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      I ran faster than I had ever run in my life, my feet barely skimming over the ground. My flight was accompanied by sounds of what could only be described as a firefight breaking out in the sky above me—and was spurred on by an absolute terror unlike anything I had ever felt before.

      I was in a forest, and I could hear two sets of footfalls behind me. For a moment I panicked, thinking that the people I was running from had found me, that they were on my heels and ready to take me to their headquarters. If I was caught, what would they do to me there?

      Adrenaline flooded my body—though it must have been nearly full of the stuff already—and I sprinted even faster, dodging and weaving through the trees and shrubs around me. The sky above exploded in various colors and sounds from whatever the hell was going on up there, and I ducked as a shower of sparks came raining down. I panicked again, sure that the forest was going to catch fire around me and I’d never be able to get out before I was burned alive.

      Then, with a suddenness that almost made me cry out, logic broke through, and I found reason again. I slowed my frenzied steps and let my team catch up.

      It was important that we stay together. We were out here by ourselves, and we had no idea where the others were. We didn’t even know if they’d survived.

      I exhaled when Jace caught up to me, then threw my gaze to the right. Ant was approaching as well, his long legs eating up the distance as if he ran for his life on a regular basis and found it to be a completely normal experience. His face, however, shadowed by the flipped-up visor of the exo-suit, told a completely different story.

      Jace and I had come upon him moments after Jace had saved me from what I’d started thinking of as the Pincers of Death—those enormous metal jaws that had reached out and caught me around the middle in the parking lot surrounding the warehouse. Ant had matched his strides to ours without saying anything, and after that, we’d just run.

      The parking lot had still been filled with the smoke from the bombs our decoy team had released, and we’d all saved our breath and tried to take full advantage of the limited oxygen inside our suits. We’d closed the vents on the suits to keep the sedative gas out, and that had meant very little air was left inside our masks. Barely enough to do what we’d had to do.

      On reaching the outer edges of the parking lot, we’d come across some sort of creek situation and were forced to a screeching halt. We’d had no idea it was there, but the decoy team must have crossed it in order to get to the parking lot, and we hadn’t exactly had a chance to find them and chat about things like that.

      “How the hell are we supposed to get over that?” Ant had groaned, using the comm channel we’d all been on when our mission suddenly went so badly.

      I’d thrown my hand out in a sharp chopping motion to indicate that he should shut up, before turning and giving Jace an elaborate set of hand gestures that I’d hoped would communicate one important thing: we couldn’t be on the comm channel. We had no idea who was listening.

      Then I’d turned back to the creek, my heart racing. It wasn’t that wide, maybe ten feet, give or take, but we didn’t have any way of crossing it, and I definitely didn’t think these suits were made for swimming.

      Luckily, I’d realized there were cars parked right up against the creek, and they would give us the perfect launching ramps. Three steps and a leap had sent me to the top of one of the vehicles, thanks to the extra juice the suit gave me, and then one quick push of the button against my right toe, and I was shooting forward.

      When Montague had first showed us the stilt feature in the suits, I’d thought it was kind of overkill—that it would take too much coordination to make that particular aspect really safe—but, in that moment, I’d thought that whoever had invented it was probably a genius.

      Landing on the other side of the creek, however, hurt. A lot.

      I’d somehow managed to hit the ground running, but it felt as though the bottoms of my feet had just broken clean in half. I had still been on my feet, though, and managed to stay that way, using the momentum of the jump to send me soaring into the long grass of the field.

      Once I’d felt I was hidden enough, I’d whirled around and waited for the boys.

      Jace and Ant had both made their appearance seconds later, Ant giving a much more graceful performance than the hulking Jace, and we’d raced toward the forest on the other side of the field. We’d hoped against hope that none of the people in the parking lot behind us had seen our escape, and we didn’t stop to see whether anyone else got out. We didn’t have time. We’d thrown our visors up from our faces for fresh air, and, without pause, continued our flight for survival.

      

      Now, I didn’t think we’d been so lucky. There were airships and planes over us, though it was impossible to tell how many, and they were obviously fighting with… well, I had no idea whom they were fighting with, because we’d only brought the one airship with us. It definitely didn’t have any guns attached to it the way the ones above us seemed to.

      But something was definitely going on up there.

      Another deafening explosion—and an ensuing flash—threw me to the ground, and I hit with a shocked exhalation of air and lay absolutely still for a moment, wondering if I’d even be able to get back up this time. I’d landed face-first in the dirt and got a mouth full of dead leaves for my trouble. I also acquired several more bruises from the inside of the suit hitting me, and what felt suspiciously like an injured ankle, to boot.

      But then I was back up and running in spite of the pain, because there were now shouts coming from the forest.

      People.

      And I didn’t have any doubt about who they were. We’d been in the midst of an illegal break-in, targeting an organization that we’d thought was managing a site where they ran auctions and sold children. But what we’d found had been even worse—mail-order forms, along with reams of records about all the children born to the lower classes. Those records held everything: lineage, eye color, hair color, race…

      It had been absolute proof that whoever was running the site was also tracking specific births. That was information only the Ministry of Welfare was supposed to have.

      Unfortunately, we’d been caught before we could find anything else or come to any conclusions. Nelson, who had been supervising from afar and taking care of the heaviest hacking, had been cut off—I didn’t even want to think about what might have happened to her—but she had been able to warn us that the government was probably coming for us, having tracked hacking activity within the warehouse. A trap, she’d said. They’d set a trap.

      And we’d walked right into it.

      I had no idea how they would have had a team so close to the warehouse, or why. Had they been expecting us somehow?

      Of course, we hadn’t had the time to question it. From there, everything had been chaos. Jace, Ant, and I had gotten away by pure luck, but I couldn’t be sure that anyone else had. For all I knew, they could all be dead. The suits we were wearing were bullet resistant, but they weren’t bulletproof, and they wouldn’t have protected anyone on our team if there were enough bullets flying around. Even worse, our people might have been captured back in the parking lot. They could be sitting in some sort of collection van right now, awaiting their fate, anticipating the questions that were sure to come.

      If they’d been captured by the government, I was sure none of us would ever be safe again. If we’d just stumbled upon a site that the government was running secretly, I was positive of one thing: they wouldn’t want any of us getting out of here alive. This was not a secret that they could ever risk having exposed, even if it was from the lips of the lower classes.

      I snapped back to reality to see that Ant was in the lead. He flew through the forest, his long legs making the journey easier for him than it was for me. I groaned as the ankle I’d hurt tried to collapse under me, but I kept going. I didn’t have time for that sort of weakness. Not if I was going to keep up with the boys, who were not only stronger than me, but also taller. Instead of focusing on the pain, I put all my effort into not falling behind—or into the hands of the enemy—and shot forward.

      I had no idea where we were, and that was a big problem. We were supposed to be heading for the clearing on the southern edge of the woods. I didn’t remember the woods being large, but we hadn’t done a very thorough job of specking them out, as we’d just demonstrated with our complete lack of knowledge surrounding the creek. I also didn’t know if we were heading toward the southern part of the forest. We certainly hadn’t identified any geographical points by which we could find the clearing we’d decided on, nor did we have any compasses with us.

      Not for the first time, I kicked myself for our lack of forethought, and then ducked to avoid the branch that Jace had let go of, which swung straight for my head.

      You would have thought the boy had never been in the woods before in his life, with the chaos he was leaving in his wake. I then realized that particular thought was completely ridiculous, because he had been in the woods. Rather a lot, I assumed. Didn’t that mean he should have some sort of sixth sense about direction, or something like that?

      “Jace!” I hissed, doing my best to get closer to him so that he might actually hear me. I didn’t want to shout, as we didn’t know who else was out here with us—though, if I was being completely frank with myself, we were making enough noise just running to give away our location.

      “Jace!”

      He turned his face to the side and lifted his eyebrows in question.

      “Do you have any idea where we are?” I huffed, finding it very difficult to run while speaking. “Where’s the clearing we’re supposed to go to?”

      He snorted.

      “Impossible to tell,” he replied. “There’s no moon out tonight, and no stars, thanks to the cloud cover. I can’t navigate without them. Unfortunately, I can’t perform magic.”

      Dammit. That was a good point, and not something I’d even thought about. I was racking my brain to find a solution—any other answer to the problem—when there was a crash directly to our right. Without any pause, the three of us veered quickly to the left, as if we were all on the same page, and dashed into a more densely wooded area. This was even worse. We’d at least been running in a straight line before. Now we were turned, and had no idea what direction we were heading in. We could be rushing right back toward the parking lot, for all we knew. We still hadn’t heard from anyone else. In fact, the comm link had gone completely haywire moments after we entered the forest, and there had been nothing but static ever since. If anyone else was trying to get in touch with us, they’d been unable to make contact.

      Which left us in the forest, scared and alone.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked, wondering if the other two were having the same problem with their comms. “Can you guys hear anything on the comm? Is anyone coming through with anything?”

      Jace threw his hand up abruptly in a sign that I recognized all too well, and I bit my lip. I’d been practically shouting in my panic, and the last thing we needed was me attracting attention with my loud voice.

      “We haven’t heard anything more than you have, Robin,” Ant hissed. “If you can’t hear anything, we can’t hear anything. And do you really have to shout about it?”

      I pressed my lips together and sprinted forward for several seconds, too aggravated by his tone to think of an answer. I dashed around a tree and stopped, my chest heaving as I leaned up against it. Ant and Jace stopped on either side of me, and though they weren’t breathing as hard as I was, I got the idea that they were both happy for a break as well, even if stopping was probably a bad idea.

      “I was just asking!” I snapped back. “I don’t know if you guys can hear anything. And it makes sense to ask. In case you’ve missed it, we’re lost in the middle of the woods and have no way to tell if we’re heading toward our meeting place or not. Or if anyone else made it out of there!”

      Ant spun at me, and for the first time in our acquaintance I was actually scared of him. I flinched back. The expression on his face showed sheer anger. Jace threw his arm up between us and muttered something at Ant which I couldn’t hear. And then Ant backed off and looked down.

      “Sorry,” he muttered. “It’s just… I know that we don’t know where anyone is, Robin. Do you think I don’t know? Do you think I could have forgotten? My brother is one of the people missing! One of the people the government might be torturing right now!”

      I heaved in a deep breath, and my world stopped spinning.

      Of course.

      Abe.

      I hadn’t seen him since we were inside the building, staring at a screen that was showing us things we could never have imagined. I hadn’t thought of him since Nelson had told us to get out of there. I’d never even spared him a second of attention. I hadn’t spared anyone else a second of attention, either, if I was being honest. Not really. I’d thought of them as a group, of course—in terms of where they might be, and how we were supposed to find them again. But not individually.

      I guessed that was because I wasn’t traveling with a sibling. A twin, no less, someone who had come from the same womb as me. Someone who had shared almost every moment with me, almost every experience. Someone who even shared my mustache, on some occasions. With that thought came another: I had never seen Ant without Abe. They went everywhere and did everything together. We even joked that they slept in the same bed, for goodness’ sake. I had never… I’d never seen Ant alone. I’d always thought of him as the smaller twin, somehow, the one who didn’t get the great name, the one who always looked to his brother before he decided or said anything.

      And here he was, by himself, separated from his twin, who might be dead or experiencing torture at this very moment.

      No, I hadn’t thought of it. But I should have. These weren’t just some random people I’d set myself up with for one mission. These were my friends. I’d never seen either of them alone, and I knew for a fact that they wouldn’t leave each other’s side—not unless they had to.

      The idea made me suddenly certain that something horrible had happened, that Abe was already dead. I gulped the thought down and tried to ignore it.

      I put my hand on Ant’s arm—though I couldn’t actually feel it, thanks to the suit—and squeezed gently, trying to push my understanding through the metal and into his veins.

      “I’m sorry, Ant,” I said softly. “I didn’t think.”

      Then my voice hardened a bit, accompanied by my resolve.

      “But we’ll find him. I promise. No one gets to die on my watch. And that’s an order.”

      Ant was giving me half a smile, his eyes full of gratitude, when the world around us exploded and someone up ahead screamed. Ant threw me to the ground, and a moment later Jace was landing over me, pushing my face back into the dirt and bellowing at Ant to cover his head.
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      I didn’t start breathing again until my lungs were burning so badly I couldn’t ignore them anymore. I sucked in a heaving gasp of air, only to have my windpipe nearly rebel against me. I clapped a hand over my mouth to stop the coughing fit I could feel rising in my chest. My visor was still up, so that I could speak to and hear Ant and Jace—as well as the soldiers who were after us—but now I wished it was down. It would have at least muffled any coughing that might escape my mouth. I clamped my lips tightly against my teeth and held my breath again until my eyes were watering, but the urge eventually diminished, and I had a moment to take stock of our situation.

      It wasn’t good.

      In fact, it was downright dire.

      Right in front of us, barely fifteen feet away, ten men were striding back and forth, obviously looking for something. Only, I wasn’t sure I could even call them men. “Humanoid” was the closest word I could think of to describe them. Their bodies were abnormally bulky, leading me to believe they had to be wearing some kind of suit, but they were also covered from head to toe in a black substance that seemed to suck in what little light there was in the forest. Though they had light with them in the form of flashlights and some sort of larger, bright tube, their bodies were like walking black holes. When light moved across them, whatever it was that they were wearing was the opposite of reflective, which confused me because surely the suits had to be made of metal.

      Whatever the hell kind of outfits they wore, these were no enforcers. They weren’t even part of the military, not from what I’d seen of military soldiers in the past. I’d traveled past military bases and knew that soldiers, for the most part, were just people. People who had a different sort of job and fought—or would fight—wars for the government if that ever became necessary. But still, just people.

      These were something else, something scarier. We knew they were from the Ministry. Nelson had told us so, because their fingerprints had been all over the snare protocol that had trapped her and given away our presence. Although I still couldn’t figure out how the hell any Ministry team would have made it to this area so quickly, I also didn’t think that anyone else would have been just hanging around, waiting to see whether someone was going to break into an old warehouse.

      No, if the Ministry had discovered us hacking into their systems and uncovering their little secrets, then the only logical conclusion was that the team that had come after us was made up of Ministry… somethings. I still wasn’t sure what to call them.

      I looked back to the people in front of us. They were pacing just beyond where we lay, walking the path on which we’d been running thirty seconds earlier. I thanked our lucky stars that we’d managed to veer into heavier cover and dropped down behind what must have been one of the largest trees in the forest.

      That combination of factors had probably saved us and was now the only thing standing between us and the people in the dark suits.

      I focused my attention only on watching the men with the lights, and I could see that their suits were a lot like the ones we were wearing. Except theirs appeared a million times more high-tech, sleeker… and definitely more dangerous somehow. They seemed to come equipped with several secondary weapons attached to them, given the odd silhouettes they threw against the light, and I spotted a cutting tool slide right out of the wrist juncture on one of the suits. They were making an awful lot of noise, but that wasn’t because of their suits clanking the way ours had before we fixed the soles.

      No, they were making noise because they were absolutely tearing apart the foliage around them, in an obvious search. And it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what they were looking for.

      Us.

      Every muscle in my body contracted at once, as if each part of me had agreed at the same moment that we needed to get the hell out of here, as quickly as possible. I shuddered, and it was all I could do to keep from leaping up and running the other way like the rabbits my little brothers and I had once scared from their dens when we played as children. It was exactly how I felt—like a terrified rabbit, or some other defenseless woodland creature, found by a hawk. Now I was sitting as still as I could, my heart and mind racing as I counted the moments until my inevitable death.

      The suits we were wearing were cool, but they weren’t made for war. They were designed for construction. They were nothing more than cheap imitations of the death machines the soldiers were wearing.

      Those were suits meant for war, meant for chasing, catching, and attacking. They probably were not for taking prisoners or even asking any questions of those they took down. Our suits had stilts and fingertips that could go on for several feet. Their suits had guns attached to the shoulders and helmets with visors so dark that I wondered if there were even human beings inside.

      We were outclassed here. Badly. What on Earth had we gotten into? Why was the government here? We knew that the site belonged to them—or, at least, Nelson had thought so, based on what she’d seen—but what were they doing selling kids? How had they known that we were running a raid on this particular warehouse, on this night?

      But if they didn’t, how had they arrived so quickly?

      All of which brought me back to the core point: what the hell had we stumbled into? And why, oh, why had I ever thought it was a good idea to go after that site in the first place? This was bigger than anything I’d ever imagined, and there was no denying that it was my fault that we were here.

      But that could wait.

      Far more important to our lives right at this second was the question of how the hell we were supposed to fight against something like the creatures I saw in front of me. How were we even supposed to get away from something like that? Had any of our other team members managed to escape? Were we the only ones left out here—was that why they were sweeping through the brush like they were, without a care for the noise they were making?

      If that was the Ministry, as we suspected, then anyone who’d been captured was now in the government’s hands. We would be in the government’s hands. And that meant that our worst-case scenario had just happened. We’d thought we were doing something safe, going after someone who hadn’t been involved with the government, but we’d been so very, very wrong. We’d been the opposite of safe. We’d been stupid and reckless, and we’d very obviously gotten ourselves caught. The thought was almost enough to make me want to give up, right then and there.

      I felt something hit the metal surface covering my right hand, and I glanced down, shocked, to see a hand resting up against mine.

      Jace’s, I thought, mentally placing the men who had dropped down on either side of me. I shut my eyes and drew a deep, shuddering breath, and felt the tension in my muscles grow more controlled, the fight-or-flight instinct gaining more direction. Right. I wasn’t here by myself. If I knew anything about Jace, it was that he wouldn’t let me get hurt, not if he could help it. Then I thought of Ant and shifted my left hand just enough so that the back of it brushed against the back of his through our suits. I felt his leg shift to touch mine, and my heart almost imploded.

      It was the stupidest possible time for it, but at that moment, I remembered what it was like to have family, to have people you cared for so deeply, you’d do anything to protect them. And to know that they’d do anything for you. That if you were in a bad situation, you would either all get out together or you would all die together.

      I didn’t know about the boys, but I voted for the former option rather than the latter, and I guessed they would agree with me. There would be no dying tonight.

      If we were careful, we might be able to turn around, hidden by the tree in front of us, and make our way in the opposite direction of the soldiers. Of course, we couldn’t know whether we’d be able to stay hidden. We couldn’t even know whether we were hidden. I wouldn’t put it past the Ministry to have X-ray and heat-sensor technology built into their visors.

      If that was the case, it was better just to run and get it over with. If we were lucky, we could dodge and weave around the trees and take whatever hits we had to until… until what? It wasn’t like we had a real direction. We had been lost and wandering before the soldiers had turned up. Now we were lost, wandering, and pursued by men in murder suits.

      But I wasn’t willing to give up, not yet, and I could see Jace wasn’t, either.

      He turned his hand so that his thumb was up, then carefully raised it and tilted his wrist until his thumb was pointing behind us. Then, slowly, carefully, he moved his hand three times, gesturing that we needed to go backward. A minute later Ant turned his own hand and gave a simple thumbs-up. So backward it was then. And we were going to be sprinting again.

      I gulped, but I didn’t see much choice in the matter. I cautiously turned my hand on its side and pushed my own thumb into the air.

      The three of us had just started the process of oh-so-slowly getting our hands and knees under us when I looked up and saw that all ten soldiers had turned their visors right toward us and started walking.

      The three of us jumped to our feet as one, whirled, and started running as quickly as our feet could take us. Flying deeper into the undergrowth, we prayed that it would be enough to hide us for a bit longer, until someone showed up to save us or we figured out what our next move would be.

      I couldn’t feel my feet and my ankle felt like it was on fire, but I wasn’t going to let it stop me.

      We flew through the forest, dodging trees, changing angles and directions suddenly and for no apparent reason except that Jace, who was leading, decided to do so. Though we weren’t using the comms to speak to one another, I realized what he was thinking: the soldiers would almost inevitably assume that we’d run in a straight line, directly away from them. That was what anyone would have done, try to get as far from the ones pursuing them as they could, as quickly as possible. It was certainly what my instincts were screaming for me to do, and every time Jace suddenly jerked to the left or right, I had to fight my own urge to go crashing forward instead of turning to follow him.

      It helped that Ant was right in front of me, his hand grasping mine as he yanked me forward, keeping me on the right path. I wasn’t sure how much he was actually helping, but I did realize that every step I was taking was about half as long as it should have been. He was increasing the distance I covered while I was in the air. It was probably the only thing keeping me on my feet and allowing me to maintain the same pace as Jace. It also ensured that I didn’t do anything stupid.

      But my body seemed to be dangerously close to doing something stupid regardless. The air was burning in my lungs again, and I wasn’t sure I could take another step, let alone the many steps I knew we needed to take before we found safety. I was more than slightly disturbed to find that my fight instinct was terribly lacking. Instead of wanting to turn and fight for myself and for my friends, my body could think only of self-preservation.

      I certainly had never considered myself a hero, but there was something deeply disappointing in knowing that when push came to shove, I was weaker than I would have liked.

      Suddenly, a voice came over the comm, and I almost screamed in response.

      “Is that you guys? I’m coming up quick on your left, and I’ve got Allerra with me!”

      I gasped and jerked to the right as an enormous body came crashing out of the trees right next to me, and then I did scream when that body grabbed my arm and yanked me back into line.

      “Watch yourself!” the disembodied voice shouted, its tone somewhat distorted by the static that was still dominating the comm line. “If we stay on this path, I think there’ll be a clearing up ahead!”

      “A clearing’s the last thing we need, Zion,” Jace’s breathless voice snapped. “In case you haven’t noticed, there are a couple people after us. A clearing isn’t going to give us any place to hide.”

      I chanced a glance to my left, and common sense came crashing back. Zion.

      Of course.

      If I’d been thinking clearly, I would have realized that I knew the voice—that I knew the sense of confidence in its delivery. Rushing along right next to him was the slight girl I’d barely had a chance to register earlier, when we’d dropped off suits and equipment with the decoy team in the field.

      Allerra, a girl so small that I’d been surprised she was included at all. She didn’t look any older than sixteen, and I’d thought she was both too young and too green to be on a raid of that magnitude.

      But she was keeping pace with the men, and I didn’t see her jerking and weaving like I had been. Perhaps I’d been wrong about her. After all, how old do you really have to be to know that you want to fight against the injustice of a government that takes people’s babies?

      I yanked my face back toward Jace, who was still in front of us, just in time to see him bend slightly left to get around a group of trees, and then veer right again. He might not have liked Zion’s idea of the clearing, but it seemed that he’d decided to head for it anyhow. Not that I blamed him. If Zion said it was a good idea, I was inclined to think he knew what he was talking about. I wasn’t sure what it was about the man, but he definitely gave the impression of having things under control. I’d watched him at our meet-up at the warehouse and seen how he handled Marty, as if he’d already known the double-cross was coming and had a plan.

      He wasn’t the sort to panic under pressure.

      I silently agreed with Jace about doing what Zion had said we should and picked up the pace so that they wouldn’t leave me behind.

      I was spurred on by the fact that the soldiers pursuing us had now started shouting—in horribly robotic voices. I hoped they only sounded that way because they were being fed through some sort of filter to maintain anonymity. Perhaps those intense helmets they were wearing had that sort of thing built into them. Along with megaphones, since those voices were definitely carrying farther and more loudly than I thought they should be.

      Unless those helmets also came with a truly bizarre set of extra sound effects, they also now had dogs with them. I couldn’t imagine why they’d need them, given that they weren’t actually having to track us. They clearly knew exactly where we were, and unless we somehow managed to lose them in the next minute or so, they’d know exactly where we were going.

      They didn’t need dogs to sniff us out.

      That hardly mattered, because the very idea that they had them sent both fire and ice rushing through my veins, giving my feet wings that they hadn’t had before. I hadn’t been the same around dogs since that military house we’d hit on my second mission with Nelson’s team. It held at least half a dozen rottweilers, and we’d barely made it out of there alive.

      The last thing I needed was a reminder of that close call.

      But the canines were behind us, barking in delight at their jobs. They were after us, and they had their orders, which I could only assume meant death for us. I was certain that no zip line was going to drop from the sky to save us, not this time.

      We were in trouble. Big trouble.

      As we raced, the ruckus from the sky suddenly grew louder, momentarily returning to the forefront of my consciousness. Whoever was up there above the forest had continued their battle, and the explosions now coming down around us were terrifying. Who the hell was actually fighting up there?

      Marco, Julia, and Alexy had disappeared from the comm line almost immediately upon the Ministry’s invasion of the warehouse, and I hadn’t really thought much of it at the time. But I wondered now if they’d been shot right out of the sky. I knew they had no way to defend themselves. The best thing they could have done was identify the Ministry airships, turn on their stealth coverage, and run for the hills, leaving the rest of us to fend for ourselves. It was probably what I would have done, and I hoped their drive for survival was like mine. At least that way they’d be alive to come back and collect those of us who survived.

      If they were involved in the fight taking place over our heads, though, they didn’t have a prayer.

      But if it wasn’t them fighting against the Ministry up there, who was it? I really didn’t think the Ministry airships were just fighting amongst themselves.

      If there were more soldiers on those ships, at least that bit of drama was keeping them occupied. It now occurred to me that the clearing Zion had been talking about might be the very clearing we needed—the meeting place we’d arranged with the rest of the team before we started our raid. If it was, would we find anyone else there? Had the decoy team made it out of the parking lot and to safety before everything went to hell in a handbasket? Was there a chance we’d come to that clearing and find everyone there and intact, ready to stand with us?

      “Zion, do you know what happened to the rest of the team?” I shouted suddenly. “What about the decoy team? Did anyone else get out of that parking lot alive?”

      After all, if we had more people on our side, surely that was a good thing. It would give us a better shot at success.

      When he responded, it was with a growl of frustration.

      “I lost Nathan almost immediately. He went out cold as soon as we hit the smoke and was yanked away from me by the first soldier we came across. I couldn’t do anything. I grabbed Allerra here and ran like hell. Don’t know what happened to anyone else. Don’t know if those soldiers are shooting to kill or taking people alive. Either way, I wanted out of there. For all I know, we’re the only ones left.”

      That was exactly what I was afraid of. I was about to answer when I stepped directly into a hole and the ankle that had somehow been holding together finally gave out, sending me sharply to the ground. My head hit a rock, making a disturbingly metallic clanging sound.

      Then everything went black.
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      When I woke up again, I was flying. At least, that was what it felt like, until the space right next to my left ear started growling and then shouting at me.

      “Dammit, Robin, what the heck do you think you’re doing, going down like that? Do you think we have time for you to just be falling down on the job, acting like there aren’t murderous soldiers behind us with dogs?”

      That sense of humor in this sort of situation could only come from one person, and I immediately looked up to see Ant, his lips pulled back from his teeth in a snarl as he huffed for breath. He seemed caught between panic and fury.

      I ran quickly through the things that I remembered: the dogs, the explosions above us, my ankle, and finally the fall.

      I’d hit my head. Ant must have been the person closest to me at the time.

      He must have stopped for long enough to pick me up, rather than leave me there, as he could or probably should have done. I knew without asking that the soldiers were gaining on us. Ant hadn’t had the luxury of time and effort to lift my dead weight.

      Which meant he’d put his life on the line to save me.

      God, I could have kissed him right then—and hit him immediately afterward for being so stupid. Why would he risk himself to save me like that?

      “Put me down, Ant, I can run for myself!” I shouted back, starting to squirm. It didn’t make sense for him to keep carrying me if I could hold my own.

      He immediately tightened his hold on me and barked in frustration. “I saw what happened to you, and if you think I’m putting you down so that you can run right back into the ground again, you’re crazy. Sorry, kid, but you’re stuck with me for the time being. I just dropped the damn camera to save you, and I’m not going to make that sacrifice and then watch you die.” His eyes narrowed and his eyebrows dropped down, making him look more intense than I’d ever seen him before.

      I didn’t know how to argue with that, and I turned and stared ahead of us, trying to see where we were going. It was no use. The forest was somehow darker here than it had been, or at least it seemed that way to me. Had I damaged my vision in the fall? All I could see was a wall of trees, vines, and shrubs in front of us, with occasional clear spaces. Two large figures were at the head of our small pack, Jace and Zion, and a tiny figure darted after them, somehow keeping up with their longer legs, leaving Ant and me to bring up the rear. From what I gleaned, the rest of our team was still MIA. No one had miraculously found us while I was unconscious. I bit my lip at the thought. Where were they, then? Would we find them somewhere ahead of us?

      The questions blew right out of my mind as the soldiers behind us started shooting, and for a moment everything around me slowed, my brain taking the time to notice the smallest, stupidest details. The smell of the wet earth and crushed greenery around us. The feel of the night’s cool mist on my face. The sound of Ant’s grunts of effort with each footstep. The pounding of my heart against the walls of my chest.

      And then the small, horrible pings as several of the bullets hit the back of Ant’s suit.

      Air exploded from his mouth in something that wasn’t quite a scream but was close enough to scare me, and then I was somehow jumping out of his arms, knowing for certain that I had to carry my own weight until we found shelter. I landed on the ground and registered with a complete lack of emotion that my ankle was definitely damaged, but hoped that it would still carry me for the time being.

      I grabbed Ant’s arm. He was on his way down already, though I didn’t think the bullets had actually gone through the suit, and I yanked with a power I’d never realized I had, pulling him up and after me. I prayed that he kept his feet moving.

      “Ant, don’t you dare give up on me!” I screamed. “You keep running, or I swear on everything I own that I’ll kick your skinny ass myself!”

      He grunted in pain, but then his feet started moving and he was coming with me rather than fighting me. We raced into the darkness ahead, my eyes scanning the trees as I tried to figure out where Jace and Zion had gone.

      “You don’t own anything worth betting,” Ant huffed, and though it should have been a line laced with humor, all I heard in it was desperation and pain.

      “That doesn’t matter,” I snapped back, increasing my pace and yanking him after me. “If you think I’m letting you go down here, you’re absolutely insane.”

      He let out a quick, dry laugh, without mirth, and I didn’t waste any more breath on conversation. If the bullets whizzing past my head were any indication, these Ministry soldiers weren’t interested in making conversation. They wanted us dead, with no questions asked.

      We rounded yet another tree, and I almost collided with someone’s back, before skidding to a halt. Ahead of me, to my shock, was a large, grassy clearing, at least three times as big as the tiny place I called home. I never would have known it was there if we hadn’t run right into it. The trees that surrounded it were solid, the spaces between them filled with vines and shrubs, making the place almost feel like a room with walls.

      Strange, my mind suddenly said. If we couldn’t see it until we were right on top of it, how did Zion know it was here?

      It was a terrific question, but it would have to wait until I had the time and liberty for thinking. Unfortunately, there was no one waiting for us in the opening. If the rest of the team was still alive and was in the forest, they hadn’t yet discovered this clearing. Though, there was no telling whether this was the exact location we’d agreed on in the first place.

      A moment later, Jace (whom I had almost hit when I came into the clearing), Zion, Allerra, Ant, and I were rushing forward again at the sound of the soldiers crashing through the bushes behind us.

      It was stupid to have stopped in the first place, even for a few seconds, no matter how surprising the clearing had been. We had lost precious time, and if those soldiers caught us in the open like this…

      I didn’t manage to complete the thought. The clearing abruptly became a cyclone, the air whipping around us and bringing up leaves, sticks, and grass, which flew right into our faces and mouths, blinding and choking us. Then came a sound unlike anything I’d ever heard before. It was a roar, but at the same time… it wasn’t. More of a sucking of sound, like there should have been a ruckus but the absence of noise was a sound unto itself. I’d never heard anything like it. I tried to clear my eyes, terrified of what was going on.

      What happened next jumbled together like time had forgotten how to run itself.

      The wind died down as suddenly as it had started, and the debris spun from the air down to the ground. In front of us, to my surprise, was an airship, and though I vaguely recognized it as our airship, something was noticeably different about it. It was sleeker, and a deep, reflective purple, and seemed far more aerodynamic than any of the airships in which I’d ridden in the past. Certainly more aerodynamic than ours had been. The circular structures that contained the propellers were somehow… moving? As if they were adjustable rather than set. And there was…

      There was a girl hanging out of the door in the side of the ship, gesturing madly at us. Julia.

      Not five minutes ago, I’d been terrified at the idea that she and her air team were dead. Now here they were, having circled back around to save us, as I’d prayed they would.

      “Get on the ship!” Julia screamed, waving her hands and pointing to the ladder she was dropping through the door. “Run!”

      We didn’t wait for further invitation. Bullets were flying through the clearing now, and a ship from above seemed to be raining fire down on us. Before Julia could scream anything else, we were flying toward the ship, the five of us moving as one amidst the shower of bullets—and Pincers of Death—following us.

      Marco appeared suddenly, reaching down to grab hands and yank us up into the ship, the ladder be damned. Allerra went first, then he was grasping my wrist and pulling me up with one move, as if I didn’t weigh anything. A bullet slammed into my back, knocking the air from me, but I barely paused to feel it because I could see safety in the ship. Nothing was going to keep me from getting there. The moment my feet were on the ground again, I spun and put a hand out to Jace, who had been on the ladder when Marco grabbed me. I wasn’t nearly as strong as Marco, but I clutched Jace’s wrists and tugged with all my might, scooting backward over the floor on my butt and dragging him with me. Someone had grabbed Ant—I didn’t see who—and then the ship was lifting quickly up into the sky, away from the shouts of the soldiers below us, Zion still dangling from the ladder.
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      As soon as we were in the sky and in some sort of relative safety, I had a chance to look around the ship in more detail.

      The first thing I realized was that Marco wasn’t piloting. He was still hanging halfway out the door, grabbing Zion by whatever handholds he could find and towing him up into the ship. I frowned hard. Marco was our pilot. He always flew the ship. If he wasn’t at the helm…

      I spun, my already-panicked brain leaping from one terrifying conclusion to another, thinking for a crazy moment that perhaps there was no one at the controls of the ship. But that couldn’t be true. We were ascending rapidly, up into the clouds. The ship hadn’t suddenly become a self-propelling miracle.

      But if it wasn’t Marco…

      I gaped when I spotted her. If the ship had changed since the last time I saw it, the same could be said of Alexy. The glasses were gone, and the shoulder-length black hair had been pulled back into a messy bun, highlighting her sharp cheekbones and huge eyes. She was still wearing the sleek black catsuit in which I’d last seen her, and her hands were still covered with what seemed to be leather gloves. Gone was the mousy girl. Now, without the glasses and with her hair pulled tightly back, she looked like nothing less than an assassin. An assassin who was handling the controls of the ship as if she’d been born to them, barely having to look at the various knobs and switches and gears, her hands—and feet—flying through motions that were taking us away from the chaos below. We were propelling forward at a more rapid rate of speed than I’d realized this ship was capable of.

      The girl was flying this thing like she’d ripped the training wheels off and exposed capabilities of which we’d never dreamed.

      I was further shocked to realize that the inside of the ship had been altered as well. There were more screens on the walls, for one, and there were also guns on pedestals, inside the doors.

      I paused and rewound several steps.

      Guns? Guns? Our ship had never been equipped with firearms before. It had also certainly never moved this quickly or this smoothly. I could barely hear any sound around us, which meant that the noise-canceling machinery was working. It seemed enhanced, as if we were moving more quietly than we had on our missions for Nelson.

      I was just opening my mouth to ask what in the world was going on, and how it had happened, when Alexy whirled around in her chair, gave us all a shot of her enormous—and yet somehow completely calm—eyes, and started screaming at us.

      “Get down and cover your heads, people! We have an enemy ship coming in fast, and I’m gonna have to take evasive action!”
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      I threw myself to the ground between two rows of seats and grabbed the leg of the chair in front of me. Then I reached past it with my other hand to grab Allerra’s arm. She was so small, and I was terrified by the idea of her flying out of the ship if anything—

      Before I could complete the thought, the ship suddenly turned on its side and shot forward. A scream tore from my throat. I couldn’t escape the feeling that this was all some sort of nightmare that I just needed to wake up from. Surely this was all a dream. The world didn’t just turn on its side like this for no reason.

      I reminded myself that it had, in fact, turned on its side and gone pear-shaped on me numerous times, so I probably shouldn’t have been so surprised. The thought did nothing to calm my nerves.

      The ship abruptly tilted in another direction. There was an explosion of flames just outside the door across the ship from me. A wave of heat swept over me, and I instinctively held my breath, not wanting to breathe in that dry, searing air. I squeezed Allerra’s hands, trying to communicate to her to do the same, before grunting at the futility of the action. The suits might be good for a lot of things, but I wished we were able to feel each other through them. Trying to give confidence or comfort through a layer of metal was like beating my head against a wall.

      I turned my face away from the heat and caught Allerra’s eye, though, and saw her lips pressed tightly together. Which was a good sign—she was holding her breath. It seemed that the suits had another upside; they protected us from heat.

      At least momentarily.

      The ship must have been bathed in flames at this point, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if they were actually coming through the open door, but I wasn’t even breaking a sweat. Aside from my face, which was still exposed, I didn’t feel the heat at all.

      Of course, that didn’t mean we couldn’t boil alive in these things if we were exposed for long enough. I was deeply relieved when Alexy yanked at the controls again and spun the airship away from the flames and back down toward the forest. I turned to glance through the door where the flames had been, and could see ships shooting by up there, some of them seeming to pursue others. Which brought me again to the idea that there were ships that were somehow fighting the Ministry’s vessels. But how? Who would they be?

      Minutes later, Alexy had turned our ship back toward the melee and reacted to the attack aggressively and with rapid machine gun fire. This was odd and should not have been happening, because our airship had never been armed with guns outside either. We had never been concerned about that, since we weren’t exactly in the business of shooting anyone up. Gunfire would definitely have ruined the secrecy we required, and besides, it wasn’t like we were ever trying to kill anyone. We’d been trying to save kids, not kill the people who took them.

      So why the hell did our ship suddenly have guns? And if it did, why hadn’t we ever been told about them? Even if we didn’t want to use them, it seemed like the sort of thing Nelson’s contact would have mentioned.

      More gunfire sounded, and there was another quick jolt to the right that sent Jace and Zion—who had for some reason not gotten down on the floor—flying against the side of the ship.

      Suddenly, all was silent. That is, until an enormous explosion from the ground below shook the ship. Allerra and I screamed, and after a moment of attempting to collect myself, I whirled on Alexy, my mind feeling as if it were about to explode with all the questions I had for her.

      “Well, that’s one down and about ten to go. Not a bad way to start, eh?” she asked, turning around and giving us a shrug as if she did this sort of thing every day.

      Okay, so the girl had ice water in her veins, apparently. Noted. She definitely wasn’t the mousy computer tech I’d taken her for. So, who exactly was she?

      A second later, we were right back in the middle of the air fight. The ships that zipped past us and into the night, shooting at us as they passed (using some sort of fire cannons that shot a stream of deadly flames), were noticeably sleeker and more refined than even the enhanced version of our airship. The enemy crafts seemed somehow more evil and competent and definitely more expensive.

      Not that it would have taken a genius to figure that part out, I thought as I tried to shove myself farther under the row of seats I’d found for cover. Allerra was on the other side of the row, trying to do the same thing. I had the brief but very distinct thought that we weren’t both going to fit. Though, that wasn’t going to matter at all if we found ourselves falling from the sky in a ball of flames, which I was starting to think we should expect.

      Those could only be Ministry planes on the other side of this fight. And whatever else they may or may not be, they had a ton more money than we did. We’d known from the start that our ship was an older military model, which they’d decided was of no use to them anymore. That was how we’d ended up with it, through a contact of Nelson’s. I was guessing that the Ministry wasn’t using military hand-me-downs like we were.

      No, if the suits their warriors were wearing were anything to go by, it meant they had the most expensive version of airship they could find. And we already knew they were shooting to kill.

      I cast a desperate glance at Alexy, wondering how she was handling all of this, and was shocked to see her looking casual, almost relaxed. Her hands were set on the steering mechanism of the ship, her fingers settled around it but not tense. Her movements were smooth and practiced. In fact, if I hadn’t known any better, I would have guessed that this was something she’d done a thousand times before. But that couldn’t be true, since I knew for a fact that we were the only group that had a ship like this. It was why we’d volunteered it. We’d had to do quite a bit of explaining about why we had it and how we could use it. If anyone else had had anything like it, surely they would have spoken up.

      Surely, if she’d flown them before, Alexy would have raised her hand at some point and said as much.

      As I watched, one of her hands quickly let go of the steering wheel and darted to the left, where it punched a bunch of buttons in quick succession. Seconds later, we had fire cannons as well, and they were shooting right at one of the ships in front of us. It only took seconds for the ship to catch fire and then explode. When it did, the other ships seemed to disappear, maybe to fight with each other somewhere else. Or maybe they didn’t want to take us on without a better plan.

      I had no idea, and I waited for a moment to see whether we were going to be attacked again, relishing the bit of peace we’d been afforded.

      When nothing happened and the ship seemed to remain stable, I climbed slowly to my feet, ready to find Jace and tell him that Nathan had done a really crappy job of checking backgrounds for OH+. Whatever parameters he’d used to research people’s histories, they hadn’t been enough.

      Alexy wasn’t who we’d thought she was.

      Then the girl in question swung the captain’s chair around and glared at us, one at a time, one eyebrow raised elegantly up toward her sharp black bangs. She gave a moue of distaste, almost a pout, as if she wasn’t quite pleased with the gang of misfits she’d ended up with. Then, much to my surprise, she grinned, showing a row of white, very even teeth.

      “Those fancy suits you’re wearing should have tracking devices implanted in them,” she said shortly. “They’ll be picked up on the movement trackers in the X-ray software you’ve been using. Marco, you got that drone I asked for keyed up and ready to go? Get it into the air and start the feed. The rest of you, get to the screens and tell me when you see blue dots on the ground.”

      I opened my mouth in response, but nothing came out. When I turned to stare at Jace, I saw that he was doing exactly the same thing. Ant looked purple with either rage or confusion, and Allerra just looked as though she’d never been so frightened in her entire life. Julia was staring at Alexy like she’d just grown several extra arms and was trying to play the flute with them. Marco had rushed to the back of the ship, where he was doing something with one of the drones—which, a moment later, he threw out the door. The only person who looked even remotely comfortable with this girl giving us such bizarre orders was Zion.

      Which was… odd.

      “What exactly are you talking about?” Jace asked, his jaw clenched in an attempt at patience. “Why would these suits have tracking devices in them? And how would they magically be connected to whatever software is already on those drones?”

      “Yeah, and while we’re on the subject, how do you know so much about this ship?” Marco asked, shouldering his way forward and punching the screen of the drone’s controller. “You changed it. How?”

      Alexy snorted.

      “Buddy, I know more about this ship than you could ever dream of. You were never up to its standards. You had no idea what you had at your fingertips.” She shifted her gaze over to Jace and grew suddenly more serious. “As for the tracking devices, why do you think Montague got the suits in the first place? You never thought he might have improved them before he handed them over? We knew it was all going to go to hell—and we needed a way to track everyone when it did. Even an idiot could have figured that part out. Now, get to those screens and find the rest of our team before we have to fight our way through any more enemy ships.”

      We were all too shocked to argue the point. We moved quickly toward the screens we’d always used for X-ray views, our eyes pinned to the shadowy reflections of the forest below us. Marco was leaning out the door of the ship, his fingers rapidly working on the drone controller. He frowned, pressed his lips together, and then nodded sharply to himself.

      “Got it,” he said, whirling toward us. “The drone is in the air and stable, and I’m sending its feed right to the screens on your right. Should be showing up right…”

      I turned when he tipped his head toward the screens, my jaw dropping. I could already see blue dots moving through the darkened version of the landscape. Our crew was down there.

      They were alive. And with Alexy at the wheel, I couldn’t help but believe we just might be able to save them.
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      It didn’t take us long to find the first group of blue dots—four of them. The moment we brought them to Marco’s attention, he turned toward Alexy.

      “Just below us and directly to your right by about one hundred yards,” he said quickly. “Roughly three o’clock, if you’re working on an extremely small clock.”

      “Got it,” Alexy murmured. Without another word, she took the ship into a steep dive, almost directly downward, and we all started sliding toward the front of the ship.

      “Some warning would have been nice!” Ant called, desperately clinging to the same seat I’d grabbed. I was holding onto him more than the seat, having grabbed for it late, and we were definitely not going to last much longer.

      “In war, buddy, there’s no time for warnings,” Alexy snapped over her shoulder. “Do you want to rescue your friends or not?”

      “I want to know whether my brother is down there, that’s what I want,” he grated out, and I threw him a glance. “Julia would know. Why isn’t she saying anything?”

      I adjusted my grip on the chair in front of me and turned, my eyes flying through the ship in search of Julia. Sure, she and Marco had been out of the loop and off the comm, but that didn’t mean they were in the dark about what had happened. We’d been working together through OH far longer than we’d known anyone from OH+, and our small team would have been their top priority. They would have tried to locate every one of us, maybe even had some success, given the sharper tech we now seemed to have on the ship.

      I finally spotted her in front of me, thank God, because it would make what I wanted to do a bit easier. I pointed her out to Ant, then let go of the seat to which I’d been clinging. I let myself move/fall forward, toward the nose of the ship, which now seemed to be pointed directly downward.

      Ant came thudding after me in a scramble of arms and legs, a stream of curses following him.

      I had absolutely no control over my movements, and when I got to Julia I was moving at what could only be called a tumble, courtesy of the injured ankle and unpredictable movements of the ship itself. I ran right into her, paused for long enough to be thankful that she’d been propped up against a wall of the ship, and then gasped an apology. It was smothered a moment later by Ant crashing into us, and I had to take a few seconds to recover—during which Ant completely stole my thunder.

      “Sorry, Julia,” he breathed. “But I need to know: did you or Marco hear anything from Abe or anyone else before things went haywire?”

      She turned her deep gray eyes toward him, and I saw the answer there before she said anything at all. My heart sank right into my feet.

      “We didn’t talk to anyone,” she murmured. “We warned you guys about the Ministry ships, and then we were fighting for our lives. Or rather, running for our lives. The minute they appeared, I knew we were in trouble, and that feeling just got worse when the comm link went down. Nelson disappeared, you guys were out of range, and we were on our own. I…” She paused, her eyes moving to Ant and then back to me. “I didn’t even try to get in touch with anyone. I thought the comm link was down, and I didn’t know who might be on it, even if it was still working, so I didn’t touch it. We only found you guys by luck—happened to be flying over that clearing when you suddenly appeared. As for anyone else…”

      Her eyes turned to the screen on the wall, and I followed her glance. Yes, there was no telling who we’d find down there, only that they were from our team.

      If Alexy was right.

      I gave Julia a single nod and then turned and started to climb back toward the door, using the handles and various screens on the walls as levers to pull myself up again, and trusting that Ant was following me. If we were about to run a rescue mission, we needed to prepare the winch; it was the quickest and easiest way to get people up to the ship. I’d never been in charge of running it before. But Ant had, which meant it was time to put him back to work.

      Good news would just have to wait until we actually knew more about who was still on the ground awaiting rescue.

      As for the bad news… well, I wasn’t going to let myself consider it. Not yet. And not unless I didn’t have any other choice.
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      It didn’t take long for Ant to start questioning my direction. We’d barely passed the seat we were using as a support before he grabbed my shoulder and shook me.

      “Robin, where do you think you’re going?” he shouted. “Now isn’t exactly the time to be wandering around the ship!”

      I whirled toward him, shifting my gaze up several inches to meet his eyes.

      “The winch,” I said, my breathing labored after the climb back up the ship. “It’s the best way to get people up here as quickly as possible, and I need your help to work it.”

      I saw realization dawn in his eyes, and then turned back toward the machinery. I felt him come after me as I lunged from seat to seat, grabbing them to keep myself from falling back and shouting to the others while I moved.

      “The winch!” I yelled. “It’s the best way to pick people up! Everyone to the base of it, now!”

      We would need at least four lines to take care of everyone we saw on the monitor, and I figured we should probably have two extras ready, just in case someone else showed up at the last second.

      I reached the base of the winch and the equipment cupboard a second before Ant, stumbling a bit on the ankle I’d damaged in the forest. We dove in and started pulling things out.

      “Four lines, plus two extras just in case,” he ordered, as if he’d read my mind. He yanked the equipment out of the back and began handing it to me more quickly than I could take it. I saw the lines, tied up into neat packages, and then the loops that accompanied them. Those were the loops that we normally tied to our belts.

      “And the loops?” I asked. I hadn’t thought about those, but whoever was on the ground would need them also.

      “We just put them at the end of the lines,” he answered just as quickly. “Easy. Then they hook them to their suits when they catch the lines.”

      I stared at him, impressed with his quick thought process. Then I gasped and tried to catch myself when the ship took a sharp right turn.

      “We’re nearly there!” Alexy called from the captain’s seat. “What are you guys doing back there, having a tea party?”

      “Only if tea equals preparing for the possibility of death!” Jace shot back. He’d dropped to my side seconds earlier and was taking the equipment as I passed it to him and rapidly shuffling it back to Julia, who was standing closest to the hook of the winch.

      “Got it!” she shouted after he threw her the first line. She reached up, yanked the winch down, and went to work on getting the lines attached.

      “How many people can that thing hold?” Zion asked, propping himself against the base and studying the controls.

      “We’ve had as many as six people on it before,” Julia replied. “We should be able to handle four easily, as long as they’re not all as big as you.”

      I barked out a laugh but stifled it quickly. The chances of anyone out there being as big as Zion were slim, and for that I was grateful. Julia was right: we didn’t know what the actual weight limit was for the winch. We’d always just used it sparingly in the past and counted on it to come through for us.

      Which was exactly the opposite of what we were doing now. There would be no “sparingly” included in the coming situation. Someone had thrown the doors back up, and a quick glance at the ground below us showed me that there were lights in the woods, and that meant that there were soldiers nearby, with their flashlights—and their guns.

      We weren’t going to have time to hover in any clearings while our teammates made a run for the airship. We weren’t going to have time to land or even get anywhere close to the ground. This was going to be a fly-by rescue, and we were hoping for the best. It would have been a hell of a lot easier if we’d had a way to let our team know that we were the good guys and not the ones who were trying to either shoot them or drown them in fire. Lines dropping out of the sky weren’t going to look like any sort of rescue if they didn’t know what they were for. I doubted they’d even see them unless they were actually looking. But how the hell were we supposed to get them to do that?

      Suddenly I remembered that we did have a way to warn them and to get them to look for the lines we were about to drop. We’d just neglected to use it. The comm link was still working, or at least it had been when Zion used it in the woods.

      Granted, we weren’t technically supposed to be on it, since we didn’t know who else could hear the communications. I was betting no one else had even thought of it as an option for that very reason, but how much damage could it really do, at this point?

      It wasn’t like those Ministry soldiers didn’t know we were in the forest, trying desperately to get away from them.

      I slammed my hand against the link in my ear, then the one in the collar of my shirt, and sputtered.

      “OH+, OH+, do you read me? Forward team, decoy team, are you there?”

      I was answered by a barrage of voices through the comm, all of them shouting in a combination of relief and panic. I almost melted with relief right on the spot.

      Then I noticed that the people in the ship were shouting at me too, and I glared at them.

      “What? It’s not like the soldiers don’t know we’re here, and it’s not like they’re going to increase their rate of speed if they know we’re communicating. They’re shooting to kill, we know that much, and I don’t think it can get any worse than that. Do you?”

      Silence met my question, and I knew I had them. It was a good point, and there was no further argument. The most important thing right now was to rescue whomever we could, and we needed communication to be able to do that.

      I ran to lean right out the window and shouted.

      “Who’s down there? Who’s directly below an airship right now—one that’s maybe about fifty feet above you?”

      “Robin, is that you?” Jackie’s voice was cracked and grainy over the line, but she also sounded as if she was mostly in control of her emotions. “If you’re in that ship, I’ve got you in my sights. We’re almost right under you, but you need to swing a bit to the side. Um… to the right, if you’re facing the ship’s nose. Not by much. What’s your plan?”

      Jackie.

      Thank God, it was her. I nearly gasped at how relieved I felt, not having realized until now just how attached I’d become to the girl. I was gathering myself to respond when another, younger voice cut through the melee on the line.

      “This is Allerra. I read you, Jackie. We’re going to be throwing lines out for your group. We’ve recorded four of you, is that correct?”

      Jackie answered in the affirmative, and I looked over at Allerra, shocked at how mature she sounded, as she continued.

      “Right, that’s good then. We have four lines hooked up and ready to go. We’re tossing them out of the ship… now.”

      At her words, Jace and Ant threw all four lines, now hooked to the winch, out the open door. The line ends plummeted toward the ground directly beneath us, and a moment later Jackie was responding.

      “Got them. Terrific. We’re hooked up. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Alexy, who had turned on her comm link also, reached back and gave us a thumbs-up.

      “Hold on, team, this is going to be steep!” she shouted. She turned the nose right back up into the sky and hit what must have been the airship equivalent to the gas pedal.

      We shot back up toward the stars at terrifying speed, Jackie and her team flying behind us on their lines. The winch was working overtime as we tried to tow them up to safety, and I spent the next five minutes scared out of my mind that the bullets coming from the forest around us were going to hit the people we had flying below the ship. But it didn’t slow me down.

      Julia, Jace, and I yanked and pulled on the cords of the winch, trying to speed them up and probably doing more damage than good, while Zion worked the controls. As far as I knew, the winch could really only pull up at the rate of speed for which it had been programmed, and the thing was already starting to smoke at its apex as the lines retracted at double time. Zion had somehow managed to make the thing work harder than it had for us when we were on missions. When I finally figured out that I should get to the door to grab the people who were coming at us, I realized that they were coming a lot more quickly than I had anticipated.

      The moment I got to the opening and leaned out to look for them, Jackie came flying up and in, promptly knocking me over.

      We struggled on the ground for almost half a minute, trying to untangle our metal arms and legs from each other, and from the line she’d been using, before we finally got to our feet.

      Jackie, who I’d always thought to be collected above all else, promptly started shouting furiously.

      “What the hell is going on down there? Who are those people? How did they find us, and why didn’t we have some warning that they were coming? Julia, I thought you were supposed to be watching the area! And speaking of those people, did you see the freaking suits they’re wearing? Did you see all the toys? They make ours look like cheap knock-offs! What about the way they suck in the light? Can you imagine if—”

      Ant strode toward her and grabbed her by the shoulders, giving her a shake.

      “Jackie. Shut. Up. How many other people are down there? Who’s with you? Did you see anyone else? Have you seen my brother? Have you seen Abe?”

      Her mouth snapped shut, and she gave him a long look that spoke volumes.

      No, she hadn’t seen Abe.

      A moment later, one of his other questions was answered, as first James, then Ida and Alice came flying up and into the plane. Jackie must have attached and retracted her line first, leaving the others to fend for themselves, and I couldn’t blame her for that. Though she’d evidently nominated herself leader of that particular group, she must have also known that it was every man for himself down there.

      Still, I wondered how the hell she’d gotten hooked up with these particular people in the first place. They’d all been in the decoy group, which meant that they also should have been in a completely different area of the parking lot than us when we were discovered. Where had Jackie actually found them?

      None of that mattered at the moment. I gave myself a quick shake and started pulling them away from the door and checking them for injuries. I did the best I could, given that they were also encased in metal suits.

      “Everyone okay?” I asked quickly. “Has anyone been hit? Anyone injured?”

      The three of them shook their heads but all looked slightly dazed, and I wondered if I’d get a straight answer out of them anyhow or if they even knew whether they’d been hit.

      Before I could ask again, Alexy was screaming back at us.

      “Marco, what’s going on now?” she snapped from the cockpit, waving her hand madly to get his attention. “Where are we going next? People, I need directions here! Are there more team members on the ground or what?”

      Suddenly realizing that we’d been neglecting our other duties, those of us who knew what we were doing rushed back to the screen on the wall as Marco manned the controls on the drone. He sent it in a completely different direction. For several seconds we didn’t see anything, and I bit my lip, wondering if Jackie and her crew were truly the only ones who’d made it out alive.

      Surely there were more. This was only a little over half the team.

      Surely there were others.

      Or was that only wishful thinking?

      With a shout, Jace jabbed his finger at the screen, pointing out two blue dots that were moving quickly toward the top of the scan.

      “Alexy, twelve o’clock!” Marco shouted. “Maybe five hundred yards from here! Two of them, and it looks like they’re being pursued!”

      I agreed with him on that.

      When we’d found Jackie and her group, they’d been standing still, as if they were hiding. This pair was moving quickly, and there was only one good reason for that.

      There were soldiers right on their heels, which meant we needed to get there in a hurry.
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      Jace, Ant, and I hurried back to the winch and started winding the lines up again. We re-threaded two of them through the machinery so they would work smoothly when we needed them for this next group.

      I spared Jackie a quick glance and saw that she was standing there with her mouth hanging open. First, she stared at Marco, then at Alexy, who was quickly maneuvering the ship downward. She was following the directions Marco had just given her.

      “JK, wanna lend a hand with this whole rescue thing?” I asked calmly. “If we’re going to pick up two more, we need to make sure that the winch and lines are ready, that there’s enough room for them, and that we get them up and into the ship as quickly and painlessly as possible.”

      She turned to stare at me without bothering to close her mouth.

      “Who the hell is that?” she asked, throwing her thumb out at Alexy. “And why the hell is she driving our ship? What’s Marco doing, taking some time off?”

      “Jackie. God. You were literally just looking at him. He’s manning the drone, which is doing the tracking of our team members,” Ant said quickly. “Evidently the suits have tracking devices that are sending out some sort of signal for the X-ray equipment to pick up. It’s how we found you. Doesn’t work if that drone’s not flying, though, and if Marco’s handling that thing…” He paused to work a tricky knot out of the line he had in his hands, then looked up at Alexy and shrugged. “We need someone else. Besides, she seems to know what she’s doing. Even better than Marco did.”

      “I heard that,” Marco snapped, ducking back in from the door. He’d been watching the ground below us as he sent the drone streaking through the sky. “It’s not my fault she knows the thing better than I do. Who knows what her background is?”

      That was a good point, and I frowned and turned toward the helm.

      “Alexy, how do you know so much about the ship?” I shouted. “Who are you, anyhow?”

      “I’m just a girl like you, Robin,” she shouted back. “Just a girl fighting the man. The system is broken, and I want to fix it. Isn’t that what we’re all here for?”

      Without warning, she jammed the steering device forward, and we dove directly toward the ground, the rest of us grabbing at anything we could to keep from sliding right into her.

      “Get that equipment ready!” she shouted. “We’re going in hot, and something tells me these two aren’t going to have as much time as the last group!”

      Ant and I wormed our way back up to the winch on our bellies and used the pedestal to pull ourselves up again. Each of us took one of the lines we’d readied. Seconds later, we heard, “Throw them!” from the captain’s seat, and we released the lines.

      We hadn’t had time to communicate with this particular group, and I could only hope that they’d somehow see the ship and perhaps the lines. Hopefully that would help them figure out what was going on.

      The line in my hand drew taut, having hit its full length, and jerked suddenly. It reversed, flying through my hand so quickly that it would have left burns if I hadn’t been wearing a suit. Almost instantly, the other line followed, and I screamed for Alexy to get us up and away from here. We had our load, and I could hear the roar of flame machines—did the soldiers have them, too, or was that coming from one of the airships? Bullets ricocheted off the ship we were flying.

      Alexy yanked on the control wheel, sending the ship upward and into a spin, which then made me worry that the people we’d just picked up would fly right back into the line of fire. They appeared seconds later, though, having hooked on more quickly than Jackie and her crew. When we righted the ship again, they were in it with us.

      “Cl—Boyd!” Jace shouted, remembering to use a nickname for Cloyd just in time before rushing forward and wrapping his friend in a bear hug. “Thank God. I was so worried that I’d lost you. I—”

      He glanced beyond the hulking man toward the door, and I didn’t have to ask what he was thinking. He was hoping that Kory was with Cloyd, and it would have made sense for the friends to have stuck together.

      But the slight man standing there wasn’t Kory, but Samuel, one of the other members of the decoy team.

      I felt the twin looks of dismay and disappointment from Ant and Jace and cringed. I wasn’t as invested as either of them, and it wasn’t that I wished Samuel any harm, but I’d wanted to see either Abe or Kory, too. They were people I knew, people I cared about. The fact that they might be dead or in the Ministry’s hands was almost more than I could bear.

      “Guys get down!” Alexy abruptly screamed, interrupting my thoughts, and I dove to the floor, used to this by now and fully aware of the fact that when she said it, she was deadly serious.

      Zion, Jace, and Ant hit the ground next to me, and I could see Allerra and Julia on the far side of the ship, on their butts and braced against the wall. Their hands were holding the handles embedded into the side of the ship. Marco had grabbed the line that Cloyd had just dropped and tied himself to the pedestal of the winch while we were talking, evidently expecting this sort of action. He was now dangling out of the door, his hands moving quickly over the controls of the drone’s remote and his eyes scanning the forest below us.

