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      Zion? That didn’t make any sense. Where had he come from? Had he been hiding out here by himself?

      We were in the middle of nowhere, at a convent few outsiders knew about. A convent which, last time I’d seen it, had been teeming with life, both animal and human. Now, it looked as if the campus had been hit by a plague. The buildings were empty, the windows unlit by the lights that should have been burning at this time of day. There were no footsteps on the pathways, no chattering voices of children or nuns. No laughter. No ringing bells. Not even the soft echo of prayer I remembered hearing in the chapel during my last visit.

      All that remained was a horrible, echoing quietness.

      Something was wrong. The kind of wrong that cut a hole where my stomach was supposed to be. So yes, Zion appearing out of thin air was more than a little unexpected.

      I’d never trusted the guy much to begin with. But finding him here alone, in the empty silence, made the whole thing feel distinctly off balance.

      Where had he been when we were in so much trouble I wasn’t sure we’d make it out alive? When we were cornered, without any place else to go? When we’d been trapped by the Authority? When Jackie had been shot at…

      Based on the expressions my friends wore, they weren’t feeling friendly toward him, either. Ant was next to me, shuffling backward as fast as he could, Jackie hunched up in his arms. On my other side, Nelson was doing the same, one arm gripping a wide-eyed Henry and pulling him along, her other linked through mine in solidarity. Granted, she didn’t know Zion as well as I did in the first place, since she’d been in jail for the whole of last week, but she’d also known me for longer than she’d known Zion or the rest of the OH+ squad. My panic was evidently enough to convince her something was amiss.

      Jace and Kory drew together to stand side by side, in front of the rest of us. They were planted firmly, broad as trees, legs spread wide and arms crossed—the picture of warriors defending their clan.

      “What’s up, Zion?” Jace asked, his voice deceptively mellow. “Long time no see.”

      Zion snorted and made a chopping motion with his hand, as if trying to cut through the delay. “There’s no time for that, Jace, we’ve got to get out of here,” he snapped.

      I was just imagining Jace’s casual lifting of an eyebrow in response when I backed into the solid body of the airship. I grunted in frustration and stepped to the left, motioning with a tip of my head.

      Ant caught the gesture, nodded, and started to move in that direction. On his other side, Abe was crab-walking toward the end of the airship ahead of us. Behind me, I could feel Nelson moving as well, and I focused on Ant’s back.

      I was suddenly starting to feel less than confident about who Zion worked for. Granted, he’d always seemed like one of Nathan’s most trusted people, but his out-of-the-blue appearance was bizarre, and why was this place empty? With everything I’d seen of the government’s operations, I wouldn’t have put it past the Authority to have a mole in our organization… one they yanked back home at the last second.

      “Where are you going?” Zion’s voice snapped out after us. “We have to get out of here!”

      The panic in his voice made me halt, and I whirled around, coming to face him.

      “Have to get out of here?” I asked, hearing the sharp note in my voice and not caring. “We’ve been getting out of one place or another for the last three days with zero help from you! We woke up in a meadow, alone, with no cover, and we’ve been running for our lives ever since. You and the rest of your crew fell off the freaking map, and stayed gone, and now we find you here in a deserted convent that should have hundreds of people living in it! Forgive me if I don’t feel like trusting you at the moment.”

      He somehow dodged Jace and Kory and reached my side quicker than I thought possible. He grabbed my arm and leaned in uncomfortably close.

      “Don’t you think we were searching for you?” he asked, his voice dropping low enough that it seemed he was just talking to me. “We’ve been tearing our hair out, trying to figure out where you went and how to get you back.”

      “And you just conveniently forgot to answer your phones or even look at your messages?” I replied, furious. “You just happened to not be taking texts anymore? We tried to get in touch with you for hours, Zion! We got receipts that our messages were being delivered, and even read! And then nothing! Where were you? Where were you?”

      He scoffed and shook me a bit, then glared at Jace. When he turned back to me, he was obviously trying to control his frustration.

      “Burner phones, girl,” he hissed. “Surely Jace told you we all use burner phones. We got rid of them as soon as everything went to hell! Pulled the cards from them and threw them out of the airship, in case someone was using them to track us. Allerra, the fool, looked at her messages before we could stop her.”

      “And you never thought about the fact that those phones were the only way we had of communicating with you?” I snarled.

      He took a step back and pressed his lips into a thin line. “We thought we would be able to contact you through Jace’s phone,” he said, the words clipped.

      I yanked my arm back and scowled at him, while Jace came to stand next to me in solidarity.

      “How do we know any of that is true?” I asked. “How do I know you were searching for us to save us and not arrest us? If you are on our side, why the hell did you leave us to start with, and why did you leave us out there for so long? For all I know, you’re working for the Authority! Did you know we’ve been branded as terrorists? Did you know the man who was supposed to watch over Jace’s apartment and keep it safe ended up turning us in? Did you know we—”

      Jace put a hand on me before I could continue, and I shut my mouth just to keep from biting my tongue. Yes, I was panicking. I’d been running for my life for days, and in the middle of that I’d shot someone, killed someone—something I still hadn’t had a chance to fully process. Yes, I’d done it to save Jackie’s life, and that was a damn good reason, but the fact remained that I had taken a life.

      Swallowing the rising hysteria, I stared up at Zion, summoning a glare of my own to match his. Daring him to give me an answer that wasn’t good enough.

      “If that’s what you honestly think, nothing I can say will make you trust me,” he said. “And you know it. I can’t give you all the answers, but leaving you in the meadow was… a mistake. It wasn’t supposed to happen that way. Nathan was furious when he found out. He sent people after you immediately, but we found your airship and nothing more. We tracked you back to Trenton, sent some agents in to find you, but they were intercepted and had to get themselves out of there.” He paused. “We saw the public bulletins about your new status as terrorists. And we did know about Walter. He’s been… dealt with.”

      I saw Jace’s shudder out of the corner of my eye, and a shiver ran through me too as I remembered Marty. He’d started within our ranks but then defected, trying to turn OH+ in to the enforcers at our first meeting. Zion had shot him for it. It was likely Walter was no longer with the living.

      I narrowed my eyes. “If you were working with Little John, why couldn’t you find us?” I asked. “I thought Little John was bigger and better than anything else, with all the tools and contacts and fancy toys. Why was it so hard for you?”

      He gave a rueful shrug, and then half a grin. “You guys were way too good at hiding yourselves,” he replied. “We had a bug on Jace’s phone, but then something fried it. By the time we realized the signal had stayed in one place for too long to be him, you’d disappeared.” His face became stern again, but with a hint of pleading. “Look, we don’t have time to stand around talking about this. We’ve got to get out of here or we might bring trouble into the convent.”

      “Where are they?” Jace asked Zion quietly. His voice held a mixture of fear and anger as he gazed around the empty convent. “Where are the nuns? Where are the kids?”

      When Zion didn’t immediately reply, he continued in a sharper tone. “If you want us to trust you, if you want us to believe you’re still with Nathan, and you did try to save us but couldn’t find us, you’re going to have to prove it. Let me talk to the nuns.”

      And his sister, I filled in silently. Because this was where she lived.

      Zion looked as if he wanted to argue, but then he cast a glance at the rest of the group—including Jackie, who was now worryingly pale—and nodded.

      “I’ll take you to them,” he muttered. “But I can’t give you long with them. We’re in a delicate position here and staying will make it even riskier for all of us.” His eyes flickered over to Jackie again. “Especially your friend. She looks like she needs urgent treatment.”

      I nodded, accepting the terms, and so did Jace.

      Zion turned on his heel and began striding toward the convent itself, the rest of us hustling after him. His rush was contagious, and I found myself checking the sky, positive something bad was about to happen.

      “What are we running from?” I huffed, doubling my pace to keep up with Zion as we passed through the gates of the convent and into the courtyard proper. It was a wide, open space, lined by gray stone buildings with generous avenues threading between them. On one side, I glimpsed the park and garden areas where they grew their fruits and vegetables and allowed the children to play. Beyond were the bungalows where they housed and taught the children.

      Where Rhea had been the last time we were here.

      “Zion?” I pressed. “Why the hurry? What have we missed?”

      He looked at me over his shoulder, and I caught the gleam of his eye before he faced forward again.

      “You’ve missed a lot, but here isn’t the place to go into it,” he replied, brushing the question off with one of his trademark vagaries. “As for our rush, we don’t know who might have followed you here.”

      I frowned. “We weren’t followed. We destroyed the Authority’s choppers and the drone they sent after us. Then we were in cloud cover.”

      Zion strode ahead of us, throwing open the heavy wooden doors to the main church and walking through them.

      “You’re under the assumption they’ve only tried to follow you with aircraft,” he said. “We know they have far greater capabilities.”

      He continued down the main aisle of the church, leaving us to trail along after him. I took the lead in our group, my friends evidently leaving me to be the spokesperson for the moment. It was an odd change and my mind stuttered on it for a second. Since when had I been the one who asked the questions and got the hard answers? Wasn’t this supposed to be Jace’s job?

      But why not me? I straightened my shoulders and lifted my chin in response to the thought. I had as much right as anyone else to demand information for myself and my friends.

      On top of that, one glance at Jace told me that he was focused on only one thing: finding Rhea. He’d never looked so afraid, in the entire time I’d known him. As long as I was forcing Zion to take us to where he said the nuns were, Jace would go right along with it.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, turning back to Zion. “We were constantly watching the sky… Do you think they bugged the airship itself? If they’d found the ship, wouldn’t they have just destroyed it?”

      Zion reached the altar at the front of the sanctuary—an enormous, elevated platform set against a backdrop of a glittering sunrise done in gold and copper so bright it made my eyes water a bit—and whirled around to look at me.

      “They wouldn’t have to put anything on the ship to trace it, Robin. You know that GPS mapping you’re always using on your phone? The one getting its information from satellites constantly scanning the earth and recording everything they see? Who the hell do you think controls the system, and has it never occurred to you they could use it for more than giving convenient directions?”

      I stopped abruptly, my insides going cold.

      The satellite imaging systems.

      Of course.

      They tracked everything, and Zion was saying that the government had access to those images. That they might have used them to see, not only what was happening on the roads below, but what was happening in the air.

      Which meant all the hard work we’d put into destroying their helicopters and their drone might have been for nothing. For all we knew, they had their eyes on our aircraft—sitting just outside the convent—right now.
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      Zion didn’t appear to notice my sudden silence, instead sliding back a portion of the sunrise background to reveal a wooden door set deep within the wall.

      I hurried behind him onto the dais, mind whirring through what he’d just said.

      “So you think the government is using the satellites to spy on us. But I thought the satellite companies—”

      Zion paused in the doorway. “You’re assuming again, Robin. Assuming industry and the government are separate entities. And you know what they say about assuming.”

      “Do you know for a fact they’re not?” I asked.

      He looked at me with a serious expression. “It’s a strong possibility.”

      He then started forward again, disappearing into the dim hole in the wall. I forced my legs to start moving and rushed after him.

      A moment later I was in a tunnel built of old, rough stone carved out of the earth and then transported here without the benefit of any finishing or shaping. The path traveled sharply downward, my footsteps moving more quickly as gravity pushed me on.

      I swallowed heavily; it was one of the creepiest places I’d ever seen. The gloom was reduced somewhat by electric lights embedded in wall torches every ten feet or so, each one giving off a dull yellowish glow. But the glow didn’t touch the shadows along the ground… and it didn’t make me feel any better about where we were going.

      A deep, breath-stealing cold sank into my skin, all the way down to my bones. It was like a tomb. Cold and deep and still.

      A hand slipped into mine, making me jump, and I looked up to see Jace beside me. His face was drawn in firm and determined lines, his hand warm and solid in my own, and I squeezed gently, letting my shoulders relax. I’d been so caught up in Zion’s revelation that I’d forgotten I wasn’t alone here.

      The reminder that I was part of a larger group was a welcome one, because I still didn’t trust Zion, or where he was leading us.

      I squeezed Jace’s hand again, earning an affectionate look, and gave him half a grin.

      There was a sharp cough from behind us, and I looked back, locking eyes with Henry for an uncomfortable moment. I was going to have to deal with him at some point. Figure out how he fit into this, what to do with him, and how to do it. But not right now.

      Zion reached the end of the tunnel, which was marked by another door. It was huge, made of ancient, dark wood, crossed in three places by broad bands of slightly rusted metal, and sporting a hefty brass keyhole and doorknob. It reminded me of a door from one of those ancient castles in Europe I’d seen in my adoptive parents’ photograph albums of their travels.

      Zion took out a large key made of what looked like the same metal as the bands and handle and unlocked the door, gesturing for us to enter.

      I hesitated, still unsure, but Jace strode forward to pull the door open toward him. I took a deep breath and steeled myself, forcing my feet to move inside.

      Bright electric lights blinded me for a moment. They ran up and down the ceiling of an enormous and thoroughly modern room. Dozens of neatly made beds lined the walls, each with a curtain that could be drawn for some rudimentary privacy. Ten or so long dining tables ran down the center, scattered with a few dishes, knitting projects, and books, with chairs along each side like sentinels. Some seats were occupied by people of all ages. Because, yes, there were people. Lots of people.

      There had to be at least two hundred, from the oldest of the nuns, still in their habits, to children young enough to still be carried in their mothers’ arms.

      I gaped in relief at seeing them and glanced anxiously through the faces nearest to us for anyone I recognized. Jace was quicker, spotting Sister Isobel before I did.

      “Isobel!” he gasped, dropping my hand and heading toward the older-looking nun, who was standing amid the babbling crowd.

      She appeared, to my relief, to be healthy and very happy to see Jace.

      I rushed after him and arrived in time to see him taking her hands.

      “Thank goodness you’re okay,” he said. “What’s going on? What’s happened? Where’s Rhea?”

      She gave him a smile, but then turned to Zion. “Is it safe? Have we time?”

      Zion shook his head, hand clenching and unclenching around the key. “Not yet, and no. We must get the airships away from here, and fast, if we’re to protect you. Jace, make it quick,” he added. “Ask whatever you need to ask to reassure yourself and let’s get the hell out of here.”

      I’d never heard Zion sound so nervous before, not even when the raid on the Authority’s prison had gone wrong. I frowned. The fact that he was so stressed about the safety of these nuns—and us—was not what I would expect from someone there to arrest us.

      Perhaps he was telling the truth.

      “Sister,” I said. “What do you know of Zion? Is he here to take us to safety or not?”

      “And where’s Rhea?” Jace repeated, face tight with concern.

      The nun turned her kind, timeless eyes on us. “Rhea is not here,” she said, holding a hand up against Jace’s inevitable outburst of questions. “She’s been taken to a safer location. And I can assure you of Zion’s trustworthiness. He is working for the man I work with, the same man who brought Rhea to us in the first place.” She shared a look with Zion. “Yes, you can trust him.”

      “What do you mean Rhea’s not here?” Jace asked, his hands twitching.

      She hesitated, looking to Zion, who gave a minute shake of his head.

      “Evidently that’s not for me to tell you,” she said wryly. “Not yet. It relates to something much larger and more important than this convent.” She took Jace’s hand, stilling the vibration running through him, and gave him a firm nod. “She’s safe, I promise you that, and you’ll see her soon. I think you know me well enough to know you can trust what I say.”

      “Where exactly are we going?” Nelson asked. “And why aren’t you up on the surface?”

      Sister Isobel released Jace’s hand and turned to the rest of us, her demeanor shifting. It felt as if she’d taken off her mantle of comforter and was now getting down to the business of being an army commander. She drew herself up, straightening her shoulders.

