy and Alia thought they were going to be executed, a man had come to them and whispered, “I’m on your side. . . .”

It was tempting to dwell on that moment, to hope for another miracle. But Matthias’s memory backed up a little. He frowned at Percy.

“This isn’t like the last time,” he said slowly. “They aren’t arresting us. They didn’t even ask to see our I.D.’s.”

As far as he knew, Matthias had never had a valid I.D. He didn’t know his real name. He didn’t even know if he’d been given a name before his parents, whoever they were, had abandoned him. Samuel had always told him and Percy and Alia that they were the lucky ones. They were lucky they’d been abandoned, not killed.

“There are laws in this land,” Samuel had told them. “Evil laws. A woman who’s had two children isn’t allowed to have any more. That’s why babies show up on my doorstep. . . .”

Samuel’s doorstep had been a concrete block in a dark alley. His home had been an abandoned tunnel that flooded every spring and was cold and dank year-round. But Samuel had never turned away a child, even when hiding children put his own life in danger. He’d taken them in and taught them everything he knew: how to survive on the streets; how to work for good in an evil world; how to make fake identity cards for other illegal children.

What if the Population Police no longer cared about identity cards? What if they’d figured out some other way to decide whether people had the right to live?

“That man in the dining hall said there’s a new leader,” Matthias said now, trying to puzzle everything out.

“Yeah, a new leader who thinks little kids don’t deserve to eat,” Percy snorted. “We’ve got to escape. Don’t we have anything sharp at all?”

Hopelessly, the three of them felt around them, as if they really thought a spare knife would be lying on the floor of the truck bed. Matthias, sliding his hand along the rough wood, found only a gaping hole where the floor was broken off. Daringly, he reached down through the hole, pulling back only when he felt the breeze from the spinning tires directly below. Now it was his turn to shiver. What if Alia had fallen through this hole? What if, even now, she slid forward and dropped through it, regardless of the seat belt?

“Alia, sit back,” he commanded roughly. “It’s not safe over here.”

“Did you get a splinter?” Alia asked.

Sometimes it was hard to remember that Alia was only six or seven, only a little kid. She’d withstood life on the streets and Population Police interrogation. But when Matthias warned her about danger, she still thought about splinters before imminent death.

“No, I’m fine,” Matthias insisted, even though his mind was supplying a horrid picture of what might have happened if he’d reached his arm down only a little farther, if the tires had caught it and sucked his body down and he’d been crushed beneath the wheels.

Did Percy and Alia worry about the worst possibilities as much as he did?

Hoping to clear his mind, Matthias stood halfway up, his hands searching higher and higher on the wooden wall behind him. He thought it was still dark enough that none of the Population Police would see him. He looked out over the truckload of huddled children, most of them too exhausted and terrified even to whimper now. Through the cracks in the wood, he could see the lights of the other trucks. How many? Four, five, six? All carrying dozens of children—where? And why?

“The little ones won’t last a week in the work camp,” the one Population Police officer had said.

Matthias’s search became even more frantic. He dared to reach higher. He was rewarded with a sudden pain in his hand.

“Ow,” he moaned, and pulled his hand back to rub the new wound, which was already bleeding.

“What is it?” Percy asked.

“There’s a nail sticking out. I cut my hand,” Matthias said.

A nail . . .

Matthias forgot his pain and reached up again, a little more cautiously. The point of the nail was facing him, so he had to put his hand out through the crack and work the nail out from the other side. He was scared it was stuck in the wood too tightly, scared he’d drop it even if he managed to pull it out. But a few seconds later, he crouched down holding the rusty, bent nail like a great treasure. It was a great treasure. A gift.

Thank you, God, he whispered silently, an old habit he’d learned from Samuel. The old man had believed everything good was a gift, and Matthias could remember him giving prayers of thanks for lukewarm cups of tea, wilted sprigs of flowers, even floods when they didn’t reach the heights of previous years.

“Got it?” Percy asked. “Help Alia first.”

Matthias turned and began sawing away at Alia’s seat belt with the point of the nail. His muscles began to ache before he’d cut through even two or three threads, but he kept trying.

“Get some sleep,” he told Percy and Alia. “This is going to take a while.”

Obediently, the other two hunched over and seemed to slip instantly into unconsciousness. As far as Matthias could tell, all the other children were asleep now too. He felt alone, just him and his rusty nail moving back and forth, back and forth.

Matthias couldn’t have said how many hours it took him to completely sever the seat belt holding Alia in place. But when he was done, he rewarded himself by rising to his knees, stretching his cramped muscles. Through the crack in the wooden wall, he could see the first glimmers of dawn on the horizon.

“Not much time left,” he muttered to himself. He clutched the nail again and began attacking Percy’s seat belt with renewed vigor. The three of them would need the cover of darkness if they planned to jump off the back of the truck. Matthias had a picture in his mind of exactly how their escape should go: As soon as they were all free of the seat belts, they’d move to the very back of the truck. None of the children they stepped over would wake up. Then, when the truck slowed down going around a curve—or, better yet, came to a stop at a road sign—Alia, Percy, and Matthias would roll off into the shadows. Easy as breathing, as Samuel used to say.

Tears stung at Matthias’s eyes, but he wouldn’t have been able to say whether they were from missing Samuel or from exhaustion and fear—fear that they’d reach the work camp before he cut through Percy’s seat belt, fear that the sun would come up too soon, fear that he’d fail Percy and Alia once again. Frantically, he brushed the tears away and went back to scraping the nail against the fabric. Harder, faster, harder, faster . . .