      Jackie, true to form, had been standing in the middle of the ship with her mouth hanging open. She was strategically placed to go flying through one of the two doors when Alexy banked the ship. She was already in the action of falling, and I opened my own mouth to shout at her that she needed to get down, but quickly decided on action instead and launched myself toward her. It wasn’t pretty, and it seemed to make my ankle even worse, but I managed to take her down just before she hit the open door. When the explosion happened, we were wedged safely underneath a row of seats, our arms up over our heads.

      I opened my eyes to see that Jackie’s were twice as big as they’d been before, taking up the eye holes of her mask, and gave her a quick thumbs-up. This was our new normal, after all, and I wanted to show her that things would be okay. Then I was sliding out from under the seat and rushing for the front of the ship. If Alexy had some sort of plan, I wanted to know about it.

      When I got there, I was shocked at what I saw in the sky. This was the first time I’d actually faced directly toward it, and the battle that was going on was a lot bigger than I’d realized.

      There were at least ten different crafts in front of us, none of them the same. The sky was full of flames and smoke. I wondered suddenly how many ships there had been to start with. I knew Alexy had taken at least two of them out.

      “Who are they?” I breathed, time slowing down around me.

      “The Ministry,” she said grimly. “Though I trust you know that. We discovered something they didn’t want discovered, and they’re here to make sure that we don’t tell anyone else or do anything about it.”

      “And the others?” I asked. It had become obvious to me that though there were Ministry ships out there and they were trying to shoot us down, there were also other ships. Ones that weren’t quite as sleek or fast and didn’t seem to have the flamethrowers attached to them. However, they did mysteriously, weirdly, appear to be on our side. When one of the Ministry ships looked as if it was coming for us, one of the other ships apprehended it. It either got between us and the Ministry vessel or worked to take the Ministry vessel out of the sky entirely.

      We had allies up here in the air. I just didn’t understand why or how.

      There was a long pause from Alexy, and I glanced over to see her frowning, as if she knew something that she wasn’t at liberty to share. Although, she did seem to be considering it.

      “Those are the good guys,” she finally said. “And that’s really all you need to know. Get to the back and get the winch ready again. Let Marco know I need another location. We don’t have everyone yet, and that means we still have people on the ground. I want to know where they are. Our time here isn’t going to last much longer. The good guys won’t be able to stay much longer, I don’t think.”

      I stared at her for a moment longer, wondering how the hell she knew so much about it all, but then turned and darted back into the body of the ship. She was right about one thing: members of our team were still down there, and some of them were my friends. We needed to find them, save them, and get the hell out of here. Then we could figure out where we’d gone wrong and what we were going to do about it.

      

      By the time I got back to the winch, Marco had untied himself and was turning toward us.

      “Guys, I need you on the screens to see if I’m missing anything,” he said. “I’m… I’m not seeing any more blue dots down there, but my eyes are so tired that I can’t be sure of anything anymore.”

      I gaped at him, shocked by his words, then spun and made my way quickly toward one of the screens. Allerra was already standing there, her eyes on the monitor.

      “You got anything?” I asked quietly, coming up beside her.

      “Not a thing,” she answered. “I can’t see anything down there, but it could be because Marco’s drone is in the wrong place, right?”

      She looked at me hopefully.

      “Couldn’t it be that he’s just not flying in the right place? I mean, that’s a big forest, and—”

      I didn’t wait for her to finish, because I was guessing she was right. I spun toward him and shouted at our team pilot.

      “Marco, are you using the full range of the forest for the drone, or are you staying in some specific area? That’s a big forest down there!”

      “And check the fields around the forest, too,” Jace added, coming up to stand next to me and stare at the screen. “There’s no guarantee that everyone got into the forest itself. A lot of them probably just ran for whatever cover they could find, and the grass in some of those fields is pretty tall.”

      I could see from Marco’s face that he hadn’t considered it, and he whirled back toward the door, his face already bent over the drone’s controls. I assumed he redirected its flight path toward new territory.

      I turned quickly from him to the screen again, praying, and supporting myself against the side of the ship to make up for my bum ankle. Surely there were other blue dots to be found, other markers of our teammates. We were still missing so many people, and I didn’t think any of us were willing to leave them behind.

      Within moments, Marco gave a shout of victory, and my eyes flew over the screen, looking for what he’d found.

      There, I realized. Only one, and whoever it was moved in the field next to the forest, just as Jace had said. I didn’t need to have motion sensors in the software to know that whoever it was left a wake through the grass, marking their path. There would be soldiers following it.

      And, unlike the rest of us, that particular team member was alone, without reinforcements if he or she was ambushed or captured.
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      The good thing about this rescue was that we knew what we were doing. With only one person down there, we only had to wind one line and prepare one hook. This one should be easy. It should be a no-brainer, if anything was going to be a no-brainer in this situation.

      For the first time, when we got overhead, we had a clear view of exactly what was happening below us. It had taken about forty-five seconds for us to get here, with Alexy’s piloting capabilities, but by the time we did, it was already almost too late. There was no tree cover down there, nothing to hide behind and nothing to shelter the person fleeing from the bullets.

      I didn’t know how long they’d been shooting, and it didn’t look like the shots had gone through the suit yet, but they must have weakened the scrambling person below. I knew how much it hurt to be pinged by those bullets. The shock was big enough that it made you want to stop immediately, just to take stock of yourself and ensure that you were still in one piece.

      Even for someone as big as Winter, it had to be taking a toll.

      That was who ran down there. I would never have recognized her except that we were close enough to see how big the figure was now—and Zion had gone onto the comm link to ask.

      Though I didn’t know why she was by herself or how she’d allowed herself to be pushed into the field, rather than running for the better cover of the forest, it was obvious that she was at the end of her rope. Her run had a stumbling quality to it. It appeared as if she was falling forward rather than using her full power.

      “I’m in trouble, guys,” Winter huffed. “Been hit too many times to count, and one of the bullets has come through. It got me in the leg.”

      “We’re going to get down there and get you out of it, Win,” Alexy told her confidently. “Just hang tight.”

      She pushed the steering column forward and down, and we shot toward the staggering form, the spotlights from the ship shining down on the scene.

      I could see that we weren’t going to make it. There were four soldiers after Winter, and they’d been closing in for some time. Now they were coming at her from several angles, creating a chute, and she wasn’t going to be able to hit the opening of it before they reached her.

      We had made it there just in time to see our friend get captured.

      We threw the line out anyhow, though we hadn’t yet caught up to her, desperate to give her some chance. Alexy leveled the ship out and flew along parallel to the ground. It was lower than I thought could be safe, but we were trying to reach our friend before the Ministry police did.

      It didn’t work.

      The first soldier jumped on her and took her to the ground. Within seconds the rest of them were on her as well. They didn’t shoot her, at least, but they had her hands behind her and had secured them before she could really fight them. When we flew over, I had a quick shot of her head, which was turned to the side and back up toward us, and though I couldn’t make out her expression, it didn’t take much imagination to put myself in her place.

      Terror, that’s what she must’ve been feeling. She was in the Ministry’s hands now, and we had no idea what they might do with her.

      Or to her.

      I stopped my thoughts there. I didn’t want to consider what might happen.

      “Get out of here, guys,” she managed, sending us one last desperate message. “I don’t know if you’re looking up, but you’re freaking surrounded, and I think our friends have fled the scene. Don’t worry about me. I’ll figure something out. But you’ve got to get out of here while you still can. If nothing else, I’ll need you free so you can spring me from jail.”

      With that last jest, which wasn’t a joke at all, her line went dead.

      I stared back to where I’d last seen her, too shocked to think straight, and then turned quickly to look at the sky.

      “Oh my God,” I murmured.

      Winter was right. We’d been so busy looking down, trying to get her the line that would save her life, that we’d forgotten about the sky and all the Ministry vessels that were out for our blood.

      Now it looked like we had to start paying attention, because I counted at least ten of them hovering over us. They weren’t moving, and whoever had been running interference with them before seemed to have deserted their posts. Those ships and whoever was flying them had eyes for no one but us, and even I, who had never been to war in my entire life, could see that each and every one of them had their weapons aimed directly at us.

      We were surrounded. They’d cut off our only avenue of escape, just like they’d done to Winter.

      The one flaw in their plan was that they didn’t realize that we now had Alexy flying the airship. She shot one look into the sky, gave a deep sigh, and then hit several buttons on the console. In one quick move, she turned her seat toward us and gave us all a glare.

      “Get into seats. Now. Those things have seatbelts in them, unless you’ve made some stupid change to that. Use them. And don’t get back up again until I tell you it’s safe. This is going to be tight.”

      None of us asked any questions. We’d been with her long enough now to know to take her at her word, and we rushed for the seats that were still standing. My heart broke at the idea that we’d had to leave Winter behind, and I looked around, trying to find a way to distract myself. Something good, there had to be something good here. Then I realized that we’d filled up all the seats in the airship—and that had to be a positive aspect, right? We’d rescued so many people in what had seemed to be an impossible situation, and surely that meant something.

      I dove into the seat next to Jackie and fumbled with the seatbelt, the suit’s fingers making it difficult to hold something so small. Looking over, I could see that Jackie, who had hurt her hand along the way, was having more trouble than I had. I leaned over, yanked her hands away, and secured the locking mechanism for her, earning a quick, rueful grin in return.

      A moment later, the doors to the ship slid up and closed, shutting out the world around us except for what we could see through the tiny porthole windows. Alexy hit the accelerator. However, instead of going straight up, as she’d done before, she shot forward, right through the grass of the field. It whipped up and against the belly of the ship, sounding like a million pebbles on our windshield, and I cringed, turning to stare out in front of us.

      The forest was coming up quickly, and I was sure that we couldn’t go right through it. There had barely been enough room to run there. And we were people—much smaller than the airship.

      “Um, Alexy, I don’t mean to be a pain in your ass or anything, but, uh, don’t you think the forest is going to be kind of… tight? I mean, for this ship?” Ant asked quickly, putting voice to my thoughts.

      Jace nodded firmly.

      “I have to agree with that sentiment. I’m all for taking shelter in a convenient copse of trees if the situation calls for it, but I’m not positive that this is the best idea. Do you know what you’re doing?”

      Alexy snorted.

      “Oh my God, do you guys ever shut up?” she asked. “I mean really, all this time we’ve spent together, and you still don’t have any faith in me?”

      At that moment we hit the first tree and went crashing through it. I ducked, sure that we were going to explode, but the ship somehow flew right through the branches. We ducked and weaved, finding spaces that I could have sworn weren’t there before, brushing the belly of the ship occasionally against the ground. Then we were flying up through the foliage, twigs and leaves whipping across the nose of the ship as if someone was pelting us with olives.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Marco yelled. “This ship can’t take this sort of abuse! You’re going to crash us, for sure!”

      Alexy tilted her head as if she was thinking, and then nodded once.

      “I guess you’re right,” she allowed. “I mean, it couldn’t have taken this sort of punishment when you were flying it. Of course, that was because you didn’t know how to pull the armor up for the nose. Luckily for us, I do.”

      I paused and tried to unpack what she’d just said. Armor on the nose? Fair enough, we’d never needed anything like that, but was she saying…

      Was she saying that she actually knew the ship’s full range of capabilities, whereas Nelson had never been told everything that the ship could do?

      And if that was true, how? Who was this girl?

      “Who are you?” I asked, finally voicing the question which had been burning in me since the moment I’d seen past her mousy persona. “And how do you know so much about the ship?”

      Alexy cast a sly look over her shoulder and then turned back toward the front just in time to guide the ship around a tree. I was dying to see what was behind us, to see whether those Ministry airships were following us, but there were no windows in the back of the plane. Those at the sides didn’t give a view of anything but what was directly outside.

      “You’re right,” she finally said. “I am more than I told you I was. The truth is, I used to be a fighter pilot for the Navy. Used to fly one of these very ships for the government itself, to prepare for the highly unlikely event of a war.”

      I clamped my mouth shut, momentarily stunned, but then forced my brain forward.

      Okay.

      So that was weird, but not completely unheard of. Our government did keep a full military at its disposal, both Navy and Army, though I always thought it was unnecessary. The world had been at peace for longer than I’d been alive—by several decades, in fact. I liked to think that our world had matured in that respect.

      All governments lived more or less in one web of survival, dealing with each other via carefully negotiated trade deals, and leaving both allies and one-time enemies alone. Each country focused on its own problems. Our nation certainly didn’t have any need for war, at least not that I could see. It was successful all on its own.

      Of course, as mere citizens, we’d never been given a reason for the military’s existence, and most people hadn’t bothered to ask. Why complain when that was a whole range of jobs that the government actually paid you for?

      I’d never really known a military soldier, but that didn’t make them sinister.

      I also didn’t see how Alexy had gone from serving in the Navy to being aboard an OH+ vessel that had just accidentally broken into a site where the Ministry was taking payments for kids.

      “I’m sure you’re asking yourself how, and there’s a pretty simple reason,” Alexy said, answering what I’d guessed would be the obvious next question. “I asked too many questions and told my superiors that I thought it was crazy to spend all that money maintaining such a large military when the world was at peace, and there hadn’t been any threats against our country in decades. All those people who could be doing something more productive, just rotting on the bases, learning to fly ships that we’d probably never have to use…”

      She jerked the steering column up to avoid an especially large tree, then shot back down so that we were flying right along the canopy again, and I wondered if we were somehow using it for cover. Was there a camouflage function on this thing as well? It wouldn’t surprise me.

      “I guess you guys probably know that our government doesn’t like people who ask questions. I was kicked out of the Navy. Sent packing, right into the ranks of the lower class. Within a couple months I was working at a factory, just like I guess most of you do. Then my husband and I found out we were pregnant. He had a pretty decent job in an actual office, and we thought we’d be safe. Out of the danger zone, so to speak.”

      There was a long, awkward pause, during which she seemed to decide that she’d told us enough. When she started talking again, her voice had lost the wistful note it’d had and became all business again.

      “The Ministry took the baby three days after I had it, and my husband was killed trying to defend it. Defend her. I was left all alone, with nothing but heartbreak for my trouble. Started searching for a way to change things immediately after that, and here I am.”

      When one of us found words again, it was Marco.

      “You… you used to fly this ship for the military?” he asked in disbelief.

      Alexy let out a humorless laugh and pulled on the steering column. The ship shot up into the sky.

      “Sure did. Let’s just say I know a whole lot more about this thing than you do.”

      I gulped, thinking that she was undoubtedly right. She’d shown up just in time to save our butts during what I thought was probably the worst situation any of us had ever found ourselves in.

      We sat there gaping at her for a moment. Then Ant, who seemed to know exactly what he thought of the whole thing, and her, barked out the question that must have been burning through his mind.

      “I’m glad you know so much about everything, because I find myself with some very specific questions here. You had tracking devices on these suits, and it seems you have the software to use them. Will those help us find the rest of the people we left behind? Because one of them is my brother, and I’m really not willing to let him die today. So if you have a way to save him, I suggest you start talking.”
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      “No,” Alexy growled. “They don’t exactly work like that.”

      Ant, who was sitting next to me, jerked as if he’d been shot. I could see his hands flexing on his knees, curling into claws, as if he was either going to hit Alexy or drag the answer right out of her.

      “Don’t… Don’t… Don’t…” he stuttered, as if he’d lost his words for a moment.

      Then Jackie, who was on the other side of him, put one hand firmly on his leg.

      “What do you mean, they don’t work like that?” she asked bluntly. “If they don’t work like that, how do they work?”

      Ant nodded, agreeing with what she asked. We all swiveled our heads back toward Alexy, waiting for an answer.

      “They just… aren’t going to be that helpful from here on out,” she answered vaguely, working the controls on the dashboard. She leveled us higher and higher into the sky, headed, I assumed, for our plan B meeting spot. It was still relatively close, but also far enough from the compound that we thought it would be safer.

      Just in case everything went right to hell.

      “They aren’t going to be helpful?” I asked, frustrated. How could she be so casual when we were talking about our friends having been left behind? How could she act like it didn’t matter? I started yanking at my seatbelt, ready to get up and force her to give us something solid, but Jace, who was conveniently on my other side, put a hand out to stop me.

      “Stay in your seat,” he said, his voice low. “We’re not in the clear yet, and I don’t want you to go flying around the ship when I’m strapped into this thing and can’t do anything about it.”

      He pointed out the window, and I followed the direction in which he was gesturing. We weren’t scot free, though we were close.

      In the distance, I could still see the forest from where we’d come and five or so airships maneuvering around.

      They zoomed in and out of the trees and up into the cloud cover, as if they were trying to cover all their bases. They likely hadn’t seen us leave the forest, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t spot us at any moment, flying over the countryside. Unless Alexy had another trick up her sleeve.

      I huffed and let go of my seatbelt, frustrated, but it seemed Jace hadn’t let it go.

      “What are you talking about, Alexy?” he asked firmly. “We’ve just been through something pretty awful, and a lot of us are missing friends. I think I speak for everyone when I say that we need to know exactly what you mean, and we need to know right now.”

      She let out a theatrical groan, threw a couple levers forward in front of us, and whirled around in her seat. Her face was a mask of irritation. Though she’d told us all to get in seats and secure ourselves, she jumped out of her own and stalked toward us.

      All five-foot-nothing of her.

      When she was about three feet away from the first seats, she stopped and put her hands on her hips.

      “My God. You guys need to stop whining! Do you really think you’re the only ones who are upset, here? Do you think you’re the only ones who left friends or family”—she added the latter with a quick glance at Ant—“back there, in the hands of those monsters? Do you really think you’re the only ones who are freaking out about what just happened? I lost people too, you know. If those tracking devices worked the way you want them to work, don’t you think I’d be flying back there as quickly as this heap could take us, screaming out that we needed a plan for exactly how to rescue our people? Did it ever occur to you that maybe I’d want that too? Huh?”

      She paused and glared at us while I wondered vaguely how exactly the ship was flying itself, and where exactly any of this had come from. Emotion and drama certainly hadn’t been on the list of things I’d thought I knew to expect from Alexy. Of course, it was becoming more and more clear that I knew very little about her.

      After a moment, she narrowed her eyes and blew out a breath.

      “I would go back there and rescue them in a heartbeat if I thought we had a chance at it. But the tracking devices don’t work like that, and even if they did, I don’t think we’d have much chance.”

      She held up several fingers.

      “One, they’re short-range devices, not meant for more than a mile, at the most. We’re going to be out of range very soon, and that’s only if the Ministry is for some reason holding our friends in the forest.”

      One of her fingers bent back down to her palm, and then she continued.

      “Two, I don’t think they are holding our friends in the forest because that wouldn’t make any sense whatsoever. Not when they have perfectly good prisons to take them to.”

      Another finger down.

      “Three, even if we got back there and found our friends, what exactly would we do about it? In case you haven’t noticed, we were outgunned and outmanned in that fight. I can do a lot with this ship, but even I have limits.”

      Another finger dropped, and then the fifth finger followed.

      “And finally, and most obviously, those tracking devices are located in the suits themselves, and I don’t know about you, but if I was a Ministry soldier, the first thing I’d do would be to get my new prisoners out of their shiny construction suits so that they were unarmed, less dangerous, and a whole lot more vulnerable. Which means those tracking devices are probably now lying on the side of the road somewhere. They’re not going to do us any good at all.”

      I shut my mouth on all the arguments that had come to mind during her little speech and leaned back in my chair. She was right. I hadn’t thought of any of that. I was willing to bet that none of my friends had, either.

      Alexy gave us one long look and then nodded when we remained quiet.

      “Now, if you all don’t mind, I’m going to go back to flying the ship and getting us to our next meeting point. With luck, our team will have found their way there as well, and this will all be a moot point. But we’ll never find out unless I’m flying the ship, okay?”

      With that she turned abruptly on her heel and made her way back to the captain’s seat, leaving the rest of us silent and more than somewhat subdued.

      Except, of course, for Ant.

      “So, what exactly are we going to do, then?” he asked sharply. “Just go home and pretend like nothing happened? Simply act like we didn’t just lose half our team? That’s not good enough!”

      “Agreed,” Jace ground out, and though I assumed he was talking about Kory more than anyone else, I nodded too.

      I didn’t like that we’d left team members back there—of course I didn’t—but this also wasn’t only about them.

      “It’s also about Nelson,” I said quickly. “Do they have her? Did they find her? Because if they did…”

      Her last words to us had been about being tracked via the snare protocol. And then there had been a loud bang, then silence.

      If she was gone, she had to be on our list as well. I wasn’t willing to let her go, not without a fight.

      “And what exactly would you have us do? You think it’s even safe for us to fight?” Cloyd asked gruffly, suddenly adding to the conversation—and saying more words than I thought I’d heard him say in our entire acquaintance. “Like Alexy said, we were outclassed back there. Outmanned. You think that’s ever going to change? J—I mean Hux, you know how careful we have to be here. OH+ doesn’t have the resources necessary for that sort of fight, even if they had the manpower. Which they don’t.”

      I stared at him, wondering whose side he was on. And why he was referring to OH+ as if it was something other than his own group.

      “We left Jack too, you know,” I said quietly, referring to Kory by his nickname in an attempt to keep his identity private, even now. “You’re willing to just let him go to the Ministry prison, so they can do whatever they’re going to do to him?”

      It wasn’t a fair thing to say, but at this point I didn’t care. I was scared that the Ministry had caught us, scared that they’d defeated us so easily, and terrified that they had some of our friends.

      Beyond that, my mind was flying through questions about what had gone on.

      What could we do? Was it safe to fight at all? Or had we all been somehow marked in the events of the night? We’d all had masks on—doubled up, if you counted the visors on our suits—and even Austin had had his face covered. So surely the Ministry wouldn’t know exactly who we were. We’d also been sure that we’d be walking in on a virtually deserted warehouse, free to hack into the system, which we had assessed as unprotected. We’d definitely been wrong about that.

      What if we were wrong about the masks as well? What if they somehow already knew who we all were, and it was only a matter of time until they came for us?

      Would the answer still be the same—that there was nothing we could do?

      I felt the adrenaline that had been keeping my body running at top speed ebb from my blood. Suddenly it felt like there was an enormous hole right where my stomach should have been, a pit sucking all my energy from me.

      This was my fault.

      I’d come up with this idea in the first place. Well, Gabby had mentioned it first, but I’d been the one to take it to the group. I’d only suggested it because I’d thought it would be safe, or at least relatively so. We’d been talking about taking down a small, independent group of people who were doing something horrible. It had been outside of the Ministry’s sphere and far from any government operations. I’d been certain that we could get in, get what we needed, and get back out again, garnering ourselves enough evidence to make a good impression on the public and maybe even impressing the government. That hadn’t been our prime goal, but it would have been a pleasant bonus.

      Instead, we’d gone in there and lost so many people, antagonizing the very government we were trying to charm. Now we were talking about whether or not we could even get our friends back.

      Cloyd, meanwhile, was staring at me from a seat on the other side of the ship like I’d just punched him in the gut.

      “Of course I know they took Jack,” he said quietly. “I’m simply saying that we can’t go running up against the government, unprepared, just because you think we should. And that goes for all of you.”

      He spared a pointed glance for Ant, who must have looked the most worked up of all of us, and I felt my friend sag back against the seat.

      Alexy snorted.

      “Don’t be such a sob story, Boyd. Of course they can go up against the government. They’ll just need our help and a plan.”

      That stopped everyone short again, and we stared at her for a moment, confused by the code in which she seemed to be speaking.

      When someone broke the silence again, it was Ant.

      “Maybe it won’t matter,” he said softly. “Maybe they’ll be at the meeting spot and this is all pointless. Maybe they got away before we were ever in the air, and that’s why we couldn’t find them.”

      I gulped, my mind supplying me with at least ten reasons why he was wrong about that—starting with the fact that we’d seen the soldiers take Winter down. I believed we’d simply missed them capturing the others.

      Everyone else had probably already been taken prisoner by the time Julia, Marco, and Alexy found us. It was the most reasonable answer for Marco not having been able to find any other blue dots in the forest below us. The soldiers had probably already stripped our friends of their suits and destroyed them, along with the tracking devices.

      The hope in Ant’s voice made me shut my mouth on the arguments, my heart breaking at what we were about to find in the plan B meeting spot. If we found anything at all.
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      It only took us about ten minutes to get there, and that was because we’d taken a roundabout way, going up into the cloud cover and dropping back down several times to see whether we were being followed.

      I could have sworn that Alexy did loops and large circles as well, though it was hard to tell exactly what she was doing, just that there was enough action to make me glad I was still belted into my seat.

      A couple times we’d taken a turn so sharply that Jace had reached for my hand and clung to it. I realized for the first time how unnatural this must have been for him. He’d grown up in a cave, far from any technology or society, and yet here we were zooming through the sky in an airship capable of incredible speed. It must have seemed fantastical to him, and probably not in a good way.

      Which was why, despite my earlier resolve to keep myself emotionally removed from him, I let him grab my hand when he reached for me. I even squeezed it back, hoping he’d somehow notice it through the metal that encased both our palms.

      Abruptly, we dove back toward the earth, and Alexy was shouting at us again.

      “If you’re out of your seats, get back in ‘em!” she snapped. “I don’t want anyone flying around the ship while I’m trying to land, understand?”

      There was a lot of nodding around the ship, though no one said anything. We were pulling up sharply from the dive, the belly of the ship coming parallel with the ground once more. And then… we just hovered there for a moment.

      “What are we going to do, just sit in the air and wait to see if anyone is coming?” Ant muttered. “Because that seems to me to be beyond stupid.”

      “You’re right,” Jace answered. He strengthened his voice a bit and called, “This isn’t exactly subtle, Alexy, and we’re in the middle of a fairly well-populated zone. Are you planning on doing anything more than just…?” He gestured vaguely with his hand. “Hovering?” he finished.

      Alexy shot him one narrow-eyed look over her shoulder, and suddenly the ship dropped out from under us. At least, that was how it felt.

      Of course, we were all still in it, strapped to the chairs, but now we were suddenly on the ground, and… driving? Moving quickly forward from the field where we’d landed, into the small copse of trees we’d agreed upon as our secondary meeting place. I exhaled sharply and whirled around to the window, thinking that I must be going crazy, but sure enough, the landscape was moving past the window, and if it wasn’t exactly flying, it was definitely going more quickly than it would have been if we were outside walking.

      “This thing can be driven?” Marco asked, his tone half confusion and half admiration. “The next time I’m at the controls, we are so doing more interesting stuff.”

      “Did I tell you all to shut up?” Alexy said. “Because I’m pretty sure I told you to shut up. And if I didn’t, I meant to! I’m trying to listen for anyone in the forest, do you all mind?”

      We all snapped our mouths closed and listened as well—for voices, for vehicles, for the sound of guns. With the noise of the ship itself muted by the noise-canceling machinery, we could hear most sounds around us.

      Well, if there had been anything to hear. Any creatures that might have called these trees home had gone dead quiet with all the action taking place, and beyond that, there was nothing. No sound of our people creeping through the trees, waiting. No sound of our friends.

      “They wouldn’t be here yet,” Ant whispered. “Right? There’s no way they could have beat us here. I mean, we’re in an airship. They’re on their feet.”

      “And they’d be quiet, even if they were,” Jace added, the hope in his voice matching Ant’s.

      My heart broke for both of them. For that hope that they still clung to, for the people they’d lost. I didn’t think I had to say out loud what we were all thinking, that they might not be here yet, but that didn’t mean they were actually coming.

      Or that we could wait for them. We were only a little over a mile from where we’d raided the warehouse, and it wasn’t nearly far enough away to make us safe. It certainly didn’t give us enough distance to sit around and wait for any stragglers to show up.

      If they were even going to show up at all.

      It didn’t seem like I was the only one thinking that.

      Alexy got to a point in the trees that she evidently deemed good enough, put the airship in some form of park, and hit the ignition. There was no change in the sound, but the constant vibration of the ship’s engines and propellers suddenly halted, and everything grew horribly still.

      My skin still buzzed with the memory of having been on the ship for so long, though, giving me the feeling that there were a thousand ants crawling over me, and I couldn’t sit here anymore. I hit the release on my belt, jumped to my feet, and started pacing.

      “So what do we do now?” I asked, keeping my voice low, as if someone was listening to us, because for all I knew, they still could be. “Where are we supposed to go? Are we just going to sit here and wait for our friends to show up, in case they do, or…?”

      Alexy shook her head. “I don’t think we can just sit and wait,” she answered quickly, her voice also low. “It’s too dangerous. Too much chance of the Ministry deciding to explore.” She gazed around the ship, her eyes seeking out Zion’s, and then Cloyd’s. “Boys? I think we’re all open to suggestions, here.”

      But it was Jace who answered her.

      “You’re right, we can’t wait here,” he said slowly. “They’re… They’re obviously not here. And we can’t be sure they’re coming.” His voice broke on that last word, and I felt my heart crack a bit more for him—for the strength it must be taking to give up on Kory like that. “So, we go home. We have to.”

      Ant exploded out of his seat.

      “No!” he yelled. “I’m not leaving here without my brother! We don’t know if they’re hurt, or if they need help!”

      Jackie rose too and laid her hand on his arm. “Ant, what good are we going to be to them if we’re taken?” she asked gently. “We can’t do anything if we’re sitting in a Ministry cell somewhere.”

      “You think we should just leave them?” he asked brokenly. “Leave them to fend for themselves?”

      “Ant, be reasonable,” I said sharply, already getting nervous at how long this conversation was taking. I walked over to him and stared up into his eyes.

      “Your brother’s a smart guy, right?” I got a grudging nod at that and continued. “And he was there when we talked about this spot. He knows where it is. And he knows what to do if he gets here.”

      I was right about that, and the plan had been simple. Everyone get to this bit of forest, which was conveniently near a train station. The station had tracks leading in virtually every direction, and thanks to the government’s public transit program, the trains ran twenty-four hours a day, and were usually free to citizens. From here, we knew people would be able to get home, even if they’d had to leave their previous transportation near the warehouse, for one reason or another.

      This had been the perfect spot for that reason, and Abe had been in on the plan. We all had.

      “He’ll get here and find his way home on his own. They all will. Or are you saying your brother’s not smart enough to follow directions?” I lifted one eyebrow, daring him not to smile at the jab at Abe, and was rewarded with the crooked grin I’d been waiting for. I nodded and started shoving him toward the door. “Right, well, that settles it. Everyone out. We’re going to get home, where we’re at least on familiar ground. And then we’re going to figure out what to do. Right?”

      There was a chorus of agreements, which sort of surprised me, given that this was the first time I’d tried giving orders to the entire group, and then we were piling out of the airship, into the dark, damp night.
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      My control over the situation lasted until we’d been out of the plane maybe thirty seconds before everything exploded again.

      “I can’t believe we’re just leaving them,” Ant muttered. “They’re all alone back there, and we’re running out on them!”

      I was about to remind him that we’d just been through this—had the exact same conversation, in fact—but then I paused, realizing I probably didn’t have a right to say anything. Getting him to leave his brother behind was more difficult than any of us had realized, although we should have. I already knew how I felt about Nelson, and she was my friend. Granted, she was an important piece of the plan I had in mind for the future, but she still wasn’t blood of my blood, bone of my bone.

      Abe, on the other hand, was a part of Ant. Were we really going to get him to see around that, even if our reasoning was good? If I had a twin (or even a real sibling), wouldn’t I do the exact same thing?

      In the absence of any action, Jace turned toward Ant and grabbed him by the shoulders.

      “Ant. Do you think I don’t know? I have a sister and used to have a brother too. And that guy back there, Jack? I love him like a brother. I know how that pulls at you. I know exactly how hard it is to be leaving him behind. But think, man. Think. He needs you to be brave right now, and what Winter said is absolutely true: they need us free so that we can break them out. They need us back home, figuring out where they are and how we can get them back. We’re going to be of zero use to them if we’re standing around in this forest arguing or if we’re lying dead, courtesy of those Ministry soldiers.”

      Ant opened his mouth to protest again and was immediately silenced by five of our voices hissing at him. I didn’t think any of us were using real words. We were just trying to get him to shut up. I wasn’t sure it would matter what we said at all.

      To my surprise, Ant closed his mouth and looked around at us, blinking owlishly. “I guess you’re right,” he eventually concluded, his shoulders slumping in defeat.

      I stared at him, stunned at how easily we’d won, but we didn’t have time to stand around doing more thinking. We were within five hundred yards of a small town, and though it was the middle of the night, there was no telling who might be out on a night like this. We needed to get out of here—quickly.

      “Okay,” I said firmly, taking another stab at the leadership role. “So, what are we doing tonight? We’re just heading back to our various houses, to go to sleep like none of this happened?”

      It seemed like an underreaction, honestly, but at the same time, I would be grateful to get back to my house, even for the night. At least there, I knew what to expect and who had a key to the front door.

      Alexy stared at me for a moment, then nodded.

      “I think that’s best. Get back onto familiar ground before we try to do anything else. Seems to me everyone could use a good night’s sleep in a safe place.”

      “But how do we know which places are safe?” Jackie asked, stepping forward into the circle we’d subconsciously formed outside the ship. “How do we know any place is safe anymore? I mean, we thought that warehouse was safe, and…” She gestured vaguely to the left, her voice fading off, and I realized that her eyes were shinier than they should have been—with unshed tears.

      Of course they were. Now that I thought about it, I was shocked that we weren’t all dissolving into tears. Though maybe that was an aspect of the adrenaline we were surviving on at the moment. Maybe the second we got out of the situation, we’d all collapse into heaving heaps of panic. If we were going to do that, I would prefer that we do it in our own homes.

      Unfortunately, Zion was already shaking his head.

      “She’s right,” he said gruffly. “We can’t know anything right now, certainly not in regard to what’s safe and what’s not.”

      “It’s not as though they know who we are, though,” Ant cut in. “We were wearing masks, double masks. Sure, they had cameras, but they couldn’t have seen anything but our eyes. They couldn’t have figured out our identities.”

      Zion whirled on him so quickly that it took my breath away, and I took several steps back, ending up against Jace, who had inexplicably been standing directly behind me. He reached up to grasp me around the shoulders and keep me from falling over, and I cursed the suits one more time for the clumsiness they imposed.

      “What do you mean they can’t possibly?” Zion snarled at Ant as I regained my balance. “What do you mean they definitely couldn’t have done something like that?”

      He took a menacing step toward Ant, who shuffled back to maintain the distance between them.

      “We’re talking about the Ministry, do you understand? Do you have any idea what that means? It means they have more money than us, better equipment than us, and who knows how many people dedicated to doing exactly what you think they couldn’t possibly do. We just managed to find our way into something that they obviously didn’t want found. Do you think they’re just going to let it go? Think they’re just going to smile and nod, expect that they took us out—when they know for a fact that they didn’t—and go on about their business? Think they’re going to assume that they’ve scared us away, and leave us alone?” He turned away again, toward the ground, as if he was ashamed at the scene he’d just caused, and then threw a look over his shoulder at Ant, who was looking rather worse for wear after the speech.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to frighten you, but I’m frightened myself. I don’t think any of us can count on being safe after this. I don’t like seeing people I consider friends in danger.”

      At the last statement, the anger I’d been feeling at him melted a little bit, and I took a deep breath.

      “He’s right,” I said quietly. “They aren’t going to leave well enough alone. So what do we do?”

      We all looked toward Alexy, who, over the course of the night, had become the one we trusted to have answers. She stood completely still, then brushed her bangs out of her eyes to stare at the rest of us.

      “Why the hell are you all looking at me? What did you do, take a vote while I wasn’t looking and decide that I had to be the one to answer questions?”

      “You’ve had answers all night, Alexy,” I answered. “Just wondering if you have a suggestion right now. Because it seems we’re all a bit shell-shocked and are having trouble coming up with solutions. We could… We could use an idea here.”

      She glared at me, but then she gave me a slight grin and nodded her head.

      “Okay, if you want me to lead the pack, I guess I’ll do it. As long as the boys don’t mind.” She shot a glance at Cloyd, then at Zion. When she didn’t get a response from them, she shrugged. “Alexy to the rescue, then. Gotta say, I don’t like the idea of any of us going home alone tonight. Think Zion’s right—the Ministry will have it out for us, and they stop at nothing when it comes to defending their territory. Whether they know who we are or not is a pointless argument. They might, they might not. We have to assume that they do, so that we can take care of ourselves. With that in mind, my orders are these: no one travels alone, anywhere. Going home, getting on the train, going to the grocery store. I don’t even want any of you making a trip to the kitchen by yourselves, got it?”

      Dead silence met her statement, and she looked at each of us in turn.

      “Got it?” she asked again, tilting her chin in expectation of an answer.

      Finally, the rest of us started moving again, our heads swiveling from one person to the next as we all did the mental gymnastics required to figure out who we wanted to pair up with.

      Jace put a hand up and coughed to get everyone’s attention. “According to your geographical locations,” he said quickly, his eyes moving from one person to the next. “Who lives where?”

      “Alice and I live very close to each other. That’s how we met,” Ida said, quickly moving to stand next to the other girl. “She can stay at my house until we… until we get things sorted out.”

      Samuel took a step forward as well. “I live just down the street from them. I’ll see them home. Make sure nothing happens.”

      James, who I had barely noticed up until this point, came from the shadows. He’d go with them also, and a quick conversation between the four of them confirmed that they could stay in the same house rather than splitting up.

      “Think that’s safe?” Ant asked. “Think it’s a good idea to put so many of us in the same spot? After all, it makes it easier for the Ministry to take out an entire group in one blow. Seems to me that it would be better for us to split up. Hide out on our own, so to speak.”

      Jackie shook her head and latched onto his arm.

      “And that’s exactly why I’ll be staying with you,” she murmured. “To make sure you don’t have any more of those stupid ideas. I don’t want you running off to try to save your brother by yourself.”

      When Ant opened his mouth, undoubtedly to tell her that she couldn’t stop him if she tried, Jackie brought her hand sharply down on the back of his arm.

      “And don’t you dare tell me you wouldn’t do it, because I know you would. Or that I couldn’t stop you from doing it, because you know I could.” She cast a look at Cloyd and grinned. “Boyd can come with us to help me hold you down, if you like.”

      Ant pressed his lips together and narrowed his eyes, but I noticed he wasn’t arguing with her. I grinned to myself. We were standing in the dark in an unknown forest, discussing whether or not our lives might be in danger, but there was something homey and familiar about their arguments. I let myself sink into it for a moment, needing the warmth of it. The normalcy of it.

      My blood froze again a few moments later, at Zion’s next words.

      “The rest of us will split up into groups then. We better get a move on. I hear engines in the distance.”

      We grew still, straining our ears, and soon enough the rest of us could hear them as well.

      Engines.

      Big engines.

      Trucks or something, and there were several of them. I didn’t know if they were coming for us, but I also didn’t know how often trucks drove through the outskirts of small towns in the middle of the night.

      If there was even a chance that they were coming for us, it meant we had to get moving.

      Alexy jumped to it first.

      “Okay. Julia, Marco, I know you two best, so I’ll take you. I have security in place that will keep us safe. Zion, you’re with Allerra. She’s little, so try not to squish her while you have her. That leaves…” She turned toward me and Jace, who still had his hands on my shoulders, and lifted her eyebrows in question. “Is it safe to send you two home together, or is there going to be some sort of awkward sexual tension that will ruin this wonderful group chemistry we’ve got going?”

      Ant barked out a laugh, and I jumped forward at the same moment that Jace stumbled backward. He dropped his hands, coughing in embarrassment. My face grew as hot as the most scalding shower I’d ever taken, and I took a moment to mentally flog myself for having been so stupid. I hadn’t even noticed his hands were on my shoulders, caught up in the tension of the moment. What the heck was I thinking?

      A second later, I knew exactly what I thought.

      “No,” I said sharply. “No, there’s no problem here. There’s nothing going on between us, Jace was just… And I don’t think I should have to go home with him. I mean, I live out in the middle of nowhere, and it’s a totally isolated cabin. If anyone gets close to it, I’ll hear them a mile away. Besides, there are these wolves, and they—”

      A hand came down sharply on my shoulder, this time completely intentional and controlled. I turned to stare up at Jace, whose face was unreadable, his eyes hooded.

      “You’re coming with me, Robin,” he said in a tone that brooked no argument. “They almost got you once. At least if you’re with me I can try to protect you if they come again.”

      “But I—” I tried again.

      The hand on my shoulder pushed down.

      “They’ve already taken one of my friends tonight. I’m not leaving another one at risk. You think I’m going to let you go off into the forest by yourself? You’ve got another thing coming.”

      Well. I knew when I’d been outmaneuvered, and one look at the faces of the others told me that I wasn’t going to find any allies there. We agreed that staying in groups was the best idea, and Jace was who I’d been matched up with. Which was just freaking terrific. Our first mission, which I had hatched and basically spearheaded, had gone utterly wrong. We’d been chased by Ministry super soldiers, found out there were people in our midst that we didn’t know, and had then been forced to run for our lives, leaving half of our team behind. We had no idea whether the soldiers in question knew who we were, or even if our own homes were safe. I was tired, wounded, and terrified. Now I had an entire night of Jace ahead of me.

      I was betting it was going to be just as awkward and embarrassing as I was afraid it would be.

      Alexy nodded at my silence.

      “Right. We leave the ship here, so that it’s at least hidden. I have… well, I have a way of keeping track of it. We really can’t afford to take it anywhere else, at this point. Not without risking discovery. We meet tomorrow to figure out what exactly we’re going to do about all of this. The Roundhouse, at noon. We can’t afford to use OH+, not until we know whether it’s safe or not. The Ministry got to Nelson, which means they might have taken a lot of stuff off her system, including some of our contact information. So we have to watch our backs. Those of us who have jobs will just have to use a sick day to get out of work. There are things we need to discuss, and I don’t think we can afford to wait long.”

      With that, we all turned and headed toward the train station as a group, the words between us gone dead. Now that we had our immediate instructions, I didn’t think any of us had the energy to talk anymore.
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      I was in such a daze after we left the forest that I didn’t pay much attention to where we were going—and since my ankle was getting worse with every step, my mind was on that more than anything else. I had already guessed Jace must live close to the city that I called home, courtesy of all the visitations we’d done together… had it only been a couple weeks earlier?

      Still, I was for some reason surprised when we boarded the exact same train as Jackie, Ant, Cloyd, Julia, Alexy, Marco… and then Zion and Allerra as well. Samuel, James, Ida, and Alice, who lived in the other direction from us, had awaited a train that was heading west, and boarded it with barely a goodbye, their eyes wide and alert as they shifted nervously on the platform, staring first one way and then another, as if they were afraid that the Ministry soldiers might appear again at any moment.

      I couldn’t blame them. I felt I’d never be able to relax my shoulder muscles again, and I still hadn’t lost the feeling of bugs crawling all over my skin. I’d been through the most intense situation of my life, including the day my father had thrown me out of the house. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be the same. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be able to trust again. And that made it rather difficult to be standing in a regular, everyday train station, especially one that was completely open to the sky and the world around us, standing still. Every sound made me jump, every shift in the wind seemed to indicate that someone was coming. I expected a knife in the back at any minute.

      Of course. I was still wearing my suit. We’d briefly discussed the idea of leaving the suits on the ship, but had been shot down by Zion, who had said that they’d be at greater risk of being stolen if we left them lying around, which Montague wouldn’t be happy about.

      So basically, a knife to the back wouldn’t have done anything. But that bit of knowledge from my conscious brain didn’t do anything to relieve the panic rolling through my exhausted body.

      We were also wearing those suits in a regular train station, in the middle of a commonplace town, where people might appear at any moment. It was the middle of the night and there was no one else walking around, but what were we going to do if someone showed up?

      I guessed we’d just have to find a way to tell them that they were construction suits, and that we were nothing more than construction workers on our way home after a long day on a building site.

      As long as no one asked about the bullet marks in the suits.

      When our train finally arrived, minutes later, we swarmed toward the first door we saw. I didn’t have to ask to know that my friends had been feeling the same thing I was, as if we were animals who were trapped but just didn’t realize it yet.

      Once we were on the train, we dropped into seats that faced each other across the narrow aisle. Cloyd, Zion, and Alexy pulled down the moveable armrests to separate themselves from the others, but the rest of us left them up. I leaned up against Jace, instinctively looking for the safety of his solidity. I gave myself a silent lecture for doing it and reminded myself that I was supposed to be keeping him in the friend zone.

      But still… even in the friend zone, he was large, and warm, and solid. Surely it wasn’t the end of the world if he made me feel a little bit safer.

      The flight to get to the warehouse had taken three hours, but that was partially because we’d been avoiding airspace that had led to any of the other airports in the area. The train journey home only took two hours.

      But it was the longest two hours of my life, and the others didn’t help much.

      “Do you think we’re being followed?” Ant whispered at one point.

      I turned to gape at him.

      “Well, I didn’t think of that,” I snapped sarcastically. “And you saying it aloud really makes me feel better.”

      Jackie leaned closer to Ant.

      “I’d been thinking the opposite, actually—that maybe we were safer on the train. At least this way we can see what’s coming for us. We aren’t just sitting out there in the open, waiting for…” She swallowed heavily and didn’t finish the thought.

      Across the aisle, Allerra looked between us with her mouth hanging open.

      “You don’t suppose they’d crash the train, do you?” she asked in a tremulous voice.

      Zion sat up sharply at that point and gave us each a cold look.

      “If you all don’t shut your mouths with that nonsense, I’ll shut them for you,” he said quietly, in a stern but somehow gentle voice. “No one has followed us, and they’re not going to crash a train that they have no way of knowing we’re even on. Kindly stop getting yourselves so worked up about things over which you have no control. None of you are built for that.”

      Alexy snorted.

      “I’m telling you, they never shut up with that sort of thing. It’s like a disease or something.”

      Zion gave her a smile and a glance out of the corner of his eye and then turned to Cloyd and lifted one eyebrow—making me wonder once again how well those three knew each other and why they always seemed to be speaking in code.

      Zion’s lecture worked, and we were quiet for the rest of the train journey, all lost in our own thoughts. I didn’t know what anyone else was thinking, but my own mind was moving sluggishly around the grocery store and the rooms above it. It was where Nelson had kept her offices, and the research she’d done on the Ministry. Were those rooms still there? Was she?

      Were any of our houses still standing? Or were we about to get home to find that we’d all been discovered and our places had been ransacked?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      All of us got off the train at the same station, though Jace and I seemed to be headed toward the road, while the rest of the crew was going to another train platform. I wasn’t sure there was anything else to be said between us, but I turned to Jackie before we separated and grabbed her arm.

      “You guys be careful,” I said, my heart uncomfortably high in my throat. “I don’t… I don’t want to get to the Roundhouse tomorrow and find out that something happened to you.”

      She gave a quick laugh and brushed the end of my nose with her finger.

      “And the same thing goes for you. Although…” She cast a quick glance at Jace and then gave me a cheeky grin. “I guess that depends on what exactly we mean by ‘happening.’” She gave me a wink and then spun and ran after Ant, leaving me gaping behind her.

      At what point, exactly, had everyone decided to start making jokes about Jace and me? And how could I get them to stop? If I knew anything for sure, it was that nothing was going to happen between us. If the events of the night had confirmed anything for me, it was that I was living dangerously if I let myself care about anyone at all, particularly in this business. Anyone could be taken so quickly, within the blink of an eye—even when I thought I was keeping them safe.

      It wasn’t a risk I was willing to take, not if I could help it. I knew that I was already far too attached to Nelson’s crew. I was going to do whatever it took to keep anyone else from entering that particular circle. My heart couldn’t stand the tension.

      Jace and I walked—or rather, Jace walked while I limped—out of the train station and onto a street I didn’t recognize, given that this was a city I’d never traveled to before. It was a much smaller town than the one I called home, and though I lived outside of town in the woods, I’d still made it into civilization often enough to be accustomed to the traffic and towering buildings of the larger metropolis. My route to work every morning had taken me through block after block of high-rises—those buildings that housed most of the people from the factories. It had made me agoraphobic at first, that feeling that the buildings were rising up over you, leaning over the streets, maybe even about to fall on you. The neighborhood where I’d grown up had been full of wide streets, huge lawns, and houses that tended to be flat and rambling rather than tall and leaning. In the city, space was at a premium, and everything had been built up rather than out.

      But this city was something different.

      Here, almost everything was a single story, and the streets seemed open. I cast my gaze farther down the street and saw that even in the darkness, the place had a retro feeling, like something I would have seen in the movies back when I’d had enough money to go to the theater.

      Jace must have seen me looking and figured out what I was thinking.

      “When I agreed to come down here, I told Nathan that I didn’t want to live in the city. I wanted something that was as close to home as could be managed. So he found me a small town. Guess he thought it would be at least a little less noisy.”

      I glanced at him, surprised at this revelation and the trust he was showing me, and I smiled. “And is it anything like where you came from?”

      He snorted.

      “Nothing like,” he admitted. “But every time I go into one of the larger cities, I’m glad that I have this quiet place to come home to.”

      He turned, then, and gestured down a set of stairs. They descended toward a door that sat underneath a coffee shop, and I stared down them in surprise.

      “You live in a… coffee shop basement?” I asked, confused.

      Jace shrugged.

      “Makes it easy to get coffee whenever I want, at least,” he replied. “Come on.”

      He moved down the first step and then quickened his pace as he descended, heading into the concrete chute that protected the stairs, and toward the deep blue door at the bottom. A light shone from above the door, and he stood in it for a moment, fumbling with a set of keys. Finally, he found the one he wanted and shoved it into the lock. A quick twist, a click, and the door swung open.

      I was moving slowly but had reached the landing by that time and leaned around him to look into the space, wondering what his home might look like. It was a big deal for him to take me right to his house. A big mark of trust, considering that it meant I’d always be able to find him again in the future. If something happened and the Ministry got hold of me, I’d now have more information on him than almost anyone else.

      Which was dangerous… and also sort of sweet. I wondered for a moment if I’d have been willing to do the same, show the same level of trust for him.

      Then I got distracted by my new surroundings. Jace’s lair—and that was really the only word I could think of to describe it—was exactly what I would have expected it to be. Exactly what I would have expected, I thought with a smile, of someone who had literally grown up in a cave.

      We stepped through the door, Jace’s hand on my lower back to push me through, and I stared around me, taking in the deep brown walls, the wood-themed tile on the floors, and the complete lack of light. It was a large studio apartment, just the one open space, and it had been built to be a basement, and nothing more. There was hardly any light, and what there was came from freestanding lamps in all four corners. Those lights responded to a switch on the wall, but turning them on did little to dispel the gloom that hung over the room. I saw a woodburning stove in the center, which was weird, but I assumed it was used to warm the coffee shop above us, as there was a pipe that went upward into the ceiling of the studio.

      I also noted quickly that there was a complete lack of decoration. Or furniture. Only a couch, a bed, and a pile of blankets on the floor. He hadn’t even bothered with chairs. There were a lot of plants, though, which I noted with some confusion. How did he grow them down here? Didn’t they need light to survive? And how did someone who didn’t believe in decorations manage to collect so much vegetation? Then I realized that they were all grouped around the lights and thought that must be it: he’d put them where they would receive artificial light, so that they would survive.

      Jace moved past me, chuckling a bit to himself, and we both took a moment to remove our suits and lean them against the wall. I stepped out onto the floor and was surprised to find that my ankle actually felt better now that it was out of the metal framework. Which was confusing. If anything, I would have thought that the suit would have been giving it better support. But then I remembered how constricting the suit actually was. Perhaps the weight of the suit had been putting some additional stress on the joint? I didn’t want to admit that I might have been overreacting during the chase through the forest, but I supposed it was a possibility. Maybe it hadn’t been as bad as I’d thought. Either way, it felt… freer now, and it definitely wasn’t broken. I sighed in relief.

      Jace noticed the sigh and interpreted it as something else, giving me a shrug.

      “Sorry about all this,” he said quietly. “I know it’s not much to look at. I… well, when I moved here I tried to make it feel like where I came from. Sounds stupid when I say it like that, but I can’t seem to stop doing it. Nathan gave me some money to fix it up, and I… well…” He gestured around, and if I wasn’t mistaken, I could see a blush forming on his cheeks.

      No wonder he’d been running around in clothes that didn’t fit. The boy didn’t even know how to do life. Someone had given him an apartment, and he’d done his best to make it look like a cave.

      He walked around, lighting candles that I hadn’t noticed before. A moment later I saw that they were everywhere, in rows along the floor.

      Before long, the room smelled like a combination of warm wood and candle wax. It was a deep, earthy scent, one that immediately made me feel both tired and relaxed. I glanced at the couch but then decided to take the pile of blankets instead. They seemed less bed-like.

      I made my way over to them, trying to stay out of Jace’s way as he walked from candle to candle with a set of matches. By the time I’d reached the blankets and moved them around so that I could lean against the wall, he was at the woodburning stove, arranging the logs inside and bending down to hold a match to them as well.

      When he turned around, his face was flushed and his eyes were glowing. The firelight had changed him. Made him look young… and vulnerable. Though I felt as if I’d known him for a lifetime already, it was a look I’d never seen on his face. He’d always been wary, on edge, ready for whatever came next. Even with his sister, he’d maintained some form of control over his features—partially, I thought now, because he hadn’t known exactly what to expect.

      But here, in his own home, he was letting down his last barrier, truly allowing himself to breathe.

      He grinned and gestured toward the candles and then the stove.

      “It’s probably against every code possible, and I’m not even sure whether the floor is fireproof or not,” he said wryly. “But when I lived… at home, I did my best thinking by the fire. It’s not the same, not even close, but it makes me feel safe somehow. And I don’t know about you, but right now I need to feel safe more than almost anything else in the world.”

      His face seemed to crumble in on itself, and I jumped to my feet and went to him, putting an arm around his shoulders and guiding him back to the blankets. He sat heavily, leaned back against the wall, and closed his eyes.

      “I keep losing them,” he murmured. “I keep losing them, and I don’t know how to stop it. First Mother and Father, and my brother. Then Rhea. Now Kory. Who will it be next?”

      I pressed my lips together and reached for his hand because it was so close to what I’d been thinking earlier. He wasn’t that much older than me, and he’d already been through so much. He’d lost so much more than I could have ever dreamed. Granted, I’d lost my parents, but at least I didn’t remember it. At least I hadn’t had to see them die. Yet, Jace? He’d known nothing but loss, and now Kory, his best friend, was gone too.

      I tried to fight it; I really did. I tried to remember what I’d told myself again and again about not letting anyone else in, about protecting myself from caring too deeply about people. But something in me had snapped, and I wasn’t sure how to put that particular boundary back together. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to. Not really.

      Jace was the person who had come back for me in that parking lot, when the Pincers of Death had me. He’d fought those pincers open with his bare hands rather than leave me to the Ministry.

      Instead of pulling back, I gave his hand a squeeze.

      “Have I ever told you about where I actually came from?” I asked quietly. “Not the cabin in the woods, I mean, but before that?”

      He turned to face me and shook his head, and I could see that it was already working. My story was already pulling him out of his sorrow and giving him something else to chew on. Of course, I’d never told anyone else this particular story, and it was against everything Nelson had taught us about protecting our privacy, but I was beginning to think that maybe that didn’t matter. Maybe it was more important to have a family—to avoid the risk of dying alone—than to protect yourself from caring about someone.

      I could have died in that parking lot, and no one I was with would have even known who I actually was. That was something none of us should have to live with.

      “I was adopted into an upper-class family when I was just a few months old,” I started quietly. “I don’t remember my real parents. I don’t know if I had any brothers or sisters. For all I know, I could be a twin. I don’t know where I came from, or what my family might have been like. I guess all my important medical information was probably in whatever file they gave to the people who were adopting me, but I’ve never seen it. So, I don’t really know anything about my biological history. I don’t know how I’m like or unlike my parents, whether I look like my mom or my dad… I guess they don’t know that about me, either. They don’t know who I became. They never even had a shot at knowing their own kid. Never had a shot at figuring out what they gave this world when they had me.”

      I stopped, holding back the tears because I’d never said it out loud like that before. I’d never actually thought about it like that before. Now that I was putting it to words, I could see that the system was even crueler than I’d realized. The CRAS wasn’t just taking people’s children. It was taking their legacy. Taking the continuance of their line and snipping right through it. Letting the children go like balloons that had been cut free—and then sending those children into the world with no idea of their history.

      They were building a group of people who had no identity, no sense of self, and no adherence to each other. No wonder the lower class had become so easy to control.

      “I grew up in a very wealthy household, with lots of other brothers and sisters,” I continued slowly. “And I was happy. I mean, as happy as you could be, under the circumstances.”

      “Didn’t you ever wonder about it?” Jace asked. “About who your parents might have been or what happened to them? I can’t imagine not knowing where I’d come from.”

      I laughed, but there was no humor in it.

      “You would have thought I would. But it barely occurred to me. Or if it did, it was shot down by my new parents. This was just the system, and we were just the pieces. We weren’t supposed to complicate things by wondering about them, you know? But I should have. If I’d known, I would have fought it. Would have fought it harder. And earlier.”

      “Is that what happened?” he asked, his voice curious. “Did you fight against it?”

      “Nothing so noble,” I replied bitterly. “I could wish that I’d been that strong, but the truth is, I was anything but. I told you that I… well, I got myself in trouble.”

      “You got pregnant,” he said quietly.

      I frowned, trying to remember if I’d actually told him that or not, but the warmth and safety were starting to get to me. My brain was caught somewhere between the fog of sleep and the hangover from adrenaline. Try as I might, I couldn’t remember whether I’d actually said it out loud, and I couldn’t bring myself to care.

      I found myself leaning against his shoulder slightly and tilted my chin up. I could smell the scent rising from his skin.

      Sunlight, I thought. That was what it reminded me of. Sunlight in the woods, skipping off the leaves and dropping down to the ground. It was bright and beautiful and… safe.

      It had been so very long since I’d felt anything like it that the word was almost foreign to me.

      “I got pregnant,” I agreed after a pause. “And we weren’t planning to get married. I mean, it came up after the fact, but not nearly early enough. It would have been the wrong answer, regardless. We were too immature. Getting married would have taken a stupid situation and made it even worse.”

      He pulled my hand farther into his lap and began softly stroking the back of it.

      “You didn’t love him.”

      I laughed.

      “What could I have known about love at seventeen? I didn’t even understand what life was yet. I didn’t know about struggle or perseverance, or responsibility. I’d grown up a rich kid. My parents had made sure I got an education and had the best of everything, but that doesn’t really teach you about life, does it? It doesn’t teach you about what’s real. It just teaches you what someone wrote in books or discovered in a laboratory.”

      “And I, on the other hand, learned far too much about life far too early and got very little in the way of education,” he noted wryly. “I bet you could read and write in circles around me and tell me about scientific discoveries that I’ve never even dreamt of.”

      “And I bet you could survive in the wild no matter what happens to us with the Ministry, and never even skip a beat,” I retorted. “Whereas I would be completely lost, unless the pack of wolves I’ve spent the last year making friends with decided to take me in and make me a part of their pack.”

      We both laughed at that, sharing the thought of how different our lives had been, and I allowed myself to appreciate, just for a moment, that life had still put us here, in this situation. We’d come from completely different sides of civilization, and yet here we were, building something that felt stronger than anything I’d ever learned about in my previous life.

      “So, what happened?” he asked, his voice soft against my forehead, his lips just brushing my skin. “How did you survive?”

      I shrugged.

      “My father kicked me out. He didn’t want to hear my plans or excuses, and he barely gave me a chance to explain myself. Definitely didn’t let me pack any of my things. He negated the adoption, told me I was trespassing, and even shot my boyfriend in the leg on our way out of the house.”

      “Real stand-up guy,” Jace said, his voice heavy with sarcasm.

      Again, I shrugged. “I can see where he was coming from. Well, now I can. He’d done his duty to the government by adopting a lot of kids. Raised them as his own. He’d probably seen it as a gift to me as well, taking me out of the poor class into which I’d been born. When I told him what had happened, he saw it as a betrayal. I might have reacted differently if I was in his shoes, but I can understand why he did what he did.”

      “And then?”

      I took a moment to strengthen myself against the end of this particular story because the end was certainly the worst. “I went to live with Henry and his family and worked in the factory where Henry worked. When I had the baby, I was below the poverty line, and they took her from me. I had enough time to give her a name and memorize her face, but that was it. Within a couple weeks, Henry had moved out and left me. Without the baby, there was no reason for him to stay. Our relationship at that point hadn’t been anything more than two people pushed together by a rotten situation.”

      I had the sudden thought that this thing with Jace wasn’t much different. In fact, it could be exactly the same sort of relationship—something that happened during a dramatic situation and then flamed out, like my relationship with Henry. The idea frightened me so much that I sat straight up and turned to stare at Jace, convinced that we were making a huge mistake.