      “From what Zion has told me, there is a strong chance you were followed here,” she said. “I’m sure you took every precaution you could, but we have to accept that you might not have been successful. If anyone from the Authority tracked you to here…”

      “Yes, we’ve already been over that,” I replied. “It is, evidently, the reason we need to hurry.”

      She nodded. “It is. You must leave, and you must take the airships with you. If the Authority hasn’t arrived yet, it’s because we’re lucky. If, or likely when, they do, they must not find you here. With luck, they won’t find us hiding.”

      She gave me a wry twist of the mouth, and I found myself grinning back at her, unable to resist this warrior nun.

      She gestured briefly to the ceiling. “If they do find us, we will send the children that way”—she pointed to a door I hadn’t noticed in the back wall—“where they will be hidden from view. And the Authority will find only us. They will hear how we, devout and innocent followers of Christ, were accosted by terrorists—that would be you.” She lifted one eyebrow at the irony of the statement. “We, of course, fled down here to escape. Apparently not finding what you wanted, you left, and we don’t know where you went.”

      She stressed the word “left,” and I understood the genius of the plan.

      It seemed they’d been preparing for our arrival ever since we’d been dumped in the meadow. They’d known we would eventually find our way to the convent. We’d just been too busy running for our lives to realize what a smart move it would have been to do so.

      Even better, their plan would protect them all, but only if we were gone before the Authority arrived. I looked around the room, at all the innocents hiding here that we’d inadvertently placed in danger.

      “Okay, we have to get out of here,” I said, immediately searching out the huddled group of my team hanging back by the door.

      “That’s what I’ve been saying,” Zion said in a growl, already turning back toward the tunnel. “Satisfied?”

      I looked up at Jace, then to Ant, Abe, Nelson, and Kory. Henry was looking too shocked to contribute anything, and I considered how overwhelming this must all be to him. Now that he’d forced his way into our adventure, for reasons I still didn’t understand, he was probably on the Authority’s hit list as well, and I guessed he knew it. It meant we couldn’t leave him behind. Darn the luck.

      “Guys?” I asked, my voice sharpening. “What are we doing? Maybe it’s a case of being caught between the devil and the deep blue sea”—I saw one of the nuns close by flinch and raised a hand in apology—“but I vote we trust Zion and get out of here, if only to keep these nuns and their charges safe. Who’s with me?”

      One by one, everyone nodded, except Jace. I gave him a questioning look and saw the conflict in his face.

      He might believe the nuns about the safety of going with Zion, but leaving this place without Rhea was going to be a struggle. I couldn’t blame him.

      “Jace, we’re going to where Rhea is, dammit,” Zion snapped. “Stop being so stubborn and trust me! Have I ever led you into trouble?” A quick, almost amused glance from Jace made Zion check his words. With the barest flicker of a smile he added, “Well, more than necessary, I mean.”

      The idea that he was being taken to his sister seemed to change everything for Jace, and he was turning and rushing toward the tunnel before the rest of us could even start to move.

      “If you’ve got Rhea, I’m in,” he grunted over his shoulder. “Let’s get out of here.”

      We fell in behind him, leaving the nuns behind. Darting into the tunnel, I sent up a quick prayer for their safety, not entirely sure who I thought would hear it, but feeling that if anyone was going to, it was going to happen in a place devoted to that sort of thing.

      I only hoped Zion could offer us as much protection as he claimed. It would also be useful if he started answering some questions. We’d gone too long without understanding the wider events we were caught up in. Now that we finally had somebody who could give us more information, I was going to get it out of him.

      I gritted my teeth, letting the urgency flow through me as we hurried once again toward the surface.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      We emerged from the tunnel and sprinted down the aisle of the sanctuary. I ignored the aches and pains in my muscles, as well as the knee that wasn’t yet fully healed, and tossed a look over my shoulder at my friends.

      “Ant, you okay?” I huffed.

      He had Jackie tucked up tight against him, and though Abe was serving as his wingman, it didn’t change the fact that Ant was the one carrying an extra human being. Or that we were running full tilt out into the open where Authority soldiers might be waiting. We couldn’t afford for Ant to lag behind and get himself or Jackie caught.

      “Fine,” he muttered through lips drawn back in a grimace. “What’s the actual plan?”

      “The plan is to get to our airship!” Zion shouted back over his shoulder, jumping the last step up to the door and jamming his shoulder against it to throw it open. “We’ve already got a man in yours, and he’ll be following us. But that’s not going to mean a damn thing if we don’t get there as quickly as possible. We’re lightly armed and will be outmanned if the Authority shows up.”

      “Don’t have to tell me twice,” Ant muttered. He pulled even with me right before I burst through the door myself, out into the courtyard of the convent.

      I was blinded by the sudden light, stumbling as I lost my vision. The moment I slowed down, however, there was a hand in the small of my back, urging me forward. I looked to my right, trying to see who was next to me, but could only make out a hazy form with a shock of brown hair.

      “Run!” Henry said. “I don’t know what’s going on here or what anyone’s talking about, but I do understand that if we get caught, we’re in trouble.”

      Henry. Still watching out for me, even amid all this, and my heart squeezed at the thought… then took off hammering again as it remembered I wasn’t seventeen anymore, and didn’t have time to stand there getting mushy about my first boyfriend.

      “Where’s your ship?” I shouted at Zion, who was starting to pull ahead.

      “Just follow me!” he shouted back.

      Depending heavily on Henry’s momentum pulling me forward, I focused only on Zion’s back. In the distance, outside the gates, I could just see our tiny airship.

      I didn’t know where Zion’s man had come from, but he was obviously well and truly ensconced in our ship now, because it was shuddering in preparation for take-off. I could hear the machinery roaring with effort as the new pilot threw it into its most powerful mode. It hovered for a moment or two, then found its wings and shot into the sky.

      I hoped we were right to trust Zion and he did have a way to get us out of here. Because our one and only means of escape had just been taken by someone we didn’t even know.

      

      Zion did have a ship. It was enormous, like the one we’d seen at the jail when Little John rescued us from our rescue gone wrong, all gleaming copper and purple details. Its large wings swooping out from the sides guaranteed better altitude capabilities, and the engines hanging from those wings had to be capable of far greater power and speed than our little airship. It looked as though it would easily hold two hundred people, as well as weapons.

      I just hoped wherever we were going had real beds. With clean sheets and blankets. I wanted to sleep for a week. Everyone did.

      The airship in front of us already had its ramp down and the door open. There was someone inside, and they were gesturing for us to hurry—as if we could go any faster than we already were.

      I staggered up the ramp and through the door, Henry and I supporting each other equally now. The sudden change of temperature, from the warmth of the outside to the cooler and more sterile air of the ship, had me closing my eyes in relief. Here. We were here. We’d made it, and now we just had to—

      A cannonball hit me in the side, the force of it driving all thoughts from my head. On reflex, I put my arms up to block whatever had just crashed into me and stumbled back several steps. That was when I realized the cannonball was shrieking.

      “Oh my God, I never thought I’d see you guys again!” It whirled away from me, rushing toward the others in my group. It swept past Jace and into Kory, and then flew toward Abe, before coming to a screeching halt in front of Ant.

      “What happened?” Alexy—for Alexy it was—asked in a hushed tone, eyes on Jackie. Then her hands were rushing over Jackie’s body, feeling, probing, as she searched for the reason for the stillness.

      With that, Alexy shifted from the screeching, deliriously happy girl, back into the warrior I knew. Her face—now sporting shorter bangs, which went, I supposed, with the recently shaved side of her head—became filled with fury.

      “Has she been shot? Did the Authority do this? I’ll kill them. I’ll—”

      “You’ll get this ship in the air before they get here is what you’ll do,” Zion called from the doorway, the thunder in his face matching hers. He slammed the door shut and hit a button on a panel by the door which, I assumed, given the sound of gears and sliding metal, retracted the ramp. “We’ve got to leave now. Or did you forget the plan?”

      She gave him a look that told him exactly where he could shove his orders—and that she’d be happy to do the shoving for him if he was going to be shy about it.

      “I never forget a plan, Zion,” she said coldly. “And, since you seem to have forgotten who you’re talking to, I suggest you sit your ass down before I remind you.”

      Everyone watched with wide eyes and bated breath at the unexpected display of tension. Zion narrowed his eyes and prepared to answer her.

      “Unless I’m mistaken,” I cut in, not wanting to hear what he was going to say, “we’re in a hurry. How about we leave the chest-thumping for some other time?”

      There was a moment when both burning glares were fixed on me, and it took all I had to stand tall and face them down. Finally, Alexy nodded, the half of her bob she’d kept swinging into her face for a moment.

      “Right,” she said. “I’ll get us in the air. Once we’re up, I want to hear where you guys have been and what you’ve been doing.”

      She moved into the cockpit without another look at Zion, already calling out orders to the four other crewmembers I saw on the ship. They’d come very scantily staffed, which seemed odd if they were running a rescue mission.

      It was as good a question as any to start with.

      “Well, Zion, we followed you. We got on your ship. Time for some answers, and don’t give me any more half-truths or vagaries. I am far too tired to put up with it.” I paused and lifted both eyebrows, waiting for him to answer, to give me anything of substance, and was surprised when he just shrugged.

      “So you’re the mouthpiece now? Who’d have thought it?”

      Jace shifted in a way that indicated he was still capable of some amount of violence if necessary, and Zion’s mouth quirked.

      “I’ll answer what questions I can,” he said eventually, “but not until you’re all buckled into your seats. There’s every chance we’ll end up in an air battle, and I don’t want anyone bouncing around in here, causing a distraction.” He cast a quick glance at Ant, and then nodded toward Jackie. “Get her into one of those stretchers up against the walls and strap her in as tight as you dare. Any idea what’s wrong?”

      Ant, who was already moving toward one of the promised stretchers, shook his head. “There was an explosion that took out her motorbike during a chase. The burns are minimal, but we think…” He paused as he laid Jackie down. “We think there’s something wrong inside of her.”

      I dropped into a seat, fumbling with the safety belt, but heard Zion humming in thought.

      “Well, if it’s internal bleeding, there’s not much I’ll be able to do here except give her some pain meds, get her on an IV, and hope she hangs on until we get to HQ.”

      I looked up to see him carefully inserting a needle into Jackie’s arm and then stringing a bag of clear fluid on a stand, Ant hovering over him.

      “Will that fix her?” Ant asked hoarsely.

      “No,” Zion said, never one to mince words.

      Ant’s face crumpled.

      Evidently realizing he had pulled the guy’s last hope out from under him, Zion put a hand on Ant’s arm.

      “Go get yourself into a seat,” he said more gently. “The pain meds will help her to sleep better, and as soon as we get to Edgewood I’ll make sure she gets the best medical care we have.”

      Ant didn’t look convinced, but he nodded, frowning and wiping a few tears away. He ran his hand across Jackie’s dirty, tangled hair one more time, then came to sit next to me.

      I took his hand in mine once he was settled.

      “She’ll be okay,” I said, giving it a squeeze. Then I turned back to Zion. There wasn’t much we could do about Jackie right now, but as long as we were going to be stuck on a ship with Zion, he might as well start answering some questions.

      “Start talking, Zion,” I said, looking across the body of the airship to where he’d taken the seat facing me. “Answers. Start with what the hell Edgewood is.”

      Jace took the seat on the other side of me, and I gave him a grateful glance before taking his hand with my spare. I might not trust Zion, but I trusted Jace with my life. His presence reminded me we were in this together.

      Zion gave me a long look. “Edgewood is where we’re going. A safe place,” he said, catching my narrowed eyes. “But most of this story isn’t for me to give, in any case.”

      “You can tell them some of what we know,” Alexy said as she exited the cockpit and rejoined us.

      I gave her a confused look, and she gestured dismissively.

      “Auto drive, supplemented by several of my co-pilots,” she said. “This ship is advanced enough to take care of itself, and I want to hear what you have to tell us.”

      “Where is everyone else?” I asked bluntly. “We left a lot of friends in Trenton. A lot of our people. And when we tried to get in contact with them, there were no answers.”

      “They’re already safe,” Zion said, keeping eye contact in an apparent effort at transparency. “We picked them up the day after the raid, probably just a few hours after you left them.”

      Well, that was news. I welcomed the idea that the others were all safe, but it made me question anew how Little John had managed to find them but not us.

      Nelson spoke up, a few seats down from me. “What do you mean, you picked them up? You just happened to know where we’d put them and made the casual trip there?”

      He put a hand up in peace. “We had some surveillance tech in my apartment,” he said. “I needed to know who was going in there in my absence, and when it showed about twenty bodies that hadn’t been there before, it was easy to guess you guys were using it as a safe space. We got teams on the ground and got there as fast as we could, but you’d already left.”

      “To go to Alexy’s,” Jace said, breaking in. “And if you knew we’d been at your house, surely you could have guessed where we’d go next.” His voice held a world of suspicion and blame, and I nodded in agreement.

      Zion nodded as well, but it was Alexy who answered. “We tried,” she said, her voice a groan. “You’re right. It made sense you’d go to my apartment next, especially if you’d been to Zion’s. And we sent a group after you. Hell, I led the group myself! But we got caught up in some sort of crowd and couldn’t get through. The moment we realized they were checking IDs, we got out of there. At that point you still had the tracer on your phone, so we thought we’d be able to track you through the city and pick you up somewhere else. But then…”

      “Then we almost got caught ourselves and ended up on scooters and getting out of there as quickly as possible,” I carried on, remembering the wild dash from Jace’s apartment. “Not long after that we were at my house, but we weren’t there long before we were getting chased by the Authority again. And your phone was destroyed.” I turned to Jace, realizing how close we’d come to being rescued; we’d probably only missed it by minutes.

      Minutes. That was all it had taken to put us out in the wilderness, living with wolves and praying we would find a way through the traps the Authority was setting up for us. All while our friends were safe, or at least off the streets, having been rescued by Little John.

      “Why exactly did you drop us off in that meadow in the first place?” Ant asked. “Obviously you’d been planning to bring us in, and you started searching for us almost immediately. So why let us go at all?”

      The airship took an abrupt turn to the left. Alexy yelped and jumped up, then turned and dashed toward the cockpit.

      I watched, suddenly terrified the Authority had found us. What if the ship was turning in response to a missile they’d shot?

      Just as panic was starting to crush me, Alexy returned, her short bangs now spiked up around her head from her having run her hands through them.

      “Fine,” she muttered. “It’s all fine. Just the idiot I left in the co-pilot’s seat deciding we needed to steer as dramatically as possible around a piece of cloud.”

      The look on her face made me put upsetting Alexy on my list of things to never do.

      “So?” Ant said, drawing us back to the questions at hand. “Leaving us in the meadow?”

      There was a long silence, during which Alexy and Zion shared a long, tense look. It seemed we weren’t going to get the truth here, either.

      Oh, for goodness’ sake.

      It was Alexy who finally turned to us, her delicate features screwed up in frustration. “Look,” she said, “Zion’s right. There’s an awful lot we can’t tell you, and an awful lot I would tell you, except Zion would try to stop me. He’d fail, but he’d try.”

      Zion swung a soft punch at her side, although I swore I saw his mouth twitch into a ghost of a smile.

      Alexy dodged it easily. “The real problem is we don’t know the answers to some of the things you’re going to ask. So, I’m afraid you’re just going to have to sit tight for a bit until we get you to the person who can tell you.”

      “That’s a whole lot of unhelpful, Alexy,” Ant said. “I never took you as a girl who would beat around the bush.”