Percy woke up.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, as calm as ever.

“Sun’s coming up, and this stupid nail—I think I could chew the belt off faster,” Matthias muttered.

“Let me try,” Percy said.

Matthias handed over the nail, though his hand was too stiff to unclench completely.

Percy began sliding the nail against the belt in slow, deliberate slices. Matthias couldn’t stand it. He peered out through the cracks in the wooden wall again. He couldn’t gauge the position of the sun now because they were driving through what appeared to be a clump of trees. Then they rounded a curve into a brief clearing, and suddenly Matthias could see far down the road, into a valley ahead. What he saw terrified him even more than the rising sun.

“Percy!” he muttered urgently. “What’s a work camp look like?”

Percy looked up.

“How am I supposed to know?” he asked.

“Lots of lights, high fences, guardhouses everywhere?” Matthias asked.

“Sounds more like a prison, but—yeah, maybe,” Percy replied.

“Then we’re almost there!” Matthias hissed.

Percy’s answer was to bend back over the nail, pressing down harder but moving no faster.

“Percy, that’s no good. There’s no time.”

Percy didn’t answer right away. Matthias had to bend in low to hear him say, “Take Alia, then. You two escape. Forget me.”

“No,” Matthias moaned.

The truck slowed down, navigating another curve. A missed opportunity, Matthias thought. The truck was virtually at a standstill. But he couldn’t leave Percy behind. He couldn’t. In a panic, he grabbed the nail from Percy’s hand.

“What—?” Percy started to ask.

There wasn’t time to explain. Matthias crawled away from Percy and plunged his arm down through the hole in the floor, plunged the nail into the slow-moving tire below.

At first nothing happened, and Matthias had time to agonize: How could he have been so stupid and impulsive? How could he have thrown away the nail, Percy’s only chance?

Then, as the truck sped up again, there was a noise like a gunshot below them. Matthias had been hoping for just a flat tire, a slow leak that would buy them extra time. But the tire had blown out instead, bursting into shreds beneath them. The truck tilted crazily and veered off the road, as if the driver was struggling to regain control.

“Hold on!” Matthias yelled.

The truck crashed into the trees lining the road and came to a sudden stop in an explosion of breaking glass and smashing steel. It sounded like the truck had hit a wall. It sounded like the end of the world.

Then Matthias looked up and saw a huge tree falling straight toward them.
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CHAPTER THREE

The tree hit with an earth-shattering thud. The entire truck seemed to shudder to pieces. An avalanche of leaves and twigs rained down on Matthias, but miraculously, he felt no large branches strike his body.

“Percy?” he whispered into the darkness.

“I’m here,” Percy whispered back. “Look.”

It was a useless command. The enormous tree that now covered them blocked out all light. But Matthias reached out in the direction of Percy’s voice, and he felt what Percy was holding out to him: It was the metal clasp of Percy’s seat belt, surrounded by jagged wood. The falling tree had shattered the wood wall. Percy was free now too.

“Thank God,” Matthias murmured. “Let’s get Alia and go. Alia?”

No answer.

“Alia?” Matthias said louder, and reached out to the other side, to where Alia had been sitting. His fingers dug through leaves, more leaves, and prickly twigs. And then a branch too large to shove aside.

Cold fear seemed to crawl along every nerve in his body. He reached under the branch, brushing the floor of the truck bed. The floor seemed to be covered with some sort of sticky liquid now.

Dew, he tried to tell himself. Dew or sap. Tree sap is sticky, isn’t it?

But he knew what the liquid really was. Blood.

“Alia?” he cried again, his voice coming out in a hoarse gasp.

Someone moaned on the other side of the branch.

Matthias dived over the branch. Mercifully, Alia was right there. He scooped her up into his arms.

“We’ve got to go, Alia,” he muttered. “Now.”

Her head flopped loosely against his shoulder.

She’s breathing, Matthias told himself. I know she is. I heard her moan. She must still be alive. He took the time to wrap his hand around her wrist. Her pulse beat against his fingers. Faintly.

“Come on, Percy,” Matthias commanded, panic making his voice raspy. “I found Alia. Follow me.”

Percy put one hand on Matthias’s shoulder, and the two of them fought their way through the branches. Sometimes they had to shove other children out of their way too. Sometimes the children moaned or complained: “Ouch! You stepped on my fingers!” Some of the children were crying or screaming: “Help me! Help me!” “My leg!” “My arm!” “I’m trapped!” The voices wove together into one roaring tide of pain and fear, until Matthias could no longer make out the individual words.

Some of the children were silent. Somehow that was worse.

Matthias tried not to think about what that meant. He focused on moving forward, lifting Alia over the branches, protecting her from the twigs that threatened to snag her nightgown and scratch her skin. He ignored his aching muscles, his straining back, anything that might distract him from his escape.

Finally he reached the back edge of the truck bed.

“You go first. I’ll hand Alia down to you,” he whispered over his shoulder to Percy.

Percy slipped past Matthias, shimmying down to the ground. Stiffly, Matthias knelt down and lowered Alia into Percy’s arms. Alia was all skin and bones, a wisp of a child, but Percy still staggered under her weight. Matthias jumped down, and Percy handed Alia back to him.

“Into the woods?” Percy asked.

Matthias didn’t have enough energy to answer, but it didn’t matter. He and Percy were already stumbling into the underbrush. Matthias was so exhausted that his legs seemed to be moving of their own will. Branches lashed against his face, but he barely noticed. As long as they didn’t hurt Alia, he didn’t care.
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