      But the person I saw was as different from Henry as could be. This wasn’t a fickle boy who had gotten me pregnant and then acted like a lost child in response. This wasn’t the self-centered person who had stated he would marry me and then escaped at the first chance he found.

      This was someone who had trusted me with his deepest secrets well before he should have, asked me to help him with his sister, and then run right into danger to save me when my life was threatened. This was something different.

      I allowed myself to sink into it. I reveled in it like a kid who had been given hot chocolate for the first time and couldn’t get enough of the sweet, heavy feeling on their tongue. I closed my eyes and breathed in again, knowing that I might be making the biggest mistake possible—but not caring.

      Right then, I had one thought in my head: this was what it was like to have family. This was what it was like to have a family that you would fight for, that you would do anything for. And more than that… this was what it was like to allow someone into your heart again and give them a little piece of your soul. Maybe even accept a piece of their soul in return.

      I drew closer to him, my body acting on that thought without requiring any input from my mind, and reached up to softly brush his cheek with my fingers. Then, embarrassed at how forward that had been, I gave him a soft smile.

      “I guess we both come with our sad stories, huh?”

      He mirrored my smile, his face going dreamy, and then repeated my action. He ran his fingers from just under my chin, up my jaw, to rest right underneath my right ear. His eyes followed his fingers, then returned to my eyes.

      “I’m not sure anyone can get to our age without having some sort of sad story,” he said. “In this world, I’m not even sure whether anyone can get past the age of five without something horrible happening to them. Even if they don’t remember it.”

      I shivered at the touch of his fingers as they started brushing against my earlobe, and then realized that what he’d said was a reference to what had happened to me. A reference to the idea that even the upper class in our society was made up of broken people—because so many of the upper class were people who had been torn from their biological families before they could even talk. Though they might not acknowledge it, surely that broke them in some deep way and affected them for the rest of their lives.

      “We’re a society of orphans, I suppose,” I murmured, surprised at the revelation. I’d never thought of the upper class as consisting of people to be pitied, but now I was starting to see that it might.

      Jace nodded. “I think that’s a fairly accurate portrayal. Without a government or even a leader that we can turn to for solutions…” He shrugged.

      “Do you think we can find that?” I asked, curious. I’d thought about the need to end CRAS, but I’d never considered what might come after it.

      “I do,” he said firmly. “I’ve spent a lot of time watching groups of animals—herds, flocks, that sort of thing. And the one thing I can tell you is that when they need to be led, they find a leader. It’s nature, I guess. It doesn’t allow for chaos.”

      That, I could understand. I might not have had much experience with animals, but what he was saying made perfect sense.

      “Think we’ll find our leader? Someone who’ll make us whole again?” I asked.

      He smiled. “I do. And until then, I think it’s our job to choose our own families. Decide on the people we want to claim as ours and then do whatever it takes to keep them.”

      A shiver ran from my toes up to my ears, to connect to the thumb that was still brushing my earlobe, and I nearly gasped at what he seemed to be saying. Then I narrowed my eyes.

      “You better be talking about me,” I said with a fake pout.

      The smile on his face turned to a broad grin.

      “Of course I am.” He leaned in and pressed his lips to my forehead, leaving me both relieved and somewhat perplexed, then said, “Get some sleep, Robin. We have a big day tomorrow. We’ll feel better if we’re rested. Just know that you’re safe here, with me. I won’t let anyone get you while you’ve got your eyes closed.”

      I really didn’t want to close my eyes or let the conversation die. There was a frustration in my body that I could hardly understand, but at his words, I realized that my vision was starting to go fuzzy around the edges. Perhaps I was more tired than I realized. A moment later, the heady atmosphere of the room finally claimed me, and I lay my head on his shoulder and fell asleep.

      I didn’t wake again until morning.
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      When I woke, I was alone.

      I immediately felt both deserted and, for some reason, embarrassed. The second emotion made me frown because I couldn’t figure out for a moment why. It reminded me of those days when I’d woken in Henry’s apartment after he had left—while his parents sat in the next room.

      It wasn’t just embarrassment. It was a combination of having been left alone without warning and knowing that you were in a place where you didn’t quite belong. Though a quick thought of what the previous night had been made me grin and question that latter feeling. If I’d ever belonged anywhere, it had been right there, next to Jace, spilling out my story and relishing the sensation of security.

      I rose quickly to my feet, untangled my limbs from the blankets, and stared around me, wondering exactly where Jace had gone and why he hadn’t woken me first. It didn’t take me long to find the note, and the moment I read it, I felt better.

      Robin,

      Really, really sorry to have run out on you, but Nathan called me in for an emergency meeting. You were sleeping so soundly that I didn’t want to wake you, esp. after last night. Figured you could use all the rest you could get before we tackled the real world again. Feel free to use the shower and anything you find there. I promise I do actually own soap. Will see you at noon at the Roundhouse. Take the A Train to the end of the line to get there. Should be a half-hour trip and nothing more. Be safe. See you soon.

      X

      I grinned at the blocky, childlike handwriting, and then wider at his signature “X” at the bottom of the note. I didn’t know why he’d used it, considering I now knew his name to start with a J, but it was so reminiscent of the days when we’d first met that I could hardly feel angry over it. Instead, it just felt like… Jace.

      How bizarre, I realized, to know anyone that well. It had been so long since I’d let someone in that deeply, and the feeling was both strange and deeply familiar.

      I wondered about the fact that he’d left me alone, but realized that he did answer to Nathan… that we all sort of did, honestly… and gave him a pass. In this organization, Nathan’s word superseded any so-called orders we’d received from Alexy or Zion.

      I went through my morning ablutions, smiling to myself and doing my best to keep the rest of the world at bay. My ankle was feeling worlds better, and a full night’s sleep in the company of someone I felt I could fully trust had done more for my confidence than I could have imagined. I wanted to revel in that feeling for just a bit longer. There was plenty of time for the world to knock me down after I left this sanctuary. For now, I was going to pretend that there wasn’t a Ministry or a site that sold children or a group of people waiting for me so that we could figure out whether we were in danger. Or how we were going to save our friends.
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        * * *

      

      When I got to the Roundhouse, it looked exactly the way I remembered it, and I had to fight to remind myself that in the twenty-four hours or so since the last time I’d seen it, everything had changed.

      I dawdled outside for a bit, wondering whether it was safe to go right into the bar, but then glanced at my phone, realizing it was already past noon. Everyone else would presumably be here—and inside. With that thought, I marched to the front door and threw it open.

      It didn’t take me long to spot our party. We’d decided on the Roundhouse because it was a bar/restaurant most of us had known for some time. It was the same place where we’d stored our airship for a time. The owner and resident bartender, Cianna, had also allowed us to meet here when we were nothing more than Nelson’s group of adventurers in the OH network. Though our activities had put her at risk, she fully supported what we were doing. She would have joined us if she’d been able to, but she had relatives who were depending on her, she’d said, and wasn’t free to put her life on the line the way we did.

      When we’d needed a safe place to discuss our options, Alexy had mentioned the Roundhouse and no one had batted an eye. It was a sanctuary for us, and it made sense for this to be the place where we sorted out what we were going to do.

      Although, now that we were here, I was having second thoughts, because this was where we’d often met up with Nelson—and where Nelson stored some of our gear. If the Ministry truly had Nelson in their grips, or if they’d hacked her computer, there was a chance they knew this place as one of our hangouts. If that was true…

      Why hadn’t we thought of it before?

      I ran it through my brain once and then again, trying to figure out whether I needed to grab the others and get out of there quickly. I realized, then, that the same things that had made the place safe before, with Nelson, made it safe now. It was a crowded joint, and the lunch crowd, no doubt tempted by Cianna’s famous pot roast, would hide our rather large party. With luck, we would look like just another group of friends there to enjoy our lunch breaks together. The Ministry shouldn’t know our faces or our names—at least, I hoped not—and if they entered, I was certain that we’d see them before they saw us.

      Plus, Nelson’s group was on good terms with the back exit of the place. We’d walked through it at least a hundred times, and I didn’t think it would take us more than thirty seconds to get there if we needed, even with the extra bodies.

      Besides, if we were already being watched by the Ministry or the enforcers, it wouldn’t matter where we were. We had called in sick at our jobs to meet in the middle of the day, in a rather large and easily targetable group. If they followed us here it would be because they knew who we were. If that was true, we’d be in enough trouble that no amount of cover would be enough.

      In fact, most of our group was already there.

      Zion was sitting with Allerra, speaking earnestly to her, and she was looking at him with her eyes wide, nodding enthusiastically, as if she was trying to take in everything he might give her. I couldn’t help but smile at the impassioned look on her face. I had to wonder again how someone so young had found herself here. At some point, I would have to ask her about her history. Just like anyone else, she had a tale, and it deserved to be heard.

      Alexy was speaking to Ant, Jackie, Julia, and Marco, the four of them wearing nearly identical expressions of frustrated disbelief. Which meant, I suspected, that Alexy had just said something outrageous and vaguely insulting but also true enough to keep them from arguing with her. I was glad to see that Ant was in attendance. That meant Jackie had been able to talk him out of any hare-brained schemes.

      I walked up to them, my heart skipping in relief to see them healthy and present, and dropped into a seat next to Alexy. She turned and gave me a look of mock surprise, then glanced over my shoulder with a question in her eyes.

      “Where’s your gruff, hairy sidekick?” she asked. “And his even hairier friend? They’re the only ones we’re waiting on, and I’d like to get this party started. The sooner we figure out our next move, the sooner we can get moving.”

      I agreed with that sentiment, though I took some issue with her calling Jace my sidekick.

      “He said he’d been called to some sort of emergency meeting with Nathan,” I told her. “I guess Boyd might have gone too?”

      Truthfully, I had no idea whether Cloyd was in the same group of insiders as Jace. I knew he wasn’t an admin, as I’d asked about that early on, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t some sort of consultant. It didn’t make a lot of sense. Cloyd didn’t seem any better with tech than Jace, so why would he be a consultant for a secret revolution portal? But who was I to judge?

      As far as I could see, though, they weren’t the only ones missing.

      “Where are the others? Alice, Ida, James, Samuel…” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “We told them not to bother,” Ant replied. “They’d have to travel too far to get here, and it’d be dangerous. Samuel gave me his phone number last night, so we texted them this morning to let them know that we’d just send them any relevant… plans.”

      He sort of stumbled over the last word and gave Alexy a look, and I realized immediately who had made that decision.

      It seemed like a good one, so I didn’t argue. We hadn’t wanted to involve anyone other than the teams that had gone into the raid, and cutting it down even further was a good idea. Hopefully it would lead to fewer complications. It would certainly mean fewer people arguing about what was bound to be a number of different ideas.

      Suddenly, there was a commotion at the front of the bar, and I whirled around in my chair, certain that the Ministry had found us. I poised to jump to my feet, grab the person closest to me, and dash toward the back exit. But before I could move, I saw Cloyd and Jace shoving their way through the crowd, taking little time to apologize to those they left in their wake. The two men were larger than almost anyone in the bar, and I wondered why they were being so rough. Surely they could have just walked through the clear spaces, or at least asked people to move to the side rather than using their muscle.

      Then I noticed that they were both wearing looks of consternation on their faces. I rose, concerned at the sudden change in Jace, but he motioned for me to sit again and smoothed his features out a bit, as if he could read my concern.

      “Okay, we’re here,” he said shortly as Cloyd took a seat next to Zion. “Let’s figure out what we’re going to do about this.”

      “Isn’t it obvious? We have to go after our friends. We have to get them out of there,” Ant said quickly. “That’s got to be our main priority.”

      “Too dangerous,” Zion said immediately. “We can’t just pretend that last night didn’t happen. We had our asses handed to us in terms of firepower and computer capabilities, and now we’re down two of our best techs in Nelson and Austin. We can’t just go running into another stupid situation. Not without a better plan.”

      No one answered him for several long seconds, because he was right. We’d been well and truly schooled when it came to hacking power during the raid. Now we were missing Nelson, who had made so many things possible. I was still holding out hope that she was okay, just hiding somewhere, but as long as we didn’t have access to her, we were missing not only a great deal of hacking power, but also one of our natural leaders. It made planning difficult.

      “Well, we can’t just sit around and do nothing!” Jackie retorted. “That’s stupid, first of all, because those are our friends in the Ministry’s clutches! We have to get them out of there!”

      Zion leveled her with an even look that started out as harsh and then shifted to gentle and sympathetic.

      “And what makes you think they’re even still alive?” he asked.

      She gave him a narrow-eyed look herself, then pointedly ignored him and turned to Alexy.

      “We have to get them out of there before they give anything up, anyhow. Shouldn’t we be thinking about security, here?”

      Alexy tossed Zion a look, followed by a grin, and nodded.

      “I see all my lecturing last night did you some good. Yes to the security, but no to the rescuing people before they can give anything up. We’ve been too careful with information for them to know anything, so unless you guys have been overly free with information in the past…” She glanced at me, Jackie, Ant, Julia, and Marco, and we all shook our heads.

      “Nelson was too paranoid to let us share anything personal,” I muttered. “We don’t even know each other’s real names.”

      Alexy sniffed dramatically. “A woman after my own heart. Good. Then our unfortunate friends don’t have anything to give up, so that argument doesn’t stand.” She glanced at Ant, who was about to argue, and held up a hand.

      “I didn’t say we’re not going to go after them,” she amended. “Just that now’s not the right time.”

      “Now’s not the right time?” he asked, shocked. “Now’s not the right time? The Ministry has them, woman! How long do you think they’re going to hold onto them?”

      “Longer than you might realize,” Cloyd said, breaking into the conversation for the first time. “Their endgame is to destroy their enemies. They won’t do anything until they think they’ve got us on the line. Our friends, as you keep calling them, are the bait. And a good fisherman doesn’t cut bait until they’ve got the fish on the hook.”

      I gulped, suddenly aware that this was a whole lot bigger than we’d ever meant for it to be. Sure, we’d set out to change the world, but I didn’t think any of us had expected to take the Ministry on with the first mission. We certainly hadn’t thought that we would be going head to head with the government and making their list of enemies our first time out.

      Worst-case scenario, indeed.

      Which brought me rapidly to another point. Our friends might not have any information on us they could give the Ministry, but I knew someone who did.

      He’d already tried to sell us out once.

      “Oh my God. Marty,” I said with a gasp. “If the Ministry is looking for information, he knows so much. Our general plans for OH+. Our screennames. The OH+ portal’s location.” I could feel my panic building at the thought of it. True, none of our real names were stored there. We’d always been careful to mask our IPs whenever we accessed the site, but the previous night had made it painfully obvious that the Ministry was better at hacking things than we could have ever imagined.

      What if our IP masks weren’t good enough? What if the site’s anti-hacking security wasn’t up to snuff? What if the Ministry had already gotten in there and figured out who we all were, courtesy of the man we should never have trusted?

      “He’s already tried to sell us out once,” Jace agreed. He glanced at Cloyd. “Do you think it might have been—”

      Zion put a hand up to stop him, but my mind was already finishing the sentence.

      Do you think it might have been him who tipped the Ministry off to the raid? He’d had access to all of our plans, and we knew from our first big meeting that we couldn’t trust him. He’d blown that with his first betrayal. What would have stopped him from betraying us again, and this time directly to the Ministry?

      “Not an issue,” Zion said gruffly. “Marty is… no longer an issue.”

      Jace turned a cold amber glance on Zion.

      “And what exactly do you mean by that?”

      Zion shrugged.

      “He’s dead. I killed him shortly after the meeting, while he was within easy reach. Figured the same thing you guys are figuring right now—if he sold us out once, he’d do it again. And that’s not the sort of person any of us need hanging around.”

      Everyone else’s mouths dropped right open and hung that way for at least ten seconds. Dead? Dead? He’d just gone out and killed Marty, without talking to anyone about it, without even bringing it up in the group? At the time, he’d told us that he would figure out a way to “deal” with Marty, but I’d had no idea that would involve murder.

      Granted, I couldn’t argue with his reasoning. He was right: Marty had been a problem once and had been bound to become one again. This way we could cross that worry right off our list.

      Still, it seemed like an awfully final solution.

      Then something strange happened. I noticed that there was a sharing of looks going on between Jace, Cloyd, Zion, and Alexy. The rest of us weren’t involved in whatever subtext was happening there. In fact, it was like we were no longer even in the room.

      I was definitely running with a much rougher crowd than I’d ever run with before. I wasn’t sure how it had happened, but I did know one thing: that had never been my intention. I’d wanted to find a way to recover my baby girl, and maybe do some good deeds, but I’d never set out to change the world. Not really. I had just wanted my world to go back to being something resembling normal, peaceful enough to let me sleep at night. If that meant altering the government in some way or helping to start a revolution, that would be great, but my biggest focus had always been Hope.

      Not espionage.

      And certainly not murder.

      “And you don’t think that was a little bit dramatic?” I asked quietly. “Maybe slight overkill? When did we start killing people?”

      Zion gave me the same look he’d been giving Ant a moment earlier.

      “The moment the Ministry started trying to kill us, Robin.”

      Kill us. Right. My brain stuttered at the thought, terrified, then started going full speed again.

      We’d been lucky enough to escape the Ministry’s first attempt, but we had friends who hadn’t.

      “Nelson,” I said quickly. “She has to be our first priority. We have to figure out whether she’s still alive, and where she might be if she is. So much is depending on her.”

      It made complete sense. If we could find her, she could go through what we’d found in the warehouse back there and maybe use it to get into the archives. Maybe she could—

      That thought was stupid beyond belief, I realized a second later. We’d just been shown, without mercy, that we didn’t have the technological wizardry to get past the Ministry. Going into the archives now would be suicide.

      None of that changed the fact that Nelson was my friend. I didn’t want to leave her hanging out to dry. Besides, we might not be able to try hacking into the archives, but we did have another very good reason for needing a tech: we had to figure out where our friends were and how to get them back.

      “We have to find her,” I repeated in the face of the doubtful looks I was receiving from the others. “She’s one of our best techs and knows more about getting through the systems in the dark web than anyone else. We’ve already lost Austin. Surely OH+ is going to need all the techs it can get to keep things running and improve things, and that should include Nelson.”

      Jace gave me a long, sympathetic look. Then he shook his head.

      “We can’t do that, Robin. I’m sorry, but Nathan had a couple points on the schedule of the meeting I was called to this morning. And top of the list was that we’re forbidden from trying to find Nelson. We’re not allowed to go near her house or her office, and we’re absolutely not allowed to try to find her equipment or use it. She’s off limits, and that’s coming straight from Nathan.”

      I stared at him for several heartbeats, shocked—at both the idea that Jace would say such a thing, and that Nathan would dare to give us orders about anything. He might have started OH and then OH+, but that didn’t make him anything more than a talented admin. It certainly didn’t make him our boss.

      If he thought we were going to follow his orders about our friends just because he said so, he had another thing coming.

      “What do you mean, he’s forbidden us from going after her?” I asked quietly, corralling my anger into succinct, sharp words. I hoped that Jace had a good answer for me, something that would make it all more sensible. He looked like he was about to reach for me but stopped himself and sighed deeply.

      “You know I was called to a meeting with Nathan this morning, and I can tell you right now that it wasn’t exactly… pleasant.”

      Cloyd snorted at that.

      “‘Not exactly pleasant’ might actually be the understatement of the century,” he muttered, and I glanced at him, rapidly reevaluating his role in all of this. He had been at the meeting, but why? I knew he wasn’t an admin, and he also wasn’t technologically knowledgeable enough to be a tech. He didn’t seem to be overly motivated as far as leadership went. He definitely wasn’t a people person. Jace could at least interact with other people, courtesy of his charm, while Cloyd hadn’t bothered with anything more than three words at a time toward me—even when Jace introduced me as a friend.

      How exactly was he involved in all of this, and why? Why would Nathan have chosen someone so badly suited to leadership for what amounted to a leadership role?

      Jace distracted me by chuckling dryly and nodded once.

      “Yes, let’s amend that to ‘distinctly unpleasant.’ Nathan is displeased with how things went down last night, and I guess I can’t really blame him.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked, my voice still quiet. “He’s displeased? He’s not the one who was out in the middle of nowhere, running for his life from men in murder suits with gigantic pincers large enough to swallow a person whole. He’s certainly not the one who had fire actually shot at him. And he didn’t have to watch any of his friends being captured by Ministry soldiers. I think I speak for all of us when I say that we’re a bit more displeased than he is.”

      There were mutters of agreement around the table, and I was glad to feel Ant scooting a bit closer to me in silent support.

      Jace had the grace to look slightly abashed and gave me a half smile.

      “I brought those same points up to him, and he wasn’t happy about it. In fact, it got me into even more trouble, but it’s the truth. We were the ones with boots on the ground out there, risking our lives, not him. I think that gives us a right to be upset—but it doesn’t give us the right to keep risking our lives. Nathan is right about Nelson’s office and her house. We know she got into a tussle with a snare protocol during the raid, and we know—or at least we think we know—that she lost that particular battle. She didn’t detect it early enough, so she didn’t react to it as quickly as she should have. Then… well, obviously we can’t know how or why her transmission suddenly cut out, or what happened after that, but chances are the Ministry used the snare to track her physical location and went after her. If they did that, we have to assume that they caught her.”

      I let out an involuntary sob at that cold recitation of facts—at the idea that the Ministry might have my friend—and Jace shot me an apologetic glance. His tone, however, didn’t change.

      “I’m sorry, Robin, but it’s the truth. If we’re going to move forward, we have to do it based on facts rather than things that we hope for.” He gave another deep, heaving sigh, and closed his eyes for a moment. “With that in mind, Nathan doesn’t want us going near her office. If the Ministry did find her location, it means it’s too dangerous. Even if she did get away, and she might have”—he shot another, slightly more conciliatory, glance in my direction—“her office would still be a location that the Ministry knew about. And for all we know, they could have left agents there because they assumed that her friends would show up. They know she was working with someone—with us, given that they were actually chasing us outside that warehouse. They could be setting up a trap for us if we search for her. A snare protocol in the flesh, so to speak.”

      I looked down at the table, my heart racing. When I looked up again, I saw that his eyes were pleading with me, asking me to understand why he was saying what he was and perhaps even asking me to accept that he was right.

      Accept that Nathan was right.

      They might have been right, and I was willing to accept that Nelson had been located—she’d said as much herself—and in trouble. Sure, the Ministry might have even set themselves up at the location of her office to trap us.

      But she was my friend.

      She was someone who had trusted me enough to allow me into her group on OH when she didn’t even know me, and had given me direction in my life, and a sort of family. Beyond that, she’d been working on getting into the archives and giving me hope that I’d actually find my daughter again, at some point. Sure, we had a long way to go, and a lot of things had changed since then, but still…

      “Are you sure?” I asked, my voice broken. “You know she’s our friend, our leader. Why would you accept this as the right thing? There’s a chance that she’s still there, hiding. That she hasn’t been taken by the Ministry, and might just be waiting for us to come get her. I don’t see anything wrong with just going to look.”

      He glanced down.

      “I’m sorry, Robin. But Nathan’s the one in charge here. When the group’s in danger, it’s up to the leader to do whatever he has to in order to protect it. And in this case, he’s the leader. He’s just trying to protect the rest of us.”

      My heart broke a little more at that, and I stood slowly, attempting to sort my chaotic feelings into a few simple sentences, and stared down at him. This morning, I’d woken up feeling as if something had changed in our friendship, like we’d crossed some sort of line and might be moving toward something a lot bigger than just… friends. Now I felt as if I’d misunderstood things, and my heart was hurting over it.

      “She’s my friend, Hux,” I told him stiffly. “She’s been my friend a lot longer than you have, and a lot longer than Nathan has even been a part of my life. Like I said, we don’t know if she’s hurt and needs help, or if she’s just waiting for us there. Either way, I’m going to her office, just to make sure. I have to.”

      I spun on my heel, ignoring the gasps from the others, and stalked toward the door, my mind a black hole. For all the thoughts I’d had moments before, I now seemed to be nothing but a physical body. My brain had gone blank, maybe because it knew I’d done the right thing, and that it didn’t have to think. For just a moment, it could allow my body to be in control. Just until we got to the door.

      At which point I felt a hand come heavily down on my shoulder.

      I whirled in irritation, sure that it would be Jace or Cloyd—maybe Zion—trying to stop me, but reined my temper in when I saw that it was Jackie. Ant was standing right behind her. Both had pinched white faces and eyes that were blazing.

      “You’re going after Nelson?” Jackie asked quietly. “Well, we’re coming with you.”

      I looked from her to Ant and saw him nod sharply. At my lifted eyebrow, he shrugged.

      “What?” he asked. “It’s not like we’re going to let you do it on your own. Besides, she’s our friend too.”

      I let out a breath of relief that I wouldn’t be going on this journey alone, and shot one last glance back at the table. To my surprise, instead of displeasure or concern, I saw Zion and Alexy looking at me with… approval. As if they’d been hoping I would do exactly what I was doing.

      Which was odd. But also, not really my problem.

      I turned on my toes without bothering to look at Jace, already knowing what I would see there, and pushed out the door, Jackie and Ant on my heels.
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      I stood against the corner of the building, breathing so heavily the air burned in my lungs. I’d just sent Jackie and Ant ahead of me to wait at the light while I got myself under control, because this wasn’t the way I wanted to leave things with Jace.

      Or maybe this wasn’t how I wanted to start my search for Nelson.

      I wasn’t certain which aspect was bothering me more, but I knew that something felt distinctly wrong. I’d never paid much attention to the phrase “don’t let the sun go down on your anger,” but I did know that I disliked leaving things unsaid and messy.

      After the night I’d spent with Jace, it really did feel like he deserved more than what I’d just given him. It felt like I deserved more than he’d just given me. I wasn’t expecting him to come racing after me, obviously, but I did want to take a moment and sort through my emotions before I went tearing off into the city with Ant and Jackie. I knew I wasn’t being rational—or, at least, a part of my brain was screaming at me, telling me so. I’d told Ant that we couldn’t go after Abe right away, and I’d been completely sure of that. But this was different. Abe was literally in the hands of the government already. He was a prisoner, and going after him would mean going up against the government itself.

      As far as we knew, right now, Nelson was just missing. Out of contact. We didn’t know for sure that she’d been taken prisoner, and we wouldn’t know anything for sure unless someone went to her office to do a bit of research. Besides, part of that research would be getting hold of the hard drives she’d hopefully left behind. They were supposed to contain data on all the various potential loopholes Nelson had managed to find in the government’s security, and that could be useful not just in helping me get my child back one day, but also in helping us in our more immediate situation, given that the government had our friends.

      Going to do some initial research and collect tech was worlds different from trying to actually spring someone from the Ministry. It was incredibly clear to me when I looked at it that way. So why didn’t anyone else see it?

      I closed my eyes with a sigh. There was also the fact that Nelson was one of our best techs and had led a team on OH long before Nathan decided to bump everyone up a step. In fact, I was willing to bet that she was the one he’d truly wanted in OH+, and the rest of our group had just come along as extras.

      If we were going to attempt to rescue Abe and the rest of our team, we needed techs like her. We needed her.

      “I’m telling you, she’s going to be trouble,” a voice suddenly muttered from around the corner. I moved rapidly back into the shadows, wondering whether I should at least turn away, so it looked like I’d been walking rather than eavesdropping. I didn’t want to overhear anyone’s personal conversation—it was too risky, and we all had too much on the line here. With our friends in the hands of the Ministry, I’d started to become an even bigger believer in the idea that we were all safer if we knew less than nothing about each other.

      And listening to private conversations definitely wasn’t the way to maintain my ignorance.

      I had just turned away from the voice and started to make my way toward where Jackie and Ant were waiting for me, when something abruptly changed my mind.

      “Robin is just speaking up for her friends,” a voice that I recognized protested. “She’s not trying to make trouble. She’s doing what any friend would do. Nelson is probably in trouble, and Robin wants to know for sure. That’s all it is.” The voice was unmistakably Jace’s.

      I frowned. I hated hearing other people talking about me. You always found out things that you didn’t want to know. But I froze in place and turned back toward the voices, unsure of what to do next. This sounded like a conversation that I might need to hear. If they were talking about me and my intention to find Nelson, perhaps they would also talk about things that would come in handy on our quest.

      “She should learn to take orders like the rest of us,” the first voice—Cloyd’s, I realized—said. “Nathan says we don’t go after Nelson because it’s risky, and he’s right. If Robin has any common sense, she’ll listen to him and obey his command.”

      I narrowed my eyes and strained my ears, trying to sort out why he would be taking that sort of slant on the situation. I hadn’t known Cloyd for long, but he’d seemed to be a fair-minded individual. I knew he was dedicated to his friends. Why was he siding with Nathan?

      “She has plenty of common sense,” Jace replied, his tone defensive. “She knows what needs to be done, and surely you can see the logic there. We’re in short supply of techs, and having Nelson back on the team would make things easier.”

      There was a sharp hiss that dismissed Jace’s reasoning, and at that moment I realized that this conversation was about more than just their words. Although Cloyd was one of Jace’s closest friends—and had actually come down out of the mountains with Jace—they seemed to be distinctly at odds about something. And they were going out of their way not to talk about it directly.

      I hoped it wasn’t actually about me. I didn’t want to be the girl who came between two friends; although, I was also close to melting into a puddle at the idea that Jace was standing not ten feet away, defending me.

      “Jace, I know how you feel about the girl, but you can’t let your emotions rule you,” Cloyd said. “You know how important this is. You know how much danger we’re in. You know Nathan would never ask us to do anything that wasn’t in our best interests, in one way or another.”

      “Wouldn’t he, now?” Jace asked, and I could hear the heavy doubt and sarcasm in his voice. “I suppose he does have a reason for everything he does, and I do believe that his reasons are for the greater good. As far as individual benefit goes, I have my doubts. But that’s not the point. The point is, leave her alone. She doesn’t need you messing with her, and you’ve got no good reason to do so. There’s a fair chance that she’s just going to Ant’s house to get away from us, and I can’t blame her for that, either. It’s been a difficult twenty-four hours, and she’s lost more than one friend.”

      There was a long, loaded silence, and then the sound of some sort of scuffle—almost as if Cloyd had decided to come after me anyhow, and Jace had gone out of his way to stop him. I pressed myself back against the building and whirled away from them, my heart beating heavily and my feet ready to dart down the road. But then the sounds stopped, and there was silence again. I pivoted slowly, afraid that I’d find them at the corner, staring at me, but the corner was still empty.

      I was still safe from being caught.

      But instead of running the other way, I again rested against the structure. Was the argument over? They’d already given me quite a bit to think about, including the weird undercurrent between them about Nathan. But if they had anything more to say, I wanted to hear it.

      “You know Nathan’s going to take care of it,” Cloyd finally said, his voice more subdued now. “She’s putting herself into danger for something that she should ultimately leave to him.”

      “But she doesn’t know that, and she doesn’t need to know it,” Jace answered, his voice also calmer. “Her instincts are telling her to go after her friend, and she has a right to follow through on that. To feel as if she’s doing something rather than just sitting around waiting.” He paused for a moment, and then added, “If you had the chance to go after Kory rather than just waiting, I suspect you’d do it in a heartbeat.”

      Cloyd let out a ragged laugh, and I could imagine him shaking his head, those deep, sad eyes of his looking down. He’d always seemed incredibly withdrawn to me, and I wondered again what had happened to make him look that way. What had he lost that had wounded him so deeply?

      “I can’t say I would do otherwise,” he agreed. “And you know I don’t like the waiting. But I’ve got even more at stake than you do. We both know we can’t step out of line. It’s not worth the risk.”

      “But if Robin can find Nelson and Nelson can help us find Kory…” Jace let the statement hang, leaving it for Cloyd to fill in the ending.

      “Then we might be able to get him back more quickly,” Cloyd muttered.

      At that, they appeared to have reached an accord. I heard the sound of footsteps walking slowly away from me, but only one set. Someone was going back to the bar, while the other was remaining standing mere feet away from me.

      Something told me it was Jace nearby, and my fingers twitched with the sudden need to reach out for him. I wanted to reach for his hand and thread my fingers through his, reveling in the strength and warmth I would find there. I had a quick memory of how it had felt to lean up against him the night before, and then another memory of waking up to the emptiness of being alone. I allowed myself to smile slightly.

      Jace had defended me against one of his closest friends. I didn’t want to come between them, but there was something nice about knowing that he had my back, even if he didn’t know I knew it.

      Of course, that was only one side of the story. What had those two been talking about, in terms of Nathan? What exactly had he done for them, and why were they both so nervous about upsetting him? I’d always had the feeling that they had trusted him explicitly. Now it seemed as if any relationship with him came with some heavy strings attached. Strings, I feared, the rest of us had been tied with as well, even though we’d never been told exactly what we were getting ourselves into.

      I finally moved from the corner, convinced that now wasn’t actually the time to approach Jace, and made my way toward where my friends were waiting. I doubted Jace was going anywhere, and I wasn’t sure how much he would tell me even if I asked about what I’d overheard.

      Nelson, on the other hand, was an immediate issue. We needed to get to her office and see what we could find.
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      When I caught up, I found that Jackie and Ant were in the middle of deciding what we should do next. They started moving the moment I joined them.

      “My house,” Ant said quickly. “Granted, Cloyd was there last night, but I don’t think he was paying attention to how we got there. He definitely isn’t the sort of guy who’s natural on the city streets. I bet he’d get lost just trying to get to the next corner from here.”

      I stifled a giggle at the characterization—which was more accurate than Ant realized, given that Cloyd had just recently been transplanted from the wild into civilization with Jace—and tried to match my steps to his longer ones. Jackie, who was even shorter than me, was having a lot more trouble, but we all shared one basic idea: we needed to get out of here as quickly as possible. None of us wanted to wait around for anyone to try and talk us out of our plans. I knew now that Jace supported me, but I still didn’t want to run the risk of Cloyd or one of the others coming after us.

      “Too bad we’re not closer to mine,” Jackie huffed. “Having spent a full night at your place, I can confirm that it’s a complete dump. Looks exactly like I would expect an apartment that belongs to you and Abe to look.”

      Abe.

      That brought up another quick thought, and I figured I might as well address it.

      “So, what exactly are we thinking, here?” I asked, having spent all of my leadership strength back at the Roundhouse. At this point, I needed their input, because I was fresh out of ideas.

      “Get to Nelson’s, somehow figure out what happened to her and whether she’s still around, find her, and then… somehow use her to get our friends out of wherever they’re being held? Roughly?” Jackie supplied.

      Ant snorted. “While I agree with the plan in general, something tells me that it’s going to be slightly more complicated than that. Complicated just seems to be the way our lives are going right now.”

      I took a deep breath, then coughed as the smell of exhaust from a passing truck filled my lungs. I quickly blew out again, my mind racing.

      Well, yes, obviously things wouldn’t be that easy, but it made sense to me that Nelson could be the key to everything. She was the most technologically knowledgeable person in my immediate group of friends, and while she’d made a mistake during the raid, that didn’t mean she didn’t know what she was doing. If we could get her out of whatever scrape she was in, it could be our path right to rescuing the members of our team. We would need a hacker to coordinate the nuts and bolts of finding out where they were, and though Nelson might be a bit nervous about going back in…

      A bit nervous. Now that was an understatement.

      Besides, I reminded myself, jumping off the curb to follow Ant across the street. We need to take one step at a time.

      True, the people who had been captured had to be on our list of things to do, but we needed to find Nelson first. I still couldn’t think of a better way to do that than starting at her office. I had no idea what we might find there, but I hoped that we’d at least find some clue to her whereabouts. And it wasn’t just about finding Nelson. She’d shown me where she had hidden hard drives, specifically so that I could get to them if anything ever happened to her.

      Well, something had happened. And if it turned out that we didn’t have Nelson anymore, that she truly had been captured, then having those hard drives and the information on them might just give us what we needed to rescue her.

      No matter what happened, it was action. Nathan’s orders of “sit tight and wait” didn’t exactly work for me. It left a lot of our friends in a dangerous situation, and we might have been paranoid about our privacy up to this point, but that didn’t make them any less my family. Even if I didn’t know their real names.

      At that moment, another hand grabbed my shoulder and yanked me backward, pulling me nearly off my feet. I stumbled and turned, confused. Ant and Jackie were in front of me, but someone had come up behind me without my notice.

      Jace.

      He was standing way too close, and I looked up to register that the raw honey color of his eyes looked distinctly lighter, as if it was being watered down. He looked frustrated and slightly confused. I wondered whether he and Cloyd had continued their discussion after I left, and whether it had gone badly if so.

      “Robin, I need to talk to you,” he said urgently.

      A sudden honk and the screech of tires made me realize that we were standing in the middle of the road. I lifted an eyebrow at him and turned to continue on my way. I couldn’t tell him that I already knew much of what he had to say. I was going to have to listen to him, but we had to get out of the street before we got hit. Jace matched his strides to mine and started talking before we’d gone even two more steps.

      “I’m sorry for how that all came out back at the Roundhouse. I didn’t mean for it to happen like that. Honestly, I was trying to plan something better between my meeting with Nathan and our discussion in the bar. It was just… There wasn’t going to be an easy way to say that stuff, no matter what. And I…”

      I spun around and pinned him with a stare. He was still referring to what had happened in the bar, rather than the conversation I’d overheard with Cloyd, which meant I needed to rewind things and function on the information I was supposed to have, rather than the information I actually had.

      “You what?” I asked. I recalled what the conversation in the bar had been like, and allowed myself to get a little worked up, for believability. “You thought that maybe Nathan was right to be ordering us around? Thought that maybe I’d listen when you told me I wasn’t allowed to go after one of my only real friends in the world?”

      He looked hurt at that, and I pulled back a little bit. I’d unintentionally implied that maybe Jace wasn’t one of my friends, and that wasn’t what I’d meant to do at all. I’d been confused by what he’d done, and still didn’t fully understand why he was blindly following Nathan’s orders, but his conversation with Cloyd had indicated that he hadn’t been happy about it. He even thought going after Nelson was the right thing to do and had been willing to let me try. For some reason, this allegiance to Nathan was overriding what he felt was the right move.

      “Tell me what’s going on, Hux,” I said quietly, feeling Jackie and Ant come to stand behind me.

      After a long sigh, he shook his head.

      “I can’t tell you everything. I’m sorry, but it would put all of us in too much danger. I will tell you what I can. The truth is, I agree with you about going after Nelson. Of course I do. She’s your friend, and I’ve seen how much she means to you. I would never stop you from trying to save her.” He looked up at Ant and nodded. “I also agree with you about trying to find our friends. Jack is in the hands of the Ministry, and he’s one of the only friends I have. He’s like family to me—and once I make friends, I keep them for life. Which means I don’t see any way around trying to rescue him, but we can’t do anything until we have a plan. I’m thinking Nelson might be able to help with that. I’m thinking that might be the same thing you’re thinking, am I right?”

      I didn’t answer right away, mostly because I was too busy trying to unpack all the information he’d just thrown into one piece of dialogue. That had been a lot to admit after what he’d just said in the bar, and he hadn’t even asked Ant and Jackie to leave first. Which was both endearing and potentially dangerous. He and Cloyd had both said that it was risky to go against Nathan on this, so it surprised me that he was admitting that he wanted to.

      He was obviously conflicted about something. Though I felt bad about that, I also meant to take advantage of it. I needed whatever information he had so we could figure out our next move.

      “So why are you siding with Nathan on not going after her?” I asked.

      He closed his eyes for a minute, and when he opened them again, to my surprise, they were glassy.

      “It’s so easy for you,” he said quietly. “You might think you have things hard, and I’ll admit that this society isn’t ideal. The government definitely doesn’t have the people’s best interests at heart, but you have a job. You have an identity. Maybe not the identity you were born with, but still one that the government recognizes. I don’t have that.”

      I frowned.

      “I thought you had… i-identification.” I finished the sentence with a stutter, remembering too late that Jackie and Ant didn’t know about his past. But I had been under the distinct impression that Jace’s anonymous contact had hooked him up with papers that made him legal, possibly with the help of the nuns.

      Jace nodded.

      “I have identification, but you know it’s not as… solid as yours is.” He shot me a warning glance that said everything I needed to know. As I’d suspected, he did have identification, but it was forged. He’d been brought down from the mountains into the city and given a name and a foundation, but it wasn’t real; it could be unveiled. If it was discovered as fraudulent, he’d be thrown right into prison as an undocumented person.

      “You don’t have a job?” I asked softly, continuing my thoughts as they progressed.

      He smiled with relief at my conclusion.

      “No,” he replied. “I never got one because I went right to work for Nathan on OH and OH+, but those aren’t exactly government-condoned positions. I don’t really have money of my own. Nathan pays for everything, including my house. I like to have things like food and a roof over my head. And if I went against him…”

      “That would all disappear,” I finished for him.

      He sighed.

      “It’s possible. Then there’s the question of my sister. Nathan… Well, she is where she is through his contacts. I can’t risk her safety, at least not until I have something more solid to offer her.”

      I pressed my lips together.

      Rhea. Of course.

      She was currently housed at the Orange Grove Convent, where Nathan had arranged for her to be. It all made sense, and suddenly I fully understood why Jace would be tiptoeing around the situation. He didn’t want to risk his own security or that of his sister.

      It would have been unthinkable.

      No wonder he was following Nathan’s orders and had passed them on to us, even when he knew it would break our hearts. No wonder he was saying this now, when we were separated from the larger group. He didn’t trust them like he did me—and, I guessed, now Ant and Jackie as well.

      So how did I tell him that I got it, that he was forgiven ten thousand times over? How could I get all of my knowledge into the simplest, most innocent statement possible, so that I didn’t give away any of the secrets he’d planned to keep from Ant and Jackie?

      “I understand,” I replied finally.

      I could see in Jace’s face that he appreciated my absolution. He gave me a slight smile, then took my arm and pushed me farther toward the trees that lined the sidewalk, taking me away from Ant and Jackie so that we could speak more privately.

      “I can’t help you, not publicly, but I can promise you that I’ll do my best to keep Nathan’s—and everyone else’s—eyes off you for tonight. I’ll tell them that you’re angry with me and refusing to come back to my house, that we’re going to have to leave you alone for the time being, until you come to terms with it… or something.” He gave a cough that could have been a laugh, and I agreed with the sentiment. Though the old me might have been the sort of person who just came to terms with everything I’d be instructed to do, the person I’d become over the last twenty-four hours definitely wasn’t.

      But no one else knew about my metamorphosis.

      “Can’t you talk to Nathan, get him to see reason?” I asked quickly. “You’re one of his main contacts, right? Surely he’d listen to you.”

      Jace closed his mouth for a long moment, and when he answered me, his tone of voice had changed. “I’m not his main contact. I’m in on the meetings, but I’m not the one he trusts. That’s… That’s someone else. I’m just following orders here.”

      I paused. That was new information. I’d thought that Jace had been in direct contact with Nathan and had been the one who coordinated the bridge between Nathan and the rest of us. It sounded like he was saying that wasn’t true. So, who exactly was standing in that position? Could that have been why he and Cloyd were at odds when I overheard them?

      Had Jace somehow stepped out of line during the meeting they had with Nathan, on my behalf? Was he already putting himself in danger?

      “So, I’ve got your support… but not Nathan’s,” I concluded, hoping that Jace hadn’t done anything reckless during that restaurant meet. “What exactly is he doing, then? What’s his end goal here? If he doesn’t want to save Nelson or the others—”

      “What’s the term you use?” he interrupted. “Above my paygrade, I think? You’re asking questions that I’m not allowed to know the answers to. I don’t know what he’s doing, only that he’s doing something bigger than we might realize. I don’t know what his next step is here. I don’t get that sort of information until I have to have it.”

      Okay.

      It felt like there was too much to think about right now, so I shelved it for later. Which left me with only one last thing to say.

      “I’m going after Nelson, and I really don’t care what Nathan thinks about it.”

      Jace gave a nod. “And I’ll do my best to keep his eyes looking the other way, because I want her back on our team too. It’s the best way to get the others out of the Ministry’s clutches.”

      Our gazes met, and I took a deep breath. We were talking about doing something a lot bigger than just going on meetups and recruiting new members for OH+ here. Maybe not as big as the raid we’d done, but certainly as dangerous. I wasn’t positive that I was ready for that, but I also wasn’t going to let Nelson go without a fight.

      Jace reached down and took my hand, holding it loosely in his.

      “One more thing, Robin, and this is something you have to know,” he said firmly. “When I said I make friends for life, I meant it. You’re on that list now, so I’m going to make you promise that you’ll be careful. Don’t do anything stupid. Don’t do anything that might get you killed. I won’t be around to save you from any Ministry agents this time, and I’ll be pretty upset if you get hurt. Understand?”

      I grinned and nodded, my confidence suddenly boosted. Then I laughed outright. Sure, of course I’d promise that I wouldn’t do anything stupid. We were just walking right into a trap, hoping that we wouldn’t get hurt doing it, and praying that we’d find our friend.

      Not stupid at all. Absolutely no chance of getting hurt or captured or killed.

      “It’s a promise,” I said. Then I dropped his hand and stood awkwardly for a moment, not knowing where to look. Or where to put my hands. Or my feet.

      Hell, even my lips started to feel unnatural.

      Then he took my hand again, and I looked up. He was grinning, those slightly uneven lips of his stretching and creating dimples in his cheeks, and when he leaned in, I immediately anticipated one of his goodbye bear hugs. I opened my arms instinctively, but instead he pressed his forehead to mine so that our eyes were within inches of each other.

      “Promise,” he breathed.

      My arms retracted immediately and became stiff rods at my sides. I tried to say something back, but it felt like a large ball had just lodged itself in my throat. As if he’d just sucked all the oxygen right out of my lungs. So instead I gulped and nodded—then turned to my friends before my cheeks could grow any redder and motioned that we had to get out of here.

      After all, we had a lot of planning to do before it got dark, and I wanted to know exactly what we were going to do before we even got close to her office.
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      By the time we left Ant’s house for Nelson’s office, it was dusk, which worked perfectly with our plans. If any mission needed to happen at night, it was this one. We were going somewhere we were sure Ministry agents had been the night before, and where we knew something bad had happened to Nelson. There was no telling what we might find there.

      We’d spent the afternoon at Ant’s. First, we came up with a plan (albeit a flimsy one). Then, we gathered what we needed for its execution, before finally eating dinner and trying to get some rest.

      The planning and gathering of materials had been easy compared to the resting. Though we were exhausted from the events of the night before and the mental toll they’d taken on us, getting our minds to calm down enough for us to sleep, or even relax, had been nearly impossible. I’d ended up leafing through the same magazine (one about guns and hot rod cars, though I expected nothing less from Ant and Abe) about fifteen times while I waited for the hours to pass.

      When five o’clock had struck, I’d glanced outside to see the sun slowly descending toward what I could see of the horizon from their high-rise building, and then I’d jumped to my feet and declared that it was time to go.

      Which brought us to this point: getting off the train at the station closest to Nelson’s office. Looking warily at each other, we bolted across the street with our expectations low.

      At least Nelson’s office was in a decent neighborhood, so it was safe to walk around this late at night. If we’d been in one of the other areas of the city, we’d have run the risk of being accosted by gangs who robbed for food and money. The government might have reduced crime rates with their harsh system of law enforcement, but they hadn’t eliminated poverty, and some people still chose to steal rather than work as slaves in the factories—in spite of the threat of the death penalty. They were a desperate, vicious bunch, and I’d spent a lot of the last two years avoiding the streets at night, just to stay clear of them.

      A voice suddenly cut through my thoughts, accompanied by a finger jabbing into my ribs. I jumped.

      “Robin, stop walking like you’re a rat that’s trying not to get caught,” Jackie hissed from behind me. “Stand up and look like a normal person. We might be in disguises, but keep creeping like that and someone is bound to notice.”

      I straightened, blushing, and realized that I’d been doing exactly what she claimed—creeping. In my new position, I could tell that I’d been slouched over, doing my best to be inconspicuous, even in the shadows drawing over the street. Jackie was right: if anything was going to get us caught, it was acting like we were doing something wrong.

      Of course, now that I was trying to walk normally, I couldn’t for the life of me remember what normal felt like. I swung my arms, but that felt exaggerated, so I stopped. And my walk seemed distinctly… stilted, as if I’d somehow forgotten how to do it. My nerves were getting the better of me.

      Ant snorted like he thought the same thing as me. “Great, now she’s walking like a robot. That’s much better. At least before she just looked like she had some spinal problem or something.”

      “Shut up, Ant!” I muttered, straightening again and telling myself to stop thinking about it.

      Focus on something else, focus on something else, I recited silently.

      On Nelson. Yes, that was an idea. Focus on where we were going and what we were going to do once we got there. The plan was to get to Nelson’s office and observe it for at least ten minutes, ensuring that everything was normal. This late in the day, there shouldn’t be enforcer activity, even if the place was a crime scene, so if there were still people crawling all over the shop, it meant trouble. If, on the other hand, it was quiet and the traffic around it all seemed normal, we’d be able to progress.

      From there, we… didn’t really have a plan. We figured we’d be able to make it up as we went. Possibly not the smartest idea, but how much could we scheme when we had no idea what we’d find?

      We’d borrowed work uniforms from Ant’s neighbor, who was a trash collector and had owed Ant several favors. I had taken one look at the guy, who appeared to have gone at least three weeks without sleep and was definitely on drugs of some sort, and wanted to question Ant’s relationship with him, but kept my mouth shut. I really didn’t want to know what Ant and his brother had done for him, or how they’d expected him to repay them if we hadn’t needed to borrow trash collection uniforms. I’d also neglected to say any of the things that came to mind about the company they kept—which included, it seemed, drug addicts. Judging by the look on Jackie’s face, Ant would be getting an earful from her later.

      Unfortunately, the neighbor in question had been significantly taller than both Jackie and me. Ant was wearing a bedraggled gray uniform decorated with various stains and tears, but it appeared to fit him, while Jackie and I had both been forced to roll up the sleeves. We tucked the legs into our boots, so that it looked like we were just protecting the clothing from trash—or, at least, I hoped it looked that way. The arms were still comically large on us, and the crotch of the jumpsuit was hanging roughly to my knees. We’d probably gone a bit overboard with the charcoal we’d created from a piece of wood we’d found in the dumpster outside of Ant’s house. We’d spent long enough burning it that it had been pretty soft, and had then rubbed it all over our faces in an attempt to look as though we were just dirty.

      I suspected, though, that we looked more like people who had rubbed charcoal all over our faces to keep from being recognized by anyone we encountered. We’d been so obsessed with privacy for so long that we hadn’t really stopped to consider how we’d look to any casual—or not-so-casual—bystander. It didn’t even matter how we walked because if anyone looked too closely at us, they were going to immediately suspect something. Not even trash collectors were this sloppy.

      But we hadn’t been stopped yet, and that gave me a bit more courage. If we’d been identified, it would have surely meant that we’d be followed. If we were being followed, they most likely would have stopped us when we changed into what were obviously poorly fitting disguises with the assumption that we were up to no good. The fact that no one had come up and slapped handcuffs onto us yet made me think that maybe we were safe, at least in that regard. I couldn’t imagine the Ministry allowing something like this to go on right under their noses—with the people who had broken into one of their warehouses perpetrating it.

      That slight feeling of safety disappeared the moment I turned the next corner and saw the spot where Nelson’s office sat.

      Or rather, used to sit.

      The building was… destroyed. Burned down as if a bomb had exploded. The second floor, where Nelson’s office had been, where, I assumed, the grocer and his family had lived, was almost completely gone. One or two walls were still standing, and it looked like the floor was still there, but the roof had been transformed from a solid structure to nothing but burnt timbers with one or two shingles attached. The remaining walls were blackened and crumbling. I could clearly see through one of them and out the other side of the building.

      The ground floor was in slightly better shape, though the best I could say for it was that it was still holding up the upper level. It was entirely black, and I wasn’t sure whether that meant the flames had started at the bottom and worked their way up, somehow without burning the structure down, or if the walls had just been damaged in the explosion. I didn’t even want to think about what the place looked like inside.

      I really didn’t want to think about what had happened to anyone who had been there when it blew up.

      “Oh my God, Nelson,” Jackie breathed, echoing my thoughts.

      “And whoever else was in there at the time,” Ant answered.

      I couldn’t even gather my thoughts enough to think about what it must have been like. That entire side of the block was encased in bright red enforcer tape that read CRIME SCENE again and again. Was it a crime scene, though, if the Ministry was responsible? There was little doubt in my mind that they were. Whoever had put that snare protocol in the Ministry’s auction website had made sure that anyone who tripped it would leave a blazing neon sign over their door—and that was exactly what Nelson had done. I might have been holding out hope that she was fine and that we’d all been overreacting to our last contact with her, but I couldn’t deny it any longer. The cry I’d heard, followed by silence, made sense now, and I choked back a sob.

      Suddenly, another horrible thought occurred to me. What if we’d actually heard Nelson die?

      My brain skittered away from the thought, refusing to believe that could be true.

      “We have to get in there and see if anything’s left,” I managed, forcing myself to think of things that might help us move forward. Those hard drives. They were the other reason we’d come. And Nelson might be… gone… but those hard drives could still be there. And if we were lucky, they’d give us information we hadn’t had before, about the government or the Ministry and their operation. “Does anyone see anything… suspicious?”

      Ant gave me something that sounded like half a sob and half a laugh.

      “You mean aside from the enforcer tape indicating that we’re standing right next to a crime scene? Or the fact that we’re looking at where Nelson’s office used to be, and the only thing left is a building that looks like a war zone? I mean, are you looking for something more suspicious than that?”

      He made another sound, this time more of an oof, and I didn’t have to look back to know that Jackie had poked him in the ribs.

      “Oaf,” she said coldly. “Get past it. If Nelson’s gone, we have to get in there and see what she might have left for us. And if she’s still around, we have to get in there and see if she left anything to tell us where she is. Either way, we’re getting in there. Now, open your eyes and see if you see any enforcers hidden in the shadows. Either help or leave.”

      I lifted my eyebrows at her tone, glad it wasn’t directed at me, and tipped my head to the side. Jackie was right on all points. We had to get in, regardless of what had happened to Nelson, and see if anything was salvageable. If we could get some of her equipment, maybe even the hard drives…

      “Into the shadows,” I muttered, indicating the building next to us with another tip of my head. “This is the part where we wait and watch. If everything looks normal, we make a move.”

      The three of us turned and tried to move casually toward the next building, and the deep shadow it was throwing across the sidewalk. The sky was darkening, but it was still that point in the day where there was light in some places. Getting into one of the dark spots would help us avoid notice. It would also give us some time to watch the destroyed building and try to figure out whether there was anyone waiting for us. The thought that this might be a trap was at the forefront of my mind. If Nelson had been arrested, we couldn’t afford to get caught and join her in prison.

      We needed to be on the outside so we could break her out again.

      When we finally reached the dimness, I breathed a sigh of relief. But only for a moment.

      Within thirty seconds, I was guarded again when someone appeared. He wore an expensive haircut, the kind that made him look like he had more hair than he actually did. Dressed in blue slacks and an only slightly lighter blue shirt, he walked right up to us, smoking a cigarette and glancing at the building across the street.

      “Hell of a show, ain’t it?” he asked casually, indicating the building. “Feel sorry for the poor souls who were inside.”

      I gaped at him, positive that it was a setup and that he was a Ministry agent. Just as quickly, I remembered that we were supposed to be lowly trash collectors doing our jobs.

      “Sure do,” I drawled out, wondering what a trash collector would do in this situation. “Know anyone who lived there?”

      He shrugged. “Used to buy stuff at the grocery store. Guess I won’t anymore.” He turned his eyes on me and narrowed his gaze. “How about you? You know anyone who lived there? Maybe the girl who kept an office on the top floor?”

      My heart almost burst right out of my chest, and every hair on my body stood on end. He knew who we were. I was sure of it. Why else would he ask such a specific question? Did he already know our faces? Were we in some sort of Ministry Database of Bad Guys? Had he actually followed us here? With each question, my paranoia grew, until I was absolutely positive that we were about to be killed on the spot.

      Breaking out in a cold sweat, I glanced at Jackie, who was making eyes at me that said, “What are you doing just standing there like an idiot, idiot?”

      I realized that I was taking way too long to answer a question that should have been really simple.

      “Not me,” I said, tugging on my baggy uniform as if to prove my next words. “Just a trash collector, man. I don’t know people who live in fancy neighborhoods like these.”

      I stared at him, doing my best to look innocent, and prayed that he bought it.

      He stared back like he could see right through me and then glanced at Ant and Jackie.

      “You guys are working awfully late, aren’t you?” he finally asked. “I thought most trash collection happened in the morning.”

      I drew a complete blank at that one because I’d honestly never really paid much attention to when the trash collectors worked. Fortunately, Ant had more experience with the matter.

      “Just on our way home, buddy,” he broke in. “Off for the night, thank God.”

      The man nodded slowly, taking it all in, and finally shifted out of our way.

      “You all have a good night, then,” he muttered. “Don’t be getting into any trouble. Someone’s always watching, you know…”

      With that, he kept walking, leaving us to melt back into the shadows of the building, breathing hard.

      “Holy crap, if I ever think it’s a good idea to dress in disguise and try to break into a building the Ministry might have blown up again, please remind me that it’s possibly the stupidest idea ever,” Jackie hissed, holding her hand to her heart.

      I nodded, thinking the exact same thing—and wondering if that was the only agent the Ministry had in the area. We still hadn’t seen any uniformed enforcers, and I didn’t really see anyone else on the street, aside from a stray cat that seemed to be more interested in the garbage than us. Maybe the Ministry had other people in the area, or maybe they’d only assigned the one agent, thinking that we’d be too smart to try to get into a building that looked as though it might collapse right on top of us.

      “I don’t know, if all the enforcers and Ministry people are that stupid, it might not be that bad,” Ant said flippantly. “I mean, what did he think we were going to do, volunteer information about having known Nelson? Just slap a sign that said ‘guilty’ right across our chests? How dumb did he think we were?”

      “Probably dumb enough to break into a Ministry warehouse and try to hack one of their top-secret sites,” I answered quickly, and Ant laughed.

      “Guess you’re right. We’re definitely not winning the award for Most Careful with Our Lives this week, are we?” he said, then paused for a moment. “But I’m guessing he’s the only one we’re going to run into. And as long as we’re risking our lives, shouldn’t we get on with it? I don’t know about you two, but I don’t think this is going to be any subtler if we have to use the flashlights we brought along.”

      I looked up at the sky, and then down at the darkening street.

      “You’re right,” I said. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Getting across the street was easy. We just crossed it like it was any other street, and like we were any other people going home after a long day at work. We walked down to the end of the block and turned down the next cross street, without looking around, before ducking into the alleyway behind the row of buildings. We’d known it was there because this was how we got out of Nelson’s office before, and being narrow and very shadowed, it was the perfect cover now.

      Once we hit the darkness, we started to run toward the structure.

      Given the state of the building itself, I was no longer optimistic about finding Nelson. If the explosion had happened while she was in there, then she was certainly either dead or in Ministry hands. But if we could get any of her stuff, we might also have what we needed to start figuring out how to rescue her. She’d said she’d found some loopholes in the government’s record keeping, and if we were very lucky those loopholes might help us get an idea of where they put people they arrested, assuming she was in prison somewhere. I didn’t want to think of the alternative.

      The building we wanted was only about halfway down the block, and we were there in under a minute. Then we came to a screeching halt, our lack of planning smacking us full force. We thought that we might run into enforcers here, or Ministry people, and we assumed that we’d have to sneak into the building. What we hadn’t counted on was the building being burnt so badly that we weren’t sure we could get into it without being killed in a collapse.

      “What now?” Ant asked, staring at the blackened door in front of us, and then casting a glance up at the charred wall.

      I followed his eyes, wishing I had an easy answer. I didn’t, of course. I’d never in a million years thought I’d be doing anything like this. The staircase we’d used in the past was long gone, courtesy of whatever had happened here.

      It meant we had to find a different way in. I was assuming that there would be another staircase inside and that it would lead toward her office too. I just hoped that one was in better shape.

      “I guess we just go in and try to get up to Nelson’s office without dying,” I finally answered.

      Jackie chuckled. “Sounds like a solid plan, Robin,” she said, taking a step toward the door. “I don’t suppose you have the key to get in?”

      I didn’t, but I stepped past her, reached out, and shoved at the door. It crumbled beneath my fingers, as I’d thought it might. I glanced back at her with my mouth quirked up in half a smile. “I don’t think we need one. Let’s go.”

      We cast looks up and down the alley, but it was shrouded in such darkness now that we wouldn’t have been able to see anyone even if they were watching us. I hoped that they wouldn’t be able to see us either.