      She shot him a narrow-eyed glare, but then broke into a charming grin. “Well, if it’s information you’re in search of, Ant, here’s some for you to chew on. The truth, and this is the whole truth, is that Little John is short on people. They’ve been short on people for years. And they’ve been running some campaigns to alleviate that situation. You’re the newest recruits, and you’re here just in time. The problem is, there’s not going to be a lot of time to train you, because we’re in the middle of something big. In fact, you’re coming into the organization just when things are getting interesting. So, I suggest you all close your eyes and get some rest while we get to Edgewood, because once we get there, you’re going to be running on high twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.”

      She gave him another grin, then jumped out of her seat, followed closely, and a lot less gracefully, by Zion. The two of them disappeared into the cockpit, and we were suddenly alone in the passenger area.

      I exchanged a long look with Jace, biting my lip and letting my mind slow as it tried to hash through the info dump we’d just been given.

      Recruits? Training? Those were familiar words. And if what I was thinking was correct, it meant we’d landed in something a lot bigger than we’d realized.
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      During the rest of the trip to the mysterious Edgewood, I could feel the swell of nervous energy in my team. Ant was back and forth between Jackie’s stretcher and various different seats so many times I was certain he must have burnt off what little food we’d managed to eat that morning, which was feeling like a very long time ago. We’d had nothing since, and my stomach was starting to protest in a manner strongly reminiscent of an angry grizzly bear. And I wasn’t the one running across the plane every thirty seconds to check on my girlfriend.

      No, I was the one now stuck in a seat between Jace and Henry, trying to figure out how to condense nearly three years of haphazard events into a neat timeline. But most importantly, how to explain how and why we found ourselves in this particular situation. He was firing off so many questions that I was beginning to understand Zion’s frustration with me. His brown eyes wide with just a hint of hysteria, he’d finally paused and was now anxiously awaiting some sort of response.

      Still, I was hesitant to give him much information. We didn’t really know who he was, or who he might be working for. It was a thought that made my love-blind seventeen-year-old self wince, but it was a valid concern. He’d shown up at the right time to save us, and I knew him from my life before, but what did either of those things ultimately prove? So much had changed about me and my life since we last saw one another; it was likely the same for him.

      What did I really know about Henry now?

      “He could be a plant,” Jace said, his mouth against my ear, the back of his hand barely brushing the back of mine.

      I took a moment to revel in the chills his breath sent across the shell of my ear, and the feel of his fingers on mine. The rush of fire flew up my arm and down through my body, lighting smaller fires on its way, in my heart, my lungs, my belly… and lower.

      I allowed myself a moment—just a moment—to give my inner self a small grin, my eyes closed as I savored the feeling.

      Then, I opened them and got back to business. Jace might be making me feel things that encouraged me to roll up into a tiny ball and do nothing but dream of him, but now was not the time. I wasn’t sure he knew what he did to me when he touched me like that, but if he did know, he’d probably stop immediately. Tell me how important it was to keep our eyes on the prize, here, and our minds on our business.

      “I can’t imagine why they would do that, though,” I said, turning my face toward Jace and lowering my voice so Henry would have to work hard to hear me. He’d likely be expecting us to talk about him, but that didn’t mean I wanted him hearing what we were saying. “How would they know to put someone at that specific truck stop at that specific time?”

      “He could have been following us,” Jace answered. “They could have turned him a long time ago, and only just set him loose to find you. They’re eager to catch you now, and they know who you are, but who knows how long they’ve been keeping tabs on you, on any of us? They knew we were in the area. They knew we were looking for a way out. I wouldn’t put it past them to have found someone they assumed you’d care about, and put him to their own uses, in a place where they thought you might find him.”

      I didn’t miss the cracked voice on the word “care,” and I glanced up at him, wondering.

      He gave me a bashful look in return. “I just don’t want to see him hurt you. I don’t trust him, Robin.”

      My inner self gave a much larger grin at that, and the warmth rushed through my body again. It wasn’t exactly a full confession of love, but it was something.

      I really needed to focus. This was ridiculous.

      Jace was talking about a plan that would have taken a lot of time to put together, and one the Authority would have had to come up with months ago. The chances of it being true were… minimal. Almost unbelievable. It made me think Jace was speaking out of jealousy more than anything else.

      Still, there was a chance—a small chance—Henry was an Authority plant. I didn’t know how they would have managed it or why, but his sudden appearance felt a little too convenient. My gut told me I could trust him, but was that just an old, stale allegiance? Something I should have outgrown?

      After all, he’d left me before. Just up and walked out of my life. Was that really someone I wanted to trust again?

      I turned to the person in question, finding his face full of expectations.

      “Willing to fill me in now that you’ve conferred with your cohort?” he asked.

      “Look,” I said, still not sure what I wanted to say. “There’s a lot of stuff I can’t tell you, so I’ll give you the version that is… safe.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You sound an awful lot like those two characters flying the ship. I don’t want half-truths, Robin. Surely you can trust me enough to tell me the whole story.”

      “Can I trust you, though, Henry?” I asked, the words falling out before I could stop them. “Three years is a long time, and from my experience, loyalty was not your strongest suit.”

      He looked as if he was going to say something in response, color flooding his face, but then he stopped. He broke eye contact, looking away as if to check whether anyone was listening to our conversation, but I saw the flash of shame in his eyes.

      I pressed my lips together. “If it was just me, I might, but there are a lot of people at risk, people I care about, and I… we… well…”

      “Can’t decide whether I’m a good guy or not,” he guessed, giving me a sideways glance up through his lashes.

      I’d forgotten just how dark and thick they were, and I remembered, in an uncomfortable flash, how he used to flutter them against my bare skin, making me laugh and squirm away.

      Jace snorted on my other side, pulling me back. Okay, so maybe Henry was saying that to specifically tug on my heartstrings; I knew Jace was thinking it.

      The thing was, Henry was right. We didn’t know whether he was a good guy or not.

      “Honestly, yeah,” I said with a shrug. “You show up at exactly the right moment, with exactly the thing we need, and then help us escape the Authority. Then you help Jace blow up your truck to save us and get on our airship with the statement that we’re not leaving you behind.” I gestured to the group. “We’ve been sort of short on allies of late, so to have one show up like that… what are we supposed to think?”

      He gave me a sly grin and cocked his head. “I don’t know, you could think how much of a hero I am, flying in to rescue you when you needed it most and had no one else on your side.”

      I’d forgotten about the sass. I was attempting to formulate a civil response when a large, heavily furred arm reached across me from the other side and Jace grabbed Henry’s forearm.

      “She wasn’t in need of a hero,” Jace said bluntly. “We were, however, in need of a friend, and you showed up at exactly the right time. I think I speak for all of us when I say we’re willing to give you a chance. As you heard Alexy say, we need as many friends as we can get. But we’ve been through a hell of a lot the last couple weeks. Our friends have been arrested. We’ve caught the eye of the Authority. We’ve been labeled terrorists for attempting to right the wrongs in this country. We’re on the run from the government, and we’ll pay with our lives if they catch us. So, you can understand our… concern.”

      The sly, flirty expression disappeared from Henry’s face at Jace’s words, and he glanced down at the hand engulfing his arm, pressed his lips together, and then looked back up at Jace’s face.

      “Fair,” he said quietly. “And”—his eyes flicked back down to Jace’s hand, and up again—“noted. You’ll find I’m a loyal friend, Jace, despite the mistakes I made in the past. Mistakes I deeply regret, Robin.” He looked at me again, serious. “I’ve grown up a lot since you saw me last. Whatever this is, whatever we’re walking into, I’m in. Count on it.”

      I kept my mouth shut, staring from one to the other of them, suddenly aware of how ridiculous this was.

      But like Jace said, we needed all the friends we could get. And evidently Little John did, too. I just wondered what on earth Nathan would say when he realized we’d picked up a stray.
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      When Alexy next appeared at the dividing line between the cockpit and the passenger area of the ship, she was practically vibrating with excitement. The fact that her hair was still sticking up in all directions made it even more amusing.

      “You look like you stuck your finger into a light socket,” Ant observed from his position next to Jackie’s stretcher. “I hope it means you have good news for us. Real news. Not the non-answers you guys seem to specialize in.”

      Alexy blew a kiss in his direction in response and grinned at him. I chuckled at the deep blush that spread across his face, but turned quickly back to Alexy, full of questions.

      “Ant’s right,” I said. “A little warning about what we’re walking into would be terrific, Alexy. Being kept in the dark is getting kind of old.”

      I didn’t bother trying to hide the sarcasm, and her expression told me she’d heard it loud and clear. Her eyes shifted back and forth across the passenger area for a moment, and then she was sliding quickly toward me.

      “Everyone to me,” she said.

      Her voice was low and intense, and carried across the entire area. She dropped to a kneeling position in front of me, and in no time our entire crew was at her side. I leaned forward in my seat, flanked by Jace and Henry, and got ready to hear some secrets.

      I wasn’t disappointed.

      “I can’t tell you much, and Zion would likely skin me alive if he knew I was even telling you this much,” she said in that same tone, so unlike anything I’d heard from her before. “Luckily, Zion’s not the one in charge here, as much as that may pain him. I know you guys are going to be hearing this sooner or later, so I don’t think Nathan will be too upset about me giving you some hints—and I know Corona would encourage it.”

      “Corona?” I had forgotten our would-be rescuer and provider of motorcycles who had disappeared when she was supposed to rescue us. “Is she still alive? Is she okay? What happened to her back at Samsfield? She was supposed to get us out and—”

      Alexy put up an imperious hand, and my questions skidded to a halt.

      “Robin, we don’t have a ton of time, so stop interrupting me.”

      I shut my mouth and shrank back a little bit, feeling like a ten-year-old who’d just been reprimanded by her older sister. It made me wonder abruptly how old Alexy was, and how long she’d been involved in this whole thing.

      “What do you mean, Corona would encourage it?” Jace asked, ignoring the instruction about not asking questions. “I thought Nathan was the one in charge. Does her opinion matter that much to him?”

      Now Alexy’s face went through a complete transformation, and she gave him one of her incredibly charming grins with a side of what looked like pride, and possibly gloating.

      “The person in charge isn’t always who it appears to be. Now, if we’re done with the questions, here are some facts for you. Fact one.” She held up a single pointer finger. “Little John has been fighting various branches of the government, and the system as a whole, for years. Though I presume you guys have already figured that out from the timeline you found. Two.” Another finger rose to join the first. “Nathan is the visible head of LJ, but Corona is his equal in every way. Don’t disrespect her.” A third finger. “Three. The government is getting close. They’ve been hunting us since LJ’s inception, but something happened recently that made them up the ante. No, I don’t have more information than that, but it’s got Nathan and his… allies, I guess you could call them, incredibly worried. Our timeline has been stepped up considerably. Four.” She spread the four fingers wide. “We’ve got plans. But they require a lot of people, and we don’t have the resources. Hence the recruiting missions. Hence Operation Hood, and OH+, and…” She bit her lip as if she’d come to the end of the information she was willing to give us. “Well, we’ll say the recruiting missions, and leave it at that. You were all handpicked. That’s what OH+ was.”

      “So, you’re saying Operation Hood was the first step. A recruitment pool and nothing more?” Nelson asked, her tone harsh.

      It seemed Nathan had been grooming us for a lot longer than I had realized.

      “Exactly,” Alexy answered seriously. Then she cocked her head. “I know you’re going to say that’s insulting, Robin, because I can see it written all over your face. And I know you’re going to say that Nathan could have just told you, Jace, because it’s written all over your face. But you have to understand, what we’re doing here is important. We needed to know you had what it takes. We needed to know you were willing to go to the ends of the earth if you found something worth fighting for.”

      “You guys threw us into a gladiators’ arena,” I said slowly, speaking my conclusions as I came to them, “to see whether we had what it took to move up. That’s…”

      “Incredibly manipulative,” Alexy said, nodding. “I totally agree. And I’d be angry as hell if I were you. But it was all for a good reason, I promise, and if you guys just give us the time to explain—”

      “What’s going on in here?”

      We all jumped like we’d been caught doing something wrong—which we kind of had.

      Alexy swiveled around, still on her haunches, and stared up at Zion. “I’m giving them the information they need to move forward,” she said simply. “What’s going on up there?”

      He gave her a sharp look, the threat of another dressing down hovering on the horizon, but then he shook his head, as if giving up the fight.

      “We’re here,” he said. “Get them ready. I haven’t seen anyone on our tail, but we don’t have clearance to land in Edgewood. Too risky. We have our stealth shield up, but we can’t stay long, and they don’t want to take the city shield down when someone might be watching. You guys are getting to the ground via rappelling ropes.”

      “Excuse me?” Ant said. “Shield? Rappelling? You do remember we have a seriously injured team member, right?”

      Zion’s expression didn’t soften. “I do. That’s why you’ll be taking a gurney. Now get your gear on.”

      He headed back to the cockpit, and the rest of us turned to Alexy for explanation. The time for talking was evidently over, though. She’d already moved to a set of metal lockers on the other side of the ship and was yanking gear out by the handful.

      “Let’s go,” she said. “Zion’s right. The stealth protection will only last until someone with better tech than us starts looking more closely. We’ve got to get you guys into some gear, so we can get Jackie secured and get everyone safely to the ground.”

      She turned to see the seven of us staring at her.

      “Good grief, how did you elude the Authority for so long with these sorts of slow reactions?” she snapped. She jumped to her feet and started throwing the gear she’d taken out at us, shouting instructions as she did so.

      When the first piece of gear hit me right in the chest, I snapped out of my shock and started moving.

      Right. Rappelling out of an airship and into a base that could be full of either friends or… not-friends. People whose idea of a recruitment drive was throwing us into the fire and seeing if we came out on the other side. No problem.

      This was exactly what I wanted to do right now, on an empty stomach, after three days of running for my life.
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      The next fifteen minutes were spent in a wild progression of us taking turns dropping out of the ship, courtesy of the harnesses and ropes Zion and Alexy hooked up for us.

      I’d flown through the air, the ground coming up rapidly to meet me, with what looked like an old factory in the distance. Kory, Jace, Ant, and Abe had followed, and then it had been Jackie’s turn.

      We’d gone over this in the ship and decided it was relatively simple: the rest of our team would get boots on the ground first, and then those still in the ship would send Jackie down on her stretcher. We would be at the bottom, ready to catch her.

      It sounded great in theory. In action, it was somewhat different. Because the only lines Zion and Alexy had that were suitable for Jackie’s stretcher were made from some kind of bungee material.

      I looked up and realized she was already coming barely thirty seconds after we’d gotten Kory settled on the ground.

      “Jackie’s on her way!” I yelled. “Go for the corners! That gives us the best chance of getting it unhooked before it rebounds!”

      “Wait, how’re we supposed to know where it’s going to land?” Abe shouted back.

      “Guess!” I screamed, already backing away from what I judged to be the landing spot.

      The boys scattered in different directions.

      Estimating the spot where the gurney would land was more difficult than expected, but we got it mostly right. The only problem was, it landed a lot closer to me than any of the guys.

      I rushed to reach it and grabbed onto the side. The bungee was capable of taking me and the bed back up into the air, and I wasn’t strapped to anything. If I got up there and was shaken loose, it would be a freefall for me.

      Not good.

      I held on as tightly as I could, dragging my feet and trying to get my toes into the dirt.  Kory came skidding in a second later, shouting for me to hang on. He grabbed at the bars of the bed on the other side. Then Ant arrived, and his hands flew to the attachment with which Alexy had snapped the bed to the line.

      “Duck!” he screamed.

      He hit the release, and we all threw ourselves to the ground. There was a shockingly loud snap as the line retracted. The bed dropped the last three inches to the ground with a thud, and for a moment there was silence.

      Then I heard rasping laughter and looked up to see that Jackie’s eyes were open inside the visor of the helmet we’d put on her.