      When we made our way through the remains of the door, we moved quickly along the charred hallway in the back of the grocery store, toward a set of stairs that led up to the second floor. The entire shop smelled like a combination of old fire, ruined food, and cooked meat. I gagged, hoping desperately that what I was smelling wasn’t human flesh. There was a good chance that the grocer and his family had been in their beds, asleep, when this whole thing went down, but I told myself there was an equal chance that the Ministry agents had gotten them out of the building first, so they could run their operation without any disruption or witnesses.

      That seemed more along the lines of how the Ministry liked to present themselves to the public. Of course, my opinion of them wasn’t very high, but I was willing to go with it, if only for my own peace of mind.

      We found the steps only somewhat intact. For every stair that still stretched from one wall to the other up the narrow chute that led to the second floor, there were at least two that were either missing or so burnt that I didn’t think we’d be able to step on them. Even the solid-looking wood had to be damaged. I tried desperately to remember whether you could tell if wood was burnt just by looking at it, but the answer seemed so obvious that I was positive I was overcomplicating things. Was it possible that wood could have taken heat damage, but still look whole?

      Did it even matter? One way or another, we had to get up to the second floor. I hoped we’d be able to do it in one piece.

      “Well, that looks promising,” Ant said, from almost over my head.

      I looked up, startled, to see him leaning right over me and staring at the staircase. He looked down at me and blinked once, very slowly. “I don’t think this is going to be much fun.”

      I shook my head. “No, but we have to get up there. We have to see if she left us anything. Or if… if…” I couldn’t bring myself to finish the thought that we might find her body and know for sure whether she’d escaped.

      “If she left us any clues to her whereabouts,” Jackie finished sternly, and I nodded.

      “Right, exactly. If she left us any clues.” I cast one more look at the staircase, then took a deep breath. “Well, I guess there’s nothing else we can do. Let’s go quickly. Try to avoid the stairs that are missing or damaged and hit only the ones that look solid. I’ll go first. If I fall…”

      “We’ll do our best to catch you. If we’re not falling, too,” Ant finished.

      I nodded once, then sprinted forward before I could reconsider my actions.
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      I moved up the stairs as quickly as possible, sacrificing care for speed. I just wanted to get to Nelson’s office, get whatever we could, and get the hell out of there. I would have given anything at that moment to be back in Jace’s house. I could envision myself leaning against the wall with a cup of tea, staring into the fire in the middle of the room as I allowed it to lull me into a place where I didn’t have to think.

      Instead, I was in the middle of a burned-out building, crumbling steps under my feet and no idea who—or what—would be waiting for me around the corner.

      I heard Ant and Jackie coming up behind me on the stairs and thought belatedly that it might have been a better idea to go up one at a time, putting less stress on the steps.

      Too late for that.

      We pounded upward, jumping from stair to stair as we came across the ones that were either too badly burnt or missing entirely. I stuck to the side of the staircase that was closest to the outer wall, thinking that it would be more secure. It was a harrowing trip, and with each step, I expected to go crashing to my death. Leap after leap brought me closer to the top, and when I got to the landing above, I paused.

      Everything upstairs was black, burnt to a crisp and unlike anything I’d ever seen. It looked like the entire place had been left in a fireplace and burned overnight. Some of it was still smoking, the tendrils of gray-and-brown mist wafting into the air. I had never put much thought into what the national Evangelists’ religion called Hell, but if I had, this was what I would have expected it to look like.

      Charred and dark, with all life and hope smashed right out of it. The place even smelled like death.

      Or perhaps that smell was actually death and we were about to find a whole lot more than we wanted.

      I put a shoulder carefully up to the wall and leaned against it, needing the support. True, we’d spent what had felt like a lifetime the night before running from the Ministry and witnessing firsthand what they were capable of in terms of coldblooded attacks. But this felt more personal, somehow.

      This had been someone’s home.

      Someone’s livelihood.

      And the Ministry had destroyed it in the blink of an eye because they had discovered that a girl had hacked into their system.

      If they were willing to do this for something like hacking, what would they do to us if we went any further?

      Jackie suddenly appeared at my side and then Ant with her. I heard a sob and someone gagging. They’d smelled the death, too, and probably come to the same conclusions I had.

      I just hoped Nelson hadn’t been here when this happened. I hoped she’d been anywhere but here.

      And I hoped those hard drives were still where she left them.

      I started moving carefully forward, sticking to the areas that seemed the most untouched, my shoulder pressed against the wall, and my friends followed. If the steps had been more solid next to the wall, then it stood to reason that the floor in the hallway would follow the same pattern.

      I’d only ever gotten into Nelson’s office by the external stairs, which meant I knew where the office was. From this direction, and based on the number of doors, it looked like her room had been one of only three rooms up there. As luck would have it, hers was at the far end of the hallway. We had to go down the entire hallway, inhaling sharply at each creak and shift, waiting to fall through the floor at any moment.

      I was shocked when we reached her doorway without any mishaps. I was not shocked to find the door wide open. Glancing down at the handle, I saw that the lock had been blown clean off, probably by a well-placed bullet.

      Walking over the threshold, I gasped. The place was incinerated. I couldn’t even believe what I was seeing at first. While the building around us had been well and truly burnt, this room looked like it had been blasted with an entirely different sort of weapon. The couch that Nelson had once slept on was nothing more than a pile of ashes on the floor; the desk was barely recognizable. I could just make out the rough, flat shape of what had been the desktop. Chairs were piles of rubble, and the window appeared to be melted.

      Her coffee maker was a sad, dripping puddle of hardened plastic.

      “Good God,” Ant whispered. “What did they use in here?”

      “A flame thrower,” I replied, remembering the spouts of flames from the battle the night before. “I thought last night that the soldiers might have them, and I know they had them on their airships. These were concentrated flames. This was something they were doing to destroy everything.”

      “So that there wouldn’t be any evidence and so that we couldn’t get her electronics back,” Jackie finished, standing as still as I was.

      And to set an example, I added mentally. An example of exactly what would happen to anyone who crossed them. It was at the forefront of my mind—but I didn’t think anyone needed the reminder of what we were up against.

      Suddenly a shout erupted from the street outside, and we all dropped to the floor. I hadn’t understood what the person had said, but I brought my mind quickly back into the game. I realized that we’d taken far too long staring at the place.

      “God, we have to get moving,” I hissed. “What are we doing, standing around like a bunch of idiots?”

      “Um, trying to figure out what to do with all of this?” Ant hissed back. “Robin, this place is decimated! What are we supposed to do up here, sweep up the ashes and take them home for scientific research?”

      I bit my lip. As far as he knew, he was right. Because as far as he knew, there seemed to be no chance of recovering anything from Nelson up here. The computer she’d had on her desk was either melted or gone. I cringed at the idea that the Ministry might have taken it to go through, but we didn’t have time to worry about that. We’d made it up to Nelson’s office, which had been our entire plan. She obviously wasn’t here (I shoved aside the thought that any of the ashes might be her remains), and that left us with the need to grab what we could and get back.

      “Her hard drives,” I replied. “She put everything she’d ever done on those hard drives, and then hid them just in case something like this happened.”

      Those hard drives would be the only thing left. If we were lucky, they would lead us somewhere. She’d thought she was close to figuring something out regarding the archives, and if that was true, it could mean that she’d found ways into the Ministry’s systems.

      Ways that she’d never told anyone in OH+ about.

      Maybe there would be something in her records somewhere about what to expect if the Ministry ever got hold of us. Maybe we would even find some clue about where they might take the people they captured, and how to get them out again.

      “Hard drives?” Jackie asked, confused. “Are you crazy? Everything in here is melted into puddles!”

      I turned, scanning the floor and trying desperately to remember exactly where Nelson had put them.

      Under the floorboards, I remembered. And in a spot… in the corner.

      I whirled toward it and saw that the corner I needed was just as charred as everything else, but not so badly that I didn’t think we could manage it.

      “Because she stored them in a safe,” I said, grinning. It meant they would be untouched or hopefully usable. I had no idea how fireproof the safe was, or even whether the flamethrowers utilized normal flames, but those drives must have been at least somewhat protected. More than they would have been if they were just sitting in her desk.

      I shuffled toward the corner on my hands and knees, my mind frozen with expectation. If we could get those hard drives, we would at least have her work. If she’d been thinking ahead, maybe she would have left something else in the safe with them. Some indicator of where she would go if she ever had to hide out or something like that.

      Something.

      I reached the corner and slid my fingers rapidly along the floor, looking for the seam she used to pull the floorboards up. The floor had been damaged by the fire, granted, and the seam might have been entirely demolished, but surely somewhere… And then I found it. Tiny, but I could feel that it was bigger than any of the other cracks the floor should have had. I slipped one nail into the seam, and then two. Slowly, painfully, it lifted.

      “How did you know that was there?” Jackie asked, mystified.

      “Nelson showed me right before we went to meet up with, um, Hux,” I said quickly. “She said she was on to something big. Said she’d also documented everything she’d ever done in regard to trying to get into the archives. She copied it three times and put it on three separate hard drives, which she kept in a safe.”

      I finally got the floorboard to fully raise, and threw it back.

      There, sitting as if it had been waiting for us, was the safe.

      With the combination lock.

      Dammit.

      The combination. But what was the number? Nelson had told me, and I’d been so sure I would remember…

      Suddenly, there was another shout from outside, and there was no doubt that this one was closer. The voice was distinctly unfriendly. Something was happening out there, and I didn’t think it meant anything good for us.

      “Um, Robin, I’m starting to think we should probably get out of here,” Ant murmured. “That voice doesn’t sound happy, and it’s closer this time than it was before.”

      “I know, I know,” I growled. “But there’s a combination on this safe, and I can’t remember what it is.”

      I reached down and started spinning the lock, hoping that it would somehow tell me what I was supposed to be remembering. There were no magic clicks or lights going off, and I groaned to myself. We needed what was in that safe. I wasn’t going to leave without it.

      But we were running out of time. I could now hear someone walking around downstairs. Someone with heavy footsteps.

      “Dammit, what was the code?” I breathed, my heart hammering in my chest.

      And then, just like magic, I could see the numbers in front of my eyes, hear Nelson reciting them to me.

      “…8936,” she’d said. “And it’s the same code to access the drives, to make things simple.”

      I quickly spun the dial right, then left, then right, and then left again, landing on the numbers as they came up. With a click, the safe popped open and revealed its bounty.

      There was no secret treasure map to reveal where Nelson might have headed in case of emergency, but there were two orange hard drives, wrapped up and fastened to each other with a piece of twine.

      Nelson’s notes.

      A way to rebuild what she had done in case we ever lost her.

      I hoped against hope there would be a loophole that might help get us into the government’s system and tell us where our friends were.

      Then I paused, frowning. There had been three before. When she’d showed them to me before we met Jace for the first time, there had been three. I was sure of it. She said they all held the same information. But why was one missing?

      Had the Ministry found them after all, and taken one of them? But if they had, why would they have left the other two?

      It doesn’t matter, I told myself.

      It didn’t matter—one of them would be enough. We could worry about the missing hard drive later.

      I reached in to grab them, hearing the footsteps below us getting closer, and then recoiled when I realized how crispy and fragile the plastic felt to my touch. It meant the safe wasn’t heatproof and the drives had been touched by the temperature. Though, with luck, that was only the outer casing. With luck, the innards were still just fine. I grabbed them, then shoved them down my jumpsuit and into my bra to keep them safe. Then I whirled around to Ant and Jackie.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here,” I hissed. “Ant, if memory serves, there should be a small garden right underneath that window, where the grocer’s kids grew vegetables and stuff. We’re only a story up. Think we can jump out the window without getting too hurt?”

      Never mind the fact that I was already sporting an injured ankle. Because yeah, it was feeling better, but I didn’t think jumping out a second-story window was necessarily the smartest thing.

      He laughed, scooted toward the window, and leaned out. “Yup, it’s right there, and the dirt looks plenty fluffy to me. I’m betting that’ll hurt less than whatever the guy downstairs is willing to do to us. I’ll go first. That way I can do my best to catch you lightweights.”

      Before I could discuss the matter with him further, he climbed through the window and dropped. My heart clenched, but I didn’t hear any screaming outside, so I figured he probably hadn’t broken anything. I hurried to the window and glanced out, needing to be sure.

      Ant was right below us, looking up and gesticulating madly at us and then the building in front of him. Whatever he was trying to tell us was lost in the flurry of hand gestures, but I didn’t think it mattered anyhow. The only thing that mattered was getting out of this building.

      I threw one leg over the windowsill and pulled the other through so that I was sitting on it. Then, taking a deep breath, I pushed off, tried to figure out how to avoid landing on my injured foot, and prepared to hit the ground.
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      Ant, Jackie, and I sat side by side on a bed in Ant’s apartment, staring at the wall in shock.

      The trip home had been a mad dash down an alley, followed by a hurried walk. We had tried to look normal, but probably failed completely as we made our way to the nearest train station. Then waiting had been sheer terror. I’d been certain the entire time that we were going to turn around to see the same Ministry agent striding toward us with handcuffs in one hand and a flamethrower in the other.

      When the train finally arrived, we’d all three tried to get in the door at once and had gotten stuck. I didn’t think any of us breathed again until we untangled ourselves and found seats. And I didn’t think we’d truly let go of our fear until we were safely ensconced in Ant’s apartment, the trash collector uniforms in a heap by the door.

      “I never want to do anything like that again,” Jackie murmured. “Never. I am not cut out for this sort of thing, and I’m not sorry about that.”

      Ant put an arm slowly around her shoulders and squeezed, and for a second, I was jealous of the easy camaraderie they’d built. I needed that. I needed someone to put an arm around me and tell me it would be okay.

      “I don’t think any of us are cut out for this, JK,” Ant answered quietly. “And I don’t think that’s anything to apologize for. We didn’t exactly see this coming.” He looked over her head at me, his face expressionless. “So, what do we do now, oh fearless leader?”

      I stared back at him, my face slack. I’d been wondering the same thing, and I hadn’t come up with any answers.

      As far as options went, ours were depressingly few, and I didn’t think they were going to be getting much better from here on out. We were working outside of Nathan’s influence, at least for the moment. That meant we were working without backup or protection. I didn’t even have Jace there to swoop in and save the day if I got in trouble. We had failed to find Nelson, and though I wasn’t sure what she would have done to help us move forward, at least she would have been another brain on the job. Besides, she was used to leading people. I definitely was not.

      I had a feeling that we were in deeper trouble now than we had been before. If that had truly been a Ministry agent at Nelson’s, he’d seen our faces—even if they were covered in charcoal dust. And if it had been him on the ground floor of the building and he’d seen us running away, the outfits we’d been wearing would have been a giveaway to who we were and that he’d talked to us.

      That was a lot of ifs. But the end result? He might be able to identify us as people of interest in the future.

      So far, I’d suggested an OH+ mission that had failed miserably. Then, I’d led two of my closest friends on a so-called rescue operation that had ended with us showing our faces to the enemy. My record as a leader was looking pretty dismal.

      And now Ant wanted me to decide on the next move.

      Terrific.

      A set of fingers snapped in front of my face, and I turned to see Jackie staring at me as if she was waiting for an answer to a question that she’d asked multiple times.

      “Huh?” I asked stupidly. “What? Did you say something?”

      “I asked,” she said pointedly, “if we should try to get something off those hard drives. That was one of the reasons we went up there, right? To get the hard drives? To figure out if Nelson knew anything that would help us?”

      I jerked to attention.

      The hard drives.

      Of course.

      We hadn’t found Nelson, but that didn’t change the fact that we had to find a way to save our friends. Nelson might be with them, in the Ministry’s cells. We just had to figure out how to find them and then how to get them out. The answer might be right there on the hard drives, sitting on the other bed.

      Doing my best to shake off the shock and fear of the evening, I got up and grabbed them, whirling back to my friends.

      “Ant, you’re the best with a computer here. I’m okay with them, but I’m mostly useless when it comes to things like this, and I don’t think Jackie’s much better.” I tossed Jackie an apologetic look. “Sorry, JK, but you know it’s true.”

      She shrugged as if she didn’t care, and I handed Ant one of the drives.

      “They’re both supposed to have exactly the same information on them. There were three of them originally. I don’t know why we only found two, but it shouldn’t matter. Nelson duplicated all of the notes she’d ever taken on her movements as she hacked the archives. It should have everything that worked, every step she took, and what she thought she might do next. When she told me about them, she did it because she thought she’d found something important. A potential loophole, she said. She thought she’d be able to use it, and told me about it so that I knew where the drives were in case anything ever happened to her.”

      “Why didn’t she tell the rest of us?” Ant asked, pouting.

      I shrugged. “She meant to. I know she told Julia, but then we were meeting Hux and getting involved in OH+. Maybe she just forgot. It doesn’t matter. You know about them now. Ant, we have to get into them. She might have something that we can use on there. She might have even left us a message.”

      Ant glared at me as if it were my fault that Nelson hadn’t told him about the drives first, but then tipped his head in acquiescence and hurried over to the desktop computer. I took one of the drives to him, watching as he performed the magic of connecting it to his computer via the exposed wires in the back.

      “Why don’t they have plugs like normal drives?” Jackie asked, watching.

      “Too easy to hack that way,” Ant answered, working quickly. “This is a more organic sort of connection, which makes the… well, it makes the walls around the connection more solid, I guess you could say. It’s something that very few people know about, but Nelson showed it to me once. She told me I might need it at some point in the future. I guess this is probably what she meant. She gave me the hardware to put on my computer soon after that.” He threw me a triumphant glance. “Guess that means I have something you don’t have, after all.”

      I snorted. “Awesome, Ant, you win the contest of who Nell liked the best. Congratulations. Now, can you get into that drive or what?”

      I leaned over his shoulder, watching the screen intently as he clicked madly at the buttons. He logged in to his system, locating the drive on his desktop, and then clicked twice. A login screen appeared, and he glanced at me.

      “You don’t happen to have the password to get in, do you?” he asked meekly.

      I grinned at him. “And here I thought Nelson loved you best. It’s 8936,” I told him quickly.

      He tapped the numbers in and waited. A second later, the screen filled with numbers, letters, and symbols, bright white against a deep blue background, and then the entire thing disappeared. Ant frowned and stared at the screen for a moment. Then he rebooted his system and tried again.

      He typed in the password and waited ten seconds, and the same thing happened. Hundreds of numbers and symbols… then nothing.

      One more attempt and he sat back, scratching his head. “It’s fried,” he finally said. “It’s the only explanation.”

      I sighed, somehow still shocked. “Fried?”

      He shrugged.

      “More or less. Just because it’s intact doesn’t mean it’s any good. If you got in hot enough temperatures, your organs would boil right up, even if your outer”—he gestured up and down at me, at a loss for words—“structure would be unaffected. Same thing here. The safe might have been fireproof, but it wasn’t heatproof. The inside wiring boiled. It’s fried. No good.”

      I stared at him, trying to understand what he was saying and what it meant to our mission.

      And Nelson.

      And our friends.

      No hard drive meant no secrets; it meant no loophole; it meant no potential way into the Ministry.

      That meant no saving our friends.

      I rushed back to the bed and grabbed the other drive, darting back to him. I shoved it in his face.

      “Try this one,” I said, panicking. “Maybe this one was more protected somehow.”

      He gave me a sympathetic look, as if he felt sorry for me that I had that much optimism, but he took the drive and obligingly hooked it up to the exposed wiring on the back of his computer. He clicked the computer on, touched the icon for the drive, and entered the set of numbers again.

      This time the drive didn’t even give us any numbers or letters. It just shorted out immediately. Ant tried the same set of steps again, unhooking the drive, then hooking it back up and turning it on.

      The same thing happened again.

      He looked up at me, but he didn’t need to say anything. I knew that there was nothing he could do about what I was seeing.

      “The drives are fried,” I said disbelievingly. “All that work, all that danger, and we brought back drives that we can’t even get into. All of Nelson’s work, gone.”

      “Maybe not,” Jackie said. “You said that there were three, and we only have two. Maybe she put the other one someplace safe just in case something like this happened.”

      I laughed, but there was no humor behind it. “Unless she left us a treasure map for how to find it, I don’t see how that helps us right now,” I said. “We’re back at square one.”

      “Maybe not,” Ant said, tapping at his keyboard again. “Maybe I can…”

      “Can what?” I asked, confused. “What else can you do for those drives that you haven’t already done?”

      “If I can get into OH+, she might have left one of us a message,” he said quietly. “Think about it. It would have been the smart thing to do. If she figured out she was in trouble and didn’t know if the comm line we were on was secure, she would have left us a message where the Ministry wouldn’t know to look for it. A place that we’d see it almost immediately. Right?”

      “Oh, maybe you’re right,” I gasped, dropping to my knees next to him. “Only none of us have bothered to check the portal since last night.”

      “Hey, hold on,” Jackie interrupted. “Are you sure it’s safe to go on there? If the Ministry hacked Nelson, don’t you think it’s possible they found mention of OH+ on her machine? Maybe they know about it. Maybe they’ve hacked it too.”

      Ant shushed her with a quick palm-out gesture. “Already thought of that, and solved it,” he said. “I’m using the highest level of encryption I have on this server. Nelson herself tried to hack through it once and wasn’t able to. I’m not scared. If she left us something, we have to know about it.”

      He frowned suddenly and stopped typing. He hit one key, then another, and stopped again.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, staring at the screen. It was the same login prompt I’d seen a million times before.

      “I can’t get in,” he said slowly. He typed something out key by key, taking his time on each one. When he hit enter, I turned back to the screen.

      The cursor was still blinking at the sign-in box, as if he hadn’t typed anything at all. No “error” message, no “forgot your password?” prompt.

      Nothing.

      “It’s… not responding?” I asked, confused. “Is your keyboard broken or something?”

      He glared at me like I had lost my mind.

      “Robin. You just saw me enter a password multiple times to get into those stupid hard drives. Nothing’s wrong with my keyboard. It’s the site. It’s nonresponsive.”

      I had no idea what that meant, and said so.

      Ant shook his head, mystified. “It’s like the site can’t hear me. Like it’s forgotten how to respond.” He turned and looked at me, frowning. “Something is very wrong. The site itself is frozen.”

      A look of horror came over his face, and he jabbed at several keys, clearing out of the site entirely.

      “What is it?” I asked, bewildered, feeling like I was ten steps behind him.

      When he turned to look at me again, his eyes were filled with terror. “It’s like the site has been hacked,” he murmured. “Like it’s been hacked and is answering to someone else now. I’ve seen the back door of that site. It’s virtually impregnable. If someone got in, it means they have a lot more firepower than us. A lot more money and intelligence.”

      “The Ministry,” I murmured, finally understanding why he was so upset. “You think they did get into OH+?”

      He shook his head, his mouth working soundlessly.

      And at that moment, someone pounded on the door.
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      We stared at the door, unmoving.

      I couldn’t be sure what the others were thinking, but it wasn’t hard to guess. We’d just tried to sign in to a portal that the Ministry appeared to have hacked. No matter how much encryption Ant had been using, it might not have been enough to protect us. We’d also run into a Ministry agent that very day, and he had seen our disguised, but still recognizable, faces.

      It didn’t take a lot of imagination to conclude that the Ministry had tracked us down, and that we were trapped.

      “Oh hell,” Jackie whispered. “I’m not ready for this, I’m not ready for this, I’m not ready for this.”

      Ant stood up and went to stand directly in front of the two of us. He put his hands on his hips and spread his legs to widen his stance protectively.

      “They’re going to have to go through me to get to the two of you,” he said quietly. “If you can, get away while they’re messing with me. Go under the beds and through their feet. I’ve done it before.”

      I appreciated his chivalry, but I got to my feet and went to stand by him.

      “I’m not going to let you go up against them alone, Ant,” I said, my voice just as quiet. “You’re crazy if you think I’d let you do that.”

      I could see the glance of appreciation he threw at me from the corner of my eye, but he didn’t answer. Instead, a voice hissed through the door.

      “Robin, it’s me, Jace,” it said, echoing weirdly in the hall. “Let me in. I have something important I have to tell you.”

      “Who the hell is Jace?” Jackie asked.

      I wasn’t listening to her. I moved toward the door, relieved beyond words to have him here. He might not know how to fix the mess that we managed to make of things, being hopeless when it came to tech, but he would make everything feel solid.

      He always did.

      I threw open the door and pulled him in without even bothering to look down the hall, and he stumbled over the stoop, sprawling into the room. I threw my arms around him and laughed.

      “Boy, am I glad to see you,” I said. “We’ve had a real night of it, and now we’ve just—”

      “How the hell do you know where I live?” Ant interrupted, glaring at Jace like he’d just caught him spying.

      “Followed you,” Jace said shortly. “I wanted to know where Robin was going to be staying. Did you find Nelson?” he went on quickly, looking around the room like he was hoping to see her sitting on one of the beds.

      “No,” I said, frowning. “What we did find was a burned-out office that had practically been melted, on top of a building that looked like it had been blown up. That was after we ran into a guy who asked pretty bizarre questions, but before we were chased out of that same building by someone else.”

      Jace looked at me, his eyes wide, and I held up a hand.

      “We did manage to get some of Nelson’s hard drives, which she’d hidden in a safe under her floor. We can’t get them open because they were damaged by the heat.”

      “All her work is gone?” he asked, the shock clear in his voice.

      “Except for one hard drive, which is mysteriously missing,” I confirmed. “We tried to sign into OH+, but—”

      “But it’s down, and unresponsive, yes,” Jace said, finishing my sentence for me. “I’ve heard. That’s actually why I’m here.”

      I stared at him, afraid to ask, but we needed to know.

      “Has it been hacked?” I asked quietly. “Is the Ministry in OH+?”

      If they were, it would be trouble for all of us. I didn’t think any of our personal information was stored there—at least, I hoped not. I didn’t know how it would be, considering we used encryption to mask our IP addresses. But if it was somehow there, the Ministry could find out everything: our addresses, our names, where we worked.

      Jace gave me a quick shake of his head.

      “We don’t know. That’s part of the problem. The site crashed, and Nathan can’t get it back up. Not by himself. We’ve lost Austin and Nelson. They were two of our best techs. Without access to anyone else…”

      “What do you mean, without access to anyone else?” Ant asked, his face blank. “There were at least ten techs involved in OH+, and those are just the ones I knew about. We’ve lost Nelson and Austin, but that leaves eight others, plus Nathan, who’s got to be good if he started OH and then OH+. Getting the site back up and running should be no problem. So… what’s the problem?”

      Jace gave him a look that I couldn’t read.

      “The problem, Ant, is that without that site, Nathan can’t get in touch with any of the other techs. He doesn’t have their personal phone numbers. When we needed to be in contact for any length of time, we used burner phones, which we got rid of within a few days. And he doesn’t just keep a list of addresses in his personal binder. It would be too dangerous to have that sort of information on his person. What if he got caught, and the Ministry got them? Even the admins are people that he contacted only through OH+, or… well, through a portal like that. The encryption is strong enough that he trusted it more than he trusted any phone. So anything he has is stored within the sites themselves. We thought about trying OH, but if the Ministry has truly hacked OH+, we think there’s a good chance that they’re in OH as well, and we don’t want to risk it. Without them…”

      “Without the sites, he can’t get in touch with the techs to fix the site,” I finished. “Without the techs, we don’t have any way to make progress on trying to find our friends. We’re going to need techs to sort out where they are and how to get them, if we even can. We don’t have any way to reach the rest of the group. Even worse, we don’t know if the OH+ portal has been hacked by the Ministry. They could be mining all of our information right now. Not only do we have no way to stop them, we’re also completely isolated.”

      I gulped, hoping that at least some of my conclusions were incorrect, but Jace dipped his chin and briefly closed his eyes.

      “Correct on all points,” he murmured. “We’re both trapped and vulnerable—unless we can find a way to get into that site and figure out how to get in touch with the techs from there.”

      “That seems like an ideal time for Nathan to step up and do some computer voodoo,” Ant noted. “Doesn’t it? Isn’t he the one who started this whole thing?”

      Jace gave him another long look, and I closed my eyes, trying to untie the knot and figure a way out of this. Surely there was something there, something that we weren’t seeing.

      “Unfortunately, Nathan can’t do it by himself.”

      “What do you mean, Nathan can’t do it by himself?” Ant asked sharply. “I thought he was this big tech guy, capable of anything!”

      Jace sighed, and I could tell that he was having trouble trying to maintain his patience. We were in more trouble now than we’d been in before, and we needed to move forward, but Ant asking the same questions over and over was slowing us down. It was also making it difficult to think.

      “Nathan is only one man, Ant,” Jace said. “He’s more valuable than most of the other people in the organization. He’s leading this whole thing, for goodness’ sake. He can’t risk himself by doing it alone. What if he gets in there and the site is indeed hacked, and he’s by himself, without any backup, and they figure out where he is? What would we all do?”

      “Probably go back to life as usual,” Jackie grumbled. “Seems to me we were all doing a lot better before OH+ came around. You ever thought of that?”

      She cast me a pointed glance, and I had to admit that she was right.

      Though OH+ had seemed like it would open new horizons, it had only brought us trouble so far.

      First the situation with Marty, then the raid, followed by Nelson’s disappearance. Now the idea that the Ministry might be tracking us down at any moment. It was all making me sort of nostalgic for the simple days of tracking kidnapped children and dreaming of finding my own baby.

      “Ant, you know we’re doing something important here, and you know a lot of that is because Nathan has gathered us all in the same place at the same time. Regardless of how he’s done it,” he added in a statement that made no sense to me but must have meant something to him, given the look on Ant’s face. “Now that we’re all in this together, don’t you think it’s our job to protect each other? What if the Ministry is after all of us right now? What if they’ve got your brother in a cell somewhere? Don’t you think it’s our job to get into that site, so we can do something about it?”

      Ant opened his mouth to keep arguing, but he seemed to realize that Jace was right. His open mouth shut with a snap.

      That didn’t mean I was done with the questions. I still saw quite a few holes in the plan. I didn’t know Nathan personally. I knew only that he seemed to have left us all high and dry when it came to the mission—and had then tried to tell me that I wasn’t allowed to go after Nelson or her research.

      Overall, I didn’t have a very high opinion of him. The idea that he had gotten us into a dangerous situation and he wasn’t willing to resolve it himself left me feeling distinctly betrayed.

      And less than generous in terms of offering help.

      I knew we were in trouble, and I knew that helping Nathan would be the only way to resolve that, but I wanted a few more questions answered before I agreed to help him again. Jace referring to Nathan as our leader wasn’t quite enough to sway me.

      Not yet.

      If he was a leader, he was doing an only slightly better job than me, and that wasn’t saying much.

      “So, he’s not willing to go in there by himself because he’s worried that it will be dangerous, but he is willing to drag someone else with him and potentially put them in danger?” I asked suspiciously.

      Jace looked at me like I’d betrayed him, and I shrugged.

      “Just because you trust him doesn’t mean I do, Jace. Jackie’s right. At this point he’s gotten us into an awful lot of trouble, and I’m not going to volunteer one of my friends to help him hack into a site over which he has no control. You’ve admitted he thinks it might be dangerous, and unless you can convince me that he’s going to take better care of them than he has of us…”

      “Robin, you know I don’t know anything about tech,” he said bluntly. “I can’t tell you how he’ll keep the person safe. If I tried, you’d know I was lying. You’ve seen me trying to navigate the site or fix problems for other people.”

      I smiled slightly at that, having seen him call in for help to answer a simple question for someone we’d recruited into OH+. He was right: if he’d tried to tell me exactly how Nathan was going to keep someone else safe, I wouldn’t have believed him. I’d have known he was just feeding me a line, and I appreciated that he wasn’t doing it.

      I lifted my eyebrows, waiting for him to do something to convince me.

      He shrugged and looked both embarrassed and stubborn as he gave me his final answer.

      “All I can tell you is that I trust him. I’ve trusted him with my life and with the life of my sister. Surely you know how much that takes, how much danger I’m putting myself in with that trust. Do you really think I’d do that if I didn’t think he was doing the right thing?”

      I sighed, but I could see his point. The man held Jace’s fate in his hands, and Jace had stood up for Nathan and his decisions back at the Roundhouse. Nathan also had all the information on Rhea, Jace’s sister, and Jace would never have put her in danger. He certainly wouldn’t have allowed Nathan to have any control over her fate if he didn’t trust Nathan to keep her safe.

      I supposed that meant I could do the same thing. For someone who wasn’t quite my sister but was certainly starting to feel like the younger sibling I’d never had. Now that I was allowing my brain to get past the distrust and think rationally, her name was right there in front of me. She wasn’t the most experienced hacker on the team, but I knew that one of the members of Nelson’s team had taken her under his wing and taught her everything he could in the short time they’d been working together. The last time I’d spoken to her, she hadn’t been able to shut up about him—or about how much he’d shown her how to do.

      Which meant she’d have even more tricks up her sleeve than she had the first time I met her, on a ship in the middle of nowhere. On that day, without any training at all, she’d impressed me with her clear thinking and creativity for solving problems. I suspected she had grown even more skillful since we had last seen one another.

      I also figured she’d be more than up to the challenge. And if Nathan put her in any danger, I’d kill him myself.

      “Gabby,” I said clearly. “She’s smart, she’s talented, and I know she’s still free. The Ministry doesn’t even know she exists, and they’ll never see her coming.”

      Jace’s face cleared, and he grinned so widely that I thought his cheeks might crack. “And you can contact her?” he asked.

      I tipped my head and grinned back at him.

      “Of course I can. We exchanged phone numbers. In fact, she called me earlier today, wanting to make sure I was okay—she asked when we’d be running another mission. Something tells me she’ll be excited to see some more action. And you can assure Nathan that if he lets anything happen to her, he’ll have me to answer to.”
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      I picked up my phone from where I’d thrown it on the bed and brought up the calls I’d received, as it was the quickest way to find Gabby’s phone number. It was the most recent, because Gabby had in fact called me earlier in the day to ask whether I was okay and what had happened. (I hadn’t answered—I’d been slightly busy with the whole figuring-out-how-to-rescue-Nelson thing—but she’d left a voicemail.) I’d been glad that she was on her ship, probably in her tiny closet bedroom, tucked up against the desk that she’d somehow managed to fit in there. I was grateful that she’d been far away from all of this, and safe.

      Now I was about to bring her right into the center of the mess, but I didn’t know what else to do. We had to get into the OH+ portal. It was necessary, not only to find the techs, but also to see what might have happened to the portal itself, and whether the government had accessed it. Gabby was the only person we had left with that capability.

      Unfortunately, she was also only sixteen, and self-taught. Additionally, she was working on the oldest computer I’d ever seen. So saying that she had the ability to do it was… pushing things a bit. She was our best hope. Our only hope. I just didn’t know how much stock we could actually put in it.

      “Robin?” Her young voice gasped through the phone on the second ring. “Oh my God, are you okay? What happened? Some of the chat rooms I’m in are blasted with people saying something big went down last night, and they’ve got the address of the—”

      “Gabby, slow down,” I interrupted, raising a hand even though I knew she couldn’t see me. “Yes, I’m fine. Well, mostly. I’m alive and in one piece, at least, but we’ve got problems. Things didn’t exactly go according to plan.” I put the phone on speaker and laid it on the bed so that everyone could hear her.

      “What happened?” she asked. “Does this have anything to do with the fact that OH+ went down late last night?”

      I frowned and cast a glance at Jace. That was interesting. I hadn’t known when the portal actually went down. I wondered if Jace (or Nathan) did. What could it mean? The only logical conclusion was that the Ministry had run several missions at the same time. One against us, one against Nelson, and one against the portal. How would they have known exactly when to do it?

      Jace shrugged and gave me a look that indicated that he didn’t know anything, which answered my next question as if he could hear me thinking. Jace hadn’t known… but had Nathan been aware?

      “The site went down last night?” I asked slowly.

      “Yes, around midnight,” Gabby said, her voice tight with tension. “I was actually logged in at the time, trying to keep track of what you guys were doing and asking around to see if anyone knew anything. I’d just sent Nelson a message about it when the whole thing sort of… crashed.”

      There was a long pause.

      “Robin, what exactly happened last night? Are we in trouble?”

      “Well, the portal went down around the time things went sideways on us,” I said. “I’m going to give you the short version here because we don’t have a lot of time.”

      “Okay,” Gabby said, her voice shaking slightly. “What happened? Why can’t I get in touch with Nelson or… or anyone else from the IT team?”

      I bit my lip, desperately wanting to protect her from having to know what had happened. But she had to know so that she could help us.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, regretting down to the soles of my boots what I was about to do to her quiet world, and opened my eyes when I felt fingers threading through my own. I glanced down, confused, and saw that there was a hand in mine. When I ran my eyes up the arm attached to it, I saw Jace. He was staring at me with those light amber eyes, his face a mask of both sorrow and sympathy. I nearly sobbed aloud at the unfairness of it all. The horror of living in a world where they stole our children and gave them away, the even larger horror of knowing that the very government that did that might be searching for us because we dared stand up against the injustice.

      Beyond that, the deep sadness of knowing that I finally had people I cared for again… but I might lose them at any second. I’d already lost several and had no idea whether I’d ever get them back.

      Jace squeezed my hand in support, and my stomach flipped, suddenly reminding me that I was sitting here holding hands with a guy I found incredibly attractive. I gulped, shot him a glance through my eyelashes, and turned back to the phone.

      I did not let go of Jace’s hand, and he didn’t let go of mine. It seemed we both needed some support at this particular moment, and I wasn’t going to be the one to break the fragile bond we’d found.

      “You can’t get in touch with Nelson because she’s missing,” I answered quietly, trying to control the shaking of my voice at having to say it out loud. I ignored the gasp from Gabby and continued. “We got to the warehouse as planned and dropped the decoy team off with no problem. The main team made it down onto the roof of the warehouse and managed to get inside quickly. We went in through the roof, and it didn’t take us long to find a room that housed some of their computer equipment. Julia and Marco stayed in the ship with Alexy, to watch over the outside, and it all—”

      “Robin,” Gabby interrupted. “I don’t need to know the details. I want to know what went wrong and what we’re supposed to do about it.”

      I almost laughed, because she was right. I was dragging out the events because I didn’t want to get to the end. Getting to the end made it seem too… real.

      “Right. Well, Austin got into their system pretty easily, and we found that the auction site was a lot more than we’d thought. They had everything, Gabby. Birth records, birth places, lists of babies—in both physical and digital formats. And we found something even worse than that. It was some sort of order form, like this was a mail-order business. For babies.”

      “What?” she gasped.

      “Even worse than taking bids on babies that are up for grabs,” Ant added quietly. “Taking personal orders and selling them like they’re a pair of shoes or something. And confiscating babies from families who probably aren’t even below the minimum income threshold.”

      I waved at him to be quiet. We didn’t have time for everyone to start talking, or we’d never get this done.

      “And that was where we got in trouble. Austin called Nelson in to do some of the heavy lifting. We were on the phone with her when she figured out that the Ministry had actually set a trap—for us or someone else, though I guess we’ll never know. There was some sort of trip switch in the system we hacked. Something that grabbed her info and led right back to where she was, and then set off a lot of alarms at the physical location.”

      A short pause, and then:

      “A snare protocol?” Gabby asked in a choked voice. “Did she tell you there was a snare protocol?”

      I nodded, not bothering to ask how she knew that.

      “Yes, that’s the one. It told the Ministry exactly where she was. Plus, they were notified that there were people in their warehouse. She told us we had to get out of there quick, or we’d be found. She was packing up her own place when…” My voice disappeared, and I couldn’t finish the sentence. I still couldn’t believe that she was gone.

      “When she disappeared,” Jace finished for me, moving closer to my side. “We heard a cry, and then she was gone. Moments after that, Julia was in our ears, telling us that we had to get out of there because they’d spotted Ministry aircraft. We had a hard time doing so, and in the end only some of us escaped. Ant, Jackie, Alexy, Zion, Allerra, Cloyd, Samuel, Ida, Alice, Julia, Marco, Robin, and I. We’re the only ones who got out.”

      “And Nelson?” she asked in a small voice.

      I hesitated, hoping that Jace would continue the story, but he glanced at me and lifted a brow.

      Okay then. It was my story to tell.

      “We just went to her office, and it’s been demolished.” I recited the words quickly, hoping they would hurt less that way, and bit down on the last syllable. “We did get some of her hardware, but it’s too badly burnt to be usable. When we got back here, we realized we’d been locked out of OH+.”

      “Not locked out,” Gabby said, and I could already hear the change in her voice. Instead of remaining shocked, she was taking charge, her voice clearing and becoming more direct, controlled. “The portal itself is down. Frozen, somehow. They must have taken it out at the same time they found you guys in the warehouse. They must have known you were coming.” I could almost see her narrowing her eyes as she spoke, because I was doing the same thing.

      “But how?” I asked. “We didn’t talk about this with anyone outside of OH+. We never put it on paper and only discussed it on secure lines.”

      “Secure lines that are attached to a portal that’s now been frozen by someone else,” she pointed out.

      I turned to stare at the others and saw three sets of eyes that were as large as mine. None of us had thought of it that way before.

      If the Ministry was actually in OH+ right now, and that was why we couldn’t get in, then it begged the question, how long had they been there? How long had they been watching us plan our mission?

      Or had they just found OH+ when they got to Nelson’s computer through the snare protocol, and worked quickly enough that it had seemed that the portal went down at the same time as the raid happened? Were they so good that it had been nearly instantaneous? It shouldn’t have seemed so outlandish, I realized a split second later. I’d seen their combat suits and how much better they were than ours. It was common sense that their hackers would have been head and shoulders above ours, too.

      I bet it hadn’t even taken them ten minutes to get in, not if their techs were as good as their mechanical engineers evidently were.

      “Could they be that fast?” I breathed, watching Jace come to the same conclusion I was coming to. “Could they be that good?”

      I leaned a bit closer to him, suddenly desperate to feel his warmth and solidity next to me.

      “It doesn’t matter, really,” Gabby replied through the phone. “None of that matters. What matters is that they’re probably in OH+, and we can’t get in. So what do we do? What aren’t you telling me, here?”

      I snorted. The girl had certainly grown in confidence over the last week.

      “The problem is that we’ve lost Nelson and Austin, and we don’t have any other techs available,” I told her. “We’ve been in touch with Nathan, though, and he’s confirmed that something is wrong with the portal. We need someone to get in there and figure it out. Nathan’s going to do it, but he needs someone with him to watch his back.”

      “Me,” Gabby said immediately. “You’re saying I’m the only one left. But where’s the rest of the IT team?”

      Again, there was a waver in her voice at the end of that question, and I frowned.

      “We don’t know,” I told her. “Nathan doesn’t keep phone numbers, and without that portal as a means of communication…”

      “You can’t find them,” she finished. “I guess that includes Robert.”

      I had been about to ask her another question but now snapped my mouth shut. Robert had been one of the other techs, I remembered, but I hadn’t known much about him other than the fact that he and Gabby were working on the same IT team under Nelson. Was this… were they closer than I’d realized?

      I cringed at the idea that they might be—and that I’d just broken this news so harshly. If I’d known, I would have tried to be a little bit more careful.

      “That would indeed include Robert,” Jace said, also frowning. “Is that important in some way?”

      I heard the distinct echo of a sniffle, followed by what sounded like a deep breath, before I heard Gabby back on the phone.

      “It’s important because he was teaching me how to be better at my job,” she said, her voice somewhat hoarse. “He was… teaching me.”

      I widened my eyes at Jackie, who snorted, but it wasn’t the time for mockery.

      “Did he give you his phone number?” I asked, my mind working rapidly through the possibilities. If she had his phone number, the mission we were planning might be moot.

      “No,” she answered quickly. “He said phones weren’t a safe way to communicate, not about this sort of thing. He claimed that the portal was more secure, but even that wasn’t as secure as it could have been. He said—”

      “Well, that won’t help us, then,” Jace said, cutting her off. “What we need, Gabby, is to go into that portal and find some documents. Nathan says there’s a list in there, in some hidden file, that contains the addresses of the techs. And we need those contact details if we’re going to get in touch with the techs so that they can either fix OH+ or give us another way to communicate.”

      “We need a way to communicate if we’re going to save our friends,” I added, because Jace seemed to be missing that rather important step. We would never be able to get the information we needed without techs to break into systems and find it.

      He gave me a look out of the corner of his eye and grinned, making my heart leap.

      “And maybe figure out what the government is up to,” Jackie added suddenly. “I mean, we can’t just let them get away with this, can we?”

      I stared at her. I hadn’t really thought about it, to be honest, but I agreed. Whatever the Ministry was doing, it was bad, and at this point we seemed to be the only ones who knew about it. We were the only ones who might stop them. I sighed and mentally added it to the list.

      Gabby, bless her little sixteen-year-old heart, didn’t even pause.

      “Seems simple enough. What can I do?”

      I took a deep breath and gave myself a short lecture. Wasn’t that why I’d called her? That was the entire reason I’d contacted her in the first place! It was just that now that it was there…

      They have Nelson, a voice in my head said. They have Abe and Kory, and they’ll have you if you don’t do something about it. Stop dragging your feet.

      I scowled but couldn’t argue with the voice. They had our friends, and we needed to do whatever was necessary to get them back. That started with getting back into OH+, and if Gabby was sure she could do it safely, then I had to let her.

      “Your face has changed about ten times in the last ten seconds,” Jace murmured. “That usually means you’re having some sort of conversation with yourself. What’s going on?”

      I gave him a quick glance, surprised but not shocked that he knew me so well already. I turned back to the phone.

      “Gabby, how safe are you?” I asked. “How secure is your line? Nelson was one of our best, and they still trapped her and got to her. I don’t want to put you in danger.”

      There was a quick snort on the other end of the line.

      “Robin, I’m in the middle of the ocean, and I’m using satellite signals here on both my phone and my WiFi. Not lines, like you guys have on land. Obviously, there’s always a chance that they might figure it out. I have no idea how good they are. But signals from satellites are bounced all over the place and get lost more often than not. I’ve been doing a lot of research on this, and I don’t think they’ll be able to track me. Even if they somehow managed to do it, they’re not exactly going to show up at my door with a set of handcuffs. Unless they happen to have a submarine in the area, which I doubt. I think it’ll be fine. Besides, it’s not like this is going to take long. With luck, I’ll be in and out before anyone notices anything. And our friends are in danger. Do we really have a choice, here?”

      I smiled. “I guess that’s a good point. You know how to keep yourself safe when you go in there? If they set up a trip wire once—”

      This time there was a distinct huff, and her voice became almost arrogant.

      “Yes, about that. Robert warned Nelson time and again that we weren’t taking enough precautions regarding the Ministry’s tracking devices. Of course, she thought we were hacking someone else’s site, some low-level sales group or something. We knew they’d been clever with how they built the site, but even I could see that it wasn’t the most sophisticated thing around. I’d been working on getting in myself, long before I met you. So we didn’t… well, Nelson didn’t think there was anything to worry about. We had the standard security measures in place whenever we went into it, of course—firewalls like you wouldn’t believe, but…”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Let me guess. Robert didn’t think it was enough.”

      “Well, he didn’t,” she said, defensively. “They got in a big fight over it, and that was why he started teaching me in the first place. We thought Nelson might listen to me, because she sure wasn’t listening to him. He even showed me software he developed that provides better protection against what you’re calling trip wires. Which is completely incorrect, by the way.”

      “He built software specifically for this?” Jace asked, frowning. “Why would he do that? Was he planning to start hacking the Ministry or something?”

      I heard the pause and could sense that she didn’t want to tell us. I jumped in.

      “Gabby, we need to know. Our friends are in trouble—and they’re your friends, too.”

      A sigh was the only response for a moment. Finally, she spoke again.

      “He’d heard that the Ministry liked to lay that sort of trap. You know, the snare protocol. He figured that if he had an answer for it, it might help us get into the archives easier. But he never told anyone else. If Nelson had known…”

      It didn’t take much to follow that through to the natural conclusion. Gabby was either going to blame herself or Robert for not having protected Nelson appropriately.

      “Stop that right now,” I snapped. “She might not have used it in the end, regardless. She told us she’d cut out most of her security, so she could move through the database more quickly during the raid. She might have been worried about snare protocols, but by the time she got in there, she was pretty sure the place was clean. You couldn’t have saved her by telling her, Gabby. Stop thinking that you could have.”

      A long pause followed, and for a moment I thought we’d lost her. After a choked sound, her voice came back, thick with the sound of tears she wasn’t letting herself cry.

      “So, Nathan and I are going in together? When? What do I need to have ready?”

      I turned to Jace because this was officially the end of my duties. I’d secured a tech. In turn, he needed to talk to his boss and sort out the next step. Jace glanced at his phone and tipped his head as if he wasn’t quite sure what he was looking at—the way he did when he didn’t want to say something.

      “Hux?” I asked. “Gabby has a question that I can’t answer.”

      He looked up at me, then Ant, and finally Jackie.

      “Well, it turns out Nathan isn’t going to be taking part in this activity after all,” he said, gesturing to his phone. “He just texted me that he thinks it’ll be safer and quicker for one hacker to go in by themselves. Fewer people making waves… that sort of thing.”

      I opened my mouth, too shocked for a moment to respond, and tried to make sense of what he’d just said.

      “You mean Nathan just used us to find another tech?” I finally asked, my voice dangerously quiet.

      Jace squirmed, and I had the sense to tell myself that it wasn’t his fault and that I shouldn’t take it out on him.

      “Hux,” I said, my voice softer this time. “What’s going on?”

      He gave me a frustrated look and then glanced at the phone.

      “Gabby, why don’t you start getting together whatever you’ll need to go into the portal and find what we’re looking for? We’re going to call you right back.”

      He disconnected the call before she could reply.
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      I sat back, releasing Jace’s hand as I crossed my arms over my chest. In my peripheral vision, I saw that Ant and Jackie were doing the same thing, though I couldn’t imagine why. Neither of them had even met Gabby in person. They couldn’t pretend to be too attached to her. Then it occurred to me that they were acting in solidarity.

      They also didn’t know Jace as well as I did, and they had very little reason to trust him.

      I, on the other hand, found myself conflicted. On one side, Nathan was once again letting us down. He had gathered us all together, yes, but he’d also been horribly absent whenever we were in trouble.

      Of course, I didn’t know him or what his ultimate plan was, but I didn’t feel much like trusting him as our leader.

      On the other side, his messenger was Jace, and I couldn’t help the way the boy made me feel. I couldn’t deny the way my blood raced when he looked at me with his lids slightly hooded, or gave me that crooked smile he used when he found something funny but wasn’t sure he wanted to give it a full grin. It had been only weeks since we’d first met, but he’d started trusting me almost immediately—something I hadn’t thought I deserved at the time. Still, that trust had grown until I shared it, and now…

      I owed him a chance to at least explain what was going on. Jace had allowed me into his home and kept me safe. We were… well, he made me feel more than anyone ever had. It might have been selfish, but I didn’t want to risk that. I wanted to believe that my heart was leading me in the right direction.

      “So?” I asked quietly, lifting one eyebrow in question. “Are you going to tell us what exactly is happening here? Convince us that Nathan isn’t actually pulling out at the last minute and leaving us on our own—again?”

      “Because it’s starting to look like that’s what he’s best at, honestly,” Ant added, his voice also quiet, but in a way that promised violence.

      He isn’t going to pull any punches, I realized. Not when his brother was in jail, or worse, and Nathan’s plans were at least partially to blame.

      Jace put up both hands, asking for peace, and paused for a moment, gathering his thoughts. Finally, he let out a sigh and started talking.

      “First of all, you guys have to understand my position.” He looked up at me, his eyes asking for patience and understanding. “You know that I’m walking a fine line here. When I first came here…”

      He frowned and tossed a glance at my friends and back to me.

      “He’s the one who gave us homes, gave us a way out of the situation we were in. He gave us… well, he gave us our identities. All of us. Jack, Boyd, and our other friends. And me, of course. We wouldn’t have had anything without him. My sister—her safety depends on him, but it’s more than that. It’s a lot more than that.”

      He stopped speaking, and the rest of us stayed quiet. I wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt, I really did, but he was going to have to give us a better foundation. When he didn’t continue, I reached out and traced one finger along the edge of his palm to get his attention.

      “And?” I asked. “You obviously trust him. Are you going to give the rest of us a reason to do the same?”

      I realized we needed to trust him. I’d been so quick to judge over the past day, so quick to assume that he didn’t know what he was doing, that he didn’t have our best interests at heart.

      But I didn’t know Nathan from Adam. I had no idea what his past was or what his ultimate goals were. For better or worse, he had become our leader. He was the man who had all the connections, and the one who had been strong enough to put two portals together. He wanted people to discuss what was going on in our country and do something about it. He’d gathered us all together, and that meant he was doing something right.

      Maybe it was time I started looking at things from Jace’s perspective and gave the guy a chance. Maybe there was a good reason for him to be ducking out of this mission at the last minute.

      The problem was, Jace wasn’t being quick enough with the explanations. If he kept dragging his feet, we weren’t going to get into the portal anytime soon.

      “Out with it, Jace,” I said gently. “We need to know what we’re up against. I want to save our friends, but to do that we have to have those addresses so that we can start searching for the techs, and to get them we need Gabby doing her job. Us sitting around here waiting for you to tell us what you know isn’t going to make that happen.”

      He gave me a shy smile and nodded once.

      “The point is, I would trust Nathan with my life. I do, every day that I’m here. And though I realize you guys don’t know me that well, I hope you know me well enough to understand that I would never put the group in danger. If I thought Nathan was leading us the wrong way, I’d tell you guys immediately. This thing with hacking into the portal… well, what I told you before was the truth. It makes Nathan nervous because we don’t know who or what’s in there. We don’t know if they’ve laid any traps or if they’re sitting in there like some sort of spider, just waiting for the first person to sneak in.”

      “Which was why Nathan didn’t want to go in by himself,” I continued for him. “He didn’t want to take the chance. That’s why we were bringing Gabby in. Now he doesn’t want to go at all because…”

      “Because he really does think it will be better if only one person goes in,” Jace said. “He really does believe that it will be quicker and quieter that way. Less chance of being discovered and less chance of stepping in any traps. If there are snares in there, having two hackers will make it more likely that one of them falls into one.”

      I nodded slowly.

      “That much does make sense. So, he’s back to not wanting a partner. Why doesn’t he just go in himself? Surely, he’s a better hacker than Gabby. She’s got like three months of experience or something.”

      This time Jace gave a long sigh, as if he really didn’t want to have to say the next thing he was going to say, and shook his head.

      “Gabby’s a safer option. It’s as simple as that. She’s right about her position—floating that far out from land makes her more secure. The satellite aspect is an additional safety measure. No matter how good the Ministry’s bugs are, they’ll have trouble following her through the maze of satellite signals. It would be even more difficult to track one signal back to a boat that doesn’t have a dependable location. They might be able to get a bug into her physical system, but even then, what good will that do them? The chances of them being able to use any sort of tracking software are slim, given how much she moves around. And she’s right about the submarine.”

      “The chances of the Ministry having anyone in her immediate vicinity are pretty small,” Jackie said suddenly. She looked right at me, her eyes noncommittal. “He has a point, Robin. We’ve seen how quickly the Ministry can move and how good they are at what they do. Nelson’s been doing this a lot longer than any of us and is a ton smarter, but she still got caught, proving the Ministry is even better. Now we’re all on their radar, one way or another. Even if we’re not, we’re within their realm of influence, courtesy of being in the country and on land. Of all of us, Gabby is the most out of reach for them.”

      “It makes it a lot safer for her to do anything that could be construed as illegal,” Jace continued, nodding. “It would be incredibly dangerous for Nathan to do it, because he—”

      “Might get caught,” I finished, finally coming around to his side. “If he were captured, it would put us all in a lot more danger.”

      “Exactly,” he said, giving me a slight smile. “Because the Ministry has caught on to the fact that we exist. Nathan seems to be the only one smart enough to sort out how we can avoid them. If he’s caught…”

      “There’s no one around to keep us out of their clutches,” I murmured, understanding dawning on me.

      That changed things, and if I hadn’t been such an idiot, I would have seen it all before. Nathan, whoever he was and whatever he’d been in some previous life, was the only one of us who seemed to know what was going on and what to do about it. If we lost him, we’d be losing the one person who could get us out of the mess in which we’d found ourselves. I might not like or understand him, but I had to get on board with him.

      Because our lives depended on it.

      I pressed my lips together and tipped my head to the side.

      “In that case, I guess it’s time we call Gabby back and see how she’s doing with her preparations. I don’t know about you guys, but I’d like to get this done. The sooner the better.”

      Three nods met my question, and I reached for the phone to get Gabby back on the line.

      “So, it sounds like Nathan’s out and you will be doing this alone,” I told her the moment she answered the phone.

      She laughed. “Better than going in with him, I’d say,” she said. “I always did prefer to do things on my own.”

      Ant huffed. “Aren’t you sixteen? Don’t people your age like other kids?”

      “You try growing up on a tiny ship with twenty other people breathing down your neck and then tell me how much you like other kids,” she shot back. “I’m the oldest here, and that’s always meant that I had to take classes on my own if I wanted to learn the more advanced stuff. I chose it. Every. Single. Time. Screw working with other people. I’m telling you, I’m better by myself than I am working with someone else.”

      Well, that was good enough for me. And I could relate; if I were given a choice between doing something on my own or doing it with a group, chances were, I’d choose the solo option as well. Besides, it wasn’t like we really had a choice.

      “So, what exactly is your plan?” I asked. Was there such a thing as having a plan when you did something like this? I wasn’t sure, but I thought it would probably be a good idea to have some sort of general idea. At least a concept of what she intended to do.

      “What exactly do you need from me?” she asked. “I have to know details. What are we looking for? What should I keep my eye on? Do we want reports about what’s going on in the background of the portal? Want me to go in and have a look around? Or is this basically a smash and grab—get in, get what I want, and get back out again before anyone has time to do anything about it?”

      I turned to Jace, hoping he had some answers about that. This was way beyond my expertise level.

      Jace glanced at his phone, pulled something up, and read it. “We’re looking for a folder that’s kept in the main database of the portal. You’ll need an admin sign-in to get to it, so you’ll have to use mine. With luck, no one is… I don’t know, watching out for it? Ready?”

      “Ready,” she answered.

      “Username is Mr. X,” he said, spelling it out letter by letter. “The password is MrX154638.”

      “Right,” she said after a moment. “Got it. What exactly am I looking for?”

      “You’ll be signed in under my account, so the dashboard will look slightly different. I’ve never gone to that part of the site, but I have the steps here, from Nathan. You need to get into the main database. There’s a hidden sub-database that very few people know is even there. Nathan has… well, that’s where he stores the information.”

      “And he never thought that was, I don’t know, stupid?” Ant asked. “How much personal information does he have in there? Does he have our information in there? It never occurred to him that the portal might be hacked? That someone else might gain access to all of this?”

      Jace grimaced. “I guess you could say that Nathan is the type of confident that doesn’t allow room for doubts like that. He had faith in the security of the portal. He thought he was storing things in the safest possible location. After all, he did spend a lot of time on the security around it.”

      “Confident? I think you mean arrogant,” Ant replied.

      I agreed, but I felt the need to come to Jace’s rescue at that point.

      “Don’t know if there’s ever been a leader who didn’t cross that particular line,” I said. “And it’s beside the point right now. Gabby, you got all that so far?”

      “Got it and got it,” she said.

      “Any idea how you’re planning on doing this?” I asked.

      “Easy,” she said with a sass that I remembered from my life before everything went sideways. “I’ve got a sign-in that will give me access to an entirely different aspect of the site. I just need a way to use it without getting caught, without tripping whatever froze the site. I’m going to have to go in sideways, more or less.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked, confused.

      “Robin,” she said, adopting a voice that would have made me laugh if we weren’t facing a life-and-death situation. “It’s simple. I go to the site, open it up, find the source file, and adjust it to erase any record of me having been there. Then I save the entire site to my desktop—or at least a version of it. It’ll allow me to get into it and have a look around without anyone being the wiser.”

      “You’ll have the whole site?” Jace asked, staring at the phone in shock. “Will you just be able to sign in to it like usual?”

      Gabby sighed.

      “No, of course not. If there are traps and snares set up in there, they’ll still be there. I’ll just have… kind of a copy of the site. Not the real thing. It will still be attached to the real site, though, which will mean that if I set any alarms off, they’ll go right to whoever set them. So I’ll still have to be careful. Still, it’ll give me more freedom to look around, and hopefully more time.”

      I shook my head and put all of that to the side as something that I didn’t need to understand. The more important question was safety.

      “How are you going to keep from getting caught?” I prodded.

      “Pandora’s Box,” she said. “Robert’s program. I’ve already got it up and running on my computer, so I don’t have to prepare anything there. It will highlight any snare protocols for me before I hit them. Sort of. If the code of the portal is all in numbers and letters, anything that’s a trap will light up and be obvious. In short, I’ll be able to see them long before they see me, and be able to avoid them.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out. That sounded way too easy… and easy meant dangerous. “You’re sure that’ll work?”

      “Of course it’ll work.” She scoffed. “Robert invented it.”

      I was really starting to get tired of this Robert fellow, and I hadn’t even met him. I was glad he’d taken Gabby under his wing and taught her so much—he probably wasn’t actually a bad guy on his own—but I wasn’t certain I approved of the effect he had on her.

      “Ah, young love,” Jackie murmured, and I almost laughed at how exactly her thought process had followed mine. This was obviously Gabby’s first crush, and she had it bad. I could only hope that Robert was as good at software programming as she seemed to believe. We had a lot riding on something he named after a Greek myth.

      Jace shook his head, caught between a grin and a frown of concern.

      “Right. You’ll be looking for a file called TechNoTouch,” he said. “No spaces. Once you’re in the portal or the copy portal, I’ll direct you through the steps to get to it. But if you get there and think you can figure out a quicker way to get to it—safely—you just give me a shout. Whatever we can do to get this done quickly and easily. You might not be playing in the real website, but that doesn’t mean we have a lot of time. I want this done within five minutes, got me?”

      “Okay, got it.” There was a pause before she spoke again. “I’ve found the entrance to the portal. I’m looking at the site right now. I’m searching for a file called TechNoTouch, which is in a top-secret sub-database that you’re going to get me to. I’ve got your sign-in credentials right here. And… here I go.”

      I stared at the phone, my heart hammering, and listened to her clicking away at her keyboard, signing in to the website that could get us all caught.
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      We stared at the wall and each other, waiting in the silence that followed. It was every bit as horrible as it sounded, the seconds creaking by agonizingly.

      “Do you think it’ll work?” Jackie muttered. “Do you think she’ll actually get in?”

      “She has to,” I replied. “The Ministry has our friends, and we have no way of getting them. They might have our addresses, too, and we have no way of knowing unless Gabby gets in. We need her to get in there and tell us what’s going on.”

      “I hate to be the bearer of bad news here, but needing her to get in there and her getting in there successfully are two different things, Robin,” Ant whispered.

      “Why exactly are we all whispering?” Jace asked suddenly, and I turned to stare at him.

      “I hadn’t even realized we were,” I replied, but it made sense when I thought about it. There was the distinct feeling that we were all being watched, being heard. The Ministry had managed to track us down during our raid and had quickly shown us how outclassed we were. They’d beaten Nelson. They might have been in the very website that we’d used to plan a rebellion.

      Yes, it definitely felt as if they might be listening to us right now—which was why I continued whispering.

      “What if they’re watching us right now?” I asked. “What if they’ve seen everything we’ve been doing? What if they know everything we’ve said?”

      Jace shook his head.

      “Very unlikely. They probably didn’t even know OH+ existed until the night of the raid. Nathan thinks they reverse-hacked Nelson’s computer through the snare protocol and got in that way. She must have had the OH+ server open at the time. Once they had the address, it was probably short work for them to hack in.”

      “Seems like it would have been pretty stupid of her to have the portal open at a time like that,” Jackie said, eyes narrowed. “That wouldn’t have been like her.”

      “Well, she wasn’t expecting to run into any sneaky Ministry spiders, was she?” Ant answered.

      “Even if they didn’t get the information that way, they might have actually taken her computers when they invaded her offices,” I added.

      “Why wouldn’t she have hidden any access to the portal?” Jackie asked.

      “Again, I doubt she was expecting the Ministry to show up at her door,” Ant said. “She didn’t have a reason to hide it when it was just sitting around her office, did she?”

      We stared at him, all of us quiet. True, there had always been the idea that we’d be discovered and arrested, but I didn’t think any of us had ever actually thought it would happen. It had been one of those theoretical possibilities, like the idea of a meteor striking and taking out the earth one day. Sure, we all knew it could happen, but we didn’t plan it into our everyday lives. We thought we were being so careful, but we’d never taken it seriously enough.

      “Oh my God, I’m in,” Gabby suddenly breathed, breaking in on our useless musings. “Oh my God, it actually worked. It actually worked.”

      “What?” I asked, feeling distinctly antsy about having to sit here twiddling our thumbs while she was doing something so dangerous. “What do you mean, it worked? You didn’t know that it would?”

      “Well, one never really knows, Robin,” she said, adopting her condescending tone once again. “Just because something should work doesn’t mean it will.”

      Her voice grew more rushed.

      “But that doesn’t matter right now. I’ve got Pandora’s Box running for safety, and I’ve got about fifty firewalls between me and the site, so I think I’m safe. I don’t want to keep this open any longer than I have to. It was really weird getting it open, let me tell you. Something’s definitely wrong with the portal. It’s been frozen, like someone took a picture of it and put the image up in the true portal’s place. Except that it’s still the real thing because I could still get into it. There’s a trap on the sign-in. I don’t know what that means, but it looks like anyone who successfully signs in will be somehow… tracked. Or something.”

      I reached out and turned the phone to face me, as if that would make it easier for me to understand what she was saying. Even if I could see her monitor, I knew, it wouldn’t help. When it came to programming language, it was all Greek to me.

      “What’s that mean?” I asked. “Was it hard to get in? Could you have been seen?”

      “It was actually easier than I expected,” she said. “Whatever they did to the site, it eliminated a bunch of the security. I don’t know if that was done purposely, but it’s like they’re daring someone to hack it. They took a bunch of the controls down, so it was almost too easy to get in.”

      Too easy was dangerous. My stomach jumped.

      “Stop bragging, Gabby. Just get in and get whatever it is you need, then get back out again.”

      “I’m going, I’m going,” she grumbled. “There are definitely snares set up in here. All over the place, in fact. Pandora is highlighting them for me so that I can block them, but if someone came in here without knowing that they were here…”

      She paused, and I could almost hear the wheels turning in her head.

      “If they were triggered, they would lead right back to the person who had gotten into the system. If anyone had managed to sign in, they would have immediately triggered one of these and been caught.”

      My mind flew through the possibilities. They’d set the entire site up as a booby trap. It was all a trip wire, but only if you got in.

      “Why did they freeze it, then?” I asked quickly. “Why not allow sign-ins? It would have been the quickest, easiest way to catch us all.”

      Nathan had been right. If he’d gone in with Gabby and without Pandora’s Box, he would have inevitably set off one of the snare protocols and been immediately trapped. They would have had our leader almost the moment they started searching.

      But why? What exactly were they doing, and how did they know who we were?

      At that thought, I grew more nervous.

      “Gabby, I’ve got a really bad feeling about this, and I’m not willing to let you get hurt,” I said quietly. “Find that file and get the hell out of there! Hux?”

      I turned to him, pleading with my eyes for him to give her the directions she needed, and he nodded.

      “Gab, you ready?” he asked quickly. At her confirmation, he said, “Go to the upper right-hand corner and click on the icon for my account. From there, hit the link labeled ‘MD.’ That will be the main background database—the one only the admins had access to. You got it?”

      A moment later, she said, “I’ve got it. Wow. This is a lot of stuff. Are all these files important?”

      “No,” he snapped. “Most of them are just old conversations. Ignore everything but find the folder called NathanM. Click on it, get inside, and that’s where you’ll find the file. Remember, it’s called TechNoTouch. You there yet? Did you find it?”

      “Hold on, hold on,” she said, but I could hear a note of tension creeping into her voice. Something was wrong. “Something is slowing me down, and I’m not sure what it is. It’s like I’ve got a tail or something. Give me a…”

      A sudden, loud rapping through the phone made us all jump. A voice yelled, “Gabby, what are you doing in there? You’re slowing the internet down! Are you playing one of those games again?”

      “Dad, GO AWAY!” she screamed. “Give me like two minutes, and I swear I won’t use the net for the next week, but right now I don’t have time!”

      I slammed my hand against my forehead, unsure whether to laugh or cry. I refocused on the words she’d spoken before her father’s interruption.

      A tail?

      “Gab, is everything okay?” I asked. I glanced at my watch and saw that four minutes had already passed. I wasn’t sure when we’d landed on five minutes as the safe zone, but we were almost through it already. “We’re running short on time. Are you going to be able to pull this off?”

      “Yeah, I got it,” she said. “I’m grabbing a bunch of other files, too. There’s a ton of stuff in here, Robin, and it’s not all just old conversations. And one of these documents looks like a second list, separate from the list of techs. It’s made up of pages and pages of addresses. Like, at least five hundred of them. No names, just addresses. Hux, why would Nathan be keeping addresses with no names attached to them?”

      I glanced at Jace, who looked just as mystified as I felt. I tried to swallow my heart back down into its normal position.

      “Those… Those aren’t our addresses, are they?” I whispered. Could he have figured out a way to detect our IPs, in spite of our encryption?

      If he had, and if the Ministry had been in the OH+ system, it meant they might have found that second list. They might have found a list made up of our addresses.

      It was getting scarier the longer it took, and I was suddenly sure that there was a lot more going on there than we’d realized.

      “Gabby, grab everything and get out,” I snapped for the third time. “This whole thing feels like a trap, and I want you out of there right now.”

      “Right,” she said. “Let me just—Oh God, oh God, oh God… No. No, no, no, no,” she suddenly muttered. I could hear her fingers clicking madly against the keys of the keyboard in the background, the sounds coming so quickly that it was one continuous clacking—accompanied by Gabby’s panicked murmuring.

      And then the line abruptly went dead.

      I was staring at the phone, echoes of Nelson’s last words to me running madly through my head, when the phone suddenly rang again.

      “Sorry about that. These satellite calls never want to keep a line open for that long,” Gabby said, her voice annoyingly casual.

      “Gabby, what on earth was that?” I shouted. “What happened?”

      “Something grabbed me,” she said simply. “Right as I was trying to get out, something grabbed me from behind and was trying to pull me back in. They had another trap set—one that I didn’t see. It was like…like there was some sort of electronic membrane around the site. I didn’t trip it coming in, but I certainly hit it going out. I have no idea what it was, and Pandora definitely didn’t see it coming.”

      Well. That didn’t sound good.

      “Did it get anything from you?” I asked, trying hard not to panic. “Did it track back to where you were located?”

      She laughed.

      “Good luck to it if it tried,” she muttered. “Like I said, they’d have a hard time reverse-hacking me to any real location—through satellite feeds, no less. No, it didn’t get anything from me, just gave me a good scare. I wasn’t expecting to be grabbed at like that. Definitely wasn’t expecting something to come at me without warning. But I’m sure I got away clean, and I’m sure I didn’t bring anything back with me.”

      “Do they know you were in there?” Jace asked. “Will they know we’ve been into the site?”

      “I don’t think so,” she answered slowly. “I erased every trace of myself from the source file and just slid the entire thing back into place. With luck, they were looking the other way at the time. Even if they noticed that something happened, chances are good that they won’t know what it was. It’s not their site, after all. They’ve inevitably damaged the site by hacking into it in the first place, and I doubt they were gentle with their searches. The portal itself is probably damaged beyond repair. So even if they saw it, they’ll probably put it down to just a site issue.”

      “And?” I asked finally. “Did you get what we need?”

      I could hear the smile in her voice when she started talking again.

      “If you’re asking whether I got the file with the names and addresses of the techs, then the answer is a resounding yes. Looks like there are around twenty of them here, and some of them I’ve never heard of before. There’s Robert, of course, and Naomi, and—”

      “And what about the lists of addresses with no names?” Jackie asked. “You get those too?”

      “I did,” Gabby answered. “Grabbed everything I could on the way out, so it’ll take me some time to catalogue it all, but I grabbed that list first. So… yeah.”

      I nodded. We had the lists, and it shouldn’t be too hard to figure out what, or whose, they were. If there were as many addresses as she claimed, it had to mean that they were people from both OH+ and OH. Surely that would take the Ministry a while to unpack. That was as far as I was going to think about that. I had enough trouble on my plate. I didn’t need to borrow more.

      “Gabby, do me a favor and start researching those addresses. See if you can find who’s attached to them.” Then, as an afterthought, I added, “I’ll text you my personal address, and the addresses for everyone here. Check the entire list for those first. It should give you a good idea of whether they belong to members of OH+ or OH—or not.”

      I didn’t know how Nathan would have had so much personal information, but I knew that he was a talented hacker. Nelson had told me that he’d have run circles around her when it came to tech, if they ever went head to head. She’d said he must have been that good to have set up the portals we were playing in. I wasn’t going to put it past him to have acquired our information, at some point.

      If he had, he’d just put us in a world of trouble. Based on what Gabby had said, there was no doubt that the Ministry was in OH+. They had access to a whole lot of our personal information.

      “Got it,” she said. “In the meantime, Robin, I’m texting you the list of techs right now. Pass it to the others, will you? Something tells me this is important, which means you should all have it, not just me. And… what are you guys going to be doing?”

      Jace gave me a long, loaded look.

      “Come morning, we start tracking those techs down. I want to know how to get our friends back, and getting to those techs is the first step.”
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      “I just don’t understand why we can’t start searching tonight,” I said, frustrated. Jace and I were back in his cavernous underground apartment, the candles and the fire lit. He’d insisted that the four of us split up for the night, making it more difficult for anyone to track us. Then he’d dragged me back to his place for supplies.

      Truth be told, I hadn’t fought him hard on the issue. I was exhausted, both mentally and physically. It was hard to deny that there was something about the basement that made me feel relaxed and safe. Secure in a way I hadn’t experienced since I lived at home with my family. And even different than that—because at that point in time, I hadn’t known what true danger was. These days, I did… which made the sense of peace in this apartment even more important.

      That didn’t mean I was willing to let this go, though, because if the Ministry did have our addresses, no place was truly secure.

      “They can’t possibly know what those addresses are for,” he’d told me when I said what I was thinking. “There are no names or labels attached to them. They’re just anonymous addresses. The Ministry isn’t going to move on them until—and unless—they know what they are.”

      “You don’t think them being stored in a portal that belongs to a group who just tried to hack a Ministry site is enough of a red flag?” I asked archly.

      He thought about it for a moment but then shook his head.

      “The government is trying to keep their public face clean at this point,” he said. “They’re not going to just attack random addresses. I don’t think it’s something we can relax about, by any means, but until we give them a reason to look there…” He shrugged, and I blew out a breath.

      I supposed it made sense. My gut didn’t feel like it was the safest answer, but my brain said it was the rational one. My brain also told me that my gut was overreacting. They might have addresses, but until they knew what those addresses actually were, I didn’t think they’d do anything with them. They couldn’t just go rounding up five hundred random citizens without any real evidence. They might be harsh, but I doubted they would stoop that low. The government still wanted to maintain an air of respect among its people.

      I couldn’t help but wonder how long they’d keep that particular mask in place.

      “Well, I’m starting to think you’re on to something with this whole candlelight, thinking around the fire, plants growing thing,” I said, forcing myself to lie back on the blankets and stretch. If I was going to have to stay still for the night, I could think of worse places to do it. “This place is definitely more relaxing than Ant’s apartment.”

      Jace chuckled, turned on his stomach, and pushed the plate of cheese and fruit toward me. He’d fixed it up as soon as we got here, saying that we needed to keep our energy up, and though we’d devoured almost everything on it, there were still a few grapes and several wedges of brie left. I grabbed one of the pieces and started the frustrating process of peeling the wax away, my mouth already watering at the thought of the buttery smoothness inside.

      Cheese had always been one of my weaknesses. It was a wonder I didn’t weigh three hundred pounds with how much I’d eaten when I was younger. Of course, I hadn’t been able to afford decent cheese in two years—which was what made Jace’s offering even more delicious.

      I finally got the wax crust off the cheese, took a bite, and glanced at Jace.

      “So, what’s the real story?” I asked. “Why aren’t we looking for techs right now? I’m tired, and I know Ant and Jackie are too, but we’re in a lot of trouble. I don’t think any of us would have argued about starting that particular search tonight.”

      Jace sighed and brushed his dark, curling hair out of his face.

      “There are a lot of reasons, though I’m not sure any of them are going to be good enough for you. The first and most important is that we do need to rest. It’s been an… eventful couple of days, and though you might feel like you could keep going forever, that’s just a lie your body is telling you. The truth is, you’re burning through your resources quickly in order to keep going, and we might need those resources in the coming days.”

      I opened my mouth, ready to argue, but he put out a hand to brush a strand of hair off my forehead, and all thought of speech flew from my mind. His fingers had just barely brushed my skin—just barely—but they’d lit a path of flame where they’d made contact, and my heart was doing strange things in my chest.

      I took another bite of cheese, devouring a slice of wax in my haste, and tried to focus my thoughts again.

      Techs. We had to find the techs. The list. Right.

      “I think we’d be fine,” I said quickly, my eyes on the wall. “We have to find those techs soon, before something bad happens to our friends.”

      “There are several steps between finding the techs and finding our friends, but I agree with you on that point,” he said, drawing his hand back to his own side of the blanket. “But that brings me to my next point: what we’re going to be doing is more than a little bit dangerous. You saw what they did to Nelson’s place, and I know you ran into a Ministry agent while you were there. Things got so hairy that you guys actually had to jump out a window to escape. Something tells me that was just the start.”

      I stared at him.

      “Back up. How do you know we jumped out a window?” I’d told him about the burnt-out building, and about the man who had asked too many questions. But I definitely hadn’t told him about jumping out that window.

      He gave me one of those half smiles—the ones that meant trouble—and shrugged.

      “You didn’t really think I was going to let you go walking into a situation like that without keeping an eye on you, did you?”

      I gaped at him, unsure of how to feel about that. Happy that he’d been there—or frustrated that he hadn’t trusted me to do it on my own. Then he glanced up at me through his eyelashes, and I decided to be happy that he’d been there.

      Not that he’d been much help.

      “You were watching us,” I muttered.

      He nodded.

      “I was afraid it was a trap and that you guys were going to go rushing into it without being prepared, so I followed you. I stayed out of the way because I was worried that if I appeared it would surprise you enough that you would get sloppy, and I didn’t get to stay the entire time. I ran into someone on his way into the house and got into a bit of a fight with him. Had to get out of there before I could see you guys home safely. Still, I was… there.” He finished it abruptly, as if it embarrassed him, and I aimed a soft blow at his shoulder.

      “You followed us? And here I thought you were obeying Nathan’s orders!”

      He blushed.

      “I made sure I wasn’t followed,” he said defensively. “But I didn’t feel right letting you go on your own. I believed in what you were doing. Nelson is one of our best techs, and if we’d been able to get her on this case…” Then he frowned. “And I meant what I said. Something tells me that we’ll run into other traps like that one. We all need to be on our toes. And for that to happen, we need to be rested.”

      The guy had a point, and I could already feel my eyelids drooping, my body succumbing to the warmth and safety of the place—the warmth and safety of Jace himself.

      “Do you think we’ll get them back?” I asked quietly. “Not the techs. I mean, of course the techs, but more so our friends. Do you think…”

      He reached out and pulled me closer, laying my head on his shoulder.

      “Of course we will,” he said softly. “I’ll make sure of it.”

      I closed my eyes, took a deep breath of him, the smoky, warm smell of his skin, and I believed him. Then, just as I was giving myself permission to sleep, I swore I felt him press his lips to my forehead, just for a moment.

      I didn’t open my eyes, but smiled to myself, and relaxed into the sleep my body so desperately needed.
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      I woke up to find myself tangled up with Jace. My clothing stuck to my skin with the heat of the room and the blankets, but I had the satisfaction of seeing that he was still asleep. It meant I had some time to actually look at him. Really look—which was something I’d found you didn’t do in everyday life. Maybe because you were too busy, or maybe because you were worried about the other person catching you doing it. Either way, though I’d been around him for days on end, and had been through some pretty intense situations with him, I’d never just… looked at him.

      Now that I did, I could see why Jackie, Alexy, and the others had been making jokes about us. It wouldn’t have been possible for a girl to be around him without finding him achingly attractive. He had the kind of deep-set eyes that begged you to tell him secrets, and his lips appeared fuller, softer while he was sleeping. Almost childlike. The tussled, curly hair just made him seem even more innocent in his slumber, and I had to stop myself from reaching out to trace the curve of his cheek.

      This wasn’t a child that lay before me. He wasn’t a naïve, vulnerable being. Or rather, if he was vulnerable, it was simply due to the fact that he sometimes allowed himself to be. I’d seen him in battle, and I knew that there was strength there unlike anything I’d ever experienced. Strength that he had, for some reason, used on my behalf.

      At that moment, his eyes opened, dark with sleep, and he caught me lying there staring at him. My legs were still caught up with his, my mouth turned upward in a soft smile, and I almost died of embarrassment.

      I struggled to disengage my legs from his and looked away awkwardly as words tumbled out of my mouth on top of each other.

      “Morning. I just woke up myself, but it seems like it’s light outside, so maybe we should—”

      He put a finger against my lips, and the babbling died in my throat.

      “You talk too much in the morning,” he said softly. “But you’re right. We do need to get moving. I’ll go upstairs and get us some coffee and a couple of pastries. The perks of living in a coffeehouse basement, eh?” He smiled and tilted his head toward the bathroom. “You can take the first shower. I don’t get too much hot water down here, and something tells me I’m more used to cold showers than you are.”

      He brushed his finger affectionately down my nose, making me almost cry out in a combination of panic and longing, and then rose gracefully, leaving me lying in a puddle on the floor, wondering how the hell I had found myself in this position.
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        * * *

      

      “At this rate we’re going to exhaust our sick days and get ourselves flagged for not following the rules,” Ant snarked when he opened the door to our knock.

      Jackie yanked the door open farther and gave me a look that spoke volumes about how many times she’d addressed this exact statement through the night. She shoved Ant to the side.

      “You’re forgetting that we probably won’t even need those sick days much longer, because we probably won’t be working anymore. I’m laying money down that the Ministry is either going to find us and arrest us, or we’re going to end up dead.” Jackie shot Ant a grin. “And I’d rather die having taken full advantage of my sick days, wouldn’t you?”

      I heard a defeated snort from Ant and smiled to myself. If they’d had this conversation more than once, I bet that Ant had also lost it more than once—probably in this exact same way. If I knew Jackie, her responses had become more and more outrageous the more he’d brought it up. It had always been her favorite trick for shutting him up.

      She gave me an arched look, her eyes moving over my shoulder.

      “And how was your night?” she asked, her voice thick with innuendo.

      “So, who’s our first target?” I asked, striding briskly past her into the room and leaving Jace to follow. Things had been distinctly awkward since our wakeup call this morning, though he was acting completely normal. It was my own head that wouldn’t let me get past what had happened between us.

      I hoped that getting into the action of the day would help me get over it.

      It had been thirty-six hours since our friends had fallen prey to the Ministry. Cloyd, Zion, and Alexy had seemed sure that they wouldn’t hurt our people and that they were keeping them as bait, but that didn’t make me feel any better about leaving them there. The sooner we found a few techs, the sooner we could figure out what was going on with OH+ and move on to figuring out how to rescue the others.

      I was still holding out hope that Nelson was in hiding somewhere, but if the Ministry had caught her, then she was on that list too. We needed to get in there and get them out.

      Jackie glanced down at her phone, presumably to look at the list of techs I’d sent her. Gabby had sent it to me before starting to do her research on the other list and the documents she’d found. I knew passing things around like that wasn’t the most secure way to operate, but I didn’t want anything remaining in one place anymore. It made it too difficult to find things when we needed them—especially if that one place happened to go down.

      “I vote we go after Naomi531,” Jackie said. “She lives the closest to us, so she’ll be the easiest to find. She was important, wasn’t she?”

      She glanced up at me for confirmation, and I nodded.

      “She was Nelson’s second-in-command on the IT team,” I replied. “I think she was the first one to actually get into the auction site. Definitely important. Definitely smart. I second your vote.”

      I cast glances at Jace and Ant, asking silently if they had any better ideas, and received nods.

      “It makes sense to me,” Jace said, looking at his own version of the list. “They’re all relatively local. Nathan must have kept them pretty close to each other, just in case he ever needed to gather them in a hurry. The nearest location will make for the quickest confirmation, and if we can start with the higher-level techs, we’ll have a better chance at getting the system up and running as soon as possible.”

      I glanced at my phone, noting that he was correct about the addresses. Everyone was in our town or one of the cities closest to us, which seemed odd.

      “Do you think he actually moved people around?” I asked. Nelson had already lived here, of course, but had the others? Or had he just helped them get here?

      Jace shrugged in response.

      “Not sure, to be honest, but it could be a lot simpler. This is a crowded area, with all the factories and lots of people. It makes sense for Nathan to base his operation here and then do recruiting in the immediate area. It could just be that he never ventured any farther than this county.”

      I pressed my lips together. That was a simpler explanation than I’d been thinking, and a more logical one. I reminded myself that I was supposed to be giving Nathan the benefit of the doubt, not making up conspiracy theories about him. I turned back to the list.

      “Naomi, then,” I said, trying to cover the awkward pause. “Our mission is to find the techs using these addresses. Gather them together, or at least secure communications by phone so that we can get in touch with them again. Do it fast.”

      I didn’t need to explain why time was of the essence.

      “Seems like that really only takes care of part of the problem,” Ant said. “I mean, what are we going to do after we rescue our team? Assuming we do manage to rescue our team at all.”

      I gave him an even look.

      “That’s a problem for the future. I think we have enough problems for right now, don’t you?”

      He tilted his head to the side and nodded.

      “I see your point. Okay then, let’s get it done. We don’t have any time to waste sitting around this joint. Naomi in Sedgeville, here we come.”

      We rose and strode out the door, our minds on the mission ahead of us. We were still in the hallway when I got a text from Gabby.

      Can’t figure out how to search for who the addresses on the List of Five Hundred belong to without being too obvious, don’t want to get myself caught, it read. Still looking for a way to go completely anonymous when searching through public records.

      I frowned, but it was solid reasoning. I didn’t want her getting caught, and at this point, any suspicious search parameters could be risky.

      Got it, I typed back in response. Your safety first. Don’t worry, we’ll figure something out. Wait for me on that one. I don’t want you putting yourself in danger.

      It was the right call—to wait until we had a less dangerous way to search. Though, that didn’t mean I liked it. I would have felt a whole lot better if I’d known for a fact that the Ministry didn’t have my home address.
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      The trip to Sedgeville was a quick one—just half an hour westbound on the C train. We were there almost before I could gather my thoughts on the matter. Standing on the platform of Sedgeville’s main train station, Jackie called the meeting to order.

      “Okay, we’ve got her at 555 Ash, which is three blocks away, according to my GPS,” she announced, typing madly into her phone. “We go out here, take a left, and walk straight down the street. It’s going to be easy, but it’s also going to be obvious. Anyone got any bright ideas about how we make it less so?”

      I groaned. This field trip was so rushed that we hadn’t even really thought about anything that would serve as a disguise. It felt like a major problem to me, but Jace shrugged nonchalantly.

      “It’s the middle of the morning, and this town gets a lot of foot traffic,” he explained. “I don’t see any reason to be stealthy about this. We just blend into the crowds and walk. We’re just like anyone else.”

      We would be out in the open, therefore easier targets, but it also seemed like it might work. If we were acting normal, it would likely keep us from attracting attention, but if we snuck around like thieves…

      “Works for me,” I said quickly. “Let’s go.”

      We walked down the stairs and out of the train station—an old-fashioned structure that was open to the world, with a row of columns decorating the front entrance, holding up absolutely nothing. Each column had a pot at the base with ivy growing out of it and up the structure, and it gave the entire place a green, forest-like feeling.

      When we got to the town beyond, I could see that the streets were set up in much the same way. Trees grew in rows along the roads, and flowers were planted haphazardly along the sidewalks.

      “Looks like someone is actually trying to take care of this place,” Jace said with surprise.

      I agreed it was very rare to see so much greenery in one place. Then again, Sedgeville was a residential town. The people who lived here commuted to the factories in my city, and that might explain the difference.

      “The government tries to make the cities where people live more attractive, I guess,” I mused. It seemed strange that they would bother. Most of the people who lived there were still below the poverty line.

      So, the government would give them pretty things to look at—but still snatch their children and sell them. Talk about a hypocritical policy.

      We strolled past the grocery store, then a line of row houses. These were crowded cheek to cheek and stuffed into a space too small for so many residences. It was here that the façade of well-manicured vegetation started to show its cracks. The buildings weren’t well maintained. I could see the grime on the brick and counted three broken windows, each of them roughly patched with cardboard. There was a sign on one door indicating an apartment for rent. In the next window, I saw an older woman, her cheeks pinched with hunger and despair.

      The trees were prettier in Sedgeville than they were in the city where I worked, but the people were the same.

      Desperate. Hungry. Hopeless.

      I turned my face to the front and kept walking, trying to keep my mind on what we were doing here. I looked farther up the street, wondering what sort of house Naomi had.

      Then I stopped dead.

      I could already see where she lived.

      Or where she had lived.

      I didn’t think she lived there anymore, and I prayed that she hadn’t been in that building when it happened.

      If she had, she was most certainly dead.

      “Holy…” Ant whispered, having stopped as well. “That’s even worse than Nelson’s place.”

      He was right. Nelson’s building had at least still been standing. What remained of Naomi’s was a burnt-out hole. There was nothing left, not even the frame of a building, though you could see that something had been there at some point, missing among the row houses.

      We crossed to the other side of the street without speaking a word, all of us in some silent agreement that we needed to get closer. We just didn’t want to be on the same side of the street as that disaster—and I could see that all the foot traffic was doing the same thing. The people around us might not have known what had happened, or who had lived there, but they obviously didn’t want to go near it. The sidewalk was crowded, but the spot right in front of the hole was ominously empty.

      At least it gave us a better view.

      We drew to a stop about two hundred feet away and stared just like the many other people. A charred black crust covered the lot, along with the skeleton of what had once been a tree but now looked like a Halloween decoration. I saw the cornerstones of the building and noted coldly that the houses on each side of it had also taken some damage, their walls burned and one of them sporting a distinct hole.

      “Another explosion,” I muttered, and my hand dropped from my chest to instinctively seek Jace’s hand. His fingers were right there, as if they’d been waiting for mine. I grabbed at them, needing something tangible to hold, something secure. This was much too close to what we’d seen at Nelson’s place. Even the enforcer tape calling it a crime scene was the same.

      That was no coincidence.

      “We have to get out of here,” Jace said suddenly, and I jerked my eyes from the wreckage. I looked to the people around, trying to figure out what he was talking about.

      “Why?” I whispered. “What do you see?”

      He turned toward me and threw his arms around me as if to give me a hug. His breath was hot as he whispered in my ear.

      “Right at the south side of the building, on the sidewalk. Where the crowds stop because people don’t want to walk past the bombsite. The man in the blue jacket and the hat. He’s not looking at where the house was. He’s not upset about the destruction. He’s watching the crowds. See him?”

      I tried to ignore how close he was to me and get my brain to move. I directed my gaze to what he was referencing and immediately saw who he meant.

      “You’re right,” I whispered, my eyes moving over the guy. “He’s also way too well dressed to be hanging around in a neighborhood like this.”

      The man was staring right at us, and I shuddered.

      “He’s seen us. He’s looking right at us.”

      Jace nodded, stepped back, and put a hand to my cheek.

      “Look at me like I’m comforting you. Like you’re upset about the house blowing up, upset about the violence of it or something. Jackie and Ant, you two do your best to look annoyed with Robin for being such a pansy.”

      I heard Jackie snicker but focused on trying to look upset and let Jace comfort me for a moment. After an appropriate minute, we continued walking in the same direction we’d been headed, doing everything we could not to look at the house where one of our people had lived.
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      We were back on the train, completely shell-shocked, before anyone said anything. It was I who broke the silence.

      “What’s our next stop?” I asked quietly.

      “Are you crazy?” Jackie asked. “You want to keep looking?”

      I cast her a cool glance and noticed that she was sitting a lot closer to Ant than she had been on the ride to Naomi’s. In fact, Ant had his arm around her and had pulled her against him.

      Not that I blamed either one of them.

      I hadn’t let go of Jace’s hand since we’d seen what was left of Naomi’s building, and I wasn’t sure I was ever going to let go of it again. I was terrified by what I’d seen and even more terrified of what I thought it might mean.

      But I wasn’t yet willing to give up.

      “Maybe Naomi was helping Nelson during the raid, and we didn’t know about it,” I offered, voicing my thoughts. “Maybe she got caught by the snare protocol as well. She was Nelson’s second-in-command. It would have made sense for her to be involved in some way, behind the scenes.”

      “I don’t know a lot about tech, but I second that thought,” Jace said from beside me. “Nelson knew how important that raid was. It would have been practical for her to have backup on her end, and there wouldn’t have been any reason for her to tell us. For all we know, Naomi was just caught up in the same storm that took Nelson… or at least her office.”

      He squeezed my hand with the last statement, and I squeezed back, thankful that he’d added that. I wasn’t willing to give up on Nelson being alive yet, either.

      Jackie stared at us both, then shook her head.

      “I think you’re both crazy,” she said bluntly. “I think you’re fooling yourselves.”

      Ant glanced between Jace and me, before nodding.

      “I think you’re right, Jackie,” he told her. “But I also don’t think we can just quit.”

      He turned toward her.

      “We need those techs if we’re going to rescue our friends and Abe. If there’s a chance that Naomi was involved with Nelson and that’s how she got caught…” He bit his lip. “What if the next house is just fine, and we find who we’re searching for, and they’re able to help us get in touch with the others? It will have been really stupid if we gave up before we found that tech, and just threw it all out the window.”

      She sighed, and I thought she was going to tell us all that we were going to have to go without her, but then she gave Ant an affectionate look and smiled.

      “Well, I guess that answers that. Where’s our next stop?”

      “Voceville,” I said, relieved. “There are two techs there, within blocks of each other. We can hit them both at the same time, and with luck, we’ll find what we’re looking for.”

      I hoped I was speaking the truth. There was a part of my brain that agreed with her that we were crazy to take the risk of walking toward another bombed-out building. The man back at Naomi’s had been looking right at us, and I had a bad feeling that he had been suspicious. That he could have radioed ahead to the other addresses on our list, warning the rest of his team to be on alert for people matching our description.

      I had a quick thought that we should perhaps split up, in case they were looking for four people, rather than two, but immediately put it to the side, still convinced that we were stronger as a group than we were apart.

      I also didn’t want to run the risk of losing any more of my friends. I’d already lost enough of them.
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      We got off the train in Voceville not ten minutes later. It hadn’t been enough time for my stomach to settle. I was terrified that we were walking into a trap, and it would be my fault. I was terrified that we were going to find another burned-out building, terrified that we might find something even worse.

      I’d been to this train station before.

      I glanced nervously around the warehouse-like building, wondering what might be hiding behind the plain metal columns, or around the corrugated metal corners. No one had tried to make this station or city look beautiful, and there was a part of me that appreciated that. Sedgeville had been a lie with its vegetation and landscaping. It was just something the government used to fool the residents into thinking they were in a different sort of world than they were. The truth was, we were all under the government’s thumb, all of us prey to their whims and commands. They could dress it up all they wanted, but that didn’t change the fact that they could kill you at any moment.

      And no one would be able to help you if the government decided you were an enemy.

      The thought got my feet moving toward the flashing green exit sign, my mind flying ahead to what we were going to find at the next stop.

      “Jackie, do you have the address we’re looking for?” I asked quietly.

      “Sure do,” she replied, panting behind me. “Maybe ten minutes from here, if we walk quickly. Though, I think we should probably follow the same plan as before, and at least try to blend in.”

      “Walking quickly should achieve that,” I answered, pushing through the door and into the light of the outside world. I looked to the left and the right, taking in the crowds of people on their lunch breaks. Voceville played host to a number of factories, which meant that everyone there was following the same sort of schedule I would have been, had I been at work that day. Now, the workers were out for their half-hour break, but they wouldn’t have time to dawdle. Thirty minutes was never enough, and if they got back to the factory late, they were docked half a day’s pay. “Everyone else is walking quickly, trying to either get to the factory or get away from it. Walking slowly here is what would get us caught.”

      I turned sharply to the right and pushed through the crowd, making my way rapidly toward the next address on our list. The others followed, Jackie calling out directions as we went.

      “Well, we need to take a right at the road ahead, and then go left at the first light,” she told me. “And as long as you’re the one leading us, shouldn’t you be the one looking at the directions?”

      I grimaced and slowed a bit, allowing her to catch up. Seconds later, the boys appeared, and we made our way forward as a group. Rushing to the location wasn’t going to change what I found there, I realized, and I’d rather see it for the first time with my friends than on my own. If it was a trap, we’d have a better chance of getting away together than separately. At least, that was what I told myself as I linked my arm through Jace’s. I did my best to act like he was my boyfriend and we were just out for an afternoon walk.

      We took the right Jackie instructed us to make and walked a very short block to the next street we needed. From there, it was straight on to Bobby’s address. He was one of the other high-level techs, and he’d also been working with Nelson on the raid, though I didn’t think he’d been as involved as Naomi had.

      At least, not publicly.

      Based on his location on the list and what we’d guessed about it, he was still one of the best we had.

      If we could manage to get in touch with him, perhaps he and Nathan would be able to do something about OH+, or at least get a new system up and running.

      I had a feeling that we were going to need to make personal visits to everyone from the site—which made me rethink my harsh judgment about Nathan potentially having our personal addresses, because at least this way, we had a way to find our people again. Once we had everyone regrouped, we’d want a portal for easier communication. Particularly if we were going to go up against the Ministry again in an attempt to rescue our teammates.

      I was thinking about how we might be able to get in touch with everyone without making these trips to their addresses when we came upon the address we’d been seeking.

      It was… intact.

      I stared up at the apartment building, unsure whether I should be shocked or pleased that it was still there.

      “How refreshing,” Ant murmured. “A building that hasn’t been burned down.”

      “Refreshing,” Jace repeated. “But is anyone else feeling like that’s suspicious?”

      I nodded.

      “Yes. But maybe it really does mean that Naomi was helping Nelson and got caught during the sting.” I looked at him, wishing like hell I could actually believe that, wishing like hell that I wasn’t sure we wouldn’t get to Bobby’s apartment and find something a lot worse than a bomb.

      Jace turned his gaze from the building and met mine. I could see my wish mirrored in his eyes, but there was doubt, too.

      A fear crept up in me that I could never have imagined. It was worse than when we ran missions with Nelson’s crew. We’d been in plenty of dangerous situations then, and we’d almost been caught plenty of times, but that was nothing compared to this. We’d never gone against the Ministry directly. Fighting it in a passive-aggressive way, yes, but setting ourselves up in its direct path? No way.

      We would have called that stupid when we were working with Nelson, and we would have been right.

      Jackie pushed my arm, then, and I wondered if I’d missed part of the conversation.

      “What? Huh?” I asked.

      “I said, do we go up to his floor and see if we can find him, or are we going to stand here staring up at the building like it might sprout wings and fly away?” she asked sharply. “Because on the list of obvious actions, I think standing here like a bunch of gaping idiots is a pretty big one.”

      I cleared my throat and nodded, then took a step forward.

      “Yes, we go up. We have to know if he’s here or… not.”

      Before I could take another step, Jace put out a hand to stop me and pulled me back.

      “We go up,” he growled. “But I go first.”

      He stuck his hand into a pocket of his coat and gripped something. I could see that he had a gun in there.

      I didn’t have mine. I’d had it during the raid, but I’d left it at Jace’s after we found Nelson’s office. I’d feared that if I was caught with it by a Ministry agent, it would draw even more suspicion to me. No innocent citizen would be walking around with a hidden weapon.

      But I wished now that I had thrown caution to the wind, because the feeling that everything was about to go sideways hadn’t gone away. In fact, it had somehow gotten worse.

      “Ant, you got that gun I lent you earlier?” Jace continued, balancing on his toes like he was about to start sprinting.

      “Yup,” came the answer from behind us.

      “Then you bring up the rear,” Jace replied, then started toward the front door.

      Jackie followed, with me behind and Ant at the back, and I was glad that we at least had two guns with us.

      As we closed the distance, I had a minute to think about how weird we must have looked, creeping toward the door in a perfect line, but realized a moment later that it didn’t matter. No one on the street appeared to be watching us. And if they were, it was probably because they were part of the Ministry and already knew who we were. In which case, it wouldn’t matter how we handled ourselves going forward. We could have strapped on big plastic sandwich boards that said, Hello, we’re the ones you’re searching for, and it probably wouldn’t have made things worse.

      Probably.

      The building was newer, made of smooth, white concrete, and the steps leading to the entrance were void of decoration. I glanced up again, taking in the flat, featureless face and its boring, utilitarian windows. The structure looked like some kind of white, distorted waffle.

      We walked through the black glass of the front doors—kept that way to save on energy, I’d been told—and once inside the lobby, we paused again. It was done in a dingy brown tile, with walls to match. There were elevator banks to the right and stairwells to the left with very little else to look at.

      “This place makes me want to puke,” Ant muttered. “Haven’t they heard of this thing called color? What are we doing, Jace, the elevators or the stairs?”

      Jace glanced to his left and right as if trying to orient himself.

      “What floor does he live on?”

      “Fourth,” Jackie answered. “And just for the record, I vote stairs. Elevators give me the creeps.”

      “Stairs it is,” Jace said.

      I didn’t like elevators, either. Enclosed spaces made me feel trapped, and if we were being watched, it seemed to me that the elevators were a prime place for someone else to get at us.

      We all turned left, maintaining our order, and made quickly for the stairs. It was then that I noticed there was no one else in this building, or at least no one within sight. It was like a ghost town.

      “Where are all the people?” I asked, my voice hushed. “Why isn’t anyone walking around in the lobby or riding the elevators?”

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw that the elevators rested on the bottom floor. I gulped, but there wasn’t time to think too much about it. Jace had already entered the stairwell and started climbing up the steps. Jackie and I followed, trying to keep our footsteps as quiet as possible. I heard Ant come through and close the door softly behind me before climbing the steps.

      They were short flights, courtesy of the low ceilings places like this liked to employ—more floors in a shorter height, for better efficiency—and within ten minutes, we paused on the fourth-floor landing, looking at each other with wide eyes. We still hadn’t seen or heard anyone else in the building, which was clearly making us all feel more and more uneasy.

      “Unless this entire building is condemned, this is definitely weird,” Ant said. “I’ve never been in an empty building before. Why would everyone have cleared out of it?”

      “And if there’s something wrong in here, why were we allowed in?” I asked, taking the next logical step aloud.

      “There’s only one reason to have let us in when no one else was allowed,” Jace whispered, and suddenly I was afraid that the worst had happened, that we’d walked right into another catastrophe. Like the idiots we obviously were, we’d marched up the stairs, making any sort of escape impossible.

      If this was a trap, it was going to work exactly the same way the snare on OH+ would have worked, by allowing only specific people to sign in. The moment we did, the Ministry had us.

      “Oh God,” Jackie murmured. “Oh God, oh God, oh God. This is a trap, isn’t it? We’ve just walked right into a trap, haven’t we?”

      Jace put up a hand and moved toward the door, bending to peer through the window.

      “We don’t know anything yet,” he said quietly. “It won’t make the situation any better for us to jump to conclusions and get ourselves all freaked out. Just be quiet while I try to see if there’s anyone in the hallway up ahead.”

      He was silent for a long, pregnant moment, and when he turned around, his face was white and his eyes were staring.

      “We have to get out of here. Right now,” he said firmly.

      “Jace?” I asked, taking a step toward him. “What’s going on? What’s in that hallway?”

      His eyes moved to me, and then he was suddenly striding forward. He spun me around and pushed my body toward the stairs.

      “Nothing you need to see,” he muttered. “Suffice it to say that Bobby’s dead, and he didn’t go in a pretty way. The building might not have been burnt down, but they got him anyhow. We have to get out of here before whoever did that to him finds us and does the same to us.”

      I didn’t know who started running first, but within seconds we were all sprinting down the stairs, skipping them if we could.

      Bobby was dead. And Jace, whom I’d never really seen bothered by anything, hadn’t wanted to tell me how it had happened.

      I suddenly had visions of people above us shooting to kill, bullets raining down on our heads, and ducked instinctively, fear pulsing through my veins.

      When we reached the last flight of stairs, I almost cried out with relief. The exit door was right there. If we got through it, we’d be able to run through the lobby and get out of the building…

      But then a voice rang out from above us.

      “Stop! What are you doing in here? Who are you? State your names!”

      I hadn’t thought it would be possible, but we were suddenly sprinting faster, sliding down the steps in a heap of people moving too fast.

      “Don’t. Look. Up,” Jace ordered in a monotone. “Don’t let them see your face.”

      “But… cameras…” huffed Ant, and Jace’s hand snapped out in response.

      “Don’t look up. They don’t have time to get to the cameras if they want to chase us right now. If that guy is a Ministry agent, he’s going to be chasing us in a minute. It will be a lot harder for him to find us if he doesn’t know what we look like.”

      Jace grabbed my hand and yanked me down the last two steps. He shot through the door with me in tow, leaving Ant to protect Jackie. We dashed headlong through the lobby and toward the exit door, with voices shouting out from behind us, telling us to stop in the name of the Ministry.

      The steps in front of the door took only a matter of moments to jolt down, and then we drew back into an abrupt walk the minute we were in the outside world again. Jace pulled me close to him and hissed. “Walk normally. Act like we’re on our way back to the factory or something and that we’re running late. We can’t go dashing down this sidewalk, or we’ll immediately attract attention.”

      “But the guys who are chasing us are definitely going to be running,” I pointed out, logically. Somehow my reasoning still worked amidst my panic.

      He shook his head.

      “They might be, but that’s not going to do them one bit of good if they don’t know who they’re searching for.”

      A moment later Ant and Jackie caught up to us and began walking at our pace, their breathing heavy. Jackie looked like she couldn’t decide whether to be angry or sick at our situation. I worried that our escape was going to be hampered by her stopping to throw up in the bushes. Which reminded me—

      “Where are we going?” I whispered. “Shouldn’t we get back to the train station, get out of here?”

      Jace shook his head and pulled me sharply around a group of people who were walking right toward us, talking about the day they were having at work.

      “The train station is the first place they’ll look,” he said. “And unless there’s a train conveniently waiting with its doors open, we’ll be trapped. I don’t want to take the chance of that happening, do you?”

      I shook my head, but the question remained.

      “If not the train, then where? We can’t just walk on the street forever.”

      Jace pressed his lips together and pulled me closer.

      “We head for the next address on the list. If we find a member of our team there, we can hide in their apartment and figure out what to do.”

      “And if we find another dead body?” Ant asked.

      “Or another Ministry agent?” Jackie added. “Because I’m not keen on the idea of walking into another trap.”

      “We’re not actually going to go into the building, or make ourselves obvious,” Jace said. “I just need a direction for the time being, until I figure out what we’re going to do. Standing still is not an option. Not if we want to stay away from the Ministry.”
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      “Who’s the next target?” I asked, then bit my tongue, hating that I’d actually used the word “target” for a member of our own team, like we were going to attack them.

      We’re not the ones they need to worry about.

      “The next member of the team,” I corrected myself. “Who are we going to find next?”

      “Smith,” Jackie said, glancing at her phone. “We take a left up there, and it should be right across the street.”

      We walked along the sidewalk, doing our best not to draw attention, but I didn’t think that was going to be a problem. We were on the run from agents of the Ministry, and we were still having trouble keeping up with the people around us. They flooded down the street, their faces twisted into scowls, and I wondered suddenly if I looked that way when I was on my way to or from work. Of course I do, I told myself. I hated going to work, hated that I was wasting my life in a demeaning, menial job that gave me absolutely no reward. A job I had to keep because the powers that be had declared me ineligible for anything better. They’d declared us all ineligible for anything better, I realized. They’d put an entire class of people below them—and now they were working to keep them there.

      It was despicable, and it needed to change.

      We dashed through the signal in front of us, then took a left down the street Jackie had pointed out. This way, we’d be right in front of Smith’s house, rather than across the street. It would be easier.

      Row houses again. Little tiny blocks that were masquerading as houses, all pushed up against each other like a child’s toys in too small a space. These were ugly. Nothing more than concrete, without so much as a layer of paint to make them more bearable. Most of them only had a single window beside their front doors. They must have been horribly dark and depressing inside.

      This was where my people were forced to live.

      My blood boiled at the thought of it, and I sent a promise out into the world that someday, I would be strong enough to do something about it.

      All thoughts abruptly flew out of my mind as the sidewalk in front of us became suddenly crowded. And not with normal citizens. People in blue suits spilled onto the concrete, all rushing from an unmarked van on the street toward one row house in particular.

      It didn’t take a genius to guess who those people were, or what they were about to do. Nor did we need to double check the address we had for Smith. We knew why they were here.

      The four of us turned as one and raced in the opposite direction. We hurtled down the sidewalk, weaving madly through the foot traffic as we came upon it, and counting on people to stay out of our way when they saw us coming. Jace and Ant ran much faster than us, but they hung back, grabbed our arms, and towed us along. Before long we were at the next corner and tearing around it, deciding at the last minute to go across the street and back up the way we came.

      “Those guys were definitely Ministry,” Jace gasped. “Definitely going up to a place on the row that we just happened to be going to.”

      “Doesn’t take much to guess what they were about to do,” Ant answered, his voice grim. “So, I’m guessing that’s the end of Smith.”

      “And the end of our search,” Jackie answered. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m willing to say without a shadow of a doubt that they have that list of techs.”

      “And they’re going after all of them,” I finished, the breath burning in my lungs as we ran.

      I didn’t know why the Ministry was going after our techs, but there was no other explanation. Nelson had been caught during the raid, and it was conceivable that Naomi had been caught with her. Yet Smith had been included in the raid, and he had still drawn the Ministry’s attention. There was only one way for that to have happened.

      “None of those addresses are going to be safe,” I murmured to myself, horror dawning. Jace didn’t think the Ministry would search the anonymous addresses—the ones that were on what I was now thinking of as the List of Five Hundred—but I realized that he was wrong. The Ministry wasn’t the sort of organization to wait or be unsure of themselves. Hell, if we were right, they were killing our techs just for being on a list that had been housed in OH+! If they thought they saw an enemy, they were going to shoot to kill—regardless of whether innocent bystanders got caught in the crossfire. We might have a bit of time while they did some sort of due diligence on the addresses from the List of Five Hundred, but I didn’t think we could count on much of it. For all I knew, a team could be showing up at my home or Jace’s next week.

      Calm down, Robin, I told myself sternly. I had no idea whether any of that was true. No idea whether the addresses were even ours, or whether the Ministry would move on them. Still, it didn’t seem that farfetched, and my brain wasn’t thinking rationally.

      Across the street, I spotted blue-suited Ministry men skidding around the corner and darting in the opposite direction, undoubtedly in pursuit of us. My heart skipped a beat. They’d seen us at Smith’s house, but perhaps we’d fooled them by turning an unexpected way.

      Then I saw more of them coming straight at us, their uniforms standing out from the grays and browns which dominated the clothing of the working class.

      Jace cursed and jerked me down an alley, Ant and Jackie hot on our heels. We bolted along row after row of trashcans, ducking behind them as we tried to hide our progress from anyone on our trail. We’d managed to choose the right alley, as this one seemed to be the designated trash collection point. There were dozens of bins around. I wondered if we should stop and hide behind—or in—some of the cans, but I didn’t have a chance to ask. We were moving too quickly, and I could already feel a stitch forming in my side at the pace.

      I wasn’t going to be able to keep this up much longer.

      We shot out of the alley into the next street. Instead of turning, Jace flew across the street without looking for oncoming traffic. He dodged one car and ducked into another alley with the rest of us in hot pursuit.

      Halfway down that lane, we finally stopped behind a dumpster, unable to run any more. I tried to keep my breathing quiet as we waited to see whether we’d been followed.

      I ducked down lower, having been shoved behind Ant and Jackie, and tried to get a view of the street through Ant’s legs. I could barely see anything, but what I could see seemed distinctly… normal. Cars drove by and people walked along the sidewalk. There wasn’t a speck of blue to be seen. I wasn’t sure why the Ministry agents were wearing that specific shade of the color, but I was grateful it made them easier to spot.

      We stayed behind the dumpster for what seemed like forever but was actually less than two minutes, before Jace finally exhaled.

      “I don’t think we should stay here for much longer,” he whispered. “I don’t think they saw us hit this alley, but they could search here soon. And it’s definitely not safe to go back the way we came. We’ll have to see if there’s another opening at the other end. Everyone back toward me, carefully. We’re going to stay sheltered by this dumpster for as long as we can.”

      We began backing up, as ordered, taking slow steps backward and keeping our faces to the front, the better to see any Ministry agents coming for us.

      When Jace was out from behind the dumpster, he spoke again.

      “Okay, I’m out. Keep backing up, guys. Ant, the minute you’re free of the dumpster, we turn and run. Stay in single file and stay up against the wall. Make yourselves as small as possible.”

      I followed Jace into the open air and watched as Jackie did the same. We all held our breaths as Ant appeared, braced up on our toes as we waited for the signal to sprint. The minute Ant was free of the dumpster, Jace gave the order, and we fled, praying that we’d find an opening, and not a dead end or Ministry agents.

      But seconds after we started running, we heard shouts of discovery behind us, followed by the pounding of footsteps. A quick glance over my shoulder showed me that the Ministry agents were somehow already in the alley with us—and that they were gaining on us quickly.

      “Guys, we’ve got company!” I shouted, increasing my pace as much as I could.

      How had they found us so quickly? What had they been doing, just waiting for us to leave the shelter of the dumpster to start chasing us again?

      It didn’t matter. We were in deep trouble.

      I forced my tired limbs to sprint faster, when a man in black suddenly darted around the street corner in front of us and grabbed Jace. Shock coursed through me, and I screamed, but before I could even process what was happening, a set of hands shot toward me as well. They grasped my shoulders, and I struggled violently, desperately trying to get away from them.

      Who were these people in black, and what did they want? Were they with the Ministry? I found it hard to believe that they weren’t, given the situation—and that made me fight even harder.

      I wasn’t going to die today. I absolutely refused to.

      But struggling did me little good when another pair of hands landed next to the first and started dragging me away. I screamed again, but then another hand—how many hands did these people have? —slapped down over my mouth, silencing me. Terrified, I cast a glance behind me to see that black-clad men had captured Jackie and Ant also. We were all being dragged toward a van.

      A van with tinted windows.

      A van that looked distinctly like government property.

      I started to fight again, but then a voice hissed into my ear. I grew still at what it said.

      “Stop fighting me, for God’s sake! We’re here to help. Zion and Alexy sent us.”

      It shocked me enough that I stopped moving entirely. Ant and Jackie appeared to relax suddenly too, as if the men who were holding them had just spoken the same words.

      How on earth would Zion and Alexy have sent anyone to help us?

      How were they going to help us when the Ministry was chasing us?

      A second later I had my answer.

      The four of us were shoved into the van, and the rest of the crew jumped in after us. I counted ten of them, and I wondered how on earth we’d all fit in here, but then had to secure myself against a seat, because someone had jumped into the driver’s seat and started the vehicle off down the street without warning. I couldn’t see where we were going through the divide between the back and front, a fact which filled me with anxiety.

      The vehicle made large, sweeping turns and a few sharp ones. The squealing of tires and several loud cuss words accompanied the journey. I held tightly to Jace, trying to keep myself from flying right across the van and into the lap of one of our rescuers.

      If that was what they truly were.

      I wasn’t convinced, and if we’d been given a choice about going with them, I would have thought twice about it. But they’d just pulled us out of a difficult situation, and being trapped in this van, we didn’t exactly have any other option but to trust them.

      Could it be that we’d just met up with previously unknown allies, at exactly the right time and place? Our luck hadn’t been that good up to this point, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t happen, did it?

      Then, just as suddenly as it had taken off, the van did a large spin, moving at least 90 degrees so that it had to be facing the other direction, and came to a screeching halt. The men in black jumped out, leaving us sitting in the vehicle alone. Our mouths fell open as we stared at the scene unfolding outside. Through the still-open doors of the van, to my shock, the men in black were battling with Ministry agents. Ministry agents who had lined up and blocked the street—and brought cars with them to build an actual barricade.

      We’d run from one set of agents only to be trapped by another.

      Now the men in black were fighting in hand-to-hand combat, one man in black for one Ministry agent. While it appeared they were outclassed in terms of weaponry, the Ministry agents had nothing on them when it came to actual fist-fighting. In fact, it looked like all of our mysterious allies had extensive training in martial arts. I didn’t know much about that sort of fighting, but the men who had helped us were spinning and cartwheeling across the ground like ninjas. They managed to kick and punch the Ministry agents in between their moves, and the government’s men were going down quickly.

      The men in black were impossibly winning a fight that they should have absolutely been losing, considering their opponents. It was the first time I’d ever seen anyone defeat a government agent, and it took my breath away as I realized the implications. If it was possible to beat the government once…

      “We’ve got to get out of here while the Ministry agents are otherwise engaged,” Jace breathed in my ear. “This is going to be our only chance. If the men in black lose this battle, we’re going to be trapped.”

      I glanced at him and realized that he was right. I’d been so enamored by the black-clad men’s fighting style that I hadn’t even thought about what might happen if they lost the upper hand.

      “How do we get out?” Ant hissed. “There’s sort of a battle going on right outside the doors.”

      Jace turned toward the driver’s seat of the van, ducked down, and tugged at some sort of lever he’d spotted. Another door opened in the front of the van, right next to where Jackie was sitting.

      Our escape route.

      Jackie and Ant jumped out of the van, and Jace and I followed. We turned and raced up the street toward the nearest train station. With the government’s men distracted, we could get on a train and get back to familiar territory before anything else happened.

      At least, that was the hope.
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      “What the hell was that?” Ant gasped, throwing himself onto his bed and putting a hand to his heart. “Where did all those Ministry agents come from? What did they do to Bobby and Smith? Are all the techs dead? They obviously know about them, right? And who the hell were those guys in black? Finally, and maybe most importantly: are we even sure it’s safe to be here? What if they have my address?”

      “I think we should tackle one question at a time, Ant,” I told him. “Let’s start with what the hell just happened?”

      “I’m going to say let’s start at the beginning, with the Ministry knowing who our techs were,” Jackie said. “They’re going out of their way to take them out. Why?”

      “And how?” I asked. “This confirms that they’re the ones in OH+ for sure then, right? And that they’ve been going through all the files stored there.”

      We’d returned on the train. It had been a quick trip, but we’d spent the entire time either reflecting or afraid to speak.

      I was deeply confused about what had just happened, and my brain had gone through a hundred different possibilities since we’d left the scene of that battle. But I’d also been paranoid that we might have been somehow tracked or followed without our knowledge, and I’d gone out of my way not to say anything that could give us away.

      I suspected the others had been going through something similar.

      We’d decided that Ant’s apartment got the nod when we returned, as the closest to the train station. We hadn’t wanted to be on the street for long.

      Now that we were here, the floodgates had opened, and we couldn’t seem to get the questions out fast enough. Personally, my tension was increased by the fact that I suspected the Ministry also had our addresses—and would be coming for us sooner rather than later. In which case being at Ant’s apartment was the height of stupidity. I still hadn’t heard much from Gabby about it, and though I was sure she had some really good excuse, I wished desperately that she’d at least text me.

      Until then, we were going to be banking on the idea that the Ministry might not have accessed the List of Five Hundred. That our addresses might not be on that list. That the Ministry was focused on hitting the techs before they did anything else.

      “What about the fact that they could be coming after us next?” I asked, voicing my thoughts. “If they’re going after the techs because they have this list”—I held my phone up and waggled it, indicating the list we’d been following—“then it means they could also have the list of five hundred additional addresses, the ones without names attached. If any of those addresses belong to us…”

      “It could have just been because of Nelson,” Jace said quietly. “They’re going after the techs, and there are other ways they would have the contact information for those specific people. Maybe they reverse-hacked Nelson’s computer and she had this list sitting on it for some reason. Maybe they’d hacked Nelson’s system long before the raid even happened and have had this list for some time. We know that site belongs to the Ministry now, but they didn’t know it when they were working on it. What if they just weren’t careful enough? What if the Ministry had snare protocols set up way earlier than Nelson realized?”

      “Even if she knew, what if her security aspects weren’t strong enough?” Jackie asked. “I mean, she didn’t know who she was going up against, did she? What if her security was designed for someone of her own capabilities but not for something as big as the Ministry?”

      I exhaled, running a hand down my face. Nelson had thought we were just going against an independent group, and we knew at this point that the Ministry had much bigger hacking toys than we could have imagined. There was every chance in the world that Nelson had been outclassed without even realizing it.