      “Are you guys trying to save me or kill me?” she wheezed. “Death by bungee jumping? Really?” Then she pursed her lips, as if considering something, and shrugged. “I guess there are worse ways to go.”

      I laughed and moved to hug her, but got there at the exact same time as Ant, ramming my forehead into his nose. He yelped in pain, and I spared him one glance before I dove in to hug Jackie.

      “I have never been so happy to hear your snark,” I whispered. “How are you feeling?”

      “Mostly like I’ve been blown up, driven through the wilderness in the bounciest truck ever, and then dropped out of an… was that really an airship?” She turned her eyes skyward and shook her head at what she saw there. “What the hell are you guys up to?”

      I was caught between laughing with joy at hearing her voice and crying at the weakness of it. “The short version? Zion met us at the convent and convinced us it was in our best interest to catch a ride on his airship, and now we’re at one of Little John’s bases. Apparently, we’re their new recruits. And they have medical facilities for you.”

      She turned enormous eyes on me, and grinned. “Does that mean we get to be ninjas now?”

      I did laugh then, but a shout from Kory warned me we had another jumper coming in. We needed to get Jackie out of the way.

      I leapt to my feet and went to the head of her bed. Ant took the other end, and we carried the bed as far from the landing spot as we could. By the time we had her settled again and were standing there, huffing and puffing with the effort, the rest of our team was on the ground as well, Alexy not far behind.

      She pulled the helmet off her head, shook out what was left of her hair, and grinned at what must have been eight very shocked expressions.

      “What?” she asked, gazing at us with pure innocence. “I’ve been cooped up for far too long. You really thought I was going to stay up there and let you have all the fun?”

      Then she looked past us, her eyes going dreamy.

      I turned around and immediately understood the look on her face.

      It had been a factory I’d seen when I was falling through the air. Or rather, it might have been one once, but now…

      It had all the usual signifiers, including the enormous blocks of apartment buildings. They’d been built in the standard style of plain brown brick with small windows at regular intervals, and no architectural details at all. Flat-out boring, I’d always thought them, and they were no different here, in the middle of a vast open expanse of scrub and yellow grassland.

      Because we were well and truly out in the wilderness. All I could see for miles was rolling grassland, the kind they showed in the backgrounds of computers at schools, because it was supposed to bring you peace and calm. The wind rushed through the grasses, and I could hear the buzz and chirp of insects and birds, but there was nothing else. No traffic sounds, no creaking factories, nothing. We were alone.

      I frowned, confused, and turned back to the factory campus.

      What was a place like this doing out in the middle of nowhere? Why wasn’t it attached to a city, or at least a small town? I’d seen many factories in my life, and they’d never been isolated like this. Sure, they came equipped with everything the people there might need: apartments, food and water sources, stores for the minimal shopping factory workers could afford. I’d once even seen a factory campus with a movie theater, though that had been an outlier; the owners of most factories generally didn’t care to offer entertainment to their workers.

      But regardless, they’d always had towns around them made of people who wanted to live outside the factory grounds, and stores or professionals or retailers who wanted to exist outside of the factory’s immediate set of rules and regulations. It was natural: bring a bunch of people to an area, and they’ll expand and grow, and soon there’s a small city where there used to be only fields.

      This factory was sitting out here by itself. It also looked like it had been deserted a long time ago, given the general state of disrepair. Some of the buildings were crumbling, and others had fallen in on themselves. An entire block of apartments had tipped over.

      Even in this state, it took up what must have been over six hundred acres with all the buildings attached to it, and a factory that size should be bustling with people.

      I was looking for any sign of a single soul when I noticed something even stranger. There was something shimmery between us and the factory itself. I hadn’t seen it before because it wasn’t opaque, but when I took a step to the side and looked diagonally, something was definitely wavering in the air, almost like heat waves. It seemed to extend right up over the factory, presumably touching down to the ground on each side.

      How was that even possible? What was it?

      “Is that…” Ant started from where he was still kneeling next to Jackie.

      “A force field?” Abe finished quietly.

      I had a split second to be thankful that I wasn’t the only one who saw it before Alexy snorted.

      “It is. Though I’m not sure why they’ve let it be visible or why it’s showing what it’s showing at the moment. Unless you guys want to stand around staring at it like it’s going to start spouting flames or doing magic, I suggest we take advantage of its protection. The sooner we get in there, the sooner we’ll know what’s going on.”

      She glanced up at the sky, and I followed her eyes, searching. Zion and the large airship were gone—who knew where—and though the sky was clear right now, I also had a newfound fear for what the government might be able to see, even when they didn’t have ships or drones in the area.

      The idea that they were in control of the satellites made everything seem a lot more dangerous. We would never know if, or when, they were watching us.

      “I agree,” I said. I brought my eyes back to Alexy and cocked an eyebrow. “So that thing will offer us protection?”

      She turned and started walking before she answered. “It’ll do better than that,” she said over her shoulder. “But we have to be inside before it can do anything.”

      Ant, Abe, and Kory scrambled to get Jackie’s stretcher up and settled between them, and a moment later we were all hustling after Alexy, doing our best to walk quickly and efficiently through the knee-high, matted grass of the field.

      We were only about five hundred feet from where I thought the force field met the ground, and I was trying to decide what she’d meant when she implied that it was showing something different than usual, when Henry appeared at my side.

      “A deserted factory in the middle of the wilderness and a magical force field, eh?” he muttered out of the side of his mouth. “What the hell did you get me into, Robin Sylvone?”

      “Don’t call me that,” I said, stepping to the side to avoid a particularly large group of thistles. “I haven’t been Robin Sylvone in a long time, and I’m never going back. Just Robin, if you please.”

      He shrugged and made a face, indicating he wasn’t going to argue. “Don’t blame you. I only met your dad the once. I couldn’t help but get the idea he didn’t like me much. And your mom never said anything to me.”

      I laughed before I could stop myself, the nervous energy running through my veins keeping my emotions too close to the surface, and sent him a fond glance.

      “I’m betting he’d like me even less now than he did on the day he kicked me out,” I said.

      Henry shook his head. “They didn’t know what they had when they had it,” he said, his voice sure. “They didn’t know how lucky they were to have you in their lives. And that, I can sympathize with.”

      Now? Really? That was a path I didn’t feel like going down at this moment. Instead, I looked upward to where the strange force field started to curve over the factory.

      “And just for the record, we didn’t get you into anything. You’re the one who decided to come with us. So, I don’t want to hear any complaints about us leading you into danger or anything like that.”

      “Me, complain?” he asked with mock indignation. “Whatever gave you the idea I would do anything like that? I told you I wanted an adventure, didn’t I? And I’m positive I told you I was committed to fighting this government.”

      He put a hand on my arm and drew me to a stop.

      “You’re not the only one who’s lost people who are important to them,” he said softly, and although it could have been a romantic statement, his eyes were full of shadows… and pain.

      He might have been talking about me. But it wasn’t just that. And he wasn’t saying it to try to win me back. At least, I didn’t think he was. What he’d said earlier was right: he had changed since the last time I’d seen him. Something had happened to take the mischievous, childish troublemaker and break him.

      I put a hand on his arm and squeezed, unsure of how to respond, and said simply, “Well then, you’ve come to the right place. Because that’s exactly what we’re doing.”

      I turned to start walking again, and spotted Jace standing about ten feet ahead of us, his eyes on Henry and me. And if Henry’s eyes had been full of pain, Jace’s were full of speculation.

      Before I could say anything, he started walking more quickly to the front of the group. He looked as though he meant to catch up to Alexy, but I knew differently.

      Whatever it was between Jace and me—and I still hadn’t labeled it in my head, not really—there was not going to be room for Henry’s flirtations or interludes. Not until Jace and I had decided what we were to each other. Until then, I at least owed Jace a proper explanation of who Henry was, and my connection to him. He’d gleaned quite a bit based on the snippets of conversation I’d had with Henry since he joined us, I was sure, but we needed to talk one-on-one. Something we’d had zero opportunity to do.

      Unfortunately, no matter how quickly I walked, I couldn’t seem to catch up to Jace or Alexy. I did catch up to Nelson, however, and found myself falling into step beside her with a sigh.

      “How on earth do you suppose they’re doing that?” Nelson asked, interrupting my thoughts.

      I followed her eyes up the walls of the factory, moving from that to the force field, and shook my head. “I have no idea,” I muttered. “But something tells me Little John is bigger than we ever dreamed.”

      

      Approaching the spot where the force field touched the ground was like approaching an enormous waterfall that stretched as high and wide as you could see—but which you could only see if you were looking at it sideways. It was like a strange filter over the factory on the other side. Alexy and the others were already stopped in front of it, waiting impatiently for Nelson and me to catch up.

      “Could you guys have taken any longer?” she snapped.

      “Excuse me, but we weren’t slouching around an office for the last three days,” I shot back. “Some of us have had injuries, you know.”

      Alexy gave a grudging nod as if my excuse had been a good one, then turned back to the green wall in front of her.

      “Is there a door or something?” Ant asked, looking to the left and right as he shifted his grip on Jackie’s bed.

      Jackie, I noticed, was awfully quiet, and her eyes were closed. She must have passed out again. At least, this time, we were near medical facilities. The moment she was back on her feet, I was going to bring her out here to have a look at the shield over the factory. She was going to flip her lid over it.

      If she got back on her feet. If she recovered at all.

      I shut out the nasty voice in my head and turned back to Alexy, waiting for her answer to Ant’s question. She was, I was surprised to see, laughing at him.

      “A door?” she asked, giggling. “Why on earth would we need a door?”

      Then she casually stepped through the sparkling green curtain and disappeared.
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      After a moment of staring at where Alexy had been, the rest of us rushed to follow her. Unsure as to whether or not we had to go through at a certain point, we lined up in single file and jammed our bodies through in the exact spot where she’d disappeared.

      I didn’t know about anyone else, but when it was my turn, I held my breath the entire time.

      Passing through the shimmering curtain was one of the most bizarre feelings I’d ever experienced. There was a slight tingling in my skin, and everything grew dark for a moment despite the fact that my eyes were wide open.

      Then I ran into Kory, who had stopped dead the moment he was through the curtain.

      “Kory, when there are people coming through behind you, you have to get out of the way,” I grumbled, rubbing my nose, which had come into contact with him first.

      He turned and gave me an abashed look, but then glanced around us, inviting me to see his excuse for myself. I peered around his broad frame and caught my breath.

      I was in a completely different world.

      My first thought was how clean everything was. Immediately on top of that, I realized it looked so clean because everything was new. Then I wondered what the hell we’d just gone through.

      “Alexy, what is that thing?” I asked.

      She gave me a shrug. “A sort of digital curtain, or at least that’s how it’s been explained to me. More reflection and projection than physical barrier. That’s how they can change what it shows. Just a different computer program.”

      She pointed up to the sky above us, and we all looked up, our eyes searching the blue.

      “It may look like it comes from the sky, but it’s actually projecting upward from the ground, from devices that are buried in the dirt. Up there, in the middle of the dome that covers this place, is the central point where all the projections connect.”

      “And those projections just... know to bend and make a dome?” Nelson asked, looking flabbergasted.

      Alexy nodded. “Mmhm. They must. And that’s the end of my understanding—not my job, not my problem.” She cracked an Alexy-like grin, then turned and gestured toward the city, moving us from the subject of the force field to something more important.

      The city stretching before us was a cacophony of color and light and texture, from the brightest steel to old-fashioned bricks mottled from red to black and in between. There were lofty arches of bright white concrete over the streets, drawing the eye to a skyline of flat-topped and gabled roofs and huge, egg-shaped structures perched on top of the buildings, mingling with the odd tower or two.

      The surrounding streets were just as rich in detail. Wide avenues made of ochre cobblestones and fresh asphalt curled between the buildings. Lampposts marched down the streets in stately lines, and a banner of a different color hung from each one, labeled with symbols that meant nothing to me, but were inherently pleasing to look at. These were things I’d only seen in the books I’d spent much of my childhood buried in.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Alexy grinning as we all stood in silence, eyes wide as we took it all in.

      There were people, too. Not many of them, but they were all clothed in clean, bright colors, strolling down the streets as if they had every right to be here. Every right to be in this clean, beautiful place, this place that looked nothing like the other cities of our nation. And nothing like the vision I’d seen from outside, in the field.

      “Alexy, have you given us all some sort of hallucinogen?” Ant asked from my right. I jumped, his voice overly loud in this quiet, peaceful city.

      She turned to him, her eyes shining. “Didn’t have to,” she said simply. “Gang… welcome to Edgewood.”

      She put a hand to her earpiece and frowned. “As much as I’d love to let you spend some time taking it all in, duty calls. I’ve got orders to get you to the Hall. Come on.”

      With that, she started walking quickly down the street in front of us, counting on us to follow.

      I dashed after her.

      “What’s the Hall?” I asked. “And what did you mean earlier when you said they’d changed the force field? Also, how do you keep strangers from walking right in? If we could get in, couldn’t anyone else?”

      She gave me a shrug. “The digital projection is backed up by a pretty mean electrified web that our techs can turn on and off. Only people with permission can get through—and only when the techs know they’re coming and disable the web,” she said. “If you weren’t with me, you would have hit something that gave you an electric shock big enough to knock you out. By the time you woke up, you would have been moved by the guards. It’s not much of a problem, this far from other cities, but there are safeties in place. As for the Hall, think of it as the executive building. It’s where Nathan and his crew stay, where guests are housed, and where all the business gets done. So, you guys are going to the center of it all. As for the force field, it’s got several different settings. They must be trying out a new one, because usually it shows a fully functional factory.”

      Jace drew even with me in time to hear the end of this statement and frowned. “A factory? Why would they… Why?” he finished, deciding that the one word would get a fuller response.

      “I second that question,” I said.

      I saw the corner of Jace’s mouth dimple with pleasure at that… and then saw him forcefully straighten his mouth and smooth his brow. I sighed.

      “The factory is to keep the government off our backs,” Alexy replied chirpily, leading us left onto another street.

      This one was paved in a herringbone pattern of gray bricks. A few were missing, here and there, and tufts of grass were starting to poke through. But I looked past that and up to the bright, shining buildings, unwilling to admit there might be flaws in this place.

      “They think we’re a factory, they think we’re valid,” Alexy continued, looking back briefly to ensure that the rest of the group was keeping up. “And they don’t bother us. Which is why it’s strange that the engineers put up a deserted factory today. Seems more likely to draw some negative attention. A deserted factory brings the government sniffing around to explore it… or knock it down.”

      I tilted my head, running through what she’d just said. There was something strange about that, something that didn’t quite make sense. Then a scrap of a conversation between my adoptive parents at dinner one night floated into my memory. My… father, had been saying something about factories and the financial system.

      “Wait, but all factories have to pay a portion of their earnings to the government, don’t they?” I asked. “They have to, in order to be allowed to do business. Factory owners pay their fees and the government leaves them alone to run things however they want, regardless of what they do to… to the workers.” I stuttered on the last part, remembering my own stint in the factories: the cruel working conditions, the lack of protection from unfair rules, how hard the managers had pushed us. Then the people on the streets in Trenton, who had said the rules had become even stricter, and the deserted apartment buildings and factories we’d come across while running from the Authority.

      No, factory workers did not live gentle lives. They were misused from the start. The owners of the factories paid good money for that control.

      “If this isn’t a real factory, how are they posing as one?” I continued. “How are they paying the fees to be left alone?”

      Alexy gave me a half smile. “You’re sharp, Robin. I’ve always liked that about you. But you’re now officially outside of the information I’m allowed to share with people who aren’t in the organization yet. Save those questions for Nathan.”