      It was likely that she’d led the Ministry right to everyone else on her IT team, including herself. Even if she hadn’t done it then, they’d had access to us all the moment they’d been in the portal—which had probably happened because of her.

      “There’s another possibility, though, isn’t there?” Ant interjected, and we all turned to him. “We know Nathan had their addresses in OH+. We know because that’s what we’ve been using to try to track them down. Why are you skipping the completely obvious conclusion that the Ministry is in fact using the same list we’re using? Robin’s right. They could absolutely be coming for us next, if they move on to that other big list and it has our addresses on it.”

      “They would have started with the techs,” Jackie murmured. “It would have been their natural first step.”

      Ant nodded. “Obviously. As far as they know, the techs are the ones running this party. They’re the ones who hacked into the auction site, after all. They’re the ones they know about for sure if they reverse-hacked Nelson and found a list on her computer, and it matched up with the list they found in the OH+ archives. Maybe they think that includes everyone. Maybe they think we’re all techs and there are different lists of us for some reason.”

      “Well, regardless of how they’re choosing their targets, they’re taking out anyone they think knows about the site,” Jace concluded. “That’s going to include those of us who were on the raid, regardless of whether we were part of the tech team or not.”

      “So, hiding our faces was completely pointless in the end,” I concluded. “They’re going to have our addresses anyhow. If that list actually includes us.”

      And that was the horrible truth.

      If those lists contained our personal information, and if the Ministry had infiltrated OH+, then they did have everything they needed to track us down if they dug deeply enough to find the lists. And without some sort of technical support, we had no way of knowing what they were up to, no way of protecting ourselves.

      We were going to fail, not only at saving our friends, but at surviving.

      “So, if Nathan has been spying on us and keeping notes about it, he just put all our lives in danger,” I concluded. We might all die because of what he’d done, and we had no idea why.

      “Do you think they went after the techs because they know we need them?” Jackie asked slowly, sitting up from where she’d flopped onto the floor. “Do you think they’re trying to keep us from breaking our friends out of jail?”

      “That seems overly simplistic, though it might be correct,” Jace replied. “It makes you wonder what they’re holding our friends for.”

      “It can’t just be that,” I replied. “Think about it. They rigged OH+ in such a specific way, and it doesn’t really make sense. There was a trip wire on the sign-in, but then they froze the site so that no one could get through the sign-in at all. They made it so that you actually had to hack the site to get in, then filled it with snare protocols to trap and track anyone who got in there. They set it up specifically to catch the techs. That’s got to be about more than just keeping our friends in jail.”

      Suddenly, my phone rang, and we all jumped in surprise. It was Gabby. I exhaled and hit the accept button.

      “Gabby, I hope you have something good for us,” I muttered.

      She sighed.

      “Not particularly. Can you put me on speaker?”

      I did.

      “Go ahead,” I urged her.

      “I was trying to find a way to match all of those addresses to their owners, like you asked. As I texted you earlier, I was on the web, trying to figure out how I could get into public records without looking like I was getting into public records, and starting to poke around with what little information we actually have. It turns out that some of your addresses are on the list. Robin, yours is, and Jackie, yours. Ant, yours too. Hux’s isn’t.”

      Her words dropped into a dead silence, leaving the four of us staring at each other wordlessly.

      At least it answered one of the questions, though it wasn’t an answer any of us had wanted to hear.

      It also brought up others. Why were Jackie, Ant, and I on that list while Jace wasn’t? More importantly, had the Ministry found that list, or had it somehow escaped their attention?

      Until we knew the answer to that, none of our homes were going to be safe. We had to get the hell out of here—the sooner, the better.

      After a long pause, Gabby continued speaking.

      “So I haven’t found out anything more about that list, but I did happen upon something else.”

      She paused, and it was obvious from her silence that whatever it was she’d found was bothering her.

      “And?” I prompted, wondering if I even wanted to know.

      “And you’re not going to like it,” she murmured. “I had a tracker watching the OH+ portal, just to see if anything changed, and something did. They replaced the entire portal with a video. A video that requires a sign-in, and I’m guessing that any OH+ admin sign-in will do. They probably replaced the coding for the portal with the coding for the video so signing in to it will take the same steps as signing in to the portal did. It’s meant for our eyes only. They must have assumed that someone would still be trying to get into the site. Someone with an admin sign-in. Otherwise, why would they have put it there?”

      “What?” I gasped.

      It made sense, up to a point. The techs and admins could be different people, and I assumed that could be true of any portal like OH+. After all, Jace, the most technologically challenged person I’d ever met, was an admin. Administrative duties meant organization and oversight, not just hacking and programming.

      They’d stolen our techs so that we couldn’t get into the site ourselves—or at least they thought they had. But they hadn’t known who the admins were, and had assumed some of them had still been free. So they’d left a message that only admins would have access to. It didn’t take a genius to guess that it was a message left for the very top level of people.

      They’d left a message that they hoped our leaders saw.

      Another long pause ensued, before Gabby sighed again.

      “I’ve asked some of my friends if they’d ever heard of the Ministry sending anyone personalized videos, and no one has ever heard of them doing anything like this before. I can’t find anything that indicates a history of doing it, though I don’t suppose anyone would have left it in writing. Mostly the government stays off the public web. They’ve got better things to do, I guess, than interact with the commoners. This is not their usual style, and I don’t think that’s a good thing.” Again, she stopped speaking, as if to gather her breath. “Guys, I think we’re in trouble.”

      I gulped, agreeing wholeheartedly. If what I’d seen today, combined with the fact that the Ministry had released a video just for us, was any indication, we were indeed in big trouble.

      How many more times would we be able to escape the net closing in around us?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      We were gathered at a back table in the Roundhouse that evening, awaiting an update from Gabby. We’d agreed that we needed to be together for whatever this video was going to show us, and that the Roundhouse was the safest place to watch it. Although it was a public place, it was also… well, a public place. Since we weren’t sure whether the Ministry had found the List of Five Hundred, staying in public seemed like the best choice.

      Even so, I jumped anytime anyone made a loud sound, and the sound of the door opening and closing was pure hell on my nerves.

      No one else looked any better than I felt. Jace was doing his best to act calm, but I could tell by his widened eyes that he was just as worried as me. Jackie was several shades paler than her usual tanned self, and Ant looked pinched around the mouth. Granted, we had the additional stress of being chased by the Ministry on our minds, but I doubted the others in our group were doing very well, either.

      I didn’t know where they’d spent the day, but Julia and Marco both looked like they were ready to throw up, and Allerra appeared to be deeply regretting whatever had led her to join OH+ in the first place.

      I’d still been going to summer camp at her age, I realized abruptly. Zion had told me that she was only sixteen, and when I was that age I’d still been entrenched in my childhood. Going to classes and spending money as if none of it mattered. I’d lived in a world that the people around me had probably never even known. I’d been so young, and so naïve.

      Allerra and Gabby, on the other hand, had seen exactly what the Burchard Regime had made of the world. They had personal experience with what it meant to be on the low end of society.

      And now, with what it means to be hunted, and in terrible danger.

      I pushed aside the heartbreaking thought and moved my eyes toward Alexy, Zion, and Cloyd. It hadn’t escaped my notice that out of all of us, they seemed the least disturbed. Oh sure, they seemed more nervous than usual, and Alexy hadn’t cracked any sarcastic jokes when I entered with Jace’s hand in mine. Yet they still didn’t look nearly as frightened as the rest of us. Certainly not frightened enough, considering we were about to watch a video that the Ministry had sent directly to us.

      I frowned, remembering what the man in black who had grabbed me that morning had said.

      “We’re here to help. Zion and Alexy sent us.”

      It had been very distinct and very specific. I definitely hadn’t misheard him. We hadn’t even addressed that event in the stress of sorting things out, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t been wondering. Who had those men been, and how had Alexy and Zion sent them? Who were Alexy and Zion? And while I was at it, who was Cloyd?

      My thoughts were interrupted by my phone buzzing. I almost jumped out of my skin before I got it together enough to grab it off the table.

      Glancing at the caller ID, I saw Gabby’s name. I hit the accept button and brought the phone quickly to my ear.

      “Hi, Gabby,” I said, my voice cracking under the strain. “What have you got for us?”

      “Can you put me on speaker, so I can talk to everyone?” she asked.

      I hit the loudspeaker button, then placed my phone back on the table, making sure the sound was low. Everyone was going to have to lean in, but I didn’t want anyone in the bar overhearing our conversation. There was no telling who might be in this bar, and I knew now that the Ministry could be anywhere—at any time.

      “Gabby, can you hear me?” I murmured, motioning for the rest of the group to get as close to the phone as they could.

      “I hear you,” she replied slowly.

      “We’re going to need to talk very quietly, so if our voices come through too muffled, let us know.”

      “Okay.” There was a tense pause, and then: “I’m… Robin, I’m not sure what to do with this. I’m not sure…”

      “I know,” I said softly.

      It didn’t take a lot to figure out what was bothering her. When it had just been Jace, Ant, Jackie, and myself, she hadn’t hesitated. It had just been the four of us listening to her, and we hadn’t really questioned her—which had likely added to her confidence. Suddenly, there were many people listening to her, and it was giving her stage fright.

      Understandably.

      She was just a kid, and she didn’t really have much experience with hacking to start with. Not to mention the fact that she was socially a little bit… underdeveloped. She’d grown up on a ship with only family around her, and though I’d never had a problem with her, I knew that too many strangers made her nervous.

      “Just pretend you’re only talking to me and Hux, okay?” I told her, hoping it would calm her down and get her moving.

      The longer we sat around here, the more time the Ministry had to find us—or lay a trap for us somewhere else. We needed to get into whatever she’d found, figure it out, and then decide how we were going to address it. The lack of direction was killing me.

      Gabby took a while to respond, but finally replied, “Yeah, I think I can do that. So I’m just going to pretend I’m only talking to you, then.”

      Her voice started growing stronger, and I gave her a grin, even though I knew she couldn’t see it.

      “So, as I told you earlier, I’ve had… a tracker on the OH+ portal, because I wanted to see if they were going to do anything else with it. I didn’t have any specific expectations, but I thought it’d be smart to keep an eye on it, you know? About three hours ago, they did something. They switched out the portal itself for a video, so that the entry to the OH+ network now leads to video footage rather than our site.”

      “What’d they do with the site?” Zion asked nervously. “Where’s all the stuff that was stored in there?”

      “I-I-” Gabby stuttered, thrown off by the sound of a strange—and very gruff—voice.

      I shot Zion a look that told him to keep his mouth shut.

      “She obviously can’t know that, can she?” I told him. “She’s not the one who took the site down.”

      I turned back to the phone, but Gabby was already answering for me. “And that won’t be a problem, will it, since I have a copy of the entire thing sitting on my desktop.”

      A grin split my face. I couldn’t help it. It was just so clever—and so very Gabby. Of course, she had that copy still sitting there. The impressed look on Zion’s face just made it even sweeter, and for a moment I wished Gabby herself had been here to see it.

      I glanced up at Zion, my eyebrows rising up toward my hairline.

      “Well, Zion, looks like we have the information from the site. Are there any other pressing questions, or should we move on to seeing what the Ministry wants to tell us?”

      Zion nodded, but before I could ask Gabby to move forward, Cloyd put a hand up.

      “Hold on,” he said. “How do we even know that what this Gabby has is real? How do we know this is something we should actually take seriously?”

      “I’m going to say we know that because the OH+ site disappeared, and this video took its place, Boyd,” Ant said sharply. “That’s a pretty big clue, don’t you think?”

      I shot him a grateful look, but it was matched by Cloyd’s look of frustration.

      “Why would she know about it when Nathan doesn’t?” he asked. “We all know that Nathan is better with tech and has far more experience than this girl. From what I’ve heard, she’s only a kid, for goodness’ sake. How would she have discovered something he didn’t?”

      Jace leaned forward abruptly and frowned at Cloyd.

      “What’s your issue, Boyd?” he asked. “The answer to that is very simple: Nathan didn’t want to be involved with the portal. He knew there was a chance it was set up with snare protocols and other tracking devices, and he didn’t want to get anywhere close to it. In fact, he specifically told me he wanted someone else to do it, and Gabby very kindly volunteered. She was incredibly brave, I might add, and she did a brilliant job. What’s the problem here?”

      Cloyd sat back in his chair and folded his arms, looking like a little boy who was pouting.

      “The problem is that we don’t know her,” he said gruffly. “We don’t know anything about her. She could be misleading us all.”

      I cringed at the fact that Gabby was right there on the phone, hearing all of this, and brought one fist sharply down on the table.

      “But you know me, don’t you?” I asked, tipping my head at him and trying to get him to back off with the intensity. He stared at me, and finally gave me a grudging nod. I nodded back.

      “And I vouch for her,” I said simply. “If she says she has something we need to see, I believe her. And if you trust me, and I’m telling you that you can trust her, then that should be all you require. She’s taking a huge risk to help us, and even if she’s supposedly off the grid”—I shot Jace a glance, hoping he’d confirm that this was still true, and he nodded—“nothing about this makes me comfortable. I think she deserves a little bit of credit, here.”

      I shut my mouth and gave him a look that dared him to disagree with me, but he maintained a stony silence.

      When I turned my eyes toward Zion, and finally Alexy, I found no expression on Zion’s face and a smug grin on Alexy’s, as if I’d somehow pleased her with that response. I gave her a confused look, but then turned to the phone again.

      “What do you mean, off the grid?” Zion asked suddenly.

      My mind flew through the implications of his question, and I shook my head firmly. Gabby’s privacy was just as important as anyone else’s, and I wasn’t going to give up her location—even if that location was somewhere in the middle of the ocean. She might be counting on her constantly changing position to keep her safe from the Ministry, but that didn’t make it my right to tell anyone else about it.

      “That’s not my information to give out. Now, if there aren’t going to be any further interruptions, I suggest we call this meeting to order. Gabby?”

      “Thanks, Robin,” she said quietly. “So, as I was saying, we’ve now got a video, and it’s obviously meant for us. They’re going to know the moment we pick it up; I can’t help that. I’ve been looking and looking for a way to watch the video without them realizing that we are, but they’ve got it set up so that it’ll only play once, and I can’t get around that. I’m guessing they wouldn’t want this sort of thing shared. So once we’ve watched it the first time, that’s it. It’s like an exploding message.”

      The mention of anything exploding made me cringe, and I exchanged a quick look with Jackie, my bottom lip between my teeth. I’d never realized the people who ran the Ministry were such big fans of blowing things up.

      “So, they’re going to know that we watched it,” Jace repeated slowly. “I don’t know if it will matter, honestly. Because whatever they’ve got to say, I suspect it will require a response. In which case we’ll be showing that we saw it almost immediately. Right? So what harm will really be done by showing that we watched it?”

      There was a long pause from the other end, and I hoped she wasn’t going to give us any more bad news, because we’d had enough of that for the day.

      Finally, she replied, “You’re right. They’re going to know, but they were probably going to know anyhow. Since I can’t find a way around it, I expect it’s a mute point.”

      “A moot point,” I corrected her automatically, my mind boggled again at how young she really was. “Now, let’s get to it. Gabby, the video?”

      There was a sigh, and then: “Okay, right. As I said, I had to have an admin’s sign-in to get into it, so I used Hux’s. I haven’t watched it, but I did download it, so I’m going to pipe everyone the video through the encrypted app Nelson gave us. I suggest we all watch it at the same time. Remember, this is only going to be good for one viewing. Once we watch it, there are no do-overs. It’s going to self-destruct. So make sure you’re paying attention.”

      Again, we were interrupted by Cloyd.

      “Excuse me?” he asked sharply. He turned toward Jace, his face both shocked and somehow betrayed. “She has your sign-in? How? Why? Do you have any idea how dangerous that is? How stupid it is?”

      I scooted back several inches, shocked at the look on his face. Was he attacking Jace? I’d thought they were the closest of friends! Sure, I’d overheard them arguing, but this seemed bigger than that. I looked from Cloyd’s angry face to Jace’s confused one, and back again, unsure how to respond to the situation.

      “Someone want to tell the rest of us what’s going on, or are we just supposed to guess?” Ant asked quietly. “Because I’m pretty sure we’re wasting time here. Those of us who have been paying attention heard Gabby when she said that we weren’t going to have a lot of time between her getting the video and the Ministry knowing that we’d accessed it.”

      “What’s she doing with your sign-in, Hux?” Cloyd asked quietly, his temper seemingly under control again.

      Jace thought about it for a moment, but then shrugged, as if he’d decided that whatever secrets he’d been keeping from Cloyd, they weren’t important enough to maintain.

      “We needed it to get into OH+,” he said simply. “How did you think she got in there? The site was frozen. We needed a hacker to break into it, and we needed an admin’s password. I’m not even remotely qualified to do it and Gabby is, so I gave her my password to use.”

      Cloyd reared back, his face furious.

      “And who gave you permission to do that? Did she talk you into doing it? It wouldn’t be the first time I’d seen her make a move that put us all in danger.”

      I glanced at Ant, my mouth open in surprise. What on earth was going on here? Were they having a fight about who had more… power? Sure, they were both admins, and at the top level, but… this was ridiculous. I felt like I was watching two guys fighting over a girl or something. I was sure I was the “she” Cloyd meant, but they weren’t fighting over me in any sort of normal sense.

      Did Cloyd not like me? Was that it?

      “Hux—” I started.

      He put a quick hand on mine and shook his head, indicating that he didn’t want me to get involved.

      “Boyd, I don’t know what it is you think I’m doing, but I can guarantee you that I didn’t do it lightly,” he said, his voice calm and even. “And I can also guarantee you that I didn’t do it as a rebellion. Nor did Robin have anything to do with it. It wasn’t a reckless move; it wasn’t even a badly thought-out move, so I’d appreciate it if you’d keep that judgment to yourself, rather than applying it to people I’ve come to think of as my friends.”

      Cloyd narrowed his eyes, seemingly unconvinced.

      “You know we’re not allowed to give those passwords out,” he said, his voice barely above a snarl.

      Jace shrugged, then gave him his most charming grin.

      “I know, but since I was acting on Nathan’s orders, I thought it would be okay. Wouldn’t you agree?” He waited to see if Cloyd would add anything, and when he didn’t, turned back toward the phone. “Now, Gabby, you were saying?”
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      Gabby cleared her throat, obviously just as uncomfortable with what she’d just heard as the rest of us.

      “Right.”

      She paused for a moment, and I didn’t push her, assuming that she needed to collect herself again. We were putting a lot of pressure on a young girl. The conflict between Jace and Cloyd couldn’t have helped, particularly because Cloyd had made it sound as if he somehow blamed Gabby. I hoped she wasn’t beating herself up over it, but I didn’t want to say anything with Cloyd sitting across the table from me, glowering.

      Jace didn’t seem to be prepared to give Gabby as much time as I was.

      “We need to get moving here, Gabby,” he said quietly. “Whatever that video is, I doubt it’ll come with a long or generous timeline. The sooner we know what it is, the sooner we can figure out what to do about it.”

      I nodded and pulled my phone toward me. I put the call with Gabby in the background so I could pull the app I’d need to the forefront of the screen. We’d been using it too much, I felt, but since Nelson had created it independently of any of the portals the Ministry now had access to, I’d just assumed that it would be safe. It only existed on our phones and had no online source. What were the chances of the Ministry being able to find it at all?

      Regardless, it was possibly the only secure thing we had right now, when it came to communications. For the moment, we had to risk it.

      There was a pause as my phone recalibrated for the app, and then Gabby started to speak again.

      “Okay, here we go. I’m piping the video to everyone’s screennames on our encrypted app, so expect something to show up right… now.”

      A series of synchronized beeps indicated that we had indeed all received a message, and I glanced down at my phone. It looked so innocent, just an indication that there was a new message from Gabby on the app.

      Nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing to indicate that we might be about to watch a video that could be something as simple as a message, or something as horrible as our friends being executed.

      “So everyone has the same thing,” Gabby continued. “What I want is for you all to go to that message and download the video that’s attached. Once you’ve got the video up and ready, wait for my signal. I’m thinking it’s a good idea for us all to watch it at the same time, just in case. I’ve had to get creative in terms of copies of the video, so I don’t know whether whatever program they used will know that there are copies and destroy them all if one finishes before the others.”

      She stopped talking, and we all touched our screens to start the download. We looked up at each other.

      “Moment of truth, I guess, huh?” Ant murmured.

      I nodded mutely, both anxious and impatient to watch the video, and turned my eyes to Jace.

      He stared at me for a moment, and I could see his amber eyes reflecting my nerves.

      “I’m scared,” I breathed, sliding my hand over to take his.

      “Join the club,” Jackie muttered, leaning into the shelter of Ant’s right arm.

      Down the table, I saw Allerra’s eyes grow even larger, and Zion put a protective arm around her. Alexy’s face was stiff and serious, but she didn’t seem to need anyone’s support. Cloyd just looked like his typical stoic self, while Julia and Marco were both wearing the blank-slate stares they’d always adopted during our missions.

      “Everyone ready?” Gabby asked, and I suddenly wondered whether she should watch this at all. If this video was what I feared it was, I didn’t want her to have to see it, particularly if it included the new love of her life, Robert.

      But it wasn’t my place to stop her. She was one of us now, and that meant she had the right to know what we’d gotten ourselves into. The entire, sordid mess.

      “Wait,” I said, suddenly wondering if the video would include something that we needed to look at again. If these were going to spontaneously delete the moment we watched them, but also included information we could use in the future…

      “Julia, I’m going to record your version of the video with my phone,” I said, leaning toward her. “That way we’ll have a copy if we… I don’t know, need it for something.”

      She gave me a confused look, but it cleared a moment later as she saw the logic. “This video might show us something we can use.”

      She nodded quickly and leaned toward me while I cleared out of the app, leaving the explosive video where it was, and went to my camera. I scrolled to video, stood up, held my phone at an angle so I could see Julia’s screen, and nodded.

      “Got it,” I said, hitting the record button.

      “Let’s do this,” Jace said firmly. “On my count.”

      Everyone lifted their hands to allow a finger to hover over their phone screens and waited.

      “Three, two, one…” Jace murmured.

      We touched the phone screens, and the video started to play.

      It started with a girl I didn’t recognize sitting in a dark, creepy room. The walls behind her were of gray or black cinderblock. They appeared weathered, as if they’d been there for ages, and hadn’t been washed in just as long. It was hard to see much more, since there didn’t seem to be any light filtering through the shot.

      In fact, it seemed the only illumination was being generated by the camera. It was pointed directly at her face.

      Were they… Were they keeping our friends in the dark?

      My blood grew cold at the thought, and I shivered. What if they were? What if they were keeping them in places with no light, and no fresh air? And what if they were alone, none of them knowing what was going on—or what was going to happen?

      Before my thoughts could truly take off, the girl looked right into the camera and said her name.

      “Charlie,” she said in a monotone. “Code name CharlesInCharge.”

      She didn’t look like she’d been beaten up, which was a relief, but I didn’t know her name, or recognize any of her features—dark, shoulder-length hair, a pert nose, and large eyes.

      I assumed she was a tech, but she wasn’t one of my friends. Not one of the people I was so desperately waiting to see.

      Next up was a guy, though, and this one I did recognize, at least partially. He’d been on the raid with us, part of the decoy team. Unlike Charlie, he’d seen some rough treatment, either during his capture or during his time in the Ministry’s company. He was sporting a black eye and a bruise that ran up under his short, blond hair. His blue eyes, though, were defiant.

      “FreddyMercury,” he intoned firmly. “Fred to my friends.”

      It was the hair that I recognized, because he’d tipped it blue at some point, and it had been sticking out of the mask he’d been wearing. I’d thought it was so stupid at the time because it was easy to identify. Turned out I was right about that. That blue-tipped hair was cast up against the horrible, dark stone of a prison somewhere—a prison he was in because we had been unable to save him.

      My heart broke a little bit, and then the screen flashed to a slight boy in glasses. He was also in relatively good shape, but very young.

      “Dusty,” he breathed. “Screenname DustyBottoms.”

      And then another, and another.

      More people I didn’t know.

      Paulette.

      Athena.

      Tilly.

      Ciello.

      All of them clean and unwounded—all of their names ones that I recognized from the list of techs we’d been following. They’d taken many of them, as we’d initially suspected. Or rather, as we’d hoped. It meant that they hadn’t all been killed.

      Suddenly, Nelson was on the screen.

      I nearly sobbed in a combination of horror and relief. She looked horrible. Her glasses were gone, and I could tell that she was having trouble focusing her eyes. Half of her curly brown hair had been burnt almost to her scalp, and she had bruises running across her right cheekbone and up into her temple.

      I’d never seen her out of disguise, of course, because she’d been such a stickler for privacy, but I recognized the brilliant green of her eyes, and the shape of her face. I’d always suspected her hair had been a wig, but it seemed I’d been wrong about that. She had worn a false nose and heavily lined eyes with smoky eyeshadow during our missions, but there was nothing that could hide those eyes. Not even her glasses had been able to tone them down. I’d always noticed her rounded cheeks and thought she probably had a baby face.

      Now I could see that I’d been right.

      Chubby cheeks and a tiny nose, topped off with those enormous green eyes. She was gorgeous, my friend, right there on the screen—and she looked like she’d almost died in the explosion that had decimated her office.

      “Nelson,” she said, her voice cracked. “Nelly to my friends.”

      She looked right into the camera, and I had the sudden feeling that she was trying to pass us a message, if only I could figure out what it was.

      I knew one thing for certain: we were going to get her out of there. That girl was a member of our team, and my friend, and there was no way I was going to leave her to her fate. I knew it down to the innermost depths of my bones.

      Kory came next, and I felt Jace’s hand spasm in mine at the sight of his friend. Kory had obviously put up a fight before he’d let the Ministry soldiers take him. Both eyes were blackened, and we could see the top of a sling that ran over his left shoulder. They’d done something to that arm, or he’d been fighting hard enough that they’d had to damage it to take him down.

      Good for him, I thought. Even on camera, his spirit was unbroken. He lifted his chin up, gave a bit of a grin, and tipped his head a bit.

      “Jack,” he said clearly. “Just Jack.”

      Winter appeared, her face bruised as well, but her spirit equally strong. She had a messy, chin-length red bob, and it looked like she’d been fighting, given the scratches all over her face, but her long nose was unbroken, and her almond-shaped eyes were clear. She lifted one eyebrow and turned those eyes up to above the lens of the camera, as if she was daring whoever was behind the camera to rush her.

      “Winter De Ville, checking in,” she said in her rough alto. She straightened her shoulders and gave the camera another look.

      I grinned, unable to help it. The woman had always come across as tougher than nails, and I could tell that she was giving the Ministry agents the what-for. I almost felt sorry for whoever had to deal with her on a daily basis.

      Austin appeared on the screen, and then June, Samantha, and George—all people who had been on our decoy team. There was no Abe, and I could feel the tension radiating off Ant from two seats down.

      Next up were several other techs: Naomi, Liverpool, Ross. Then Smith (whom they apparently didn’t kill as we’d feared), and finally a dark, boyish-looking man who appeared to be in his late teens or early twenties. He had small eyes and rounded cheeks, and there was something faintly oily about him…

      Through my phone’s speaker, I heard Gabby gasp.

      Ah, I thought. This is Robert.

      “Robert,” he said, his voice somewhat nondescript. “Screenname RobPocket.”

      I closed my eyes in recognition. I’d seen him around OH+ before the raid, and I hadn’t been impressed. He was one of the members who had seemed to be more intent on arguing and insulting other users than solving actual problems.

      Definitely not the man I would have wanted for Gabby.

      Not that it mattered.

      Abe finally appeared, as the last in the lineup, and I exhaled in relief. He looked… fine, as if he’d barely been touched. I hoped with everything in me that he was putting all of his charm to good use, wherever they were. Ant had always been the mouthier one, and with luck, Abe was keeping that side of his personality quiet and just getting along. We needed them alive and undamaged if we were going to rescue them.

      “AbeLincoln,” he said clearly. His face then broke out into a bizarre set of facial movements, and I frowned in confusion, before Ant let out a snort of laughter.

      A secret message, I guessed. A twin thing.

      I hoped it actually meant something other than “you suck for being out there when I’m in here.”

      Then the viewpoint on the screen changed, as the cameraman whirled the camera around on himself. He was wearing a blue, featureless mask that made him look like he was more monster than human, and I involuntarily shuddered. Jace squeezed my hand, and I squeezed back in answer.

      “We are members of the Compliance Authority, and we know what you’ve done. We know what you saw. We know what you think you know. And as I’ve just shown you, we also have a number of your colleagues. We will not be lenient. You are deemed a danger to the government, and therefore the nation. Turn yourselves in and we will be generous. We will arrange for you to be moved out of the country to a secure location, where you will be set up with money, jobs, and new identities. You will never again be allowed to enter this country, but the Authority will leave you to live in peace. Refuse, and your friends will be executed as a public display. You have until Friday to respond. The execution will be scheduled for Friday at noon.”

      The video ended abruptly and vanished from our screens.

      I stopped recording and stared at my phone, my mind wiped completely blank by what I’d just seen.

      Friday.

      We only had until Friday to come up with a plan, get whatever we needed for it, and figure out where our friends were being held and how to get into the building.

      It was Tuesday evening.

      “Well, that was…” Jackie murmured.

      “Yeah,” I managed, unsure whether I even had words for how much had just exploded all over us. Our friends were definitely in jail—but we’d known that much before the video confirmed it. The deadline had not been something we were counting on. That didn’t mean we could sit around and cry about it.

      “Okay,” Jace said, his voice somewhat subdued. He was still in shock at seeing Kory in that situation. “So that was… a lot. What are we going to do about it?”

      “Well, they don’t seem to be torturing anyone from our team, so that’s something,” Alexy volunteered quietly. “It means they’re not trying to get information out of them. Or if they are, our friends are giving it up right away rather than making them work for it.”

      I turned to her, appalled.

      “That doesn’t sound like good news,” I cried. “Also, why would those soldiers have to torture our friends for information? They already have everything they need, because of their attack on Nelson and her equipment.”

      Alexy nodded, her face uncharacteristically serious and intense.

      “Still, it works in our favor that our friends aren’t in immediate danger.”

      “Not in immediate danger?” Ant asked, seeming like he was about to choke on the words. “The Ministry just gave us a pretty tight deadline, in case you didn’t notice. They’re going to kill them in three days unless we give ourselves up! And while we’re at it, what the hell is the Compliance Authority? How and why do they have our friends?”

      He gulped and turned quickly from one face to the next, obviously starting to panic.

      Jace put a hand up to calm Ant and nodded.

      “Ant, I get it, and believe me, inside I’m freaking out just as much as you are. I’ve never heard of the Compliance Authority. Anyone else?” He looked around, but all he got were blank stares, and I had to admit that I wasn’t going to be any help there, though I had some guesses.

      “Must be the government’s… I don’t know, security force?” I guessed. “Their secret, private army? Something even scarier than enforcers, I’m guessing. That’s probably their jail, and those were probably their forces that were after us in the forest.”

      “Robin’s right,” Zion said quickly. “The Ministry is just in charge of shuffling kids from one place to another and tracking people in regard to their poverty level. No way they’ve got a private army. We’ve been foolish to think we were dealing with them.”

      “But we know it’s their site,” Jackie argued. “We know they’re the ones selling babies.”

      “But it’s not just them,” I said slowly. “It can’t be. I don’t know a lot about the government, but departments obviously don’t run completely independent of each other. If the Ministry is using another branch of the government to do their dirty work, then it means…”

      “That the entire government knows they’re stealing and selling babies,” Jace said, frowning. “Though, I think most of us already suspected that, and it’s a problem for another time. For right now, we have to figure out who or what this Authority is—and where they’ve got our friends.”

      At that, Ant leaned back pensively.

      “Well, that’s more like it,” he said. “So, what the hell are we going to do to get our people out of there?”

      “First things first,” Zion said. “We list what we know and what we don’t. We know they have some of our friends. We know we’re on a dangerously tight timeline in terms of getting them back, and that their lives are literally on the line. We know—at least, I think we’ll all agree—that we can’t just give ourselves up. That whole thing about being sent to live somewhere else? They must think we’re stupid. It’s obviously an outright lie. We know way too much for them to let us off that easily.”

      “But what if they’re telling the truth?” Allerra asked desperately. “Isn’t there a chance that they might send us somewhere far away, somewhere where we wouldn’t have to deal with this government anymore? Maybe out of the country, in Europe somewhere? I’ve always wanted to visit Europe.”

      The last sentence was delivered with such wistfulness, I wanted to cry for her. I hadn’t been planning on getting in this deep, but I was also an adult. Allerra was just a kid, who’d probably had no idea what the possible repercussions of her actions were.

      Of course, none of us had been expecting this. None of us really had a clue about what we were going to do next.

      “I agree with Zion,” I said. “We know too much, and we could make way too much trouble for this government. It wouldn’t matter where they sent us, because we could get in touch with the press or other governments and tell them what we know about the corruption going on behind the CRAS, about the hidden mail-order site we found.”

      I took a breath and looked at the others, one at a time.

      “And I don’t know about you, but I sure as hell don’t want to turn myself in. I’ve just started fighting against this regime, and I don’t want to quit now.”

      Jace frowned.

      “You know,” he said, “I’m not in favor of turning myself in either, but if you think about it—”

      “Hux,” Zion interrupted. “I know what you’re going to say, and there’s a part of me that agrees with you, but I don’t know how we could guarantee anyone’s safety in that situation, and I don’t think now is the time to address it, if you get my drift?” His eyebrows rose, and he turned his eyes toward the other members of the group. Jace nodded.

      I narrowed my eyes, wondering what the heck Jace had been about to say, then turned back to the rest of the group when Gabby started talking.

      “As far as I can see,” she said quietly, “the biggest problem here is that we’re going to need a plan. If we’re not willing to turn ourselves in, then we need to know where they’re holding our friends, so we can rescue them. To do that, we need to do some hacking. I’m thinking that if I can get into some security cameras or the traffic cams that the government puts on intersections, then we can watch for suspicious activity since the raid. Maybe we’ll actually be able to see our friends being transported. If we get into the right cameras, there’s a chance that the Ministry’s—I mean the Authority’s—movements could lead us right to our friends. But to do that, we’ll need—”

      “The techs,” Julia said suddenly. She sat up and glanced around the circle. “Of course, the techs! Where are they? How can we get in touch with them? We’re going to need them to get to work on this immediately!”

      That was where we came to the end of their knowledge—and the start of ours. Most of the group didn’t have any idea what Jace, Ant, Jackie, and I had been doing all morning.

      “I don’t think we’re going to be able to get in touch with them at all, actually,” I said quietly. “Considering we have the list of techs, and over half of them were in that video. One of them is already dead… that we know of.”

      Six sets of eyes swiveled on me, while Ant, Jackie, and Jace all dropped their gazes to stare at their hands.

      My story to tell, I guessed. Terrific. Just what I’d wanted to do to top this meeting off.

      “The Ministry—and the Authority—have a list of our techs,” I went on reluctantly, “and it looks like they’ve taken quite a few of them out by killing or arresting them. We were searching for them earlier, but I think we have to come to terms with the fact that Gabby is probably the only one left.”

      Dead silence met my announcement, and I steeled myself for the inevitable questions that would follow, once the others found their voices.
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      The silence lasted for long enough that I started getting nervous—not because I was afraid to tell them the story, but because I wasn’t sure I wanted to deal with the number of questions that were about to come flying at me.

      I turned to Jace and gave him a look that said quite clearly that I wasn’t willing to deal with this on my own. After giving Ant and Jackie the same look, I got a nod from Jackie, and, after she gave him a well-placed elbow, another from Ant.

      Of course, it was Cloyd who asked the first question. He seemed to be taking the mission we had completed without his knowledge far too seriously.

      Which made me wonder who the hell had made him emperor of the group.

      “What?” he asked sharply. “What do you mean, all the techs are gone? What do you mean, Gabby’s the only one left? How would you know that? What are you talking about, saying the Ministry has a list of our techs? What—”

      Thankfully, Jace threw a hand up to stop him.

      “One question at a time, Boyd,” he said succinctly. “We can’t answer all of your questions at once. We mean exactly what she said. All the techs are gone, or at least we suspect they might be. We believe they’ve been either arrested or killed, and we don’t have much more than that. Obviously, we know which of the techs they’ve arrested—or at least some of them—based on the video we just saw. The others…”

      He shook his head.

      “As for how and why we think Gabby might be the only one left, she’s the only one who didn’t appear on the list that was sitting on OH+. We don’t know whether the Ministry learned the names of the techs by hacking Nelson’s system, or stealing it, or if they mined the documents in the OH+ portal after they hacked into it, but the fact remains that they found a list and hit everyone on it. We have nothing but their addresses, so we’re not able to try to get in touch with them via phone. Gabby has been safe up to this point because she’s been… out of reach.” He shot me a look at this, confirming that he was planning to keep her location secret, and I nodded in thanks. “After we confirmed that she was still free, we decided we should use her.”

      “Use her for what, exactly?” Zion asked, his tone more curious than Cloyd’s, and certainly friendlier. His eyes met mine, and I dropped my gaze to the table, feeling somehow guilty that we’d kept so many secrets from the rest of our core group. Even if it had been for their own safety.

      “Use her to hack into OH+,” I replied. “We knew that the portal was down and needed to know why.”

      “Seems to me it’s probably down because there are no techs left to run it,” Marco remarked.

      Jace nodded.

      “That’s true, but there’s more to it than that. You know that Gabby got the video from where the portal used to be. When she hacked into the site, she found that someone else was indeed sitting inside of it, and in addition, they’d laid traps for any outsider who got in. In fact, they set it up specifically so that only a tech could get in. They’d manufactured a situation, meaning to trap a specific piece of our team.”

      “So, the trap was for the techs, but it didn’t matter,” Julia said, frowning. “They’re all gone?”

      Jace, Ant, Jackie, and I shrugged in unison.

      “That’s what we don’t know,” Ant said. “But I can tell you that when we went looking for the addresses that belonged to them, we didn’t find anything good. Burned-out houses, deserted buildings, bodies… and who we assumed was the Ministry, but I guess must have been Authority agents, just waiting for us to show up.”

      “You went to their addresses? Without approval? Just decided to act on your own?” Cloyd gasped.

      I turned on him, heartily tired of his ego. Whatever his problem was, it was not our fault, and I was sick of him interrupting our stories with whatever insecurity issue he had going on.

      “Because Nathan asked us to, Boyd,” I said sharply. “Nathan contacted us and asked us to find a way to break into OH+ to see what was going on—and to find the list he’d made of the techs, so he could contact them and use them to try to get the site up and running again. Once we had the list, our orders were quite clear: get to those addresses and find those techs. I might have gone to find Nelson without Nathan’s approval, but everything we did after that was specifically because he told us to. Now, if you don’t mind, I think we have some planning to do.”

      “The Authority is killing people?” Allerra asked in disbelief.

      I wanted to hug her, but she was on the other side of the table.

      “I’m afraid so. We know that at least some of them are in jail, thanks to that video. And we know…” I gulped, remembering the look on Jace’s face in Bobby’s high-rise. “We know that at least one of them is dead. That only covers twelve of them. The rest…”

      I shrugged. We were missing techs, and we had no real way of knowing where they were, or whether they were even still alive.

      Given the treatment of Bobby Jace had seen, I wasn’t positive that we could count on the government having been too gentle while making arrests. I also didn’t want to count out the fact that those techs might have escaped. Granted, Nelson hadn’t been so lucky, but I tended to be an optimist, and not even the events of the last couple days seemed to have taken that out of me.

      “Why would they have gone after the techs only?” Allerra asked, frowning. “Why wouldn’t they go after all of us?”

      “First of all, there wasn’t a handy list that said, ‘These are the members of OH+ and where to find them,’ while there was a list that said exactly that about the techs,” Ant offered. “There was a second list, of about five hundred unattached addresses, but we’re not positive that the government got that—or even who all the addresses belong to. We do recognize some of the addresses, but the fact that they’re unlabeled, and that we don’t know whether the government got that deep into the site, means that particular list is secondary, for now. There’s no doubt that they know about the raid on the warehouse. They sent soldiers to attack us, for God’s sake. We just haven’t figured out how long they’ve known about us, or how exactly it all went down, chronologically.”

      “You mean how long they’ve known about OH+,” Zion clarified, and I glanced at him, surprised. Of course, that was what we were talking about. What else would we have meant?

      “We don’t know when they figured out that we were even a thing,” I said slowly, wondering at his question. “We don’t know whether they picked up on Nelson and her team when they were initially probing the auction site, or whether they learned everything from the snare protocol she hit on the night of the mission and just moved amazingly fast. We don’t even know how long they were in OH+. We don’t know if they were watching all the conversations we were having about what we wanted to do, right from the very start.” I stopped talking, too near tears to continue. I bit down on my lower lip.

      That was the scariest part. We might have been stupid enough to break into a warehouse that housed a website that looked like it was selling children, but we hadn’t thought we were doing anything wrong. We’d just thought we were doing our best to keep the country safe by getting rid of a site like that.

      But if they’d been reading everything we’d been saying, if they’d known about OH+ right from the start, it would mean that they had us on a whole lot more than just trying to keep society safe from a bunch of guys who looked like they were auctioning off kids. They’d have us on attempting to undermine the government itself. Add to that the fact that we now knew that the Ministry was running a site where they sold off children…

      We would be in so much trouble that we’d never go free again once they got their hands on us. If they even let us live. And we hadn’t thought we were taking that risk. Not yet. So, we had no outline for how to deal with it.

      “We definitely can’t turn ourselves in,” I added, needing to voice that thought. “If there’s even a chance they’ve been watching us from the start, they’ll put us in jail for the rest of our lives for rebelling against the government, and for knowing what we know about them.”

      “Which brings us back to the fact that we’ve got to rescue our friends rather than turn ourselves in, and then find a way to hide,” Julia said, all business. “That’s going to be even more difficult because to do anything at all, we need the very techs they’ve arrested. It’s going to complicate our next step, because we need someone to help us sort out where our friends are and how to get them. The problem, then, is to figure out where we can come by people with enough hacking and programming experience to get that done. And we’re in fairly short supply of people like that. Am I reading you right?”

      I took a moment to appreciate her flat, logical take on the situation, and began to see exactly why Nelson had always treated the auburn-haired girl as the second-in-command in the group. I’d never noticed how rational she was until that moment, when my own emotions were running haywire.

      “Right, exactly,” I said, giving her a slight smile.

      “Is there any chance that they kidnapped the techs specifically, so we couldn’t rescue our friends?” Marco asked suddenly. “So we wouldn’t have any choice but to turn ourselves in?”

      Jace shook his head. “I don’t think so. Feels too simple to me.”

      “And there’s no chance that there might still be techs left out there?” Marco continued.

      “Again, given what we saw of the government agents at the last address we managed to make it to—and afterward—I would say that there’s a virtual guarantee that all of those addresses have been searched, and are now set up as traps,” Jace said. “They might not have found all of our techs, and some might have gotten away to safety, but we can’t go to those addresses to look for them. Not if we want to stay out of their clutches.”

      He cast a quick look toward Zion and Alexy, with a nod that I thought was probably a sort of thanks for having saved us from the exact situation we were discussing. Without those men in black, we would indeed have been in the Ministry’s clutches.

      “Besides,” I added, “we don’t exactly have a lot of time. Three days, that’s all we get. And then our friends are…”

      I couldn’t finish, because my throat closed up again, but I’d made my point.

      The others nodded quickly, and the meeting felt like it suddenly got down to business. The questions and arguments were over.

      “Well then, I suppose there’s only one thing to do,” Zion said, repeating the way he’d started the conversation. “We have to find a tech to sort this all out for us. We need them to figure out where our friends might have been taken and how we might get them back.”

      He looked up and met my eyes, and this time I held his gaze. I was in agreement with what he said.

      “We get in there, rescue our friends, and get out again. From there, we do whatever we have to do to stay out of reach of the government… until we figure out what we’re going to do next. I have some thoughts in that regard, but it’s not going to matter much if we fail at rescuing our friends in the first place. Seems to me that we have a lot of planning to do. And I don’t think this is the safest place to do it. I don’t know about you, but talking about any of this in public is making me itch with nerves.”

      Everyone looked around the table and rose from their seats, waiting for someone to volunteer an idea of where to move the meeting. But then Julia put her hand up and started talking again.

      “None of that is going to matter if we don’t have techs,” she said, meeting Zion’s eyes. “The first question we have to ask—the one that’s going to influence everything else, and even whether we can pull any of this off—is where we’re going to get the technical support.”

      “From me,” a voice suddenly said, and I jumped and looked at my phone. It was still sitting on the table. I’d completely forgotten that Gabby was on the line, listening to everything we said.

      “I’m the only tech you have left except for Nathan, and we know that he doesn’t want to be involved because it’s too risky,” she said clearly. “So you don’t have to ask the question of who you’re going to use for technical support. I’m your only option, and I’m ready and willing. Give me my orders, and I’ll make sure it’s done.”

      I stifled a grin of both affection and pride. When I’d first met her, I’d thought that Gabby was just a kid who could use some friends and perhaps a mentor. I’d insisted that she get an invitation to OH+ because I’d thought she had some interesting ideas and had wanted to give her something to do.

      Getting her involved was probably one of the smartest things I’d ever done. She’d already proven to be more adept at functioning in this world than I ever could have imagined. If she could help us rescue our friends, I would be voting for her to have a seat at the grown-up table from that point on.

      After a short discussion, we headed to the park next to the Roundhouse. It was open and deserted, and we’d be able to see anyone who came toward us.

      It also held the playground equipment on which Jace and I had once practiced our moves in the suits. As we approached, I stared at it for a moment with a sense of longing. Things had been so different the last time I’d seen it. Granted, we’d been about to embark on a raid that had made me nervous, but it had just been a raid. We were going to break into a building, see what we could find. That hadn’t seemed much more advanced than the rescues I’d performed with Nelson’s crew, and my mind had been on keeping my relationship with Jace casual more than anything else.

      Now the world had dropped down around my ears, some of the people from that raid were in danger of losing their lives, and we found ourselves going up against the government. We were about to sit down and start planning how exactly we were going to break into a government jail to bust our friends out—and whether we might legitimately be able to hide for long enough after the break-in to come up with a plan for continued survival.

      Yes, we were the definition of going to hell in a handbasket. I’d never really understood the phrase, but it felt exactly right for how the last forty-eight hours had gone.

      We found a large area in the middle of the park, without any trees or slides for anyone to be hiding among, and dropped to the ground. We sat cross-legged in a circle for better communication. I put my phone, with Gabby still on the open line, in front of me so that she could hear what was said.

      Zion, who had become de facto leader of this particular meeting, began.

      “Okay, so, cutting right to the chase: given the lack of options, our mission is to bust our friends out of jail. The problem, of course, is that we have only Gabby on our side in terms of technical support. Not that I don’t think you can do it,” he said quickly, glancing at the phone. “With OH+ down, we’re short on numbers, and that means less protection. Each one of us has become more important.”

      I shivered at his statement, knowing it was true. Without OH+, we were the only team, and that was terrifying.

      We were all sitting ducks.

      “Additionally,” Alexy added, “if we’re going to be breaking into a government jail, I have to say that we have a responsibility to do some snooping around. We seem to have stumbled upon something no one else knows about, and as long as that’s true, it means we’re also the only people who can really address it. Which is going to require a lot more information than we currently have.”

      I frowned at her. That definitely hadn’t been on my list of things to think about, and it surprised me that she was able to consider it, given what we were facing.

      “Oh, you know, because saving our friends isn’t actually going to be enough of a challenge,” Ant murmured sarcastically. “We might as well do some research while we’re there, right? Because we’re just going to have all day and everything.”

      Jackie poked at him.

      “You don’t know. We might have more time than we realize, and as long as we’re in there, we might as well have a look around. I’m with Alexy on this one.”

      I lifted my eyebrows, surprised at that, but nodded slowly. I could see the logic. I just hoped I wasn’t the one who had to go into an office and do research while everyone else was rescuing our people, because I didn’t think I’d have the patience or the motivation.

      “I might be able to have a look around too,” Gabby suddenly said from the phone. “After all, it’ll be me in their systems. Somehow.”

      She added the last word rather hesitantly, making it obvious that she still didn’t have a real plan in mind.

      “Makes sense,” Alexy said quickly. “Though, I still think we’ll need to look for anything physical while we’re there. They might not store everything on computers. After all, they have firsthand experience with how possible it is to hack into them.”

      Zion nodded, but brought the meeting back around to the more important aspect at that point: the planning.

      “Be that as it may,” he said firmly, “we need a plan for how we’re going to do it, or it’s not going to get done. So, here’s the plan. Gabby, you’re our point person. You have tomorrow and Thursday to do two things: figure out where they’re holding our friends, and then figure out how we’re going to get in there. We can’t do aerial recon, obviously, because it would run too much risk of attracting the Authority’s attention if we just start flying the airship around all over the place, looking for a building that looks like a jail. I’m counting on you to figure this out.” He lifted his eyes to the rest of us. “In the meantime, the rest of us have some work to do. I know we’re all tired and we’re all worried. I want people to get home, or to a friend’s house, if you can possibly manage it. Get some food, and then get some rest. If you have time between those things, start coming up with ideas. We’ll meet again in the morning, right here, and I’d like to hear some good, solid, workable plans for how we’re going to get in there and get this done. Bonus points to anyone who comes up with hiding places for after the fact.”

      He closed his mouth, indicating that the meeting was over. We all rose, looking anxiously at each other, and loitered for a moment. No one was in a rush to go home and face the music—particularly if the Ministry did indeed have our addresses.

      Jace looked at everyone standing around and put an end to it.

      “Get home, people,” he said. “Zion’s right. If you can stay with a neighbor or a friend, do that instead. Our addresses might still be safe, but we can’t count on that. Jackie, Ant, you’re with Robin and me tonight. My place is plenty big for the four of us, and we know for a fact that it’s secure, because Gabby’s already checked for it on the list. We’ll see anyone coming before they get there.”

      He shot glances at Zion, Alexy, and then Cloyd.

      “I know the same of your apartments. If you can take the others, that would be safest.” He waited for their nods, then turned to me, held out a hand, and tipped his head.

      I hesitated for a moment, confused at the idea that those four apartments were safe. What made them so special? Why were those the safe ones, and how exactly did Jace know about it? Nathan’s inner circle, I realized suddenly. I knew Jace and Cloyd were members of the top tier. Zion and Alexy must be as well.

      It would have made sense for Nathan to take additional precautions for those who were the closest to him. I wondered what he’d done—but then realized that now wasn’t the time to ask. And that even if I asked, I probably wouldn’t get an answer.

      Speaking of answers… no one had said anything about Zion, Alexy, and the men in black. I opened my mouth to ask about exactly that, but was stopped by Jace, who took my hand and gave it a squeeze.

      “They can’t answer your questions right now, and they won’t take kindly to you bringing them up,” he said quietly.

      I closed my mouth again, but put that on the list of things that I was going to ask as soon as I could. Right after we figured out a plan for Friday, when we’d be going up against the government. For reals, this time.
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      By the time we got to Jace’s apartment, my nerves had settled somewhat, though my mind was still racing. We had a big task ahead of us, and very little time to plan it. I hated the idea that we were taking yet another night off, but I knew what Jace was going to say even before I voiced my opinion on the matter.

      “It feels like we should be doing something tonight rather than just going to bed,” I muttered as he unlocked his door. “Like this is a waste of time. Our friends are in jail, for God’s sake, and we’re all going home for a good night’s rest.”

      “I second that thought,” Ant said from several steps above me, and I caught Jackie nodding in agreement.

      “Jace,” I said when he didn’t answer. “This feels stupid. There are things we could be doing tonight.”

      He turned and put a hand on my shoulder.

      “What do you think we could be doing?” he asked bluntly. “Online research? You know that’s risky when the Authority or Ministry might be watching. We can’t go to the library to see if we can locate any government buildings, because it’s closed. Or do you want to run around on the streets trying to recruit more techs? Anyone who might help you is at home, in bed, which is where we should be. Do you think you’re going to be any good to anyone in the morning if you’re falling asleep in your breakfast?”

      I kept my mouth shut but narrowed my eyes. He was right on all points, of course.

      “Are you always right?” I muttered, pushing past him and entering the apartment. “Don’t you ever get anything wrong?”

      “Not when it matters,” he replied as he followed me, and I could hear the smile in his voice. “Not when it’s important. And right now, it’s important that we’re safe inside, not out drawing attention to ourselves. We need to plan our next steps carefully, and that includes keeping ourselves hidden. We know the Authority is looking for us. Any research or reconnaissance we do in the next two days has to include disguises and moving around only during the day like normal people. Sneaking through the streets at night, for any reason, is a terrible idea.”

      He moved through his apartment lighting candles, and the place slowly came to life, even the plants appearing to perk up at his presence. The fire was already lit in the stove, and I wondered why, but then told myself that the coffee shop above would have to have access to it, even when Jace wasn’t there. A manager must have a key to the place.

      The realization made me nervous.

      My face must have betrayed my thoughts as I stared blankly at the wood stove, because Jace smiled quickly at me.

      “Don’t worry, the owner of the coffee shop is a friend of Nathan’s. It’s safe. Besides, I don’t have anything in here worth stealing. What are they going to take, my candles?”

      I laughed shortly and shrugged.

      “Anyone who has a key to the place means potential danger, though, don’t you think? What if the Authority gets to them and they turn the key over?”

      He gave me a firm look.

      “As I said, the owner of the coffee shop is a friend of Nathan’s. I know that doesn’t mean much to you, but it does to him. I’m telling you, it’s not a problem.”

      I exhaled and turned just in time to see Jackie and Ant ducking through the door. Jackie gazed around, her face a mixture of confusion and amusement. She looked at Jace.

      “This is where you live?” she asked. “I mean, I knew just from looking at you that you were a basic sort of guy, but this doesn’t even look civilized.”

      Ant, meanwhile, moved right to the couch and flopped down on it.

      “I think it’s perfect,” he announced. “Tons of room and no fussy decorations.” He gave Jace an approving onceover. “My faith in you is growing, my friend.” Then he sat up and became more serious. “Now, let’s get down to business. We might be taking the night off from being outside, but that doesn’t mean we have to stop planning. I have some ideas, and I want feedback. When we meet up with everyone else in the morning, we need firm suggestions.”

      “I’m with you,” I conceded. I dropped onto the blanket pile on the floor. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking that first of all, we should plan to run the mission as early as possible on Friday,” he said immediately. “Not because I’m super anxious to get into the Authority’s compound and put our lives in danger, but because I don’t trust their word.”

      “You think they’ll move the execution up without warning us.” Jace sighed, sinking down beside me with a bowl of fruit. He gestured toward it. “Please, help yourselves.”

      “I think there’s a very good chance that they’ll jump the gun, yes,” Ant continued, leaning forward to grab an apple out of the bowl. He took a loud, juicy bite and smacked his lips.

      Jackie sat down next to him and rolled her eyes so hard I was surprised she didn’t hurt herself. “Pig,” she said. “Didn’t your mother ever teach you to be polite with your food?”

      “I’ve never had a mother,” he answered casually. “So no.”

      We stared at him for a moment, lost for words, but he started talking again before anyone found a response.

      “How do we even know they’re going to wait? They have to assume that we’re not going to turn ourselves in—and we have to assume that they’re going to try to keep this whole thing quiet, no matter what. If we don’t turn ourselves in, I believe that they’ll kill our friends. What I don’t think is that they’re going to set up a guillotine in the public square for it. We’re not in revolutionary France.”

      “The government is still trying to maintain a clean reputation, at least publicly,” I offered slowly, following his logic. “We might know what they’ve done, and the reason why they’ve done it, but I think we might be the only ones… Yes, they weren’t exactly discreet about taking out our techs, but they probably had some ready excuse for anyone who inquired about the burned-out buildings—like maybe there was a suspected terrorist threat or something. The government wants people to believe their actions are for the greater good of our country, and they wouldn’t want to draw more attention to this whole issue, to the dirty secret they’re trying to hide. The Ministry is literally stealing children from people, on unjust grounds, and selling them to the rich. I really think this example is just going to be for us.”

      Jace eyed me and nodded.

      “Makes sense. They’ve presented themselves for so long as the government that is taking care of its people. For that to suddenly become the government that kills people who get in the way…”

      “Can’t see it happening,” Ant mumbled, taking another bite of his apple. “We’ll likely just get a video of the performance.”

      He stopped and swallowed. I wondered how much of that gulp was about the apple he was chewing and how much was due to the fact that we were discussing his brother’s execution. My stomach was turning at the thought, and I was doing my best to build walls of protection between myself and what we were discussing.

      I didn’t even want to think about what it must be like to be in Ant’s head with it.

      “A video means that it could happen at any time,” Jackie finished slowly. “We have no guarantees that they’ll stick to their word at all.”

      Jace looked from Ant to Jackie, and finally shook his head.

      “I don’t think we can do anything other than count on them to keep their word in this regard,” he said. “If we jump to the conclusion that… it… could happen at any time, we cause ourselves more problems. Right now, the plan is to go on Friday, and I’m not sure we can plan it any quicker than that, no matter how much we want to. There’s just too much to be done. So we have to keep our eyes on the prize. Act like we believe them. Make ourselves believe them.”

      I wasn’t sure any of us could do that, now that Ant had brought it up. All I could think about was that our friends might already be dead.

      However, Jace was right—again. Those negative thoughts made me want to give up, and that wasn’t helpful.

      “So, we agree to propose that we go first thing Friday morning,” I said. “What else?”

      “We figure out who’s going in and what exactly we’re looking for,” Ant replied.

      “Before that, I think we probably have to address what the plan actually is,” Jace noted wryly.

      Ant stared at him with mild disdain.

      “The idea is simple, I think. Get in and find our friends. Get out, preferably alive. Then we need to find a way to… I don’t know, hide for a bit?”

      “How are we going to get in?” Jace asked impatiently. “How are we going to find our friends? How are we going to get back out again? What are we going to do afterward?”

      He paused at Ant’s raised eyebrows, and his tone softened.

      “I’m not criticizing you, Ant. I’m just saying that there are a lot of moving parts, and we want to be as prepared as we can possibly be, or we’re going to be in trouble once we’re in there. When you’re on a hunt, you want to know where you’re going and what you’re going to do once you’re there. If you fail to learn your surroundings and the possible dangers lurking beyond, you’ll end up being mauled by a bear.”

      Ant and Jackie stared at him blankly, and I was surprised at the analogy. It was the closest he’d come to talking about where he’d grown up in a long time, and I was shocked he’d done it around people who didn’t know his past.

      He caught himself at that point and shook his head.

      “I’m sorry, I’m tired and concerned, and when that happens, I tend to get a bit… scattered with my thoughts.”

      I put a hand on his shoulder and sighed. He’d lectured us about sleeping and taking care of ourselves, but I’d never even considered that he might also be talking about himself. He’d had the same trying day we had. It had probably been even more difficult on him, as he’d been the one to see Bobby’s body.

      “We should get some rest,” I said quietly. “We all need to recharge.”

      I leaned up against the wall, adjusting the pillows behind me, and pulled Jace back next to me. Then I gave him a quick smile and turned to Jackie.

      “Jackie, why don’t you tell us about what you wanted to be when you were a little girl?”

      It was a fanciful, silly question, just the opposite of what I wanted to be asking right now. It felt distinctly wrong to be discussing something so frivolous when there was planning to be done, but it had become increasingly obvious to me that we weren’t going to make much progress on the planning by ourselves. Ant was too worried, and the rest of us were too tired.

      As much as I hated it, we were going to have to wait for the morning light to sort it out. If there was strength in numbers, we might find inspiration, and a rock-solid plan, once we were all together.

      Jackie gave me a surprised look, then turned wide, nervous eyes toward Ant and Jace. I realized abruptly that my question had put her in an awkward position. She’d always been the tough girl on our team—the one with a quick, brilliant answer, the one we could count on to meet danger head-on with a dose of sarcasm.

      My question asked her to drop all of those defenses and give up something personal. I hadn’t been thinking. I didn’t know if I would disclose something like that, and yet I’d just casually asked her to.

      I quickly decided that I’d better alleviate the pressure.

      “When I was a kid,” I began, giving her a little smile and then turning to stare into a candle to distract myself, remembering. “I loved arts and crafts. We had a nanny who taught me some basic sewing techniques, and I was always building things. Drawing new ideas, giving them color and shape.”

      I turned to Jace and grinned at him.

      “That was how I knew how to fix your clothes and make your sister that present. It had been a long time since I’d used that skill, but it was still right there, stored in the back of my mind.”

      “You sewed his clothes?” Jackie asked, smirking. “Exactly how long have you two been…?”

      She gestured vaguely between us, and I felt the blush raging across my cheeks.

      “We’re not!” I said, copying her hand gesture and making it more outlandish, keeping my eyes firmly away from Jace. “I’m sure you noticed when we met him that his clothes… didn’t quite fit. I just helped him with that.”

      She pressed her lips together and opened her eyes in an expression that said she didn’t believe me. I glared back at her defiantly.

      “And what about you two?” I asked, lifting a brow at her and Ant. “You’ve been spending an awful lot of time together, yourselves.”

      Ant choked on a bite of apple, and Jackie shot me a look that promised certain death. I suppressed a smile. The two of them had been spending a lot of alone time together. I had no solid evidence to support my suspicion that they were becoming something closer than just friends, but I also wasn’t born yesterday. There were moments of subtle tenderness between them that I hadn’t picked up on before—and I didn’t think it was just coincidence.

      “When I was a kid,” Jackie announced, suddenly deciding that talking about her childhood wouldn’t be so bad after all, “I was a tinkerer. I tinkered with everything. I took things apart and put them back together, just to see how they worked, and to see if I could build them again. It drove my parents crazy. They were always coming into my room to find the vacuum cleaner in pieces, or me ‘improving’ my little radio.”

      She grinned at the memory, and I realized that I’d never seen her face look so soft or relaxed.

      “But I never failed at it,” she went on, “and I could fix anything that broke. We were poor, so that was important.”

      Her voice faded, then, and I guessed that she was probably keeping herself from adding the next thought.

      They’d been poor. That’s why she lost her siblings. To the Ministry.

      It was a stark reminder that I came from a very different world than she did, and I looked away, suddenly feeling uncomfortable.

      “My turn,” Ant said sharply.

      I glanced at him, realizing that he’d probably heard the same thing in Jackie’s voice and wanted to save her from continuing.

      “We were… stolen,” he said quietly. “Abe and me. I guess we were lucky to be placed in the same family, at least, especially considering what we’ve seen since we started working with Nelson.”

      He gulped, and I stared at him. He’d never told us that they’d been adopted out. Siblings were very rarely given to the same family. It was almost unheard of. I didn’t know why the Ministry worked that way, but I suspected it had something to do with the idea that kids related to each other would ask too many questions, cause too many issues.

      If there was one thing this government didn’t like, it was being questioned.

      “How did you two manage to stay together?” Jackie asked softly.

      Ant shrugged. “Obviously I can’t know that, can I?” he muttered, his voice just as soft. “I don’t know if they always keep twins together, but I can’t imagine why they would. We’ve always thought it was some sort of mistake. Maybe because our names were so close to the same, or because we looked so much alike, something happened, and they doubled up. Like, one Ministry agent grabbed Abe first, and then another thought they’d forgotten and grabbed me, sort of thing.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at that reasoning. Then, unexpectedly, I felt a sharp pang of jealousy.

      “You were taken with your real brother…” I breathed. You had someone else from your real family. I’d never known anyone else from my biological family. I didn’t even know if I’d had siblings.

      Ant gave me a brief look.

      “Sure was,” he replied, his tone of voice turning cold and hard. “And as soon as we were old enough to figure out that we were adopted, we started searching for the truth.”

      He paused then and exhaled heavily.

      “I don’t want to play this game anymore,” he announced after a moment. “Let’s go to sleep.”

      He abruptly turned and flopped down on the couch, his back to us, and the rest of us stared at him for a long moment. He remained quiet and still, and eventually we lay down as well, the silence in the room heavy and full of heartbreak. I’d never expected to hear Ant’s story, and if I’d ever thought much about it, I certainly wouldn’t have expected it to be what it was. To have been taken together…

      To have been taken at all, I reminded myself. Because that was the problem, at the end of the day—and I was losing it in the idea that he’d gotten to keep his brother. He hadn’t been allowed to keep his parents, or any other siblings they might have had. Just like I hadn’t.

      That’s what we’re fighting for now. That’s what I’m fighting for. To make sure things like that don’t happen to families anymore, regardless of their economic status.

      We were involved in a smaller mission at present, with our focus on getting our team back, but I couldn’t lose sight of how big this had become and what it was all about.

      We were trying to stop a government who stole its people’s heritages and ripped from them the most valuable treasure a human being could ever hold: their children.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning came too quickly after our eyes finally closed, and I felt like I’d slept for three seconds. Before I knew it, Jace’s fingers were running down my cheek, from my temple to my chin, and he was touching me lightly on the nose.

      “Wake up, sleeping beauty,” he said softly. “Unfortunately, the morning has come, and you know what that means.”

      My eyelids fluttered open, and I sighed deeply. “It means I have to come back into the real world and face the fact that we’re trying to come up with a plan to not only break into an Authority jail, but rescue our friends and get back out again in one piece,” I murmured, feeling the weight of it drop right back onto my shoulders. “But I was having such a lovely dream. We were all in a meadow somewhere, and there were flowers and butterflies…”

      He chuckled.

      “You really do talk too much in the morning,” he muttered, chucking me gently under the chin. “But I’ll take you to a meadow just like that, I promise. Just as soon as we get this thing done.”

      I opened my eyes and gave him a glare, but it melted beneath his honey-eyed stare. I turned my gaze to his lips, wondering…

      He stood up and stretched, casting a meaningful glance at the couch where Jackie and Ant had fallen asleep.

      “You guys up and alive?” he asked.

      A groan was the only answer he got, and he gave me a sideways grin, then shrugged. “I’m going upstairs to secure us some breakfast. You guys can sort out who gets the shower first. Don’t forget that there’s very little hot water.” He put his hand up to his face to block his mouth and whispered loudly in my direction. “I recommend you go first. After the first shower, it’s a toss-up on the hot water.”

      He quickly waggled his eyebrows, and it was such a clownish gesture that I had to laugh.

      He’s doing whatever it takes to put us at ease, I realized. With a pastry and some coffee in my belly, and Jace soothing my nerves, I might just be able to get my brain to move rationally into finding a solution to this problem.

      We didn’t have time to sit around moping, and we couldn’t afford to go into the coming meeting full of emotion and nerves. We needed cold, hard thoughts and rational ideas that would get us into that prison and save our friends.

      

      I did indeed get to the shower first, thanks in part to the fact that Ant was still flat on his back on the couch.

      Jackie took one look at my hair, lifted an eyebrow, and said, “I suggest you go first, Robin, before your hair eats us all.”

      I laughed at that, but wasn’t going to say no, and made my way to the bathroom.

      It was another utilitarian space, and I wondered if it had been added after Jace moved in. It gave the impression of a box that had been stuck up against one of the walls rather than something that was in the original blueprint of the building. Then again, how many people would have come down here to use the bathroom at all? Surely the coffee house above had its own facilities.

      I stripped out of my clothes, realizing it was my third day in them. I really needed to get home and grab something new to wear—if that was an option at all. I stepped into the shower, which consisted of three feet by three feet of tiled space and a showerhead. The ceiling was high, which was probably the only reason Jace fit, and the tall showerhead made for a sort of rainfall experience—which was pleasant, but a less-than-efficient way to wash.

      Regardless, I finished quickly, dried off, and dressed again. After a glance at my tired face in the mirror, I was finished in the bathroom.

      I exited, and saw that Ant was back to snoring.

      “I was quick, so hopefully there’s still plenty of hot water left. The soap is on the ledge in the corner. Try not to drown,” I told Jackie, grinning.

      She gave me an odd look, but didn’t say anything as she made her way to the bathroom.

      I retreated to my blanket bed with a pad of paper and pen I’d spotted on the floor and started making notes. Writing had always been an easy way to focus my thoughts, and I hoped that if I kept at it long enough, I might be able to come up with something resembling a plan to present to the group. But before I started that…

      Gabs, you up? I typed out via the encrypted app on my phone.

      You bet, came the quick answer. Quick enough that I wondered if she’d actually been sitting there looking at her phone, waiting for me to text, when I sent the message. I smiled at the thought. I wouldn’t put it past her. What’s up?

      Wondering if you can do me a favor, I typed out, my mind flying rapidly through the things I’d seen and heard of late. The government having our friends, and potentially all of our addresses. Finding ourselves wrapped up in something that we’d never imagined—and something that was a ton bigger than we’d ever planned for.

      But more than that, my mind was on the man who’d pulled us all into it, and the fact that we’d never even met him. And more specifically, the fact that I couldn’t even get in touch with him if I wanted to. I was extremely tired of him being such an important part of what was going on—and depending on second- or third-hand information to answer all questions about him. I wanted to be able to get to the source at my own discretion.

      Anything, came the answer.

      This Nathan guy, I typed, chewing my lip as I wrote out my thoughts. I don’t know who he is or what exactly he’s doing, and I don’t know what you can do, but… can you try to do some research on him? I can’t kick the feeling that there’s more going on here than we know, and I’d feel a whole lot better if I actually knew who he was and what he’s doing. If we could go straight to the source…

      We might have a better shot at figuring out what’s going on, she replied, picking up where I left off.

      Exactly, I typed quickly. That was exactly it.

      Will work on it as soon as I’ve got a better handle on how we’re going to get our friends out, she replied. And if you’ve got any ideas for that, I’m all ears.

      I leaned back, both relived that Gabby was going to look into Nathan for me—and tense over the coming jailbreak.

      We were going to be running right into the hornet’s nest, and we still didn’t have a single clue what we were going to do once we got there.
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        * * *

      

      We sat in the wide, grassy area of the park again, and everyone looked as exhausted as I felt. Worse, it was looking more and more like the only thing we had were a bunch of thoughts that weren’t leading anywhere.

      “We need to go as early as possible and get it over with,” Zion said, agreeing with Ant, who had made his earlier thought public. “And I definitely don’t think we should assume our friends have been executed. There’s a good chance that the government is, in fact, using them as bait.”

      “Which means we need to figure out who’s doing what so that we can get to work,” I pressed. “I don’t know if we’ll have anything more than that in terms of a plan until Gabby’s got a better idea of what we’re up against, right?”

      Gabby, who was on my phone’s speaker, answered that quickly.

      “Yes, about that. I was up writing notes to myself last night, and I think the best place for me to start is with the traffic cams. The government has them planted all over the place, and they’re not exactly high-security sorts of cameras, because they’re just for the traffic division. I was doing some research, and I think I can get into them pretty easily. It’s the simplest way for me to figure out where they took our friends.”

      I could see a number of potential problems with that, but I didn’t say them aloud. I could bring them up to Gabby later, in private.

      “And once you know where the building is?” Zion asked. “What then?”

      There was a momentary silence, and I decided to step in for the girl.

      “One problem at a time, Zion. Once she can see where they were taken, we’ll be able to form a better plan,” I said, repeating my earlier point. “Until we know what we’re looking at…”

      I sighed, indicating that we couldn’t come up with a plan when we didn’t even know the location, how it was guarded, etc.

      Zion seemed to agree.

      “That’s valid,” he replied. “In that case, Gabby, your job for the day is to find out what you can on those cams. Once you know, get in touch with us so that we can proceed with figuring out what we’re going to do.”

      He turned to the girl sitting next to him.

      “Alexy, Boyd, and I are going to be gathering supplies and intel. You’ve all got the suits we wore on the last raid, correct? Some of you may have to try and go back to your apartments to grab them, because we’ll want to use those, I think. And as for the rest… I want to know as much as we can know before we go in there.”

      I looked at him, confused at the vague statements.

      Supplies and intel? What was he going to do, just go around asking people what they’d seen, and if they knew anything about the Authority?

      It didn’t seem like any plan at all.

      Then again, Alexy, Zion, and Cloyd had been slightly questionable from the start. They seemed to know a lot more than they were letting on. Maybe they had sources that we didn’t know about. I didn’t really care as long as they could use those sources for our purpose. Maybe it would make Cloyd feel better to be a part of something that Jace wasn’t involved in.

      “And the rest of us?” Marco asked sharply. “We aren’t going to just sit around waiting, if that’s what you think.”

      Alexy gave him a grin.

      “Take it easy, Marc-o,” she said, giving his name a singsong cadence. “We’ve got an important job for you. No matter what we do, we’re going to need the airship geared up and ready to go. I’m guessing we’ll need some sort of drive-by rescuing at the end of this mission, and that will be your job. You and Julia get back to the airship, make sure it’s still in one piece. If it is, stock it for a long flight.”

      She turned toward me, Jace, Ant, and Jackie.

      “Since you four have become such a tight-knit group, I suggest we keep you all together, too. Gabby isn’t going to be able to sort this all out on her own. Robin, you’re her contact person. Whatever she needs, you get it for her. If she’s got a problem she can’t solve, you four are on the case. Get to the library, get your hands on the blueprints of any buildings you can find, and keep your phones charged. Something tells me Gabby’s going to have things to look at sooner rather than later, and you’re our boots on the ground.”

      Then she turned to Allerra, and her face softened.

      “Allerra, I’d really like to tell you to just go home and stay out of this,” she said quietly. “Seems to me we’re all worried about you and wishing you weren’t involved, but I don’t suppose it would do me any good, would it?”

      Allerra lifted her chin, her lips taut, and shook her head, and Alexy nodded once.

      “I thought as much. I’m putting you in the least dangerous place possible, for now. You’re with Julia and Marco. If they get in a hurry and miss anything on the ship, it’s your job to point it out. You’re going to be their supervisor.” She cast a grin at Marco, and it grew when she saw the look on his face. “He gives you any trouble, you come right to me.”

      I smiled, glad that Allerra would be in a safer position, at least for the time being, and then glanced at the others. Across the board, I saw straightened shoulders, firmed chins, and eyes glinting in determination at our various missions.

      Yes, it was going to be dangerous.

      Yes, we were putting our lives on the line.

      Yet not one of us was complaining about it.
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      Jace disappeared after the meeting. He said he needed to take care of some things before he lost touch with Cloyd and Zion. Although I was curious to know what those “things” were exactly, I took the opportunity to speak privately with Gabby about the flaws I could see in her plan.

      “Gab, it’s Robin,” I said when she answered.

      She snorted in response.

      “I know it’s you, dummy. I can see your name right here on my screen. You sound like an old person.”

      I pressed my lips together, reminded myself that she was only sixteen, and let it go. “I’d like to go over your plan before you get started. Are you in a place where you can talk?” I was worried that she might be sitting near her parents or something, and didn’t want to get her in trouble. In fact, I wondered how she’d been avoiding the notice of her parents. Weren’t they confused about the fact that she’d been holed up in her room for the last day or so?

      I could hear the grin in her voice when she replied.

      “Don’t worry about it, Robin. I’ve told everyone that I’m working on a big extra-credit activity for one of the online seminars I’m taking on computers and that they’re not to bother me. The last thing I need is my dad banging on the door when I’m right about to hack into something sensitive, am I right?”

      I laughed gently, then motioned to Ant and Jackie to come near.

      “I’m going to put you on speaker so that we can flesh out this plan a little bit, okay?” I hit the speaker button and held the phone out in front of me. “Ant and Jackie are here, and we have questions we want to ask you.”

      I could hear her shuffling some papers around, banging something against her desk (her knee?), and a muffled exclamation, and then she said, “Okay, I’m ready. Shoot.”

      “First off,” I said. “Let’s go over your plan for using the traffic cams. Are you sure you can do it safely?”

      “Absolutely,” she replied. “I was doing some casual reading last night, and officially, those cams are for public use. They were put up for the government to be able to track people and as an aid to law enforcement, but a few years back the public was given access to them as well. At least, they were in theory. The idea was that public citizens should be allowed to use them to go back to the site of a crash and collect a license plate number or see themselves running a red light. That sort of thing.”

      That seemed easier than I’d anticipated.

      “So, you can just sign in to them? No hacking required?” I asked hopefully. “That sounds safer.”

      I cast a glance at Ant and Jackie. They nodded, but seemed confused by the simplicity of it.

      “Sounds too easy to me,” Jackie said. “If that’s the law, how come we’ve never heard about it?”

      “Maybe because we don’t have cars,” Ant suggested.

      “She’s not wrong,” Gabby said. “It’s on the books as a law, but it’s never actually taken hold. Currently, there is no way to sign up for the system. I don’t know if they changed their minds about starting the program or what. Either way, it never went public, but the point remains that it wasn’t designed as a high-security system, because it doesn’t hold any really dangerous information. I was following a chat thread last night, and they were saying that of all the government’s programs, that one is the easiest to access. Because who would want to? It’s not exactly exciting stuff, after all. Watching cars drive around? Bo-ring.”

      “You’re sure you can get in there without triggering anything?” I asked.

      “Positive. I still have Pandora up and running on my computer. I can’t see why they would have set traps in that sort of program, but I’ll be able to see them a mile away if they did.”

      “Okay, but there’s a bigger problem, isn’t there?” Jackie remembered suddenly. “The Ministry, or the Authority, or whoever, had airships the night of the raid. We might have heard trucks later, but we don’t know if they belonged to the government at all. I’m guessing they took our friends by air rather than by road. Which would make traffic cams pretty useless, wouldn’t it? If they weren’t moved by vehicle?”

      “Actually, I think it’ll make it easier. Like, a lot easier,” Gabby replied.

      “How?” I asked, marveling again at how she seemed to be several steps ahead of us.

      “Because the cams don’t just show the roads,” Gabby replied. “They show the entire horizon. It would show an airship. And airships are a lot less common in the middle of a city than a car. They tend to stay near airfields that are outside the cities, where there’s space for them. If we see an airship landing in any city, it’s going to tell us where we need to be. That will be our X marking the spot. I’m guessing that the only people who are allowed to land an airship in the city are members of the government. They’re making the rules, after all.”

      I lifted my eyes just as Jace strode back toward us, his face thunderous. I gave him a questioning look, but he shook his head slightly—and whatever it was, I didn’t have time to think about it right now.

      “So, you don’t even really have to look for people,” I said to Gabby. “Just a completely obvious airship landing in the middle of the city.”

      “Precisely,” she said. “It makes things a lot easier.”

      “How do you know it’ll even be in this city?” Ant asked suddenly. “The government has access to all the cities in the country. What if they were taken somewhere else?”

      I shook my head.

      “Same reason we think that Nathan started doing his recruiting here, rather than anywhere else. This is the most populated area for miles. It’s where everything happens—where the largest of the factories are. It makes the most sense for the government to have big operations here, too. They must, so they can keep an eye on things. If they had the choice of taking prisoners to someplace close versus someplace far away…” I let my voice trail off, wondering whether I was looking too hard for the simple answer, but Gabby was quick to concede.

      “I agree with Robin,” she said. “That’s where I’m going to need you guys on the ground. I can hack into the traffic cams from my computer, no problem, but I need blueprints and city plans to make it easier. Searching for those on the Internet will probably get me flagged as a terrorist or something. I need you guys to get to libraries there. Every library should have city plans on file. They might not have blueprints of the buildings themselves, because that would be a pretty weird thing to keep lying around, but they’ll definitely have large-scale plans of the cities, in terms of all the buildings in the city. Start with where you are, and if you don’t find anything, go to the next-biggest city, and so on.”

      I exchanged glances with Jace, frowning.

      “What exactly are we looking for, Gab?” I asked, not seeing the connection. “Give me details. As specific as you can get.”

      “Any large building that’s attached to a large yard,” she explained. “If we’re looking for a jail, even a secret jail, it’ll be a part of a compound. If they’re using airships, which we know they are, it will also have to have a spot big enough to include a landing area. I can look at traffic cams until I’m blue in the face, but it will go a whole lot quicker if I actually know where I’m supposed to be looking. Find me compounds, and I’ll tell you whether you’ve found the spot or not. From there…”

      “From there, we can figure out how we’re going to get in,” Jace finished. He gave her a nod that she couldn’t see, and turned to the rest of us.

      We didn’t need any further encouragement, and I told Gabby we’d be in touch before muttering a quick goodbye and hanging up.

      We had work to do.

      The four of us shot toward the closest train station. The library for our city was in the central square, and the train would get us there fastest. I just hoped that Gabby’s guesswork was correct, that the government flew airships into the city at will, and that we’d find the Authority compound here, rather than anywhere else. It made sense to expect it to be here, but if it wasn’t and we had to go elsewhere, we had a very long day ahead of us.

      When I turned my head to shout to the rest of the group that we were leaving, I realized they were already gone. Everyone had the same thought—the sooner we got to work, the sooner we could move forward.
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      It took us ten minutes to get to the city square on the train, and during the ride Jace filled us in on what we’d missed while speaking with Gabby.

      “Zion has called another meeting tonight at six, at the Roundhouse,” he said. “Publicly it’s for dinner, and I’m sure we’ll all need the sustenance. Privately, we’re supposed to have our various research and collection responsibilities finished by that time so that we can report back on what we have.”

      I cringed and looked at my watch. It was already ten, and we were potentially looking at a day of lots of travel. Dinner and check-in at six didn’t give us much time.

      “I guess that means we’re really hoping that we find the right place in this city, rather than another,” Ant said quietly.

      “It would certainly make things easier. There’s also…” he started, but then he stopped and gave me a look. “Well, I think for now, all we really need to focus on is getting this done. Robin, you have any idea what Gabby is doing while we’re searching on this end?”

      I glanced at my phone, where the text from her showed, and nodded.

      “She’s going to get to work on investigating how to get into the traffic cam system. I don’t plan on touching base with her again until after we get to the library. With luck, we’ll get in there, find the records, and give her some quick answers. If that happens, I don’t want to have to sit around waiting while she sorts through a bunch of coding, trying to find a hole, or however it is you hack a camera system.”

      Jackie snorted.

      “Because in this city, sitting around in the library not doing anything is going to be just as suspicious as running around on the street screaming that it’s going to start raining pigs soon.”

      “Well,” I said, narrowing my eyes at her, “maybe not quite the same thing. But yeah. The less time we have to spend in one place, researching how to break into a government compound, the better. I don’t want any more eyes on us than I feel we’ve already got.”

      “Seems like a solid plan,” Jace concurred. I felt a surge of relief at his words. I hadn’t realized I had been second-guessing myself, but it was a solid plan. I’d finally come up with a good idea.

      With luck, this one wouldn’t end up getting someone else killed or captured by a government agency.

      When the train came to a slow, gliding stop, the conductor announced that we were at the city square. We rose as naturally as we could and stretched.

      Just another day, just another day, I repeated to myself. We’re just a group of friends going to the library. On a day when we should be at work. A day when we’ve just used one of our last approved sick days.

      A day when I was sure people were going to start getting suspicious of us. At least none of us worked at the same place, which should alleviate some of the suspicion.

      As it was, I’d had a time explaining to my supervisor that morning why I was still so sick that I couldn’t get to work. I didn’t really want to go back to the factory, but I knew how dangerous it was to be standing out in this manner. The sooner we could get this whole thing done and finished up and go back to our normal lives, the better.

      I scoffed at the thought.

      Go back to our normal lives. Yeah, right. The chances of that happening were slim to none.

      Jace slid up to my side as we walked and brushed against me. “You’re doing that thing where your face changes so quickly that I can hardly keep track of the expressions,” he commented. “What’s up?”

      I sighed.

      “Just thinking about how futile it is to consider anything going back to normal after this. Everything has changed. I don’t think we can ever be normal people again, not with what we know and not with what we’re about to do.”

      He tossed me a grin.

      “I don’t think many of us were normal to start with. After all, we’re the ones who sought out a website that was going to give us some way to fight against the government. Now we’re doing just that.”

      I returned his smile, but there was an element of sorrow in it.

      “I know. I guess I just didn’t expect it to get so serious so quickly. And I guess…” I paused, wondering if I actually wanted to admit it, but then pushed on. “I guess I’m scared that it has.”

      He threw an arm around my shoulders in a gesture that could have been that of a comrade, but there was more to it than that. A lot more. I nestled into the warm, solid feel of him, remembering how nice it is to be able to lean on someone bigger and stronger than you, from time to time.

      “Don’t worry, Rob, I’m not going to let anything happen to you. And that’s a promise,” he whispered. “I don’t know what we’re going to be up against on Friday, but I have no intention of failing—or of losing you in the process.”

      A thrill of warmth sped right from my flaming cheeks down to my stomach, and then to my toes, and I sighed in relief. It wasn’t exactly a guarantee, because he wasn’t in a position to guarantee anything, but the thought that anyone cared that much about me warmed me in ways I couldn’t even describe.

      Still, I also had my friends to worry about.

      I turned my thoughts toward the large, old-fashioned building in front of us and tried to will the plans we needed into existence inside that space. The library was reminiscent of another generation. It was very large, but also looked like it had been more carefully crafted than modern buildings. Constructed of large blocks of concrete, it featured tall stone pillars at the front and a long veranda stretching along the first floor. There was a stately and dignified feeling about it, as if the building were aware it stored important items and took that responsibility very seriously.

      Ant and Jackie made their way up the steps, Jace and I following close behind, and I didn’t know about anyone else, but every step felt like it came with a weight of heavy burden. I’d expected to be doing something more action-oriented today, but this was one of the most important tasks for the group. We were about to be looking at plans that might tell us the exact location of our people.

      Jackie was the smallest and sweetest-looking of the four of us, so we’d decided on the train that she would be our public representative. When we got inside, she marched up to the receptionist and waited patiently for the woman to finish her phone call. Once the librarian hung up, Jackie looked at her, smiling shyly.

      “Excuse me, I’m doing a project for a class I’m taking on urban planning. I’ve heard that all libraries have large prints of city plans. Is that true?”

      I held my breath. This was the moment of truth, as Ant was so fond of saying.

      To my surprise, the librarian looked like she’d just been given the best gift anyone had ever given her, and beamed at us.

      “Why, yes, that is true,” she said, her voice crackling slightly. “Are you looking for any particular city?”

      Jackie started slightly, clearly as surprised as I was by the response, but regained her composure quickly.

      “Does this library have plans for more than one city? Maybe all the cities around here?”

      I waited anxiously for the answer. If all the city plans were here…

      The librarian shook her head.

      “I’m afraid not,” she said apologetically. “All city libraries only have the plans for their own city. I was merely going to direct you to another library if you were particularly interested in someplace else.”

      I saw Jackie’s shoulders droop, but she soldiered gamely on with the act.

      “All the cities around here,” she said. “I want to search them all. So I guess I’ll have to go to the other libraries for that, huh?”

      The librarian nodded, then pointed farther into the building.

      “Our city plans and blueprints are back that way,” she said. “You’ll see a room right at the end of the walkway, against the right-hand wall. There are shelves full of plans and blueprints, each labeled by year and range. If you need any help, please do let me know.”

      Jackie nodded and turned to us, and we all began walking in the direction the librarian had indicated, doing our best to walk naturally rather than dashing—which, I suspected, was what we all wanted to do. The minute we saw the room in question, however, our steps quickened, and once we were through the door, it was chaos. Jace quickly shut the door, and we found ourselves alone in a windowless room.

      Or perhaps we weren’t as alone as we’d hoped.

      One quick glance along the ceiling and into the corners showed that we were accompanied by a camera.

      “Dammit,” I breathed. I put a hand on Jace’s arm, pushed him up against the wall, and moved closer to him, not wanting anyone who might be listening to overhear me.

      “What is it?” he asked, confused.

      “Camera, in the corner just opposite the door,” I said quietly, leaning right up to his face so that our cheeks were almost touching. It was horribly distracting, but the fact that we might be on film was even worse.

      “Dammit,” he echoed.

      Jackie and Ant, who had ventured to the other side of the room, noticed that we had stopped moving at that point and turned around.

      “Oh my God, are you guys really making out right now?” Jackie asked loudly. “You didn’t get enough of that last night?”

      I whirled on her, my expression murderous.

      Then I paused.

      What exactly were we going to do? If anyone was watching, it would look strange if we abruptly decided to leave the room again when we’d just arrived. But if we stayed, and that camera had a sound recorder as well, it meant we also had to watch what we said.

      I needed to let both Ant and Jackie know—in a way that didn’t attract attention.

      Luckily, I had everyone’s phone numbers programmed on my phone. I set up a group text that included Gabby, and quickly punched a message in.

      Camera, corner, just up and to your left. Mouths shut. We have to do this search like we’re really searching for some school assignment. No one says anything about the government or the Compliance Authority.

      I hit send and watched as the text went out to my friends. They glanced at it, and I noted with relief that they didn’t look at the camera.

      “So, I guess we have to get to searching for Mrs. Dunkin’s stupid project, right?” Jackie said, looking at me expectantly.

      I nodded firmly. Even if we were being watched, we had to search. We didn’t have enough time to stand around wondering what to do. We’d laid out our cover story. Now it was time to use it.

      With that, we flew into action at opposite ends of the room, running our fingers along the shelves and reading the markings aloud.

      “Seems like the city is separated into quadrants,” I murmured, leaning over to stick my head into a space and stare at the stacks of paper under me. “The labels here give me east, west, north, and south quadrants. What do you guys have?”

      “Same on this side,” Jackie said. “There are also a lot of sections being repeated. East, west, north, and south again and again. What does that mean?”

      “Years,” I replied, glancing from one stack to the next. “They’re also organized by years, probably showing new buildings and stuff like that. That means we want each of the four quadrants, from the most recent year.” I paused, and dropped my voice to barely a whisper. “You guys grab them while I get Gabby on the phone.”

      I turned away from the shelves and walked quickly to the table in the middle of the room, leaving them to handle the search. I quickly shuffled through the numbers on my phone to get to Gabby’s and punched call, then waited impatiently for her to pick up. When the phone continued to ring, I grew nervous, and by the time she finally answered I was ready to burst out of the library, find her ship myself, and pound on her bedroom door.

      “Robin?” she asked, huffing. “Hi. I’m here.”

      “What the heck took you so long to answer?” I asked, both relieved and frustrated. “You knew we were going to be calling!”

      “My dad… at the door… couldn’t…” she huffed, and that was all I needed to know. She’d been telling her dad to leave her alone. He’d probably been asking again why she was always on the WiFi—particularly after her promise that she wouldn’t use it anymore this week.

      “Never mind,” I said quickly. “I get it. I’m just glad you’re okay. You got my text?”

      “I’m fine,” she replied, catching her breath again. Then she paused. “Yeah, reading it now… You’re being watched by a camera, so you gotta mind what you say.”

      “Right. We’re in the first library,” I told her. “In the records room, I guess. The place where they keep the city plans.”

      I watched Jackie, Ant, and Jace shuffle toward the table with their arms full of paper. “It looks like the plans are divided, though. We have east, west, north, and south quadrants, and different versions, depending on the years.”

      “That works fine, just make sure you have the most recent plans and one of each quadrant,” Gabby replied. “That actually matches with what I’ve seen of the traffic cams. They’re divided by quadrants as well, so it will definitely make my job easier if you can tell me exactly which quadrant to look in.”

      I approached the table where the others had spread out four large sheets of paper, and looked down. In front of me, I could see the entire city laid out in a one-dimensional, full-of-boxes-and-lines way. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust before I started seeing things I recognized. The factory where I worked, surrounded by the high-rises where most of the workers lived. The library in which we were sitting, right there at the center of the map.

      The train station.

      Main Street.

      Everything was labeled in a neat, perfect print, and there was even a key for gauging distances.

      Our city was there, in print, and staring at it like that, it was beautiful, in a very logical, well-labeled way.

      Peaceful.

      Who would have thought that it was a city where the government snatched people’s kids and killed others who asked too many questions?

      I shook the thought off and got down to business.

      “Do you have any more details for us in terms of what we need for Mrs. Dunkin?”

      “Uh, yeah… Anything larger than the buildings around it, that has lots of land attached to it—but still within a sort of, I don’t know, fence or wall or something. I can’t give you much more than I already gave you, I’m afraid.”

      “Got it,” I said, my eyes running over the map. “Sit tight.”

      I put the phone down on the table, making sure I didn’t accidentally hit the speaker, and the four of us leaned over the map, our eyes scanning frantically. There were a couple areas that seemed like they might be it, but when we looked closer, we saw that each of them had something that didn’t fit. There was a large pond in the middle of a field we’d thought could take an airship, while another large space turned out to be a school.

      “What are the chances that they might have labeled it something other than what it is?” Ant whispered, frustrated. “What if they’re trying to hide it by calling it the wrong name on the plans?”

      “Why would they?” I asked reasonably, keeping my voice as low as possible. “They’re the ones in charge. There’s no reason for them to think that they need to hide anything from anyone.”

      “Any idea what it might be called, though?” Jackie mumbled, running her finger up and down the paper to keep track of what she was looking at. “Maybe we could find it quicker if we knew its… I don’t know, name.”

      “I don’t think you’re going to find any fancy name on this sort of compound,” Jace muttered. “It’s not going to be a public attraction, and though they might not feel that they have to hide, I also doubt that they’ll want to advertise their presence. Look for vague, generic labels. ‘Military Compound.’ ‘Government Buildings.’ ‘Authority Office.’ That sort of thing… Mrs. Dunkin said so.”

      I gulped, wondering if we were being too loud, but then reasoned that if we were doing some sort of school project, it might also include government buildings. We hadn’t said anything that would draw too much suspicion—yet. But we definitely had to be careful.

      Within minutes, however, it became obvious that we weren’t going to find whatever it was we were looking for. We’d been over the entire map twice, with four sets of eyes, but we weren’t seeing it, and we certainly hadn’t found a name indicating government involvement.

      “It’s not here,” I murmured, sitting back. A deep sense of disappointment poured through my body. “It must be in another city.”

      Jace snatched up the papers, folded them, and thrust them back onto the shelves.

      “Well, then we have to go somewhere else,” he grunted.

      I nodded and picked the phone back up.

      “Gabby, any idea what the next-best city is, after this one? Where’s the next-largest population?”

      I intentionally used a vague setting for the question, now that I was speaking at normal volume. If we were being recorded, I didn’t think anyone would be able to interpret that as anything specifically not school-report-oriented.

      Gabby paused for a moment, and I heard the click of keys.

      “Voceville,” she announced. “There are factories there too, and the population is almost the same as where you are. I think that’s your next target.”

      “Voceville,” I murmured. Of course it was. Of course it was. It was the city where we’d found Bobby dead, and then almost been caught by the Authority soldiers. And now it looked like we were going back there, in search of a way to fight the very people who wanted us dead.
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      We got back to the train station quickly and checked the maps, then took the first train heading toward Voceville, each of us as quiet as the grave.

      It was only when the train began to move that we opened our mouths.

      “I don’t like going back to this city,” Jackie said from the seat right next to me.

      “I was thinking exactly the same thing,” Ant said from her other side.

      I nodded, but didn’t feel I had to answer. They’d already said everything I would have said. Voceville had been a terrible experience the last time we were there, and now it felt as if we were walking into the same trap a second time. I was certain that I was being crazy and paranoid, but part of me was terrified that the moment we got off the train, the Authority agents would be there with handcuffs, just waiting to take us.

      “We’ll be just fine,” Jace murmured. “What do you think is going to happen, we’re going to get off the train and find Authority agents waiting right there to arrest us? Maybe the same guys who were chasing us before? I really doubt they would go to the train station and then just wait to see if we came back.”

      “Well, when you say it like that,” I replied. “Still, you have to admit that it feels like a bad move going back there. The last time we were there—”

      “Was a completely different situation,” Jace interrupted, his voice reasonable. “Today we’re a few friends going to the library. That’s it. Calm down.”

      I blew a breath out through pursed lips but had to admit that he was making it seem less scary than it had a few minutes earlier.

      “Right. Just a few friends going to the library,” I repeated. “Nothing there to interest the Authority.”

      “Sounds reasonable to me,” Ant said, leaning back and pushing his feet out. I could hear him take a deep, heaving breath. “God, I’m tired. I feel like we’ve been running full speed ahead since before the first raid. Since the situation with Marty, honestly. I want a break so badly I can almost taste it.”

      I hummed in agreement, allowing myself a moment to think about how wonderful it would be to take a shower in a normal shower or soak in a tub and sleep in my own bed, the TV murmuring in the background.

      Without any thought of the Ministry or the Authority in my head.

      I longed to wake up and go to work like I was any one of the thousands of other people around me…

      That’s not my life anymore, I reminded myself. I had something bigger to do, and though I still didn’t feel like I’d chosen it, it was also a lot more important than sleeping in my own bed or taking bubble baths.

      Before I could follow that thought any further, the conductor came over the intercom.

      “Voceville Main Street, next stop,” he said, his voice slightly metallic through the speakers. “Five minutes.”

      “Is it me, or was that trip a whole lot faster this time?” Jackie asked nervously.

      “Not just you,” I said. I glanced out the window and saw that we were already starting to slow. We rose from our seats and grabbed for the bars that ran along the aisle of the train for support. Ahead of us, I could see the station nearing, its dull coloration a dead giveaway for which city we were in.

      “Jackie, you got directions for the library?” I asked.

      She pulled out her phone, punched in a search, and nodded.

      “Just a block away,” she said. “So, the good news, I guess, is that we won’t be on the street for more than that. That means we won’t have to walk inconspicuously for long—which is really too bad, as I find Robin’s version of a subtle, natural walk hilarious.”

      I poked her in the ribs.

      “Be serious, Jackie,” I growled, though I was having trouble keeping a smile off my face at her teasing. I glanced at my watch. “It’s already noon, which means we’re going to run low on daylight very quickly. If the plans we need aren’t at this library and we have to go anywhere else, we’re going to be cutting it really tight. It’s not a time for jokes.”

      “There’s always time for jokes, Robin,” Ant intoned from above me, and I turned my face up to see his head almost right above mine. I frowned and took a step forward, and ran right into Jace’s back when the train came to a sudden stop.

      He turned, gave me a confused grin, and put out a hand to steady me.

      “You okay?” he asked. “You losing your nerve?”

      “No, I—” I began. “Never mind, let’s just get out there and get this over with.”

      The minute my feet touched the platform, my body gave me a visceral memory of the things I’d felt the last time I’d stood there. A wave of nausea swept through me. Then I felt a hand near the base of my spine, warm and steady. I didn’t have to turn to know it was Jace.

      “I can see how nervous you are, and so will anyone else who cares to look. Relax your face, Robin. I’m not going to let anything happen to you, I promise, but you’re going to get us caught if you don’t settle down.”

      I cursed whatever trick of fate had put me in the position of having to sneak around so often, because it was becoming increasingly obvious that I was not good at it, and willed my face into an expression of ease.

      We walked through the exit of the train station and down the stairs to the street, which looked exactly the same as it had the last time we’d been on it. There, we stopped and looked up and down the road. There was a normal amount of traffic for a Wednesday in a factory town, and I didn’t think we’d have any trouble blending in. We also weren’t searching for people the government was also searching for this time, so maybe we’d have more luck with obscurity than we’d had before.

      “Which way, JK?” Ant asked, his intonation emphasizing the fact that he was rhyming.

      Jackie sighed heavily at Ant’s crack and checked her phone.

      “Left,” she said. “About a block. The library isn’t quite at the corner, but it’ll be on our side of the street.”

      We turned as a group and made our way quickly down the street. It was already noon, and though we could hope for the good luck of finding what we needed there, we had to assume that we might be going to another city after—and if we didn’t find what we needed there, another one. We couldn’t afford to take as long at this library as we had at the other.

      “No dawdling this time, guys,” I said quietly. “Jackie, just get what we need and let’s get to their records room. I hope that we find what we’re looking for, but if we don’t…”

      “Positive thoughts, Robin.” Jace smiled. “This is the second-biggest city for miles and our second-best chance at finding the right location. Have a little bit of faith.”

      I sighed but didn’t respond. It had been a long time since I’d had faith in anything at all. Back when I’d been able to feel an emotion like that, I hadn’t really known what it meant. That had been before I’d been betrayed and lost everything.

      Right now, faith seemed like a far cry from anything I could hope to find.

      Within minutes, we were in front of the library and Jackie was stopping to stare up at what had to be the ugliest building I’d ever seen. It was flat, white concrete, and whoever had built it hadn’t bothered with windows. Just the front doors. It was only three stories tall and resembled an oversized children’s block.

      “That’s it?” Ant asked dubiously.

      Jackie nodded without answering, and Jace began walking forward without saying anything else. The rest of us followed, anxious to see whether this building held what we needed.

      Several steps took us inside, and while the other library had conveyed an old-fashioned charm, this one was sterile. Everything was made of white concrete or marble. Even the desks were painted white. It was cold and hard, and not the sort of place I wanted to stay in any longer than we had to.

      “This place gives me the creeps,” I mumbled. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Jackie walked up to the receptionist’s desk and gave the man there a charming smile.

      “Excuse me,” she said cheerfully. “I’m doing a project on urban planning for school, and I’d like to see the city plans for my report. Can you tell me where to find them?”

      The man glared at her as if she’d just asked for his social security number, and I gulped, terrified for a moment that he was going to refuse, forcing us to find another way to get what we needed.

      Then he jerked his head to the left.

      “Down the hallway, last room on your right,” he growled. We nodded and were turning to head in that direction when he added, “Make sure you put everything back where it was! That room doesn’t get cleaned often, and I don’t want to go in there next month and find the place a mess.”

      I wondered why the hell the guy worked in the library if it made him so cranky, but pushed the thought aside as we strode down the hallway.

      The room was exactly where he’d said, and it looked very similar to the records room in the other library. Small, dark, and lined with shelves that bore labels for quadrants and years.

      “This must be the standard setup for this sort of joint,” Ant said, moving in and closing the door quickly behind us. His eyes flew up to the corners of the ceiling and walls, and he nodded. “No cameras in here, thank God, unless they’re really well hidden. Though, I vote we still keep our voices down, just in case. Same setup as last time?”

      “You bet,” I confirmed, moving with Jace to one side of the room while Ant and Jackie covered the other. We found what we were searching for more quickly this time, since we had an idea of how to look, and a moment later the others were laying the maps on the table while I was calling Gabby.

      “Gab, we’re in the next library. We’ve already got the four quadrants laid out, and I want you on the line in case we find something or have questions.”

      “I’m here,” she said, her voice subdued. “I’ve figured out how to get into the traffic cam system. I just need to know where to look.”

      I set the phone down, still not putting it on speaker, and leaned over the sheets of paper in front of me.

      “Everyone lean as far over as you can,” I murmured. “If there’s a camera in the room somewhere, I don’t want them to be able to see what we’re searching for. If we find it.”

      We moved our bodies over the maps until we were practically lying on them, and I took the east quadrant, running my finger over the different buildings, streets, squares, and clearings marked there.

      Voceville looked as if it was more crowded with buildings than Trenton, the last city. The structures were both smaller and more crammed together, making it difficult to really see what we were doing. The stress of the situation gave us wings, though, and we flew through the lines on the map. Every so often, someone would murmur something as they thought they found the right place, but then a pointed finger or an answer from someone else would prove them wrong, and we’d return to searching.

      Suddenly, I found what I thought might be the place. It appeared to be a large compound with a building on one side and an enormous walled yard on the other. There was nothing around it, though it sat in the middle of the city. And it was labeled with two letters.

      CA.

      Compliance Authority?

      “Guys, I think I might have it,” I breathed excitedly. “Look right here. Don’t move, just look at it with your eyes.”

      I kept my finger on the spot while the others turned their gazes to stare at it, and a moment later they were all nodding as well, a thrill of excitement going through the group.

      I immediately picked up the phone.

      “Gabby, I think we have something,” I told her, my voice barely above a whisper. “I’ve got a really large plot of land, all of it fenced in, by the looks of it. There’s a building, but mostly it looks like just empty space. It’s labeled ‘CA.’”

      “That sounds like it might be exactly right,” she said, her voice holding a note of hope. “Is that the only place in the city?”

      “You mean you think there might be more than one?” I asked, frowning.

      She snorted.

      “I mean I’m going to ask you guys to get the hell out of there and to a more private location while I search, and I want to make sure that’s the only place I’m searching for in Voceville before you leave those maps behind. I don’t think leaving, going somewhere else to help me search, and then coming back to look at the maps again is going to fall under the heading of ‘subtle,’ do you?”

      “That’s a fair point,” I replied, keeping one finger firmly on the building I’d found while I ran the pointer finger of my other hand through the rows of buildings on my portion of the map. It didn’t take me long to find the other buildings. Five of them, and I never would have noticed them if it weren’t for Gabby asking me to go over them again. They were… tiny. Almost as small as the various shops and personal offices in the same district. They also appeared to be in small-business districts, rather than neighborhoods that housed large office buildings.

      “Would the government have offices in this city?” I asked quietly, confused.

      Jace immediately moved over to where I was and looked at the spots I was pointing to.

      “There,” I said, touching one. I moved my finger over to the other side of my portion of the map and pointed again. “And there. And there are three others.” My finger scanned to the next three, each of them in a different location.

      Each marked with the telltale ‘CA’ in block letters.

      Jace had no answer, and neither did anyone else in the room.

      “Gabby, I’ve got five other small buildings that appear to belong to the same party,” I said. “Think they might be important? They look like they might be offices or something.”

      “If they’re small then they’re not what we’re looking for, so that’s got to be a question for another day,” she replied bluntly. “Take a picture of the larger compound, and the buildings around it. The streets, too, if you can get them, so I don’t have to search too hard. Leave the others for when we have more time.”

      I nodded at her reasoning, got as close to the map as I could with my phone, and started snapping pictures, hoping that I was getting what she’d asked me to get. I also hoped it wasn’t somehow illegal to take pictures of these things. I hadn’t noticed any signs indicating that cameras were forbidden, so I guessed we’d be safe.

      I also didn’t see any street names in front of the compound, but there were plenty of buildings around it. Perhaps Gabby would be able to use the name of one of those buildings to nail down a more specific location. As far as the smaller buildings went, they would have to go on the list of unanswered questions I was constantly keeping track of. Something to wonder about later.

      “Will we need the traffic cams at all if we can get the address?” Jackie whispered.

      “I’m afraid so,” Jace said softly. “The Authority could have a lot of these sorts of compounds around, and we need to know which of them received a delivery via airship. It’s not going to do us much good if we break into a compound that doesn’t hold our friends.”

      I stood up, having taken as many pictures as I thought necessary, and sent them to Gabby via the encrypted app.

      “Gab, I’m sending all these pictures your way. Have a look and let me know if you need anything else.”

      There was a pause long enough that it made me nervous, but then she finally said, “No, you’ve given me everything I need.”

      “What now?” I asked.

      “Put everything back where you found it, I guess, and get to a place where you can have some privacy. Is there a park nearby? Someplace where you can sit in a wide-open space, so you could see anyone coming toward you?”

      I smiled at the fact that she’d borrowed Zion’s idea, but couldn’t argue with the logic behind it, and started shoving things back onto the shelf. I didn’t think we’d ever be back to this library, but I really didn’t want to make the librarian’s job difficult. And I certainly didn’t want to do anything that might make him follow us.

      “Jackie, is there a park around here?” I asked as I worked.

      She stopped what she was doing and turned to her phone. A few seconds later she nodded.

      “There’s a university not far from here, as weird as that is,” she said. “It has a big quad right in front of it. I think that’ll do.”

      “Terrific,” I said. “How far will we have to go?”

      She got back to work with putting things on the shelf.

      “Only two blocks,” she answered. “It’s really close.”

      I picked up my phone again. “Gab, we’re going to finish putting stuff away here and then get to that quad. I’ll call you when we get there. I assume you have something to keep you busy.”

      “I sure do,” she said. “I’m going to be getting into the system with the traffic cams. By the time you guys are at that quad, I’ll be in. Then we start searching.”
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        * * *

      

      It took only a few minutes to get from the library to the quad Jackie had spotted, and about thirty seconds after that we were sitting on a set of benches in the middle of it, and I was calling Gabby again.

      “Okay, we’re here,” I huffed, breathless from the fast walk. “What next?”

      “Well, I’m in,” she said, just as breathlessly. “I’m looking at list after list of traffic cams, cities, blocks, quadrants, you name it. Thank God you guys nailed down what city and quadrant we were looking for, or I would have been here for years. There’s no way I would have had this sorted out by Friday at all, let alone tomorrow. Can you put me on speaker? I want everyone to hear this.”

      I did as she requested, and we all leaned protectively toward the phone, keeping an eye on the people around us as we did so. Classes must have been in session, because the quad was empty—but that didn’t mean it would stay that way, and we couldn’t have anyone overhearing this.

      “I’m… looking through the files,” Gabby almost whispered, the spaces between her words growing. “I’m trying to figure out whether I can find a label that will tell me I’m looking at the cams from Voceville. Right now all I’m seeing… Ah, there it is!” she finished triumphantly. “Yes, I see now. I’ve found the cams for Voceville, and they’re divided by quadrant. Looking for the east quadrant, now, and… found them. Based on the pictures you sent me, I think we’ll need the traffic cam that points due north…” Her voice faded out, and I could hear her clicking away at the keys, followed by silence.

      “Okay, I’ve got our building,” she said finally, breaking the tension of the wait. “It’s enormous, and it looks exactly like I’d expect a government building to look, honestly. Completely boring.”

      I exchanged looks with my team, feeling antsy at having nothing to do but sit around while Gabby worked—particularly when we were so pressed for time.

      “Gabby, we’re in a bit of a hurry here,” I said. “Is there anything we can do to help? What can we do to make this go faster?”

      “You’re going to be helping,” she said immediately. “I’ve got the building, but there’s no telling when they brought our friends in, and again, it will take ages for me to watch that much footage. We can hope that they moved their prisoners there right away, but there’s no guarantee of that. We need to watch all the footage.”

      “And?” I asked, hoping she wasn’t expecting me to guess exactly what she meant.

      “And I need help watching the footage,” she finished. “I’m going to send each of you a series of videos. Go through them as quickly as you can. They’ll all be of the Authority building, and it’s dead center in the camera’s point of view. You won’t have to search or anything. Just stare straight ahead and use the controls at the bottom to go double or triple time.”

      “And… just look for a random airship coming down?” Ant asked.

      “Exactly,” Gabby answered quickly. “That’s all we need.”

      Well, that did seem simple.

      “Okay, where are our videos?” I asked. I glanced at my watch to see that it was already two p.m. How had so much of the day gone by? We’d only been to the library!

      “If this place isn’t the right one, we’re going to have a tough time getting to another city and then back to the Roundhouse for our meeting. The quicker we know whether we’re on the right path here or not, the quicker we’ll know what’s going to happen with the rest of our day.”

      Gabby didn’t answer, but a minute later messages came through on our encrypted apps, with attachments.

      “Those are several videos each,” Gabby explained. “They’re all at a different time of day and on a different date. Get into the videos and tell me the moment anyone sees an airship.”

      We opened the videos and began watching. They were shot only in black and white and were slightly more difficult if you were looking at a sequence shot at night, but the details were specific enough. I could clearly see the Authority building in front. The camera was pointed directly at it, and though that seemed odd, I told myself that it was probably due to the positioning of the intersection. The structure was very similar to what I’d seen at the library: a plain white building, no windows, no decoration. This one was much larger than the library, by about twenty times if I had to guess, but the style was the same. It didn’t appear to be anything special, and never would have warranted a second look from someone passing on the street.

      Across the front, in bold black letters, were the words COMPLIANCE AUTHORITY.

      I found that strange, considering they were supposed to be a secret agency, or at least not a publicly promoted one. I’d never heard of them before the video we received. Why would they be advertising it in such a way?

      The fact that they were doing so somehow made the building even more intimidating.

      Though I knew we were supposed to be looking for the airship, there was a part of me that instinctively started searching for a way into the property. Was there was a weakness somewhere, or a hole we could take advantage of? If this was the right place, it meant that we were going to be breaking into it on Friday. The thought was terrifying.

      So instead of addressing it, I turned my eyes to the sky above the building and looked for an airship.

      We watched videos for what seemed like forever. None of us spoke, and even Gabby was quiet on my phone, presumably watching her own set. I’d gone through three of the attachments when I started truly wondering what we were going to do if we didn’t find one that contained an airship—or, even worse, what we were going to do if we’d been wrong about the airship in the first place. What if they hadn’t used one? Or what if they had, but then had landed somewhere outside of town, in the countryside, shuffled the prisoners into vans or trucks, and taken them on from there in vehicles?

      If we were wrong about this, I didn’t know what we’d do. I wasn’t sure whether there would be another idea that seemed this straightforward and obvious. At least, I couldn’t think of one.

      Then I saw it.

      It was fuzzy at first, but this video had been shot during the day—early morning, according to the clock in the corner—and the lighting was decent. It started as a speck to the far left of the Authority building, against the horizon. Within seconds, it became clear that the speck was indeed an airship—and it was heading for the Authority building.

      I gasped, but didn’t say anything to the others. I wanted to make sure that this airship was actually going to the right building before I got their hopes up. After all, it was possible it was just an innocent airship, on its way to a completely innocent destination. Perhaps it was just flying over Voceville en route, to maintain clear airspace. Everyone knew the big airships had to stay out of the way of the smaller, swifter, and more dangerous vessels.

      Then it was right above the building we were watching, and it paused, hovering, then abruptly began to lower into the yard.

      By the time it landed, my heart was racing. This was it, exactly what we’d been looking for.

      “Guys, I’ve got it,” I said finally, comfortable about making the call now that the airship was landing.

      Everyone whirled quickly toward me, their phones forgotten, and clamored to stare at my screen.

      “Oh my God, would you look at the size of that thing?” Ant whispered.

      “So like a man to think only of the size,” Jackie said with a snort. “Is it coming down right in the yard of the compound?”

      “It is,” I told her. “I waited to tell you guys until it was landing because I wanted to make sure it was actually going to that building.”

      “And that means that with a slightly different angle, this video might have shown our friends being led out of that airship,” Jace murmured, his breath tickling my ear. “Walking down the gangplank, being led right into the yard and no doubt into the building. If that building wasn’t in the way, we might be able to actually see them.”

      He put a hand on my shoulder, and I reached up and squeezed it.

      “We don’t need to see them, Jace,” I said evenly. “We know they were there, and now we know the location of the jail. And that means we’re going to be able to rescue them. We’re going to be able to see them in person. Friday.”

      

      I didn’t remember returning to the train station, but I was conscious of the ride home on the train, and it was intense. We carried an aura around us that was made up of both excitement and nerves, both triumph and terror. We knew where we were going now, and what we had to do—though we still had no idea how we were going to do it.

      More importantly, we’d finished early enough that we actually had time on our hands, which was a luxury I almost didn’t recognize.

      “Three hours before we have to meet the others,” Ant said in surprise, after a glance at his watch. “I never would have thought I’d be so happy to have three hours of free time. What are we going to do with ourselves?”

      “I don’t know what you guys are going to do, but I’m going to go right to Jace’s house, lie down, and sleep like the dead for at least an hour,” I told them. “After that, maybe some food and a shower. Then I might revel a little in the fact that we actually did it. We actually did it.” I turned to Jace, torn between grinning in glee and staring at him in fear of what would come next. “We actually know where they are. I didn’t think we’d manage it.”

      He ticked me under the chin. “But we did, and it was, in large part, thanks to Gabby. Without her…”

      “Without her, none of this would have happened,” I said bluntly. “Without her, we would probably all be dead right now, tracked down by the Authority, which we wouldn’t even have known was looking for us. From here on out, I recommend we stop treating her like a sixteen-year-old and start considering her a true member of the team.”

      “Agreed,” Ant said, and Jackie followed suit.

      I leaned back, satisfied—and exhausted. We had the information we needed, and we’d be able to give Zion and the rest of the crew the location we needed so that we could start planning.

      Tonight, we would figure out how we were going to get into that horrible place, and then get everyone out of it alive.
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      We spent Wednesday evening and much of the next day planning, arguing, planning, and arguing some more, figuring out what we knew and what we still needed to figure out—and how we were going to use any of it. The fact that we now knew where the Authority’s compound was, and more or less what it looked like, at least gave us a solid starting point that we hadn’t had before.

      The first thing we’d done was send Jace, Ant, and Zion out to do some discreet scouting of the building itself. I wasn’t involved in the trip for a couple of reasons, starting with the fact that I was horrible at sneaking—and even worse at trying to act normal when I was sneaking.

      While they were gone, Ant, Jackie, Alexy, and I huddled up in a private meeting room at the Roundhouse and went through a list of ideas for how we might get into the building. We started with several sheets of paper, where we wrote idea after idea, with everything from walking right through the front door to rappelling down into the compound from the airship, and tightened them up from there until we had several ideas that we thought might work.

      Gabby was left to work on her own, partially due to her geographic location and partially due to the importance of her job. We’d guessed that there would be cameras inside that compound—because it was a prison, and they would inevitably be keeping an eye on their prisoners—and if we were going to move around as quickly as we needed to, the easiest way to do it was by using those cameras. We’d given her the responsibility of figuring it out and left her to get on with it.

      Julia and Marco were in charge of the airship, and had been sent to make sure that it was prepped and ready to go. Zion still hadn’t given them any idea of how long we might have to be in the air, but had reiterated the need for having an airship that we could survive in for several days, be it in the sky or on the ground. Which made me think that he thought we might actually be living in the airship after the raid.

      I put that on the list of things to worry about if we actually got through the raid alive.

      I’d asked Zion, when I saw him, whether we could count on help from our mysterious friends in black, and I’d even tried to make it a joke, having remembered Jace’s warning at the last minute.

      All I got in response was a cold, hard glare. It had been enough to make me close my mouth and designate that as another item for my list of things to worry about later.

      Then, late Thursday afternoon, Zion confirmed that we were going to be running the mission early. At midnight that night, it turned out.

      Which was how we found ourselves, Thursday night at midnight—and about twelve hours early—staring at the gate of the Authority building.

      I didn’t think I was the only one who felt horribly unprepared.

      Zion had told us point blank that there were two reasons: the element of surprise, and the element of darkness affording us better security. It had sounded like a good idea at the time, or at least like a doable idea, but now that we were here, I was seriously questioning our sanity.

      We were ducked down in a dark corner, barely daring to breathe, and waiting for a signal from Nathan, which we’d been told we would recognize when it came. Some sort of large-scale distraction. Cloyd hadn’t exactly been forthcoming when he’d ducked into our meeting earlier in the day and spent exactly three minutes giving us information, before disappearing again. No one had heard from him since then.

      I supposed there was a good reason for his not having told us—perhaps he and Nathan hadn’t figured out the logistics yet?—but I wished he’d been in touch.

      “Who the hell thought a decoy was a good idea, anyhow?” I whispered, remembering what Cloyd had snapped at us during his short appearance. He and Nathan had come up with a plan, he’d said. A decoy, so that we would have an easier time getting into the prison.

      Hopefully without having to fight any Authority soldiers in the process, since, although we’d come armed with guns and a few extra toys from Nathan, I didn’t think we had anything that could compare to what the Authority would have.

      “It makes sense if you think about it,” Jace whispered back. He wiggled one set of fingers, then said, “Make them look here…” He wiggled the fingers on his other hand. “While you’re doing something over here… I just don’t know whether there’s going to be any decoy big enough to distract them from what we’re about to do.”

      I exhaled. We wanted the place to be clear of soldiers, including anyone who might be guarding the gate, because we didn’t have a good way in, and though we had a cover story, it wasn’t a good cover story.

      It also didn’t come with good disguises. I gave Jace a wary look and shook my head. He was wearing a blue jumpsuit meant to resemble the suits we’d seen on the Authority soldiers in Voceville, but I didn’t think the resemblance was nearly strong enough.

      The idea about the disguises hadn’t done anything to reassure me when Zion first presented it, and it certainly didn’t make me feel any better right now, when we were staring up at the building we were supposed to break into, the large label of COMPLIANCE AUTHORITY marching across the front. At the end, right after the Y, was a logo I’d never seen before—a stylized, gothic X, stark and black against the white of the building. It featured the same serpent as the Ministry’s symbol, but was twice as creepy.

      I glanced to the left and then the right of me, noted Jace’s tense, pale face and Jackie’s frightened one, and tried to get hold of my thoughts. Everything will be fine, Robin, I told myself firmly, doing my best to believe it.

      We were moving with a smaller team this time, for better speed, and only Jace, Jackie, Ant, Zion, Alexy, and I had come. We’d arrived late at night for cover, but, although it was midnight, I felt it wasn’t nearly dark enough. There were streetlights everywhere, along with security lights on the buildings around us—and I was starting to worry. How secure were we really going to be when anyone who was looking would be able to see us running across the street and (somehow) getting through the gate ahead of us?

      Still, that was the plan we’d come up with. From here, we were meant to be posing as a group that had just been arrested, with Jace and Zion claiming to be the arresting officers. We didn’t know what the Authority generally arrested people for, but we knew from experience that they did indeed arrest people. The details of our cover story were that we were members of the same group that had raided the warehouse (true, as it were), and that Jace and Zion had caught us on the streets of Voceville as we were trying to scout out one of our friends who had come under suspicion.

      It was close enough to the truth that we could all keep our story straight if any of us were questioned, and I’d always been told that the secret to a successful lie was to stick as close to the truth as possible.