      It seemed there was still a limit to how much we could ask her. But this confirmed my suspicion—there was some serious funding behind Little John.

      This place was not only enormous and well built, but also allowed itself a few frills. I didn’t know how society worked here, but if Nathan and his cohorts could afford to build a place like this and maintain the image of a factory, it meant I had to rethink my opinion of the man.

      We didn’t know if he was the millionaire Gabby had found. And even if he was, would he be able to fund all of this by himself? I doubted it; no one was that rich.

      Which meant this might not all be his money. Where else would he get it? Donations?

      “So, Nathan’s the one who will tell us more?” I asked, trying to imagine where he’d find such wealth. “When will we be able to see him? Does he ignore as many questions as you do?”

      “Probably even more,” Alexy answered, sounding apologetic. “But I’m taking you to him. That’s why we were called in. Nathan is in residence right now, and he wants to see you. Him and Corona.”

      Corona was going to be there? I had about a million and one questions for the woman.

      “Not that I’m not super excited to meet the man who’s been playing with our lives for the last few weeks,” Ant butt in, “but Jackie is quite possibly dying here, and an emergency medical team or even a doctor would be nice.”

      Alexy activated her ear comm again. “ETA?” she asked. She waited a moment, listening. “Excellent.”

      The moment she hung up, a pale blue vehicle pulled up from a side street, its engine nearly silent. A crew of four, dressed in identical white outfits, all exited, talking in low, urgent tones as they swarmed around Jackie and her bed.

      Two of them, a lean man with bright blue eyes in a tan face and a bulky woman with short brown hair, gently eased the stretcher from the hands of my friends and carried it swiftly to the van, sliding Jackie inside with the utmost care. The third, a tiny woman who barely came up to my shoulder but had a muscular physique that strained the seams of her white suit, hopped into the driver’s seat.

      “Wait a minute, what are you doing?” Ant asked, starting to look panicky. “Where are you taking her?”

      “To the hospital, like you asked,” Alexy told him. “You want her to get help, right?”

      He looked confused. “Well yeah, but—”

      “We’ll do our best for her,” said the last of the team, a dark-skinned woman with amber eyes. She squeezed Ant’s shoulder, then rushed back to the van and leapt in beside Jackie’s bed.

      The doors shut, and a moment later the van had disappeared down another street, the low hum of its engine soon out of range of our hearing.

      “When will we see her again?” I asked, my heart already feeling slightly emptier with her gone.

      Alexy gave me a serious look, which was completely unnatural for her face. “You’ll see her when they say she’s healthy enough to have visitors,” she said. “I’m sure you’ve known someone who went into the hospital before, right?”

      I nodded. “I have. But I went with them. I didn’t have them scooped up on the street and taken who knows where.”

      She reached out and took my hand, giving it a squeeze. “Robin, you know me. And you know how much I like Jackie. I sent her to the people who can help her best. Do you think I’d do anything that wasn’t in her best interest?”

      She had me there. Alexy was a strange person, but she’d also, kind of, become our friend. She was right; I didn’t think she’d do anything if she didn’t think it was in Jackie’s best interest.

      I doubted it was going to be good enough for Ant, though, who was still staring forlornly in the direction in which the van had disappeared.

      Suddenly, Alexy slapped a hand to her ear once more, eyes narrowing as she listened. When whoever was talking to her finished, she turned to us again.

      “Nathan and Corona aren’t available after all, so they’re going to be meeting with you later,” she said. “I’ve been ordered to take you to the guest suites. There are some people there waiting to talk to you.”

      She headed off again at a brisk march, and the rest of us had a time keeping up with her as she strode quickly down the streets of Edgewood, shouting out greetings to people as she walked.

      “We’ll be giving you a tour of the place later, after we pick up the other member of the group,” she said over her shoulder. “I don’t feel like giving the tour twice, so it makes the most sense to do it when you’re together.”

      “When who’s together?” I asked. How many new recruits were there in this place? The city looked like it could hold a significant population, but there weren’t many people on the street. Was this where they took new recruits, to train them? Was that why it was so empty?

      “That’s a surprise,” Alexy said with a wink. “Now come on. Less staring, more walking. There will be time to look at all the pretty buildings later.”

      “How much farther are we going?” Nelson asked, having moved up to walk directly on my left.

      Alexy pointed to a building up ahead. “That’s our stop right there.”

      It was a building unlike anything I’d seen so far in the city. It was only three stories rather than thirty, and was long, with two wings branching off the main house and a number of columns in front. The main building was capped with a huge dome in the middle, and the entire thing was painted a stark white.

      Something about it niggled at me, like maybe I’d seen something similar, a long time ago. Maybe in a book? Or was it somewhere I’d visited? No, that wasn’t right. The answer was there one moment and gone the next, but there were more important things to put my energy toward than remembering some stray bit of trivia.

      “That’s the Hall?” I asked, somewhat awestruck by the stately building.

      “It is,” Alexy replied with satisfaction. “That’s where you guys will be staying while you’re here, and where all the important things happen. It’s also where we’re housing all the other guests.”

      “What other guests?” I asked.

      Alexy gave me a moue of anticipation, her eyes sparkling with excitement, and paused for a long, dramatic moment. Then her face broke into a grin, and she shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know, something tells me you guys already know them.”

      She gestured over her shoulder with a thumb, and I followed her motion to see someone crossing the boulevard in front of us at a run.

      Someone with long, skinny legs and knobby knees.

      Someone I recognized immediately.

      “Gabby?!” I shrieked.
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      “They came and got us not long after the last time I talked to you!” Gabby was sobbing, her breath hot and moist against my neck. “But they told me I couldn’t call you and let you know, in case I led the Authority to you or you led them to me. They even made me get rid of my phone, and that had all my stuff on it!”

      I finally managed to detach her hands from each other and untangle myself from her arms, then stood back to get a good look at her.

      She was the same as I remembered: thin, her frame too small for the personality it held, her hair a dark brown, her eyes the brightest blue. And that smattering of freckles over her nose.

      “Did they save all of you?” I asked anxiously. “The entire family?”

      “Yes, they’re all here,” she replied, wiping at the tears streaming down her face. “Mom, Dad, my uncle and aunt, grandparents, and even all the kids.”

      She made a face at the last addition, and I had to laugh through the thickness in my throat.

      “You’re not glad they brought the kids?” I asked, grinning.

      She gave me a look. “I mean, sure, I’m glad they’re safe, and it’s not like they could have stayed on the ship by themselves. It’s just… this is my first real adventure, my first time away from the ship, and I guess I wish I could have taken it by myself, you know?”

      I grabbed her and pulled her into another hug, laughing. She’d become such a big part of our team, and had done so many important things, that I often forgot she was only sixteen.

      “Now, where is everyone?” I asked. I turned to Alexy and the others, who were standing back, watching my reunion with Gabby. “Alexy, you said something about us getting rooms? Do those come with clean clothes? Showers?”

      “They do,” she replied, and the whole team groaned in relief. “As for where everyone is, this is going to be your core group, for now, at least. Julia, Marco, the rest of them all came in earlier than you, so they’re housed in the same area where you’ll be staying, but they won’t be doing much with you during the day. They’re going to be on a different… team.”

      She finished the statement so vaguely that I frowned, but tried to put it aside. I would have preferred to do whatever we were tasked with doing alongside the rest of my OH+ team, but I wasn’t going to spend my first day in Edgewood questioning the decisions Little John had made about where to put personnel. Right now, getting clean and finding fresh clothes was at the top of my priority list. Everything else could wait.

      Jace reached out to grab Alexy, who had started to turn toward the street.

      “And Rhea?” he asked tensely. “Zion told me she was here. Where is she? When can I see her? Is she okay?”

      Alexy scoffed, but then seemed to notice the fear in Jace’s expression. Instead of giving him her usual smart-ass attitude, she put a hand on his forearm and squeezed.

      “She’s fine,” she said gently. “She’s in the same place they house all the kids, and I promise I’m going to get you over to see her as soon as I can. Just… gotta have patience, big guy. I’m not the boss around here and I don’t get to call all the shots.”

      “How long?” he asked through gritted teeth.

      I winced. Rhea was his only living family, and the idea that she was here, but still out of reach, had to be killing him.

      This time she did smile. “Didn’t I just tell you I’d get you over there as soon as I could? What, you don’t trust me? Soon, Jace, I promise. But that’s all I can do right now.”

      He let go of her, though I could tell it was difficult for him to do so, and gave her a grudging nod.

      “Tomorrow,” he said firmly. “Or there’ll be trouble.”

      Alexy rolled her eyes at me, but gave Jace a nod and then turned and started across the street toward the enormous white building.

      Ant, Abe, Kory, Nelson, Henry, Gabby, Jace, and I trailed after her, Gabby talking a million miles a minute about everything she’d seen since she arrived and what she thought of it all. When we finally arrived at the Hall, I was not surprised to find that the inside was just as grand as the outside.

      The floor was made of white marble, the walls painted a dusky blue, and the place was filled with ornate dark wooden furniture. Several tables lined the foyer we’d stepped into, some with vases of flowers on top, some with clocks or small bronze statues. I could see several more placed against the walls in the hallways curling off in either direction. Every so often a table was joined by an armchair, as if inviting a person to sit down and stay awhile. The paintings on the walls rivaled those in Corona’s house.

      Maybe she’d overseen the decoration of both places. After all, if she was Nathan’s equal, it made sense she would have had a hand in the construction of the Hall.

      Alexy was saying something to the rest of the group, and I shushed Gabby for just a sec. I’d missed her, but there was only so much sixteen-year-old chatter a girl could take in the space of ten minutes.

      “We have suites for all of you in the guest wing,” Alexy said. “Though of course you’re welcome to share rooms if you want. Just head up the stairs and down the corridor on the right, all the way to where it divides. Take another right, and that entire hallway is for your use. If there’s someone already in a suite, it’ll be locked. I would recommend finding one that’s unoccupied. Less awkward.” She smirked at her own joke.

      “And what about you?” I asked. “You’re not coming to show us around?”

      “I’ll show you around after you’ve gotten cleaned up,” she replied. “Right now, I have to report to my superior about why I arrived here with you rather than taking the ship to safety with Zion.” She rolled her eyes. “Honestly, what did they think I was going to do, push you out of the plane into the wilderness, count on you to know to go to the broken-down factory and manage to get through the shield by yourselves? Sometimes I’m shocked at what passes for intelligence around here.”

      She tossed one more look around the circle. “I’ll meet you back down here in an hour and show you around. You guys belong to me until Nathan and Corona decide they have time.”

      She gave us a final grin, then was gone, leaving the rest of us staring around at each other, unsure of how to proceed.

      In the end, Gabby decided for us.

      “Oh my God, you guys are so slow,” she muttered. “Come on, I’ll show you the wing Alexy was talking about. My entire family is already up there, along with a bunch of other people. You really can’t miss it if you follow the directions she gave.”

      With that she darted up the dark blue carpet that ran up the sweeping staircase in front of us, hand skimming along the gleaming wood of the banister.
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      Getting to the guest wing was as simple as both Alexy and Gabby had promised, though the deeper we traveled into the building, the larger the knot of suspicion grew in my gut. This was just all so strange.

      The amount of money spent on this building alone, never mind the city, was mindboggling. Not to mention the money they must be paying the government for the freedom from censure that generally protected factories and other large businesses. Then there was the fact that they had a literal cloaking device, force field… thing.

      That was an awful lot of money.

      Who knew there was money in revolution?

      “Long time no see, squad.”

      A familiar voice drew me from my reverie. I looked up and saw a face I recognized, and then another, and another. With a joyous yelp, I was running down the hall, Nelson with me, and throwing myself into Marco’s arms, laughing and crying at the same time.

      “We were so worried about you!” I cried. “We couldn’t get back for you, and once we figured out the apartment we left you in might not be safe—”

      “Zion came for us almost immediately,” he said. “It was so quick we thought you guys must have passed on the stairs or something. We were surprised when he didn’t have you with him.”

      “He told us he was going to take us someplace safe,” Julia said, her lip trembling a little. “We’ve been here waiting for you ever since.”

      I turned and wrapped my arms around her neck, overwhelmed with gratitude at her appearance and more than a little surprised she was allowing any of us to handle her this way. She’d always seemed against public displays of affection in the past, but now she wrapped me in a bear hug and laughed and cried into my hair, mumbling about how she’d been afraid we were all dead.

      “You and me both!” I replied. Then I looked up and saw the rest of them. Winter was there, and Austin, and even Robert. The moment I saw his weaselly face, I whirled around, wondering if Gabby was still as starry-eyed about him as she had been.

      However, when I turned, I saw she’d been engulfed by her family and was being ushered—unhappily, if the look on her face was anything to go by—into a set of rooms at the far end of the hall.

      I waved at her, selfishly glad I wouldn’t have to talk to her about Robert and what I thought of him right now, and then turned back to my friends as we set about choosing our rooms.
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      The room I found my way into was nice. The fact that I was sharing it with Nelson was even nicer. The thought of being alone left a hollow place in the pit of my stomach, so when she’d asked if I minded if we shared a suite, I jumped at the opportunity. Apparently she didn’t want to be alone either.

      She let me take a shower first, saying she wanted to spend a little time with Julia, and I remembered that they hadn’t seen each other in quite some time. It made sense for the two to seek each other out, given how close they’d been, and I was more than happy to take advantage of getting the shower first.

      I had never really thought about what heaven might be like, but if it was anything like that shower, I would be happy to spend eternity there.

      It was concerning that I couldn’t remember when I’d last been truly clean—a solid indicator it had been too long. The shower was wonderfully roomy, tiled in honey-colored stone with soft lighting that shifted though shades of gold. I took my time, reveling in the feel of the water melting away the dirt and sweat and fear of the last week or so. Small bottles of shampoo, conditioner, and soap sat on a shelf in the shower, all smelling of lavender and sweet orange. It reminded me of home.

      I went through three bottles of each before I felt fully clean again.

      By the time I stepped out of the shower, the bathroom was filled with fog and I could barely see the mirror on the opposite wall. I stepped through the mist, eyes half closed with the deep fatigue that had eased over me along with the hot water, and reached out to wipe away the moisture from the mirror.

      Most of the glass fogged up again, but the spot where my face was stayed clear, my features floating in a misty backdrop. Mousy blond hair in thick, wet ropes across my shoulders and back, and hazel eyes. Same exact features as the last time I’d looked in a mirror, and the time before that, and the time before that… and yet the eyes had changed. Once again, I was looking in the mirror and seeing a different version of myself, a version the world around me had altered. It had happened before; I saw myself change when Hope was stolen from me. All the light had disappeared and I was left clawing out a meager existence, more out of force of habit than force of will. I’d been stuck on a path I’d had no way of escaping. I’d felt as though I had no power to make decisions for myself.

      Now, I was different. I knew there was something I could do, because I was doing it. This time, the change was a change for good.

      An abrupt banging on the door made me jump, and I grabbed for the towel, which had dropped on the floor.

      “Yes?” I asked, my voice shaking slightly.

      “Robin, are you done with crying in the shower or whatever it is you’re doing in there? We’re going to have to meet Alexy soon, and I’d like to be showered as well, if you don’t mind.”

      I could hear the laughter in Nelson’s voice at her words, so I knew she wasn’t too miffed, but she was right. If I was going to change the world, I needed to be dressed.