      A part of me hoped that we didn’t get to that point, that Nathan’s decoy would eliminate the need for our cover story by clearing the area of all soldiers, so we could walk right through the front gate. But I feared it was a fool’s hope.

      Things weren’t going to be that simple.

      To top everything off, we weren’t even wearing the powerful suits we’d had for the last raid. We had decided against them at the last minute, deeming them too bulky and indiscreet for this sort of operation. Instead, we were wearing a different kind of suit—courtesy of one of Alexy’s military contacts—made of incredibly fine black chainmail, which hugged our bodies beneath our clothes like a second skin. We’d spent about an hour getting used to them earlier in the day, though they didn’t really require much practice. They were weird, since they were made of metal and yet fit like fabric, but they were easy to move in and also came with extended hoods that we could pull up over our heads and down over our faces, as well as free-standing gloves, which we’d all shoved into our pockets. Much more convenient than the larger suits, but certainly not perfect. Alexy had told us that they would shelter us from sudden changes in temperature, and the extended hoods had filtration systems over the mouths, to protect us from gases. But she couldn’t vouch for how effective they would be against bullets. They might slow, but almost certainly wouldn’t stop, any projectiles.

      It didn’t exactly make me feel any better about just standing around on a corner, waiting to raid a Ministry building where we were bound to be faced with guards who had guns.

      But it was better than nothing. We would be safe from noxious fumes, and we had masks that were actually built into the suits, courtesy of the pulldown hoods, plus the chance of slowing bullets down.

      Hopefully we wouldn’t have to put them to use at all. If what Nathan had planned worked, and if he actually knew as much about how the government operated as he’d said he did, there would be fewer guards to shoot at us.

      “How sure are you that Nathan knows what he’s talking about?” I breathed toward Jace. “Do you think he’s actually going to be able to pull this off?”

      He gave me a quick glance and then turned back to the building in front of us. “I know that he wants to get us in there so that we can rescue our people,” he replied, his voice just as quiet. “And I know that he has resources beyond what we can imagine. I’m guessing—hoping—that he knows what he’s doing. And that it works.”

      “I still think it’s awfully convenient for him that we’re the ones putting our lives on the line here, and not him,” Jackie murmured.

      I noticed her hands clenching and unclenching, and wondered at that. I’d never picked up on any nervous tics from her when we were running missions to rescue children, but going up against the government seemed to have brought out her more vulnerable side.

      I was just opening my mouth to ask another question when a sudden explosion rocked the city from somewhere on our left. The sky lit up with flames, and a wave of heat wafted over us.

      Wherever the explosion had gone off, it was close enough that we could actually feel it—though I realized that I could only feel it on my face and hands. Which meant the second-skin suits worked, at least temperature-wise.

      Good to know.

      We dropped to our knees and put our arms up to shield ourselves, and I had barely gotten my thoughts back together when another explosion sounded off from our right. This one was farther away, but we threw ourselves flat on the ground and covered our heads instinctively.

      My eyes then flew up to the building in front of us, and I noticed the rest of my team looking as well. If those explosions were what I thought they were—Nathan’s “decoy”—then that building should start clearing out soon. At least, somewhat.

      One final explosion sounded off from somewhere behind us, smaller this time, and at this, someone finally spoke.

      “When Nathan says distraction, I guess he really means distraction,” Ant murmured, and I could hear the grudging admiration in his voice.

      No one answered, and a second later two rows of Authority guards, all of them wearing blue uniforms and helmets with visors—and carrying what looked like machine guns—ran out of the compound in front of us. They turned right as if they’d practiced it a million times and dashed down the road in the direction of the first explosion. Not ten seconds later, a second group of soldiers appeared and turned left.

      Then came a third group, which headed directly for us.

      We scrambled backward into the alley we’d identified earlier as a possible hiding spot, and stopped breathing as they hammered past us.

      We stood there, flush against the wall and staring at the opening of the alley for several seconds. I didn’t know about the others, but my mind felt completely frozen.

      There was certainly no guarantee that had been all the soldiers leaving the compound, but it sure looked like Cloyd might have known what he was talking about during his appearance at our meeting, when he said that the government had specific rules regarding large-scale disruptions in cities.

      “They usually assume that anything that happens is an attack on them,” he’d said bluntly. “So if something big happens, they roll out a big force to address it. If we cause a big enough commotion, it will draw a number of the soldiers out, and that will be your chance to get in.”

      “Why would they clear out so many soldiers?” I had asked. It hadn’t made sense to me at the time, because although the Authority might have that policy, they would surely see the stunt as the decoy it was, given the situation—and the prisoners they were holding in that compound.

      “They might find it fishy,” Cloyd had replied. “But they also know that there are organizations fighting against them now. If they’re as paranoid as we think they are, they’ll assume that those organizations are bigger than they realized and are responsible for the chaos. They’ll want to get to the sites in question to see if they can catch us.” He’d given Jace a grin at that point, all cocky confidence, but I hadn’t missed the fact that he’d been vague in certain places.

      “It’s those other government buildings,” Jace murmured. “Nathan’s hit them. That’s why Cl—I mean, Boyd was so sure it would draw so many soldiers out. It’s not just about random chaos. It’s about specific, targeted chaos. If they think we’re attacking them, but that we’ve got the wrong buildings…”

      “They’re sending their soldiers to defend the other government buildings,” I finished, realization dawning. Of course. We’d told the rest of the group everything when we saw them after our fieldtrips to the libraries—including the fact that there were other government buildings in Voceville. And that they were far too small to house the prison, but that they’d very obviously belonged to the government, given their labels.

      Cloyd had disappeared right after we’d said that, and then reappeared with his plan. They’d known what they were doing the whole time. They must have, to have believed so firmly that it would work. So why hadn’t they told us?

      Plausible deniability, my brain told me quickly. Nathan had to know that there was a chance we’d be captured during this jailbreak. And if we were, we couldn’t know anything about an attack. Knowing about it would have put us in even greater danger.

      I hated being a part of anything so complicated. I hated it.

      Then a digitized voice suddenly came over our comms. “I hope to hell you guys aren’t just standing around staring,” it said. “You’ve got your distraction. Now get in there and get our people out.”

      “Who the hell is giving us instructions now?” I hissed, wondering for a terrifying moment whether we’d somehow been hacked by the Authority again—whether they were trying to lure us right to our deaths!

      “That’s Nathan,” Jace said calmly, cutting through my panic. “I’d recognize the cadence anywhere. Looks like there’s even more personal interest in this mission than I’d realized. Let’s go.”

      After a surprised pause—Nathan was actually talking to us directly?—we all dropped into the formation we’d already agreed upon: Zion at the front, Jace at the back, and the rest of us grouped in the middle, as if we were real prisoners. We had to put on this façade now in case there were guards looking in our direction at the gate.

      Though, I prayed we would escape their notice.

      We began marching toward the compound, Nathan’s digitized voice in our ears, telling us to walk normally rather than sneaking, and for those of us playing captives to try to act like we’d just been caught doing something monumentally stupid.

      Somehow, I didn’t find that difficult.

      When we reached the wall that surrounded the compound, though, everything changed. It seemed that we’d managed to make it without being spotted, and slithered quickly up against the wall. We pressed our backs to it, barely daring to breathe, while Zion began creeping toward the gate.

      I watched him out of the corner of my eye, too scared to turn my head. He crouched low, moving at about one hundredth of an inch per second, the blue of his disguise turning to black as he moved into the shadows.

      If there were guards still at the gate, they were about to see him. In which case we’d be running for our lives, right from the start of our so-called rescue mission.

      Zion’s hand crept up behind his back, and he slowly folded his fingers until only two remained extended.

      Two guards, no doubt, in the guard’s booth that we’d specked out earlier on a casual stroll through the city. The fingers folded up, and a moment later, three extended back up, bent, and then extended again.

      Okay. Two guards in the booth. Three guards somewhere else, and then three more guards somewhere else. The latter six were probably stationed near the main entrance.

      When Cloyd had first brought us the plan, and his idea that any government soldiers—even those guarding prisons—had standing orders to react with force to chaos within the immediate area, Jace and Zion had both pointed out that there were real live prisoners in this compound. It wasn’t just an empty building. What sort of responsible government would just leave all the prisoners alone?

      It looked like Jace and Zion had been right, which meant it was time for plan B. Even if we’d wanted to use our cover story and disguises, there was no way we’d get past that many soldiers. No way that many people would be naïve enough to believe our cover story. Especially given the fact that Jace and Zion weren’t even wearing proper uniforms.

      “The other entry, then,” Jace breathed from behind me. “We’re not getting in through the front gate.”

      We all turned on a dime, taking care not to make any noise as we balanced on our toes, and began swiftly moving down the sidewalk away from the gate, Jace now in the lead and Zion bringing up the rear.

      Thanks to Jace, Zion, and Ant checking out the compound earlier, we’d gained some very important—and hopefully useful—information about the building.

      It had very quickly become our plan B, and though we hadn’t really wanted to use it, now that there were soldiers standing between us and our plan A—walk right through the front gate—I prayed we’d be able to do what we had in mind.

      “Masks on!” Jace commanded, and we all reached back, tugged the hoods out of our collars, and pulled them over our heads to form masks. The gloves followed, so that we wouldn’t leave fingerprints.

      A full city block of crouched running through the semi-darkness, and then a sharp right turn up an alleyway that ran right into the compound itself, brought us to a dead end.

      And a gate fixed into the wall.

      The area surrounding the gate was littered with a combination of trash and rotting garbage, and I tried very hard not to breathe in while Jace bent toward the lock on the gate and got to work. The rest of us stuck to the shadows against the walls, praying that any cameras in the alley were currently not being monitored.

      Jace cursed at the lock, drawing my focus to him.

      “What’s the problem?” I breathed, every muscle in my body taut with tension.

      “Not. Working,” he grated out between clenched teeth. “This lock isn’t responding to the tool. It’s… wrong, somehow.” He drew back and glared at the specialized lockpicker we’d brought along—the same one Jackie and I had used during our missions for Nelson—but just as he was leaning forward to try again, Zion grabbed his shoulder and pushed him to one side.

      “My God, boy, just let me do it,” he breathed. “I’m probably better with that thing than you are.”

      He bent to the lock, his face all business, and went to work, turning and shoving at the contraption like he was going to open it with pure power.

      Thirty seconds later, however, he was also staring at the lock in confused frustration.

      “Oh my God, we’re going to get caught right here in the alley before we even get in,” Jackie hissed from behind me. “This is going to be so embarrassing.”

      I didn’t take the time to respond. My eyes were already scanning the alley and its walls, looking desperately at all the cameras. If they were watching us right now…

      I was distracted by sudden movement at the gate and turned my eyes just in time to see Jace elbowing Zion out of the way again.

      “Just let me at it,” he grunted. “I’ll do it the old-fashioned way.”

      The old-fashioned way? I hid my surprised question, thinking that there must be more to my sometime crush than immediately met the eye, and leaned over his shoulder, watching tensely as he drew a set of thin metal tools from the pocket on his chest and went to work. He slid one of the rods into the large padlock on the crusty, dirty gate, wiggled it around a bit, and then seemed to find where it was supposed to fit. Holding it with his right hand, he gently slid the other rod in after it with his left, and began to… rotate it.

      I bit my lip, wondering exactly how long this was going to take. At this point we had to assume that we’d already been noticed by someone on the inside, either through the cameras or courtesy of an alarm on this door, which I absolutely prayed wouldn’t be triggered by a lockpick.

      I’d barely finished the thought when a sharp click sounded out from the padlock and echoed up and down the alley. I cringed, already hating how much noise we were making, and my cringe grew even more dramatic when Jace jumped to his feet and swung the gate open.

      “You really can pick locks,” I gasped, giving him a shocked look.

      He blushed. “My parents kept a bunch of locked boxes around the… home,” he murmured. “And when I was a kid I hadn’t liked not knowing what was going on. Whatever was in there, I’d figured it was important. If it was worth locking away, it was worth finding out about. So…” He ended on a wry look, and then ushered me abruptly toward the gate.

      I didn’t know how often they used this gate, but the screech it gave when I yanked it open farther made it sound like it hadn’t been used in years. If we hadn’t been caught before, we were going to get caught just because the Authority evidently didn’t believe in oiling their equipment consistently.

      Or maybe they kept it squeaky just to catch people who opened it unexpectedly.

      Regardless, once the gate was open, we were through it and rushing down a curved, dark tunnel. The air was tinged with a foul, rancid scent as our feet skimmed over the sticky floor toward whatever lay on the other side.

      “Robin, get Gabby on the comm,” Jace panted over his shoulder. “We have to assume that they’ve got us on camera by now, and we need to try and take control of the cameras ourselves.”

      I didn’t need a second reminder. Getting in had been the relatively easy part. The stuff that came next was going to be a lot trickier.

      I slapped my hand to the comm at my throat.

      “Gabby,” I breathed. “Gabby, are you there? We’re in. What have you got for us?”

      We hadn’t been able to find any blueprints for this building, but knew it would have security cameras—what government-owned property wouldn’t?—and had decided that they were our key here. Gabby, as our one and only tech, had been tasked with figuring out how, or even if, she could get into said cameras without causing any sort of disruption that would get her or us caught. She’d been relatively sure that she could do it using what she’d called a “piggybacking program,” but I also hadn’t heard from her much during the day—which had made all of us nervous. And when I had heard from her, there had been a lot of hedging about figuring things out.

      Very few solid answers.

      But we hadn’t had time to wait, given the deadline the Authority had imposed, so we’d gone right on with our planning, giving ourselves alternatives wherever we could manage it and hoping for the best.

      Our first job had been to get into the building. Mission accomplished. Now we just had to figure out how we were going to get through the rest of it. Without getting caught.

      “Are the cameras even going to be important?” Ant huffed. “I mean, we can’t exactly avoid being on their radar after this. It’s not like they’re going to miss the fact that we got in here and stole a bunch of our friends out from under their noses.”

      “While that’s true,” Jace breathed back, “I’d still rather have control of them ourselves. If we can manipulate the cameras to tell us where we’re going, we have a better chance of finding our way through this more quickly, and avoiding any soldiers coming after us.”

      Both were excellent points, and I slammed my hand up against my comm link again. “Gabby!” I whisper-shouted.

      But there was no answer to my call, and at that point I started to freak out. I could see the literal light at the end of the tunnel right in front of us, and we still didn’t have control of those cameras. We needed them as our eyes in the sky to tell us where we were supposed to go—and whom we were supposed to avoid.

      We had no idea where our friends were, and we did know that there were soldiers in the building. Without knowing where any of them were, though, this was going to get scary quick.

      “Gabby!” I hissed.

      “I got you, Robin,” Marco suddenly answered, and I heaved a sigh of relief.

      “Marco. Is your bird in the air?” I whispered.

      “Sure is,” he answered, and I felt the tension in my shoulders ease just an inch.

      Marco and Julia were on the south side of the compound, in the airship, waiting for us. They were our ride out of here, and they’d gone to the side opposite from the landing yard in the compound, just to try to avoid detection. Most importantly, Marco had also brought along one of Nelson’s drones, which was equipped with the X-ray technology we’d used on missions in the past. We’d brought it as a backup plan in case Gabby hadn’t been able to do what she’d said she could. And given the lack of answer from her, I was guessing that she might not be able to help us.

      She should have already been on the line, waiting. I didn’t know what had happened to her, and it concerned me. Though, I didn’t have the mental bandwidth to worry about it right now.

      I just thanked God we’d thought ahead and had a backup plan for getting into the place. Hopefully, the X-ray tech would give us an idea of what to do next.

      We slid to a stop at the farthest reaches of the tunnel, Jace’s toes brushing the spot where the light started. Beyond him, I could see what appeared to be the kitchen of the compound. It looked just like the kitchen in the factory where I worked: completely plain and entirely functional. Long sinks ran the length of the wall across from us, with an island in the middle of the room spanning the same distance. Pots and pans hung from a rack over the island, and I could see that the end wall to our right housed a number of ovens. The other end of the room was taken up by refrigerators and freezers.

      It was so incredibly normal that I just stared at it, gaping like a fish, for a moment. Then I snapped my mouth shut. Sure, of course they had kitchens. They had prisoners they had to feed. And, evidently, we’d just come right through their garbage chute.

      But even the kitchens could have soldiers in them. We had to know where those soldiers were.

      There was another long pause, and I was on the verge of contacting Marco again when he finally got back to us.

      “It’s not good, guys,” he said quickly. “I can’t see a damn thing. Looks like the Authority’s built the place with some sort of X-ray-proof tech, because all I see is a big black screen. This isn’t going to work. We need access to those cameras.”

      My heart sank, and I started wondering how the hell we were going to get back out of here. Because at this point it looked like this mission was a bust, and it wasn’t going to do our friends any good if we got ourselves killed or captured trying to save them.

      Then another thought hit me—that even if we did get out, we would be leaving our friends to their deaths. Because their executions were planned for tomorrow, and I didn’t think the Authority was going to give us a chance to negotiate an extension.

      Suddenly, there was a screech through the comm, and we all jumped and then dropped again, shocked. I hit the concrete of the tunnel on my knees and had a split second to register that these suits also seemed to come with some sort of shock absorber, because I hadn’t felt a thing. They definitely were better than the larger suits.

      Then a babbling voice came spilling through the comm.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry,” the voice was saying. “I lost the link and I’ve been trying to get back into it and—”

      “Gabby!” I gasped. “Where the hell have you been, and what the hell are you talking about?”

      “Sorry, guys, I didn’t mean to leave you hanging, honest,” she said apologetically. “It was just that the thing I was trying to do—”

      “We don’t have time for a breakdown,” Jace cut in. “Do you have something for us or not? Because right now we’re basically sitting ducks, and I have never enjoyed that particular feeling.”

      There was a sniffling, and then: “No. I can’t get in. Their systems are way too secure, and I’m seeing traps all over the place. I can see them, but I can’t get around them—there are too many.”

      “What?” I breathed, fear pouring through my veins.

      We’d had two plans, and though neither had been good, they’d both failed spectacularly—at almost the same time.

      We were going to have to get out of here. Now.

      Jace, who had still been facing the kitchen, whirled around and stared at me. Then his eyes turned to something beyond my shoulder.

      I spun on my heel and stared in the same direction, and saw that he was looking past the rest of us, right at Zion.

      “What now?” Jace asked, staring at the slender man. “Is there a plan C that I don’t know about?”

      Zion gave him a look that was almost apologetic and nodded sharply. “There is,” he muttered. “But we were hoping we wouldn’t have to use it.”

      “Well, all signs are pointing to having to use it, I think,” Ant broke in. “What do we have to do and where do we have to do it?”

      Zion pressed his lips together, gave us each an individual stare, and then nodded again.

      “It’s going to be dangerous,” he said in a low tone. “But we’ve got to have those cameras, or we’re not going to know where the hell we’re going.” He thrust a hand into his pocket and pulled out what looked like a thumb drive.

      “What are you going to do, pull out a projector and use that to show us pictures of how to do it?” Ant snapped. “What’s that for?”

      Zion gave him a sharp look. “It houses a bug that will take down the security protocols currently protecting the camera system, and give Gabby free access to their cameras,” he said quickly. “She’ll be able to waltz right in, and they’ll never know she’s there. They won’t even know anything is wrong, as long as she doesn’t make any adjustments to the cameras.

      “But it means getting into their main system. Which means running to their main office as if we were running for our lives—which, by the way, we will be—and hiding from any soldiers we see on the way.”

      We gaped at him, speechless, and my mind worked rapidly through what he’d just said. He had a program on a stick that would allow Gabby entrance into the cameras, and he hadn’t told us? And we had to get to their main office to use it?

      How had he gotten hold of the program? Where had it come from, and why hadn’t he told us about it before?

      I seriously would have appreciated knowing that we had a third backup plan, and was just opening my mouth to start asking questions when he brought his hand down abruptly to demand silence.

      “We didn’t want to use it,” he said sharply, “because it comes with many risks. And it’s not exactly foolproof. We’ll be flying by the seat of our pants. But it seems we don’t have a choice. We have to get to the office where they’re monitoring the cameras, so that we have access to the system. Once I slide this into their USB drive, the program will run itself. Gabby, you’ll have to be on standby, because the moment it’s done, I’ll want you on those cameras, giving us our directions and telling us who to watch out for.” He took a deep breath and blew it out. “We figure we’ll have twenty minutes, thirty tops, to get this done. We’re not going to be able to count on hiding, so we have to get in, figure out where we’re going, and get back out again as quickly as possible. Anyone gets caught, we leave them behind. Got it?”

      My throat clamped up and my mouth dried out, every question I’d had flying right out of my head as we all nodded slowly.

      We had to get moving.

      We turned as one and leaned toward the kitchen, our eyes flitting over the walls and ceiling to find the cameras that we knew were there—and that we had to avoid, until we got that program running.
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      I stared at the large room ahead of me, looking first one way and then another, trying to figure out where the cameras were. The corners where the walls met the ceiling were the obvious answer, but no matter how hard or how long I stared at the cold white walls, I couldn’t see anything up there. No obvious camera heads, no telltale lenses embedded in the walls…

      “Could it be that there aren’t cameras in here?” I asked softly. “Maybe they don’t think the kitchen is worth recording?”

      Jace shook his head. “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “We don’t have time to stand around guessing about it.”

      “So what’s our next move?” Ant asked from just to my right. I glanced at him, but saw little more than a black silhouette where his face would have been.

      “I say we just get in there,” Zion replied. “Our only goal right now is finding the office the cameras feed to, because the quicker we do it, the quicker we can get to saving our friends and getting out of here.”

      I blew out a soft breath, letting my mind digest that for a moment. It made sense. We knew we’d been on camera for some time—there had been cameras in the alleyway, and for all we knew, we’d already set off a number of alarms.

      In fact, for all we knew, there were already soldiers on their way to capture us.

      “Then let’s get moving,” I breathed.

      Jace nodded once, sharply.

      “I’m in the lead,” he muttered. “Zion, you bring up the rear. We’re going to head for where I think the front of the compound is, because I’m guessing that of all places, the main entrance is where they’d keep their main security. Everyone keep their eyes open for soldiers and anything that could be a CCTV room. We’re sacrificing safety and subtlety for speed… Robin, you should be good at this part,” he added to me in an undertone.

      He ducked out of the tunnel with a grin before I could respond to that jab, and then I was rushing after him, the adrenaline of the moment giving my feet wings they hadn’t had since we were running from the Authority in the forest. I heard the others pounding after me, but didn’t bother to look back to see them.

      From this point on, we would be looking backward only to see if there were soldiers on our tail.

      We kept close to the counter in the middle of the kitchen, and Jace was making at least some attempt to duck down to stay even with it, but he was so tall that he was failing completely—though, I knew that it didn’t matter. There were six of us, wearing masks, running through the Authority’s compound, and we were coming in through the kitchen. It didn’t matter how much we tried to hide, because we were the definition of suspicious.

      I didn’t even try to duck. I just focused on keeping up with Jace and staying ahead of whoever was behind me as we dashed through the kitchen, following the counter to the other end of the room, where the refrigerators stood, and then toward the exit. There we halted and stood up against the wall, breathing quietly and listening for any footsteps.

      Jace inched toward the opening and slid his face slowly around the corner, looking left and right, and frowned a bit.

      Then, to my surprise, he pulled a small, circular gadget from his pocket.

      I leaned closer and saw… a compass. A real, live, old-fashioned compass, like you would have read about in the history books. I’d never even seen one in real life, because who needed them when we had that sort of tech on our phones? But of course Jace had one. Of course the caveman did.

      We knew that the main entrance to the building was just off the street, on the west side of the compound. If Jace was right about the security room being there, then that was where we were heading.

      Jace looked at his compass once more, while the rest of us bounced on our toes, anxious to get moving and counting the seconds. I was expecting a group of soldiers to come around the corner at any moment and was surprised that they hadn’t appeared yet, considering how long we’d been in the building.

      I wasn’t willing to count on that luck for much longer.

      Suddenly, Jace took off toward the right, leaving the rest of us to rush after him. I darted in his direction, lengthening my strides to keep up, and threw my gaze to the right and left as we ran. The hallway was a horrible plain white, with zero decoration, and the floors were just as bad. They were white tile and reminded me of some sort of asylum—though I guessed I shouldn’t have been surprised by that, given what the outside of the building looked like. We rushed by office after office, each with a window that looked out into the hall, but they all appeared fairly boring, holding one desk and one chair. Nothing that remotely resembled a security room or camera monitors.

      The hallway flew by, and within seconds we were at an intersection. I expected Jace to pause again here, but he seemed to have a sense of direction unlike anyone I’d ever met. He turned right again without pause—not even to listen for footsteps in the hall—and, after a quick glance to the left to make sure we had the hallway to ourselves, I ran after him, the rest of our team following closely at my heels. I could hear the person directly behind me huffing loudly, and sensed it was Jackie, but didn’t take the time to consider it too closely.

      Because there were cameras in this hallway, and it was the first time I’d really been able to see them since we’d set foot in the building. Right there, at the junction of wall and ceiling. They were relatively small but were a stark, evil black that stood out against the white walls.

      And as we continued to run, I noticed with a shiver that each began to stir in its axis, their little black bodies reminding me of snakeheads as they swiveled to follow us. They were tracking our progress.

      If we hadn’t been seen before, we certainly had now. Unless those cameras were simply motion sensitive and currently unmanned.

      All we could do was pray that they were.

      I ran harder, my heart racing, and instinctively reached for the gun strapped to my thigh. I didn’t know whether we would stand any chance of survival if it came to a gunfight with armed soldiers, but I didn’t plan to go down without a fight, either.

      We somehow got to the end of the hall without seeing anyone.

      But that was where our luck ran out.

      The moment we rounded the turn—angling left this time—we came face-to-face with an Authority employee carrying a clipboard and talking into some sort of recording device, standing some twenty feet away.

      We skidded to a blunt stop and froze as he looked up and spotted us, his eyes widening behind thick, nerdy glasses. He wasn’t a soldier, nor was he dressed in a blue suit.

      But he might as well have been, because a moment later he bolted in the opposite direction and started yelling.

      I was tempted to shoot him just to shut him up, but he disappeared around a corner before any of us could even consider it, and we had no time to chase after him.

      We turned as one and sprinted in the other direction, not even attempting to turn left or right as we tore down the hallway in a mad rush.

      Half of my brain was shouting at me that we were going the wrong way, that we’d just done a complete reversal in direction! But the other half was shouting even louder that we had to get the hell out of that hallway, because the man’s yells were going to bring down every soldier within ear’s reach.
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      We dashed headlong down the hallway, our eyes darting about manically for a place to take shelter. About thirty seconds later, it became all the more obvious why we needed it.

      The sound of pounding boots echoed down the hall behind us. Still relatively far away—perhaps several halls from us, given how short the halls seemed to be, and how often we’d turned—but definitely on our trail.

      Then, a second later, we heard something else. The man began shouting what sounded like instructions, though we were too far away to make out the words exactly.

      “Doesn’t take a genius to know he’s telling them which way we went,” Jace panted from in front of me. “We gotta find a place to hide.”

      We increased our pace, but Jackie, Alexy, and I were already falling behind the men. These suits were easier to run in than the others had been, but they were still heavier than regular clothes, and my muscles were starting to scream at me. I almost sobbed in relief when the hallway abruptly ended in front of us, at a single door.

      “Through it, through it!” Zion snapped, pushing past Ant, who had paused in surprise. “What are you doing?”

      Zion’s hand shot out, and he yanked at the door, his movements rough and powerful in his hurry.

      But that was where our progress abruptly ended.

      The door was locked.

      Of course it is, I realized a split second later. It was midnight, and we were in a freaking Authority prison. We’d been lucky as hell to get through as many open doors as we had—and we’d been really stupid to think that everything would be left unlocked.

      “Jace, the lockpick,” Zion breathed, stepping quickly from the door.

      Jace shoved a hand into his pocket and dropped to his knees in front of the door, deciding to try the sophisticated gadget first, rather than his own thin rods. It would definitely be faster if this lock would just accept it. He twisted and turned for several seconds, but nothing happened, and we could hear the shouting behind us getting louder—and, if possible, more aggressive. They’d either seen us or figured out exactly where we’d gone, and it didn’t take a lot of imagination to realize that those soldiers had come to the same conclusion I’d just arrived at.

      We were trapped.

      The door wasn’t responding to Jace’s ministrations, and I didn’t think we had time for him to do it the old-fashioned way, which took a lot more finesse.

      “Oh my God, get out of the way!” Alexy suddenly hissed, grabbing Jace by the shoulders and yanking. She motioned impatiently for everyone else to step back, jerked her gun out of the holster on her hip, aimed for the doorknob, and fired three times.

      The door flew open with a blast on the third bullet, banging against the wall on the other side, and we burst through the doorway into what could only have been the front reception area of the building.

      It was brightly lit, and even more sterile than the rest of the building, if that was possible. It looked like it was something that had been built by robots. White walls, white floors, white pillars lining the walls. The only color was pale aluminum along the baseboards, and calling that a color was a stretch. There were about ten desks lining the walls, with computers and stacks of paper on them, but everything was empty.

      If buildings had souls, this one’s had been sucked right out of it. The only decoration was a large version of the Authority’s logo, right over the front door, stark and black against the bright walls.

      This felt like a place that put a bright face on to hide the horrible things that happened here, and I gulped.

      “Through, through!” I shouted.

      We had, thank God, come upon the entryway when all of the desks were empty. Though, in the middle of the night, I supposed that made sense. The people who normally sat at them had presumably gone home.

      But that didn’t mean the building itself was empty. We had soldiers coming up behind us. Quickly.

      I shoved past Zion and Jace, who had paused to haul several heavy desks in front of the door we’d just come through, and darted into the glaring whiteness, slapping a hand against the comm on my neck.

      “Gabby, have you got anything for us?” I hissed. “Anything at all?”

      I wasn’t stupid enough to think she’d somehow managed to get into the cameras since we last talked, but part of our planning had been to give her a backup plan as well: if she failed with the cameras (which she had), she was to jump immediately to searching for anything else she could find on the web for this exact building. Maps, blueprints, media stories, you name it. If she’d found anything that could give us any idea of where we were going—

      “Actually, I do,” she said quickly. “It’s not terrific, but I’ve been doing research as quickly as I can, and it turns out that the architect who designed the building you’re in was presented with some big-deal architect-type award just after he designed the place. And because of that, I managed to stumble upon a rough blueprint of the property.”

      “What?” Jace breathed. He then threw an arm around me and yanked me up against him, before rushing forward at a quicker pace. I had the presence of mind to glance behind me and notice Zion doing the same with Alexy, as well as Ant shuffling Jackie along in the same manner, and wondered suddenly if the men had somehow discussed this beforehand. “How to Make the Girls Run Faster 101.”

      I would have been pissed off, but it took way too much focus. I had to keep every ounce of my concentration on the path in front of us—and on listening for sounds behind us.

      Then, as if I’d summoned them myself, I heard the sounds I’d been fearing. The soldiers had reached the door and were banging on it, the noise echoing through the empty reception area and growing even louder.

      “Oh my God,” Jackie breathed.

      “Gabby, if you have specific directions for us, we need them right now!” I yelled.

      “Okay,” she gasped. “Well, they’re not specific because this is more of an artist’s rendering, but I think I can at least get you to where the prisoners are. Where are you guys right now?”

      We turned and ran right down the main aisle, between the two rows of desks, looking to the right and left for any opening that would lead us the hell out of there.

      “Looks like we’re in the main entrance,” Jace said. “Right at the front of the building. We were looking for a camera room, but we’ve picked up a patrol, and they’re after us.”

      “Don’t bother with the camera room,” Gabby replied immediately. “I can give you a general idea of where to go from these plans. If you’re in the main entryway, you want to head to the back of the building from there. That’s where the prison block is, from what I can make out.”

      “How do we get there?” I huffed. “We need directions, Gabby, not ideas!”

      I could hear the door being broken behind us, and the sounds of desks scraping against the floor. There had been a moment of silence, but now the banging had intensified, as though the soldiers had found a battering ram.

      We weren’t going to be alone in here much longer.

      “Straight back from the main doors,” Gabby said. “If you’re running toward the back of that room, there should be a door right in front of you.”

      We tore in that direction, no one else bothering to speak, and within moments we saw what she was talking about: a light blue door that looked garish against the white of the walls. It was the only door we’d seen in this room aside from the one we’d entered, and that was good enough for me.

      When Jace and I reached it, he grabbed the handle and, yanking down on it, found it—of course—locked. Jace took Alexy’s earlier example to heart and promptly blew three holes right through the doorknob with his gun, then threw what remained of the door open. We shoved through, right into a hallway that was only slightly less bright than the entryway.

      This one looked as though it had been built with bricks that had then been painted white. The floor was a dirty gray color, and ahead of us I saw about twenty doors, on the left and right.

      “Gabby?” I breathed. “Where to now?”

      “I can’t give you anything specific,” she replied after a second’s pause. “I can just tell you that the prison block is right in front of you. Maybe one hundred feet. But there aren’t any specific labels on this thing in regard to anything smaller, like offices or anything like that. It’s just an artist’s rendering of the main features.”

      I gulped at that—and then heard the door into the reception area, and the desks, give way behind us.

      “Dead ahead it is,” Zion muttered, and then we were racing again, streaking down the hallway and once more ignoring all doors in our rush.

      I glanced up as we ran, and saw a black camera in the corner of the wall and ceiling, peering back and forth in front of us, and swallowed.

      How many people were watching us? How many more soldiers were in this compound? I wasn’t stupid enough to think that all of the soldiers had started chasing us the first time around. With our luck, there were more straight ahead of us, and more waiting on the other side of them.

      It was painfully easy to envision us becoming quickly trapped in this place. We almost had been already.

      “How is it that we found the longest hallway in the building, right when we need to be turning and hiding?” Jace panted, grasping me closer to his side.

      “If you guys are in the hallway I think you’re in, you’re going to come across an atrium or something similar in about twenty feet,” Gabby suddenly said. “I can see it here on the plan, though it doesn’t have a name. Looks like your prison block is just on the other side of it.”

      I cast my gaze farther ahead of us, and it seemed that she was right. There was an opening ahead. It looked like the hallway ran right into a larger space.

      But that wasn’t going to help us with hiding. I could hear footsteps and shouts behind us, and they sounded like they were getting closer. We had to be in clear view of them, now.

      “Those soldiers are getting closer,” I said, my breath burning in my lungs. “What are our choices once we get into this atrium?”

      “We turn in to the first door on the right,” Zion muttered. “And from there, we find the first unlocked door we can, and get in there. I don’t care if it’s an accountant’s office or a women’s restroom. Get in there and hunker down. If we move quickly enough, we’ll be hidden before those soldiers can see where we went.”

      “What about cameras, genius?” Alexy responded. “If they’ve got cameras in there, they’re going to see exactly where we go!”

      “We worry about that later,” Zion answered. “Hide first, worry about fighting later.”

      We reached the opening, then, and hurried through it in a tight pack, turning right as smoothly as a school of fish and heading for the first open door on the right. There were, I saw, a number of doors—or rather, doorways. They were just… openings. I hoped that whatever was down the next hall at least had doors. Otherwise, hiding was going to be difficult.

      The six of us rammed through the first opening before the soldiers behind us hit the atrium, and then started frantically trying doorknobs in the hallway the opening had led to.

      This area was dark, the walls made of some sort of stone, and the entire place had a creepy, forgotten feel. As if this was an area of the compound that rarely saw any cleaning supplies.

      And then, suddenly, a doorknob turned freely in my hand, and I was through the door.

      “Guys, follow me!” I hissed, waving wildly at them.

      The rest of the crew piled into the room, and the last one in—Ant—quietly shut the door behind us.

      “An office,” I breathed, gazing around. Of course it’s just an office, my mind scolded me. Because why would it have been some magic portal right to the prison block that we needed?

      Then I noticed something on the opposite wall. An enormous roll of butcher paper covered the entire surface, with writing everywhere. At the top, near the ceiling, was a rough timeline, written out the old-fashioned way with one long, horizontal line, and hundreds of vertical lines dashed through it, each with a date and a bunch of notes around it.

      And as I approached, right in the middle was a note that caught my eye.

      Appears there is another organization, it read in clear block printing. Name: OH+.

      I came to an abrupt halt and gaped at the words.

      What was the name of our organization doing written on a piece of butcher paper in an office in the Authority compound?

      “Jace, get over here,” I managed, slipping out my phone. “Look at this.”

      I felt his presence next to me a split second later.  “Oh my God,” he said quietly.

      I nodded. I didn’t know what it was, but it started with a date over twenty years earlier—and a label running above it that said, quite clearly, SUSPICIOUS WEB TRAFFIC.

      Each vertical hashmark had a date attached to it, and an IP address, then another line down to what looked like quickly jotted-out conclusions. Names of organizations. Names of people. Physical locations.

      A block of text below the timeline set out exactly what they’d been looking for.

      Significant web traffic to any hidden destination is of interest, I read. Specifically, where firewalls are involved.

      So basically, if a lot of IP addresses were accessing a specific point in the web, but that point was hidden by a firewall, they’d assumed that there was something that should concern them behind that firewall. And we were looking at all the places they’d found that matched that description.

      “Oh my God, they’ve been tracking this sort of activity for years,” I breathed.

      I rapidly started taking as many pictures as I could with my camera, because I knew I wouldn’t have time to read everything right now—and this was something we definitely needed to read later. “They’ve known about OH+ right from the start.”

      “But that seems to be a side project,” Zion said, putting his finger up to the OH+ timeline, which diverged from the main timeline. In fact, the OH+ note was nothing more than a vertical dash. “It’s just something they found while they were searching for something else.”

      I nodded, continuing to snap pictures, and moved down the timeline a bit farther. There. Warehouse raid, Belmore. They had recorded the raid we’d done on the warehouse, too. Was that what the entire timeline was about? But no, it couldn’t be; the start of the timeline was about tracking traffic, not protecting their auction site.

      Then I saw OH+’s name again—connected to the raid on the warehouse.

      OH+ somehow involved here as well, it read. Reverse hack, arrests made.

      And then, a question: Could they be part of Little J.O.H.N.?

      I turned slowly to Jace, mystified, and then glanced at the others. “What the hell is Little J.O.H.N.?” I whispered.

      Jace shook his head, looking as confused as I felt.

      Ant stepped forward, his face intense as he stared at the butcher paper.

      “It looks like… they’re the ones the Authority has been searching for this whole time,” he murmured.

      He pointed to the timeline again and again, in places that went all the way back to the start of the line, twenty years before the raid we’d done. The name Little J.O.H.N. appeared at each instance, with notes about possible locations, possible IP addresses, and connections to other groups.

      “It… looks like they were the target of the Ministry’s trap, but we ended up springing it before they could,” he went on slowly. “Like, we just got caught because we were in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      He closed his eyes and frowned, and although I was trying to absorb what he was saying, I remembered that we didn’t have the time.

      Whatever the reason, we’d been caught, sure enough, and now we had to clean up the mess it had caused. We didn’t have the luxury of standing around in here, puzzling out what this entire thing meant.

      “Whatever it means, we have to go,” Ant continued, shifting out of his daze. “Rob, you’ve got pics, right? Let’s talk about this later, when we’re not in the middle of a prison compound. I don’t know about you, but I want to find my brother and get the hell out of here.”

      I gave him a quick nod, but Zion raised a firm hand, then held a finger to his lips and leaned toward the door, pressing his ear against it.

      I remembered then that we’d come in here to hide from soldiers, not to do research, and felt extremely stupid for spending so long in here. They couldn’t have heard us or they’d have been in here, but that made us lucky, not smart.

      We were counting on luck way too much. It was time to start getting smart, or we were going to find ourselves locked up in those cells with our friends.
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      Zion stayed at the door for a long moment, listening intently, while the rest of us stood rooted to our spots, waiting for him to tell us whether it was safe or not.

      Five seconds later, we heard a commotion some distance away—in what sounded like the atrium. A lot of shouting, then footsteps, and then… silence again.

      “They’ve gone into one of the other hallways,” Zion breathed. “Maybe there aren’t cameras in this section, or maybe whoever is supposed to be manning those cameras got distracted. For whatever reason, it seems they didn’t catch us turning in here. Which means this is our chance.”

      We burst out of the door with no idea of where we were going or whether we were being recorded, and I brought up the rear.

      “Gabby, any tips on which of those doors might lead right into the prison block?” I whispered.

      “The prison looks like it’s housed in the easternmost area of the compound,” she replied. “That’s really all I can tell you. Find the easternmost door and—”

      “And hopefully that will lead us right to the prison cells,” I finished, yanking out my phone and bringing up the compass app.

      I then glanced up at my friends hauling butt toward the opening back into the atrium, and realized that they were going to make a mistake.

      Getting into the atrium before we knew exactly where we were going was exactly what we didn’t need to be doing. It was a wide-open space. Just a sunken circular courtyard, and nothing else. Absolutely no place to hide if those soldiers came back before we made a decision.

      “Guys, hold up,” I hissed, skidding to a stop.

      I held my phone up in front of me and stared at the compass app. According to my calculations, to reach the prison block…

      “We need to go out of here and turn right,” I told them, my voice pitched low. “We need an east-facing door. Jace, you seem good with a compass. You can be in charge of guiding us. Everyone got it?”

      Everyone looked at me, shocked, and I gulped, feeling almost as surprised. I’d just sounded as if I actually knew what I was talking about. And that was both exciting and scary at the same time.

      “Go!” I hissed.

      To my relief, everyone turned and ran, Jace in the lead with his compass out and held in front of him.

      We raced through the doorway and into the brightly lit atrium, then made a sharp right, the rest of us following after Jace. We pounded along the walkway that ran above the sunken part of the courtyard, passing door after door, and then suddenly swerved into the fourth door down—and began running down another long, extremely dark and dingy hallway.

      This hall had fewer doors, but many windows. Windows that looked into rooms that I didn’t want to see. I was too scared of what might be in there. There were lights embedded in the ceiling of this part of the compound, but the hallway was made of black cinderblock, and was distinctly sinister. The floor below us was also done in dark gray, and the whole effect was one of dank, dark despair.

      “If this is the way to the prison cells, they couldn’t have been more obvious,” I said, breathing heavily.

      How much farther ahead could the prison block possibly be? Yes, this was an enormous compound, but my senses told me that we had to have run through at least half of it by this time.

      We burst out of the hallway that felt more like a tunnel thirty seconds later, and found ourselves in an enormous room without any dividing walls. It looked big enough to hold an entire football field. But instead, it was holding about fifty huge, clear plastic boxes.

      And inside those boxes were people. Inside every box, I saw people.

      “Holy God in Heaven,” I said, stumbling to a walk in shock. “What are they doing with so many prisoners in here?”

      Alexy grabbed my arm and yanked me back into action.

      “We don’t have time for questions like that, remember?” she said. “There are a lot of boxes in here, and we have to find which ones hold our friends.”

      We raced down the first row we found, anxiously looking to the left and right. All of the prisoners looked as if they were in relatively good shape—clothed, rested, and fed, with no obvious marks of abuse—but I didn’t see any faces I recognized. Just box after box of complete strangers, housed in a mysterious detention center in the middle of Voceville by some sort of secret police agency that the government had never told anyone about.

      I wondered suddenly who these people were, and what they’d done to wind up here. Were they all as innocent as our friends? Guilty of nothing more than speaking out against a government that had manipulated our society until we no longer knew what was ours and what wasn’t?

      Then I saw a familiar face in front of me, and forgot about the other prisoners.

      Suddenly, and without warning, Nelson had appeared up against the wall of the next box, her palms against the plastic wall, her green eyes staring right at me.

      I very nearly broke down in tears of relief.

      “Nelson,” I gasped.

      And there, beyond her, I saw Abe’s long, sarcastic face, and Kory’s eternally cheerful one—though he looked like he’d lost at least some of his good humor during his stay.

      And then, two other men that I… recognized.

      “What are they doing here?” I whispered, drawing to a stop with Jace and scanning the box to see if anyone else was locked up with them. But it was only those five: Nelson, Abe, Kory… and the two guards we’d knocked out with our gas bombs in the basement of the warehouse we’d raided.

      They shouldn’t have been here. They’d been in the warehouse, which had housed a site that belonged to the Ministry. I’d been positive that they were Ministry. So why were they locked up with our friends?

      “Doesn’t matter,” Jace said, aiming his gun at the deadbolt on the door. He flashed a warning look at our friends within the box. “Stand back!”

      They all shuffled backward quickly, as far as they could in the limited space, and then Jace fired, the gunshot reverberating uncomfortably loudly around the vast chamber.

      It took five bullets, but finally the door gave way.

      “Let’s go, let’s go!” he hissed, gesturing madly to the others.

      Beyond us, I could see that Zion and Alexy were freeing another cell full of our people—and beyond them, Ant and Jackie were doing the same, the gunshots creating a cacophony of echoes.

      I didn’t know why the Authority would have put all our friends together—it made things more convenient for us—but then I realized that they likely hadn’t thought we’d come in after them.

      They’d likely thought we were actually going to turn ourselves in.

      Which just meant that they had completely misjudged us. And, with luck, also underestimated us.

      I scanned the growing crowd, seeing familiar face after familiar face, and jerked a bit at the thought that this was the first time I’d seen most of them in person and without their disguises on. Austin, Tilly, Winter, and then the techs I’d never even met, but had learned of and tried to save…

      We were all here. Or rather, everyone who had been on the video was here. There were still people missing, but that was a problem for another day. For the moment, we had who we’d come for.

      And we’d also found two anonymous men. Who I’d thought had been with the Ministry, but were somehow in an Authority prison. I watched them approach, then turned to glance at Jace, my eyebrows lifted in question.

      “We might as well take them,” he said. “If they’re in an Authority prison it means they’re most likely Authority enemies, and they might come in handy. Even if they are Ministry—or Authority—we can use them for information or as hostages.”

      I nodded quickly at his reasoning, and stood back to allow everyone out. Around us, the prisoners in the other boxes were screaming and jumping up and down, yelling at us to take them as well, not to leave them here. It broke my heart, but we were already out of time. We had to get out of here.

      “Let’s go,” Zion muttered, drawing up next to me.

      None of us needed a second invitation.

      We raced back the way we’d come, and I could see that Jace already had his compass out. That atrium had so many doors, one of them had to lead south—and through it, we might be able to find a way out of the building, to where Marco and Julia were hovering in the airship, waiting to rescue us.

      We dashed down the aisle between two rows of boxes, Jace in the front and me bringing up the rear, with the rest of our team supporting our newly freed prisoners between us, and I could already see that our friends hadn’t been as well taken care of as we’d thought. Nelson was limping, and Abe was struggling as well, as if he didn’t have enough energy to keep up with us. The two anonymous men seemed to be even worse off—possibly because we’d gassed them just days earlier—and even Kory was lagging. The techs looked to be in slightly better shape, perhaps because they hadn’t actually been involved in a battle, but they’d also been in prison, and were starting to lose ground.

      “Jace, you have to slow down, or you’re going to lose everyone,” I murmured through the comm, not wanting to yell. He immediately let up a bit, and I breathed a little easier. We’d already hit the hallway again, and I knew it would only take us moments to get through it—even moving as slowly as we were.

      Then everything erupted into chaos on the comm.

      The people who’d been running ahead of me started screaming frantic instructions and communications, and though I couldn’t make much of it out, I’d been on enough missions to know that screaming during a raid was not a good thing.

      “What’s going on?” I yelled. “What’s happening? Gabby!”

      There was no answer.

      Then I was suddenly free of the hallway and back in the atrium, which was filled with Authority soldiers in blue armored suits and helmets.
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      I came skidding to a halt and started shouting as well.

      “Gabby, we have to get the hell out of here!” I yelled. “Find me a way that doesn’t include this damn atrium! This place is crawling with soldiers!”

      But it was no good, and I should have guessed that before I asked.

      “I can’t give you anything, Robin,” she cried. “There’s no other way out of there that I can see!”

      Jace, thinking more quickly than me, pulled out his compass, took a glance, and pointed toward one door in particular. “There!” he shouted.

      We turned and ran without asking him where we were going. And we kept doing it, despite the bullets that were now flying toward us. At every turn, we followed his direction blindly, turning left, right, and then left again, and though I wondered where the hell he was taking us, I was far too busy trying to support Nelson while we ran to question him about it. She dropped behind the others almost immediately, and I had my shoulder shoved under her arm in an attempt to help her keep pace. I was out of breath and exhausted, but I was also riding high on adrenaline. I had to hope it wouldn’t let me down.

      Behind us, I could hear the soldiers thundering after us. They were using their guns at every possible opportunity, and they were getting closer and closer to hitting us.

      Nelson and I were still in the back, and I ducked as another bullet whizzed over our heads, embedding itself in the wall right next to us.

      “We’re going to get shot,” she said desperately. “After all we’ve been through, we’re going to get shot trying to escape!”

      And at that moment, a bullet hit me in the leg.

      It felt as if my entire body exploded, or caught on fire. I stumbled and gasped, trying to force air back into my lungs after the shock, and then somehow managed to get my feet back under me and kept running, tears streaming down my face.

      Nelson turned her face toward me, her mouth open to say something, but I beat her to it.

      “Yes, they just got me,” I panted, trying to ignore the burning in my leg. “No, it’s not fatal, because I’m wearing a suit. But if they catch us, I have a feeling that will be. We gotta keep going.”

      Thank God the suits were bullet resistant. Taking a bullet hurt like hell, but at least I was able to fight through it and keep stumbling forward.

      But not everyone was wearing a suit. If a bullet hit one of the prisoners we’d just rescued, they’d be done for. And if anyone was shot from a closer range, there was no guarantee either…

      “Jace,” I gasped through the comm. “Where are we going, and how long is it going to take to get there?”

      I saw Jace take a glance at his compass ahead of me, and could imagine the intense focus of his face. Wherever he was leading us, he appeared to be doing it with purpose. I just wished he’d let us in on the secret.

      I gasped as another bullet hissed past my right ear. The soldiers behind us were definitely gaining on us now, and it was only a matter of time before one of them hit someone else from our team with a bullet.

      Where the hell were we going? We hadn’t headed south, I knew that much. In fact, I thought we’d headed in the exact opposite direction. North. Maybe Jace had decided that we just needed to get out of there however we could and had tried for the closest possible external wall. We hadn’t had blueprints of the place, but we had guessed that there were only a few exits. We’d been able to see that there was an exit on the south side, which was one of the reasons we’d stationed Julia and Marco there. And on the opposite side of the compound from them…

      The yard. If we were going north, it meant we were heading directly for the yard that sat on that side of the building. In the wrong direction, if we meant to hook up with our airship.

      “Julia, Marco, are you guys going to be able to get to us?” I huffed, steering Nelson around another corner and wondering whether I should tell Jace I needed help.

      “No can do, Rob!” Marco barked into the comm. “We’ve got enough trouble up here ourselves.”

      “What?” I shrieked. “What’s going on?”

      “Authority airships,” Julia answered, her voice monotone and deadly serious. In the background, I suddenly realized that there were explosions and whistles behind her voice. They must have been going on for some time, but I’d been too wrapped up in my own escape to pick up on the ruckus. “They’re all over us up here. We’re using the guns Alexy showed us, but I don’t think it’s going to be enough. We’re going to have to run.”

      I didn’t have an answer to that.

      It was a big problem.

      Ever since that guy had started yelling in the hallway, giving us away, we’d been forced to throw all plans and backup plans more or less out the window, and we’d been flying by the seat of our pants, just trying to survive. We probably shouldn’t have expected anything different, honestly, even with Zion and Alexy around to help us. We knew we were woefully outclassed and underprepared, coming in here—how could we possibly be prepared to run up against the government on their own turf?—and yet we’d tried anyway.

      But if Marco and Julia abandoned us now, it meant we were truly screwed. It would mean we lost our only escape plan.

      We had no other way to get out of the compound.

      We hit a large storage room just then, and I nearly stopped in confusion. It was full of more massive boxes—some clear and some with opaque walls—and for a moment I thought we were in another prison block. But we were on the wrong side of the compound for that… unless there were two.

      “What is this?” I shouted, horrified at how creepy it was.

      “Doesn’t matter!” Zion shouted back. “Get through them and get out of the building!”

      We started moving more slowly, dashing around and through the enormous free-standing rooms, ducking and weaving to keep things between us and the soldiers behind us—and to escape the bullets raining down on us. I could hear machine gun fire, and the bullets dinging off the boxes.

      And then, quite suddenly, we hit an exit and were out into the yard.

      The cold air hit me like a ton of bricks, and I gasped as it filled my lungs. We raced for the back of the yard, where we could see a small cluster of trees, and I started praying that we’d reach it before the soldiers spilled out of that warehouse.

      Turning to my right, I saw Ant shoving his shoulder under Abe’s arm, and that Jackie had appeared on Nelson’s other side to help me with our injured comrade. Around us, other members of our group were helping those who were wounded—including newly freed prisoners, who were supporting their fellows.

      We were all in this together, and the sense of shared purpose drove my spent and wounded legs forward toward those trees. Toward what I hoped would be some sort of cover.

      When we made it to the tree line, we paused, then turned, and I guessed that we had all decided the same thing.

      If our deaths were coming toward us, we wanted to see them before they arrived.

      I, for one, didn’t want to be shot in the back.

      The Authority soldiers came spilling out of the warehouse at that moment—more than I cared to count—and made right for us.

      We started backing up, moving as quickly as we could, but within seconds we’d come right up against the wall that bordered the entire compound. The trees we’d hoped would offer cover were sparse, providing barely any shelter, and behind them the wall effectively ended any escape attempt.

      We were well and truly trapped, with our only escape plan currently caught up in an air battle somewhere on the other side of the compound. If they were even still in the air.

      “Oh God,” I breathed.

      A second later, a large figure appeared next to me, and Jace was taking my hand.

      “I’m not going to let them take us down without a fight,” he said clearly, and I wasn’t sure whether to burst out laughing or crying.

      “Jace, I think they’re going to take us all, and I’m not sure we’re going to have much say in the issue,” I wheezed, wincing at the throbbing pain in my leg.

      I felt like I couldn’t run any farther, even if we had an escape route. The moment we’d stopped, I’d realized how hurt my leg actually was. I could also see members of our team dropping to the ground in either pain or despair.

      We were done for. Some of us might have been willing to fight, but we didn’t stand the slightest chance.

      Then, within the next blink of my eye, people started dropping from the sky.

      People clad in black, with masks over their faces.

      The same people who’d made a surprise appearance, not forty-eight hours ago.

      “Zion, you know these people?” I gasped in shock. “Alexy?’

      But there was no answer, and I didn’t ask again. I became too busy staring at how the black-clad men had started fighting.

      They had guns this time, as well as large black shields, and were flipping and cartwheeling through the air just as they had before—shooting right into the mass of Authority soldiers, who were firing back. The men in black must have come equipped with bulletproof suits on top of those shields, because though they staggered back at the gunshots, none of them went down.

      Instead, they started moving more quickly.

      They spun and jerked, avoiding the shots from the Authority soldiers, and several of them actually threw their guns to the side and yanked knives out of holsters at their waists. The blades were long, curved, and vicious, and unlike anything I’d ever seen.

      The Authority soldiers wore bulletproof armor, but as the knife—sword?—wielding men charged into the fray and started spinning and slashing, expertly using their shields to avoid bullets, it became clear that the armor wasn’t designed for close combat. And especially not for blades of this kind. Their armor had weak spots, and several soldiers dropped within the span of a few seconds.

      The battle instantly became more frenzied, the soldiers doubling down on getting into formation and intensifying their fire, and Jace and I pressed farther back against the wall, trying to get as far from the flying bullets as possible.

      I felt his hand squeezing harder against mine, and I opened my mouth, utterly stunned by the scene playing out before us, but then closed it again when three men in black suddenly dropped right into the midst of our group.

      “Get out of the trees!” the one closest to us shouted. “Out here in the open, now!”

      And, without thinking, we obeyed. We rushed to the left, racing through the trees, every single one of us, as if these men had been our friends for ages and we’d just been waiting for them to show up. Then again, they had just saved our lives. And looked as if they were going to be our ticket out of here.

      It wasn’t a gift any of us were going to pass up.

      When we reached the end of the small copse, we found a larger group of black-clad men waiting for us.

      Moments later, a number of lines were descending from the sky, and I gazed up to find an enormous airship hovering just over us, its engines completely silent.

      “Holy crap,” I breathed, shocked at the size of the thing.

      I pulled my mask up and off of my head, anxious to have a better view of it, and noticed my friends doing the same thing, all of our eyes staring straight up into the sky.

      Then someone yanked me forward, strapped a harness around me, and jerked one of the lines down. They attached it to the harness I was now wearing, and I had about ten seconds to look around and see that everyone else was getting the same treatment before I was hauled quickly up into the air. A second later I was flying—right toward the enormous airship.

      I flew up and up, and then right through the door of the aircraft, where hands grabbed me, steadied me, and undid the harness, then passed me to other hands, which ushered me to the floor.

      I sank down against the wall, my eyes still on the door, and managed to get my wits together enough to count my friends as they came in. Jace. Ant, and Abe with him. Jackie. Nelson. But then they were coming too quickly for me to count them all, some of them supported by men in black, who had strapped my friends to themselves and pulled them up. When the last set had come through the doors, they were slammed shut, and then we were lifting up into the air, the engines suddenly thrumming with power.

      I stared up at the men in black—all of whom wore masks—in shock.

      What had just happened?

      “Who are you, and what’s going on?” Jace asked from right next to me.

      One of the masked men turned toward him and held up a hand in peace. “We’re your friends,” he said quietly. “For now, that’s all you need to know.”

      Then, without warning, he dropped a gas bomb at his feet, and green fog rapidly surrounded us. I tried not to breathe in until I got my mask back up over my face, but it seemed it wasn’t the kind of gas you had to breathe in. Having my skin exposed was enough.

      I looked at Jace, horrified, and then couldn’t see anything anymore.
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      When I woke up, I was lying in a field of the deepest green, the warmth of the sun caressing my skin. There were yellow buttercups all around me—yellow buttercups and butterflies. Overhead, I saw a bright blue sky and a flock of geese. I took a breath, and it smelled sweet—and clean. Sweet and clean like the clearing around my house smelled. Like nature always smelled.

      Then there was a whiff of engine fuel, which completely ruined the effect.

      I turned quickly to my right to see an airship that I recognized.

      Our airship. It was lowering gently to the ground.

      I frowned, trying to remember how I’d come here and what had happened, and then the memories came flooding back.

      The airship. Of course. And the raid. The raid that had gone so horribly, and that we’d had to be rescued from.

      I jolted upright, afraid at the sudden thought that I was here by myself, but then saw Jace directly to my left. I ran my eyes quickly over the entire field, searching, and yes, there were the others. Ant, and Abe, and Jackie, and Nelson… I didn’t recognize many of them, but everyone seemed to be here. But the men in black were gone… as well as the two strangers we’d rescued.

      Our rescuers had left us all in this meadow? And evidently told Julia and Marco where to find us. It was…

      “What was that?” I breathed.

      Jace, who had sat up as well, shook his head, his curly dark hair a tangled mess. I could only imagine what mine looked like.

      “Damned if I know,” he replied, his voice deep and rough. “But if they’re allies… we need to find out. After that stunt we just pulled, the government is going to be after us.”

      “I know,” a voice suddenly said in my ear, and I jumped, then slapped a hand to my throat in confusion.

      The comm. I’d switched it permanently on during the raid, and it was, surprisingly, still attached, the bud in my ear and the larger piece strapped to my neck.

      “Gabby?” I said, beyond shocked. “You’re still here?”

      “You think I’d actually leave?” she asked. “I was gathering information. Because you guys were knocked out, but they didn’t disable your comms. I’m not even sure they knew you were wearing them. I didn’t hear much, but I heard enough. You were saved by an organization that called themselves Little John. And it sounded to me like they’ve been watching you—watching us—for a while…”
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        Ready for the next part of Robin and Jace’s story?

      

      

      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for reading Deep Shadows. I hope you enjoyed it!

      The next book in the series, Thin Lines, Book 3, releases September 5th, 2018.

      Pre-order your copy now for convenience and have it delivered automatically to your reading device on release day!:

      If you’re in the US, tap here.

      UK: tap here.

      Australia: tap here.

      For any other country: tap here.
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      I look forward to seeing you on the other side…

      Love,

      Bella x

      P.S. Sign up to my VIP email list and I’ll send you a heads up when my next book releases: www.morebellaforrest.com

      (Your email will be kept 100% private and you can unsubscribe at any time.)

      P.P.S. I’d also love to hear from you — come say hi on Instagram, Twitter or Facebook.
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