      I just hoped Nathan had plans. More than that, I hoped there was a place for me in them. Now that I knew there was a way to fight the government, I didn’t think I’d ever be able to go back to not fighting for what was right.
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      When our group arrived at the foyer, we were all showered and dressed in clean clothes we’d found in our rooms. Nothing too fancy, but comfortable: black trousers in a fabric similar to denim, white tops in either a t-shirt, tank top, or button-up style, and pale blue zip-up jackets made of the softest material I’d ever felt. I’d had to put my dirty boots back on, but at least there had been clean socks and underwear, including a white stretch-fabric sports bra that was the coziest thing I’d worn in years.

      Our little group all looked much cleaner, but we were also starting to drag. For Jace, Ant, Abe, Nelson, Kory, and me, it had been an exhausting week. I was sure I wasn’t the only one who wished we could have stayed in our rooms to sleep. Whatever it was Alexy wanted to show us, it couldn’t possibly be that important.

      The look on her face when we arrived changed my mind about that, however, because she looked an awful lot like a little kid about to start unwrapping Christmas presents. She’d had a shower as well, and had changed clothes, switching out her customary black jumpsuit for faded blue jeans and a loose purple t-shirt.

      She grabbed me by the hand.

      “I’ve got orders to get you acquainted with the city,” she said. “The sooner the better. I hope you’re ready.”

      “Ready for what, exactly?” Ant asked. “And where’s Jackie? When are we going to see her again? When are we going to get an update?” He stepped closer to Alexy, looming over her, his fear making him brutish.

      I gulped. While I wanted to see Jackie just as badly as Ant did, I was willing to be reasonable about it. He was starting to look distinctly unreasonable.

      “I was actually on the phone with the medics not too long ago,” Alexy assured him. “They told me Jackie’s doing better. She has some extensive internal bruising. Before you ask, no, it’s not the same as bleeding. It’s also less serious, thank goodness. Given what she told me about what happened,”—she shot me a wide-eyed look of respect—“I have to say I’m shocked it wasn’t worse.”

      I bit my lip, remembering what had happened on that street. The Authority pulling up in their van. The chase. The soldier with the gun—and my finger on the trigger.

      I hadn’t dealt with it yet. I had put it in a box in my brain and shoved it into a corner. But that box was starting to leak something dark and sour, and I knew I was going to have to deal with it soon. But not yet.

      “Yeah, well,” Ant said, relaxing slightly. “She’s a badass.”

      Alexy smiled. “She is indeed. Now, the good news is it’s not life threatening. The bad news is she has to spend quite some time in the hospital while it heals up.”

      “How long?” Ant asked, his voice cracking.

      “Until she’s not at risk of permanent damage,” Alexy replied firmly. She put a hand on his arm. “I promise I’ll get her back to you as soon as I can.”

      She looked up at him, hoping he’d see reason, and I put a hand on his other arm, trying to help.

      “Ant, she’s in the best possible place,” I said. “She’s getting care we can’t give her, and that sounds to me like a positive diagnosis. Nothing broken, nothing life threatening. And she’ll be home as soon as it’s safe?” I finished, looking pointedly at Alexy and receiving a nod of confirmation.

      I didn’t like having Jackie stuck in a hospital, and I didn’t like that we weren’t allowed to visit her. But I had to start trusting sometime, if for no other reason than to reassure Ant. We couldn’t afford for him to go rogue on us. I could just imagine the twins running some midnight rescue mission that ended up getting Jackie hurt and us kicked out.

      “So, a tour, huh?” Jace asked, breaking the awkward silence that had descended over the group.

      Alexy jumped back to her old form, eyes bright. “Yes, a tour. There are a lot of important things here in Edgewood, and Nathan wants you to be familiar with them all. It should show you what the organization can do, as well as give you a glimpse of what you’ll be doing.”

      Getting a glimpse of what we’d be doing, eh? Suddenly the idea of a tour became a whole lot more interesting, and the whole team perked up, a little buzz of conversation running between people, tiredness forgotten as we followed Alexy back out into the sunlight.

      We paused a moment so our eyes could adjust to the bright sunlight that had broken through the earlier cloud cover, and then had about twelve seconds to take in the red brick path leading to the Hall, flanked by two neatly kept lawns, before Alexy was moving to the right, pointing at the city in various directions.

      “First place we’re going is the weapons depo, although everyone calls it the Armory,” she chirped. “Then I’ll take you to the Toy Shop, aka the engineering workshops, and then we’re going to the—”

      “Alexy,” I interrupted. This was an overwhelming way to do a tour, and none of us were at our sharpest. “How about you tone it down just a bit and keep in mind that we’ve all had kind of a rough week or two, eh?”

      She gave me a somewhat bashful look. “Good point,” she replied, looking from my face to Ant’s, then Jace’s, and then Abe’s. “Sorry. I’m just so excited to finally get to tell you guys about all this stuff. Come on, this way. We’re still going to the Armory first.”

      She turned and pushed forward, and I lengthened my stride to catch up with her.

      “Exactly how long have you been keeping these secrets?” I asked. It seemed like a safe enough place to start. Surely that couldn’t be top-secret information.

      She shrugged. “Five years. I wasn’t part of Nathan’s first wave, but I’ve been here long enough to know my way around.”

      “And that would make you…”

      “Twenty-five years old,” she said with a grin. “I’m not ancient, if that’s what you’re wondering. I just joined up early. Did the military for two years, got kicked out when I had my own personal run-in with the Ministry, and then Nathan took me under his wing a few months later.” Her face went stoic for a moment. “Saved my life.”

      It was clear she didn’t want to say any more about it, so I turned my attention to the street we were on, which was bordered by a series of beautiful townhouses, each of them painted a different combination of colors. They looked like jellybeans.

      “This is the way to the Armory?” I asked, surprised. “So far away from the Hall? They don’t keep all the bases of operation together?”

      “Nope. They’re spread out in this residential and retail area.”

      I looked closer and saw that yes, the buildings were interrupted by the occasional small shop, each a single story, each painted in riotous colors. In some places, the shops were the first floor, with what looked like residences on the second, third, and fourth floors, all of it flowing together seamlessly.

      That much I’d seen before in Trenton and the other cities. Heck, Nelson’s office had been above a grocery store. I’d just never seen them existing with such easy grace. I didn’t know what it was about these buildings, but everything seemed like it somehow worked together for the greater good.

      “Why don’t they keep them together?” I asked. “Surely it would be easier for everyone if they were all in one place.”

      “For that very reason,” she said, waving to two men walking down the opposite side of the street who, despite their casual clothes, were obviously military from their posture. “If anyone invaded the city, as unlikely as that is, they would be looking for everything in the wrong place. Buildings that look important and are all grouped together are easy to pick out and way too easy to target. So, Corona made it a point to keep them hidden. Here we are.”

      She trotted up a set of stairs toward the front door of one of the townhouses I’d been admiring. There she pressed a button by the door and leaned toward the box over it.

      “Alexy Zane, 53876, Eagle status,” she said sharply.

      There was a burst of static from the box, and then a male voice. “Roger that. What’s up, Lex?”

      The voice had a soft, slow drawl to it, seeming to run like toffee out of the little box’s crackly speaker.

      Alexy blushed and snapped, “Jonathan, I’ve told you not to call me that when we’re working.”

      “But I know how much you like it,” the voice, Jonathan, said, a hint of laughter evident.

      Alexy growled in frustration. “Look, I have some new recruits here and I want to show them the Armory. Can you be professional for more than thirty seconds?”

      “My record is twenty-five,” he said, still in that rich drawl, “but I’ll go for a new personal best for you… Lex.”

      “Oh, you and I are going to have a serious talk,” she responded between gritted teeth, but he had already disconnected.

      I wondered who this Jonathan person was—and how long he’d known Alexy—and then followed her through the opening door of the building.

      “This is the weapons building,” she said grandly as we entered, having recovered some of her poise. “This is where… well, where we keep the weapons, shockingly.”

      I looked up and to the sides, seeing what looked like a museum around us. This wasn’t what I’d been expecting.

      Instead, it looked very much like we’d just walked into a government-issued building. The walls were a polite beige, the carpet a smart dark green, the people going about their business all in light brown uniforms, though those looked more like regular old pants and button-up shirts than anything else. To the right, a set of stairs curled upward, plaster crown molding softening the sharp, clean lines of the layout.

      The ground floor, as far as I could see, was divided into several equal-sized rooms, each of them separated from the central atrium by clear walls made either of glass or plastic. Whatever it was, I could see how thick the panes were from where I was standing, each one easily six inches in depth.

      Abe stopped next to me and looked to the left and right, eyeing what must have been at least twenty rooms. “How many weapons do you guys need?”

      “Well, we have a pretty broad definition of ‘weapons,’ I guess,” Alexy said, her tone indicating she rather agreed with the question. “It’s not just weapons in here. More like… anything we might need in a fight.”

      “And who are you planning to fight?” Henry suddenly asked.

      Alexy cocked her head as if noticing him for the first time.

      “Ah, the new guy. Zion muttered something about you on the airship. Who are you again?” she asked. Although her tone was casual and almost flirty, I saw it for what it was: a question with no right answer.

      “Um, I’m Henry. Robin’s… friend,” he stuttered, evidently having come to the same conclusion.

      He glanced at me, his eyes holding both a plea for help and a bit of panic.

      Not that there was anything I could do. Besides, they’d seen him on the ship. I’d seen them see him, and Zion had chosen not to do anything about it. If they hadn’t wanted him, they wouldn’t have allowed him to come with us.

      To my surprise, it was Jace who spoke up. “He’s an old friend of Robin’s. He actually saved our lives, at great risk to himself and the destruction of his previous life,” he said in a low tone. “I don’t know him myself, but he hasn’t given us any reason to distrust him. You said you needed new recruits? Well, he’s a new recruit. One who wants to fight for your organization.”

      Alexy gave Jace a long, considering look, then lifted one eyebrow. “An old friend of Robin’s? And yet you’re the one defending him? That strikes me as odd.”

      I felt a stab of irritation. Alexy had never been subtle, and we’d experienced her snide jabs at our relationship before. But her comment was a little too barbed for me to brush off.

      Jace, however, just smiled. “I respect Robin. So, I respect her friends. That’s good enough for me.” He mimicked her raised eyebrow and dropped the smile. “Is my judgment good enough for you?”

      There was a loaded silence for far too long, until Ant gave an exaggerated cough.

      “You were saying there was other stuff in here? Are you going to show us?”

      Alexy tore her gaze from Jace and gave Ant a smile I thought was part frustration and part gratitude. “That’s why I brought you here, isn’t it? Come on.”

      I paused before following her, trying to catch Jace’s eye in thanks. He’d gone out of his way to help Henry, and me, and I didn’t want him to think I hadn’t noticed. But instead of looking at me or even pausing, he swept past to follow Alexy as if I wasn’t there.

      I watched his back, frustrated. The sooner I could get him into a corner and talk this thing through with him, the better. I hated this stiffness between us.

      Alexy made an abrupt turn to the left, and I darted after them. When I caught up, the woman was making her way into the first room, gesturing for us to stand next to her.

      “Every room is divided into what you might call genres,” she said. “Various offensive and defensive components. There are long-range weapons, short-range weapons, stealth equipment, uniforms, tech gadgets ranging from useful to deadly, and body armor. This one is the armor room.”

      I drew close enough to see and caught my breath. Displayed on the wall was one of the second-skin suits we’d been wearing during the jailbreak, its fine chainmail-like surface gleaming under the lights. Next to it was an exo-suit like the ones we’d worn during the raid on the warehouse.

      Farther down the wall there was a cape that must have some sort of wonderful ability, various versions of matte black armor, a full suit made of clear material and riddled with brightly colored wires, and a set of hefty-looking gauntlets, which, according to Alexy, expelled an electrical shield from each palm measuring three feet in width. There was more, so much more, but I couldn’t keep all the different forms and functions in my head, eventually letting it all wash over me in a flurry of words.

      “Why is there only one of each?” I asked, confused. “Are these demo models or something?”

      “Every room in here is like a page from a catalogue,” Alexy answered. “This is where you come to pick what you need. The warehouse is under the building.”

      My eyes moved back to the suits I’d seen before, and I did some rapid calculations. “When you and Zion said you got those second-skin suits from a contact in the military…”

      “We did,” she said immediately. “Those suits do come from the military. And one of our contacts did get them for us. It’s just that he got them about two years ago, and got a set number of them, which live in our warehouse. At least, they did,” she finished, shooting a glance at me. “After what you guys did, and the number you lost, we’ll have to see if we can get replacements.”

      I guiltily remembered the second-skin suit I’d left in the cave and wondered whether the Authority soldiers had found it, and if so, what repercussions that might have.

      “And the exo-suits?” I asked. “Same with them? Got them from a contact?”

      Alexy gave me a narrow-eyed look and nodded. “Except those are more widely available,” she said. “The second-skin suits are more like top-secret tech from the military. The exo-suits are used mostly for construction. We got those on the black market. Easier. Fewer strings attached.”

      I returned her narrow-eyed expression, wondering at the coincidence of those suits appearing here as well, but finally nodded. It made sense that they were more commonly available, since the construction industry was bound to have less stringent security, and that Little John had just straight up purchased them.

      “What else is there?” Nelson asked.

      I turned to her and could see she was drinking it all in, mentally cataloging everything we saw. If I knew her, she was already making a list of things we needed if and when we ever went back out on our own and started doing missions again.

      Those suits really would have come in handy when we ran into adoptive parents who had guns. And dogs.

      

      Alexy curtailed our tour of the Armory after about half an hour, during which time we saw everything from standard-issue handguns to grenade launchers and flamethrowers to a set of boots that could let you run on water. Some, Alexy said, they’d stolen right from the government itself, while some were created by the engineers and designers over in the Toy Shop.

      The place truly was a treasure trove of weapons and defensive measures, and by the time we were done, I was starting to understand how Alexy and Zion had come up with things so easily whenever we needed them.

      One of the questions I couldn’t get an answer to was whether Nathan had purchased them all himself or with money from someone else. But with the number of military pieces in there, I was starting to believe Little John extended a lot farther than we’d realized. Nathan and Corona hadn’t just networked with civilians. They’d somehow gone all the way to the top.

      Alexy took us to the developmental engineering building next, which everyone apparently called the Toy Shop, and there we saw a couple of people in the process of working on a few of the items we’d seen in the Armory.

      “Making it ourselves is still a work in progress for some things,” she said, all of us watching an older man with silver-streaked black hair explore the innards of a gadget with miniscule tools. “But it’s a lot cheaper, not to mention safer, to build stuff than to buy it, so we do it when we can.”

      She ushered us out of there a moment later, saying something about going to the disguises building, and soon we were back out on the sidewalk and heading for another of the townhouses.

      The Theater, as she called it, contained enough clothes, wigs, prosthetics, and make-up to put Zion’s homemade disguise shop to shame. By far the most fascinating piece of tech in there was a printer that could print a mask directly onto your face to make sure it moved with your real features.

      “This is what we use when we have to do anything delicate,” Alexy noted, watching the printer at work on a man who was getting ready to go on a mission.

      How he was managing to stand still with the laser of the printer running over his face, building a mask over his skin, I didn’t know, but he looked like this was old news, a set of ear buds jammed in his ears.

      “How would anything move with your features?” Ant asked, fascinated.

      I wondered if he was thinking of getting a mask to differentiate his face from his brother’s. It would be a lot more efficient than wearing that stringy mustache they’d once tried.

      “It’s a special rubber polymer,” Alexy replied. “I don’t know much more about it than that. But the fact that it’s printed right onto your face means it follows all the right lines, and it’s flexible enough to bend when you smile, move when you lift an eyebrow, and so on. The only downside is they don’t last very long before they start to break down. It’s nearly led to some very dangerous situations, let me tell you.”

      I wanted to ask more questions, but Alexy was already hustling us along to the garage she simply called the Rides, where we saw everything from skateboards to huge tanks, and then to an unnamed warehouse on the edge of town filled with hundreds of variations of Alexy’s own black suit.

      I didn’t know why there had to be so many of them, and I hoped like crazy I’d never have to put one on. Alexy might wear it like a rock star, but it was definitely not my style.

      We realized then we’d been on the tour for over three hours, and decided we’d had enough. It was time for some actual resting to happen.

      “Are you guys hungry?” Alexy asked, turning big, exaggerated eyes on us. Eyes that indicated she was hungry and hoped we’d give her an excuse.

      “I could eat,” Ant mumbled.

      Abe, Jace, and Kory followed up with quick agreements, and Nelson, Henry, and I nodded. It had been an awfully long time since breakfast, and though I was anxious to find my way into a bed and enjoy some crisp, clean sheets, my stomach had been complaining for hours. I needed food and sleep, in that order.

      Maybe then I’d actually be able to start digesting all the information Alexy had given us today.
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      By the time Nelson and I made it back to our room, I could barely keep my eyes open. I was fuller than I’d been in a long, long time, courtesy of the magnificent chefs in the Hall’s kitchens, and so exhausted I was fairly certain I would sleep for the entirety of tomorrow.

      I hadn’t seen Gabby again since our reunion, and everyone else had been satisfied with silence as we waded through the plethora of food offered to us at dinner, so I’d at least been saved from too much conversation. Although a part of me thought it would be the ideal time to start sorting through all the things Alexy had told me and that I’d seen since we’d arrived, exhaustion overrode logic, and I’d gratefully let my brain relax into somnolence, keeping enough control only to continue eating and then steer my feet back to our room.

      Of course, the moment my head touched my pillow, my brain decided to start feeding me all the information I’d heard today, and the many ways it might mean danger to my friends and me. There were still so many questions that hadn’t been answered yet, despite my careful inquiries, and Zion had opened up more holes with his vague, evasive statements. Alexy might have been trying to help by giving us the information she had, but none of that felt like it was the end of the story either. Instead, it felt like she’d maybe only given us the first level. And knowing we’d only seen the tip of the iceberg had a way of making me even more wary than I’d been before.

      I tossed and turned for at least half an hour before Nelson started grumbling about it.

      “Jeez, could you think any louder?” she asked gruffly from the bed on the other side of the room. “I thought you were exhausted. You barely said anything during dinner.”

      I cringed a little. I knew she had to be exhausted; it had been even longer since she’d been in a safe bed.

      “Sorry… I didn’t mean to keep you up.” I paused. “I’m just worried about how much we still don’t know,” I said honestly. “It feels like we’re jumping into the deep end when we’re not even sure how to swim.”

      She sighed, and I heard the rustling of sheets as she shifted onto her back. “I know what you mean. But I also know that we’ll be better swimmers tomorrow if we’ve slept.”

      I repressed the snarky answer that jumped immediately to my lips. Then I got up, grabbed one of the wonderfully soft sweatshirts, and slipped it over the pajama set I’d also found in the closet.

      With another murmured apology for having kept her up, I made my way to the door and stepped out into the hall. If I was going to think, I might as well do it out here, where I wouldn’t keep anyone else awake. Maybe I’d even take a walk. We hadn’t really explored the Hall yet, and ever since I’d come to the realization that walking helped Jace think, I’d been thinking about trying it for myself.

      I was already finding it surprisingly successful.

      The hallway was dim, as I’d expected, with lights only running along the floor, and I paused for a moment to let my eyes adjust. We’d left the bathroom light of the suite on, Nelson and I agreeing we didn’t want to be in the utter darkness, but the softer light out here made everything seem foggy and indistinct.

      I was turning to my right and looking down the hall, wondering what lay at the end of it, when a hand came down on my shoulder from behind.

      I yelped and jumped, about to kick backward and start screaming bloody murder, when a hand came down over my mouth, cutting off my air, and an arm pulled me back against a very large and well-muscled body.

      That was it; I was officially in trouble. I was going to be killed, right here in the hallway of the Little John Hall, with all of my friends sleeping in the rooms around me. How horribly ironic.

      “Stop kicking, for God’s sake, it’s just me!” Jace hissed in my ear.

      Every ounce of protest seeped from my body, and I sagged toward the ground, too relieved to even stand.

      Jace felt me relax, and he relaxed as well. He made sure I was standing on my own, then the hand dropped away from my mouth and the arm disappeared from my waist.

      “What are you doing? Trying to give me a heart attack?” I asked, whipping around to face him.

      Despite the gloom, I could see the gleam of his teeth.

      “I was just thinking the same thing of you,” he said, his grin coming across in his voice. “I thought I’d have the hallway to myself at this time of night, given how tired everyone is, and then I turn around and you’re right on top of me. I almost screamed myself before I realized it would be smarter to keep you from screaming.”

      I finally laughed, the situation so ridiculous I couldn’t help it.

      “Guess we’ve become too accustomed to people trying to kill us, huh?” I said ruefully.

      We both backed up against the wall as if we’d already agreed to it and slid down into sitting positions, leaning up against the strength of the building. Jace let out a hefty sigh, and I turned to glance at him. Down here, where the lights ran along the baseboard, I could see the amusement fading from his face.

      “What are you thinking?” I asked cautiously. I’d finally gotten some alone time with him, and I knew exactly what I needed to do. Assuming he was in the mood to talk.

      “I’m just thinking that this is all so much, so quickly, I guess,” Jace replied. “One minute we’re out in the forest on our own, wondering if Little John is even an option or has as much power as we thought they had, and the next we’re being paraded into this insane city where they seem to have everything anyone could ever wish for.” He paused, either thinking or just overwhelmed at the idea. “I mean, I had clothes my size in my closet, like they’d been expecting me. It’s… kind of creepy.”

      “It’s definitely a big change,” I agreed, relieved that he was talking. His voice was a monotone, removed from the affection I was used to, but it was a start. “I knew Nathan had access to money. I mean, he must have, right, with all the things he was doing. But this”—I looked up to where I knew the ceiling curved into ornate crown molding and tasteful chandeliers—“is a lot bigger than I imagined it would be.”

      “And far better funded than it should be,” Jace said. “Let’s start with the disguise they have on this place. How does that thing even work? And how could they afford it? This city is built more solidly than most of the cities we’ve seen outside. As for all the toys they have, they might get a lot of those on loan, but a lot of them must be purchased.”

      “So where are they getting the money for it all?” I asked, finishing his thought.

      It wasn’t difficult to realize Nathan couldn’t be affording it on his own. What we’d seen around us would have taken government-level wealth. I’d already been thinking as much myself, and hearing someone else talking about it made me realize I hadn’t been overreacting with my suspicion.

      “You’re thinking there’s more to this than we realize,” I said.

      He huffed out a breath. “You don’t think the same? Surely you can tell as well as I can that Zion and even Alexy are still keeping secrets from us.”

      “I thought of it in terms of icebergs,” I said. “We’ve seen the tip. We have no idea how much is left under the surface.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking,” he murmured. “And that’s what worries me.”

      He reached out and took my hand absently, as if he needed some sort of anchor to the earth, and I gladly tangled my fingers with his, enjoying the warmth of them—and the fact that he was touching me at all.

      They were strong fingers, calloused by a lifetime of hard work, and his hand had to be about double the size of mine. The feel of it closing around my smaller hand made me feel safe in a way I couldn’t quite explain. It made me feel as if everything would be okay. No matter how many questions or worries we had right now, we were going to be together in this new place, just like we’d been together up to this point.

      I leaned my head tentatively on his shoulder and breathed out some of the stress I hadn’t realized I was holding on to, when he relaxed into me.

      “Do you think we’re still in trouble?” I asked hesitantly. “I feel safe here, but with all the things we still don’t know…” I let the question trail off, not really sure how I wanted to end it.

      “Not trouble, necessarily,” he replied. “I’ve never known Nathan to be reckless with his people, and we know now that he counts us as his. I just think that whatever they’re doing… it’s not what we think they’re doing. And that it’s bigger than we ever dreamed of.”

      “And bigger means more dangerous,” I muttered.

      “Naturally.” He withdrew his hand from mine and arranged his arm around my shoulders, drawing me close and tucking my head against his chest. “I just wish I knew more of what was going on.”

      “You and me both.” I sighed, and a span of silence fell between us.

      “We also need to talk about your friend Henry,” Jace said suddenly, his voice rumbling under my ear. “And how he fits into all of this.”

      I tensed at the words, but nodded firmly. “We do,” I said. As uncomfortable as the subject was, nothing was more uncomfortable than a moody Jace.

      I tried to sit up straighter so I could look him in the eye, but he squeezed me tightly, tugging me back down.

      “Huh, wha—”

      “But not tonight,” he finished sleepily, pulling me to his chest. “Tonight, I just want to hold on to you and pretend everything is okay. That we don’t have a care in the world. Is that all right with you?”

      I bit my lip, half in frustration and half in amusement. We really needed to talk about this, but the conversation wouldn’t be very productive if he was going into hibernation mode.

      “You really are a bear, you know that?” I grumbled, nestling myself against him.

      He chuckled, then hummed in agreement, resting his chin on my head, and I couldn’t help but smile. This. This was what I’d been searching for, this perfect fit, in both body and personality. I’d finally found it.

      Now all I had to do was figure out how to keep it.

      Within seconds, he was breathing the deep, even breaths of sleep, and I decided I wasn’t going to bother to stir him and suggest we return to our rooms.

      Instead, I gave my own mind permission to let go, and a moment later the entire world faded out of view.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “The hallway, really? Some things should be kept private, you know.”

      My eyes snapped open to find Alexy leaning over us.

      Today she had her bangs set in a controlled curve over her forehead, the hair on the right side of her head done up in a French braid leading from above her right eye, backward and down to just behind her ear. Her face was semi-obscured by large tortoise-shell glasses, and she had, to my surprise, fire-red lipstick on.

      “Who are you to talk? You look like you’re trying to dress up as a naughty librarian for Halloween,” I said in response, my voice rough with sleep as I eyed the oversized red plaid pants and tiny button-up top she was wearing.

      She laughed and gave me a light punch in the shoulder.

      “I’m just saying, you two have been flirting the whole time I’ve known you. I think the entire group would agree with me when I say we wish you’d just get on with it.”

      And that was enough of that, I thought sharply. True, Jace and I had been… well, flirting around the edge of a relationship for a couple weeks now. But that didn’t mean I wanted to hear about it from my friends, on an empty stomach and before coffee.

      “I’m sure we’ll both take your needs into consideration while working out our future,” I said tartly, getting to my feet. “What are you doing here so early, anyhow?”

      I put my hand back without even looking, and braced, feeling Jace thread his fingers through mine then use my weight to leverage his way to a standing position.

      Alexy glanced at our hands and then up at us, lifted both eyebrows in a questioning look, and shook her head slowly. Behind her, I could see Ant and Abe peering out of their door, and across the hall from them, Kory looking like he’d won some sort of bet with someone.

      “I’m sorry, are we the standing source of entertainment around here?” I snapped at the three of them, letting go of Jace’s hand. Of course, I supposed we couldn’t have expected anything else. We had, after all, fallen asleep together. Again.

      “Well, what did you want, Alexy?” I asked. “I just passed on my chance to sleep in a real bed for the first time in about two weeks. I want coffee. And preferably some delicious baked goods. If you have something important to say, can it at least wait until after breakfast?”

      She gave me an amused look. “You’ve gained a lot more attitude since the last time I saw you, Robin. I like it.” A quick grin, and then: “To answer your first question, I’m here because Nathan has plans for you guys tonight, and I wanted to let you know as early as possible. To answer your second question, yes, we can wait until after breakfast to discuss it. And, to give you one final bit of information, the plans we’re discussing involve a party. Nathan and Corona will be there, and they’re going to be making a big announcement. So, get a shower, get dressed, and let’s get some breakfast into you. We have planning to do. I only have today to get you all looking presentable for your introduction to the rest of our world.” She paused dramatically. “As of tonight, you’re officially on the payroll.”

      She spun on her toes, like some sort of psychotic, plaid-pants-wearing ballerina, and glided away from us, leaving us to sort ourselves out and find our own way to the kitchen. From there, it seemed we’d be starting a crash course on what to expect from Nathan and the party he was apparently throwing on our behalf.
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      I was at least showered and sporting clean clothing by the time I had to deal with anything else.

      Once everyone was awake and functional, we all navigated back down the corridor and down the staircase into the foyer, making our way toward the main body of the Hall, which held the kitchens and dining room.

      We’d been there the night before, but I still felt as if we were somehow trespassing. This wasn’t our home, and certainly wasn’t our world. Walking around on our own felt like we were taking liberties or something.

      Still, Alexy hadn’t left us a guide. And we were hungry.

      I was just jumping off the last stair into the main hall, following my crew toward the dining room, when a hand snaked out, grabbed my wrist, and yanked me into an empty nook under the stairs.

      With a combination of shock and annoyance, I bared my teeth, ready to give whoever had just interrupted my dreams of cheese pastries one hell of a lecture.

      Then I saw that it was Henry standing in front of me.

      “I can see you’re about to ask me what I think I’m doing, interrupting your breakfast,” he said, giving me a rueful grin. “I remember how grumpy you get when you’re hungry, Robin. Believe me, if there were any other guaranteed opportunity to talk to you, I would have taken it. But you seem to be pretty popular around here. I haven’t had a second alone with you since we arrived.”

      I gave him a look that I hoped told him exactly how annoyed and grumpy I was. I was certainly not in the mood for this particular confrontation.

      “What, Henry?” I asked.

      He gave a shrug, and when he spoke again, his voice was quieter. More… concerned. “Just wondering if you’re willing to give me the answers I’ve been asking for since we met up again. Rooms full of weapons? Tanks? Masks they print onto your face? What are you doing mixed up with these people?”

      I stayed silent as I tried to shuffle my thoughts into order. Yes, there were questions from him I’d been avoiding. No, I didn’t have the answers he was looking for. No, I wasn’t going to tell him any more than I already had. Especially as I still didn’t know what we were doing myself.

      He didn’t deserve to be brushed off with half-answers, though.

      I put a gentle hand on his arm.

      “Henry,” I said, speaking my thoughts as they came to me. “You have to understand there’s not a lot I can tell you. I don’t know that much myself. And a lot of it… well, it’s dangerous. Everything about this is dangerous. Even if I knew what was going on, I might not be able to give you any details. You do get that, right?”

      He was obviously displeased with the answer, but he did nod, and I took that as a signal to continue.

      “Right, well, I’ll tell you what I can without getting both of us in trouble.” I bit my lip, averting my gaze for a moment. “We’ve all, all of us in this group, experienced something bad when it comes to the Burchard Regime and the Ministry. Now we’ve banded together, and we’re trying to do something bigger about it. That’s all.”

      The explanation sounded far too short, and I made a face at him, indicating that I knew it wasn’t enough. Henry just laughed.

      “And that’s all you’re going to give me, huh? No explanation for who’s funding this or why they’re stocking grenade launchers and flame throwers like they’re going out of style?”

      “I can’t give you answers I don’t have myself,” I said bluntly.

      “And even if you did, you wouldn’t tell me,” he observed. “Because you still don’t trust me. Your group, at least, doesn’t trust me.”

      When I didn’t answer, he took a step toward me, his eyes going even softer.

      “Robin, you know me… You know that’s not who I am.”

      I stared at him, unsure, but it didn’t take a genius to realize he was going to try to prove how much I could trust him by reminding me of how in love we’d once been.

      And despite myself, I felt myself softening a touch. Yes, we were in a dangerous place, with dangerous people. Yes, we were in the middle of something a hell of a lot bigger than we’d realized, given the weaponry and plotting going on around us.

      Yes, I wanted to be a part of whatever Little John was doing. Wanted it so bad my bones were electrified by it. And I would do whatever I had to in order to make them trust me—to make them include me. I’d keep whatever secrets they needed me to keep if it meant I would finally get to start fighting the government that had taken everything from me.

      But I wasn’t the only one who’d lost something or been hurt by the Burchard Regime. Hope had been Henry’s, too. He might not have attached to her the way I did, and he might have run out on me the moment she was gone—something I didn’t know I’d ever fully forgive him for—but I couldn’t ignore the fact that he’d lost a daughter, too. He’d also given up the chance of going back to whatever life he’d built, the moment he saved us.

      He didn’t know that what we were doing was actually about the kids who had been stolen. The kids like Hope. I hadn’t even told him that part, but standing here, looking up into his eyes, I realized he deserved to know.

      He deserved it just as much as I did.

      The words surged up my throat to explain further. Then I was cut off by a confused voice from behind Henry.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      I jerked, surprised at the intrusion from the outside world, and a split second later recognized the voice.

      Jace yanked Henry out of the small enclave and shoved him backward, then turned to me, his face creased with… concern.

      That was not the expression I’d been expecting. Confusion. Maybe even betrayal, given how sensitive he’d been around me lately. Any of a number of other negative things.

      Instead, he looked like he thought I was hurt.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, pulling me out of the space and running his hands feather-light up and down my arms. “You looked like you were trapped. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing!” I said, perhaps a little too sharply. “Why would you think I was trapped? It’s just Henry.”

      Henry looked aghast, although I wasn’t sure whether he was more upset at what I’d said, or the fact that Jace had manhandled him. He glanced from one to the other of us and shook his head.

      “Here to save the day, huh?” he finally asked, and though I wouldn’t have blamed him for sounding bitter, or even angry, he sounded like he was nothing more than resigned to the truth. He turned to Jace. “Look, man, nothing happened. I was just asking Robin about what was going on here. I don’t do well when I don’t have all the information, and this is all sorts of overwhelming.”

      Jace turned to look at me, his eyes searching my face for the truth, and I nodded.

      “He doesn’t understand what’s going on,” I said. “Even less than we do, which is saying a lot. I’ve known Henry for a really long time, longer than Nelson, even. He’s got a right to know whatever we do, doesn’t he? Even if it isn’t all that much.” I stared at Jace for a second, watching the concern melt into confusion.

      He towed me a bit farther from Henry and dropped his voice several notches.

      “Robin, I’m not good at this,” he said, his hand rubbing the back of his neck almost apologetically. “Actually, I’m starting to think I’m really, really bad at it. I’ve never cared about anyone like this before. There’s Rhea, of course, but that’s different. And she’s not here right now. Or rather, she is, but Alexy won’t tell me where she is yet, no matter how much I threaten her.” He paused and pressed his lips into a thin line, tamping down on the frustration at his sister’s continued absence.

      “Yes, he deserves to know what’s going on. My brain tells me that makes sense. My heart… doesn’t understand. My heart doesn’t understand why I keep seeing you two alone, and you looking at him like he holds some sort of secret you’re still trying to figure out.

      I know you’ve known him a long time, and that you used to… share a life. I’ve gathered that from everything I’ve overheard and can see it just by the way you two talk to each other. I know you feel a responsibility toward him. I—”

      “Whatever you’re thinking right now, just stop,” I said, interrupting him. “It’s complicated, yes, but right now he just had some questions—that’s all. And the reason you don’t understand is because you freaking fell asleep on me last night. Henry and I—”

      “Had a child together,” Henry cut in, suddenly stepping forward, a look of sheer irritation contorting his features. “I think that entitles us to at least a few minutes of privacy, don’t you?”

      I shot him a murderous glare, but it was too late.

      Jace blinked, staring at the shorter man, his lips parting. “I… Of course,” he said, swallowing hard. “I’m sorry... I feel like a complete idiot.”

      And before I could say anything else, any soothing, reassuring thing, he strode off, leaving me standing there open-mouthed with Henry.

      

      Breakfast was an only slightly awkward hour of my group stuffing as much food as we could down our throats, still mentally in starvation mode after our days on the run. Jace had sat as far from me as he possibly could, and Henry had also put quite a bit of distance between us, sitting with Austin and Winter at one of the other tables.

      All in all, I was rather relieved when Alexy showed up and presented everyone with a distraction. She said she was kidnapping us for the morning, and whisked us out into the bright sunshine of Edgewood.

      The next few hours passed in a blur of learning more of the city and being introduced to multiple different operating and security systems, as well as meeting a few of the people we found out and about during our walk. We were shown a police station that looked nothing like any enforcer station I’d ever seen before, and even met the man Alexy called the Chief of Police. Alexy showed us the library, which was stocked full of books of all shapes and sizes. To my surprise, Jace flat-out refused to leave until he’d walked every aisle once, staring up and down in awe at the hundreds and hundreds of stories.

      I didn’t approach him to ask why he was so fascinated, since he was clearly in a world of his own. But it made my heart twinge all the same. I’d never known anyone quite like him, and this fascination with books just increased the depth I saw in him.

      We then passed a few restaurants open for business, clothing stores, an art store, some cafés, and a chocolate shop where Alexy insisted we stop for samples. There weren’t many people around, but those we saw moved with purpose rather than haste. From what I could see, there was no enforced hierarchy, everyone helping with everything, like the man we saw sweeping the street and dumping the sweepings into a wheelbarrow, and the others who were hauling trashcans toward a larger cart, hooked up behind a small ride-on tractor.

      After about an hour, I realized Edgewood truly was a fully functioning miniature society. There were shopkeepers and garbage collectors and window cleaners and gardeners and street sweepers and police officers; according to one woman we spoke to, her short hair spiking out from under a hard hat as she stood waist deep in a manhole cover, this little city also had its own power grid and water distribution process. It was so very different from the world we were used to.

      It was cleaner and more efficient than anything I’d ever seen operating under the Burchard Regime. Perhaps simpler than a lot of the larger cities in the outside world, but whatever Nathan was doing with his people, it was worlds different than what things looked like in Trenton.

      “Everything seem a little too bright and cheery in this place to you?” Ant asked, coming up beside me as we came out of the building where the power company was housed.

      I gave him a grin. “I was thinking the same thing. Only I was wondering how it all works and why it’s so much better than what the Burchard Regime has been doing outside.”

      “Fewer people, to start with,” Nelson observed from my other side. “It’s a lot easier to manage a few hundred or even a thousand citizens than it is to control millions. Fewer people to keep happy, fewer mouths to feed, that kind of thing. Plus, if they all got here the same way we did, it means they’ve chosen this, rather than just kind of being born into it and enslaved. But I don’t think that can be the entire story.”

      “Speaking of the entire story,” Ant interrupted. “Alexy, what’s happening with Jackie? When are we going to get to see her?”

      I nodded. “I second that question.”

      Alexy gave us a quick grin. “I asked the same thing when I met with Nathan this morning, and he got in touch with her doctors. The bad news is you guys aren’t cleared to go into the hospital yet. There are a lot of sick people there, and they don’t want any contamination from the outside. But the good news,” she said pointedly, noticing Ant’s face, “is that the party they’re throwing tonight is for everyone who was part of OH+. To formally welcome you into Little John, more or less. And that means it’s for Jackie, too, which means they’ll be letting her out of the hospital for an hour, to attend.”

      She cast a quick glance at her watch. “Speaking of which, we have to get back to the Hall. It’s party time.”
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      The idea of attending a party after living for so long either clinging on the edge of poverty or on the run was…. bizarre.

      Once we returned to the Hall, I spent at least half an hour in the shower, trying to figure out what I was supposed to do with it at all. Don’t get me wrong, it was really great that Little John and Nathan were welcoming us with open arms and all, but weren’t we sort of in the middle of fighting a corrupt government and their privacy-invading, child-kidnapping industrial allies? It seemed like there were slightly more important things to do than have a party.

      Still, by the time we made it back down to the foyer of the Hall, freshly scrubbed but all still wearing some variation of the black, white, and pale blue ensemble we’d found in our closets, I was starting to feel pretty excited. While we still didn’t know what Little John had planned for us, a welcome party seemed like a vote of confidence, if nothing else.

      Alexy gathered us at the base of the stairs, and I noted she hadn’t changed from what she was wearing earlier either. This wasn’t going to be anything formal, then; that made me feel somehow more comfortable about the whole thing.

      Making sure we followed close behind, she took us down the hallway that led to the left wing of the Hall, a direction we hadn’t ventured in before.

      “Nathan always throws a party when we get a bunch of new recruits in,” she said as we swept through the space. The walls were wallpapered in a muted, mottled gold here that managed to remain tasteful. “It’s a kind of a ‘welcome to the family’ sort of thing. It gives him a chance to introduce you to his philosophy, I guess. Although, if you want to know the truth, it’s really just an opportunity for him to brag.”

      She offered this last bit with a glint of the eye and a smile she kept at the side of her mouth.

      I laughed, catching the giddiness from her. “So we’re being bribed with cake and music to listen to him talk about how proud he is of himself?”

      “You’ve got it,” she replied. “Still, it’s important. Team building and all that.”

      Abe, who was walking next to me, frowned. “How exactly are we having a party with just us? We’ve been working as a team for a long time, so I don’t think we really need to practice that. Just seems like a waste of time, if you ask me.”

      Alexy gave him a surprised look. “When I said it was for everyone from OH+, I meant everyone. All of OH+ is here, and then a bunch of LJ staff who have wriggled in on their night off.” She chuckled. “You think Nathan ran that whole recruiting mission just to get seven of you?”

      She drew to a stop in front of a set of large, decorative wooden doors, cast a gleaming-eyed look over her shoulder, and threw the doors open.

      I gasped. I couldn’t help it. Beyond the doors was a massive ballroom that might have been the largest room I’d ever seen. The lights were dim, although the row of windows along one side still let in a good amount of natural sunlight, and in the dead center of the room, an enormous, glittering ball hung from the ceiling. The place was covered in streamers and confetti and balloons, the streamers hanging from the ceiling and running around the room on the walls, bunched up here and there in decorative knots and roses, and the balloons were decorating both the ceiling and the floor. Everything was purple and blue and green and sparkly and…

      “Completely wonderful,” I breathed.

      It was the truth. The older version of me wanted to be somewhat affronted that they’d prepared this for us, but the little girl in me was jumping up and down in glee at the decorations and the lighthearted feel of it all.

      This was worlds away from what lay outside the force field. Out there, the world was ruled by an authoritarian regime that stole people’s children and dictated how lives were to be lived. Out there, we’d been branded as terrorists and were running for our lives from the government’s secret police. Out there, things were dark and dangerous and unknown.

      In here, at least for a moment, we were going to be allowed to be children again. And right then, I realized that Nathan could see what I hadn’t: this was a gift to us, this momentary pause in the action, when we could just laugh and no doubt eat too many sweets and mingle with other new members of the family—plus, it seemed, some of the people who’d been here for a while. I didn’t know Nathan, but the fact that he was introducing himself with an event like this certainly altered my opinions about his character.

      “Gotta love a guy who knows how to throw a party,” Henry said from next to me.

      I gave him a cold look, but then allowed a faint smile. “Gotta love a guy who throws a party just for us,” I murmured.

      I glanced around, taking in the other partygoers, half looking for Jace and half wondering at the numbers. There were more people than I’d expected. At a quick estimate there had to be around five hundred, aside from us.

      “This is everyone?” I asked.

      Alexy shook her head. “There were supposed to be more. Originally, he’d meant to bring in all of OH+ and Operation Hood itself. But we got awfully short on time, thanks to that mess at the warehouse, so we had to improvise.”

      “Who are all of these people?” Nelson asked.

      I wondered that too. I didn’t know how many people had been in Operation Hood, but I knew OH+ hadn’t reached five hundred. Even if we had, I wouldn’t have known them on sight. We hadn’t seen all of the OH+ members, even at the large meeting we’d had before the disastrous warehouse raid that had started us on this path. I’d known most of them only through the portal, via their screen names. I’d definitely never seen their faces, which accounted for all the strangers in the room here.

      Alexy gave me a quick look. “OH+, obviously. Plus, all the techs on the list, plus everyone whose address appeared on the other list of addresses. Anyone the Ministry or the Authority might have found.”

      The List of Five Hundred. Of course! We’d never figured out exactly who was on it, but it had to be a combination of Operation Hood and OH+ members, given that it was found in the OH+ portal itself.

      Now I looked back out at the crowd, wondering how many of these people I already knew. Or rather, how many of their names I knew. I’d only ever met Nelson’s group when it came to Operation Hood. But I’d talked to a number of the other members when we were doing large brainstorming sessions, and when I’d first joined the network and was looking for friends and a group to join.

      My gaze drifted from the people in the room to the edges of the dance floor, finding tables full of not only more balloons, but also punch bowls and plates of sweet and savory snacks. There were also a number of cakes on raised stands, each a different pastel color.

      “This looks like a seven-year-old’s birthday party,” I muttered to no one in particular.

      “It’s supposed to,” Alexy replied. “Parties like this are the only time we get to stop holding our breath and running for our lives. We’re supposed to feel like seven-year-olds about it.”

      I digested that for a moment and was just about to answer when the music started.

      It was unlike anything we’d ever had in the outside world, and for a moment I was overwhelmed by the riot of sound booming from the speakers. It was so chaotic and loud and fast and driving. And the singer sounded so excited. In a world where music was, for the most part, slow and measured, with the occasional fiddle or acoustic guitar thrown in for fun, this was outrageous. And yet…

      The pace and volume and energy all fell into place, and the rhythm started making sense. I began to feel it in my muscles and bones, an electric warmth traveling to my toes and getting them tapping. At that moment, I had the most bizarre urge to start jumping around and dancing as wildly and freely as I could, unrestrained by the laws of mere physics.

      “What is this?” I shouted to Alexy.

      “Rock and roll!” she answered, laughing. “More specifically, this is punk! It’s really old, from like a hundred years ago. Some band called… Wink, I think. Wink and then a bunch of numbers. The name makes no sense, but it was super popular then. Nathan is really invested in the idea of knowing where we came from and what the USA was like before the Burchard Regime took over.” She did a little shimmy. “This is part of what he calls diving into the experience. Come on, dance!”

      She grabbed my hands, yanking me out onto the dance floor, where a few people were already gathered, and started doing something I would never have considered dancing. It was just jumping up and down in time to the music, arms raised, head swinging back and forth. She was exuding absolute joy, the kind I hadn’t felt for a very long time.

      I bounced once, not really putting much effort into it.

      “Higher!” she shouted. “Come on, Robin, where’s that sass you’ve been building up since the last time I saw you? Jump!”

      I froze with embarrassment, but then listened to the music as it thundered out of the speakers around us. The beat was driving, calling to something in my blood, something wild and uninhibited, and I started moving up and down to it. I felt stiff, awkward, out of place, certain everyone was watching and judging me for this ridiculous display. But the music drove me onward, and before I knew it, I was jumping higher, timing my jumps to the beat, then going bigger… and bigger. My movements grew less controlled, more fluid and instinctual, and pretty soon I was laughing just as hard as Alexy.

      It was unabashedly ridiculous, yet I didn’t think I’d ever felt anything so wonderful in my entire life.

      I spun around so I landed facing my friends and saw six equally aghast looks on six familiar faces. But I didn’t care.

      “Come on!” I screamed, gesturing to them. “You can’t judge until you’ve done it yourself!”

      I was unsurprised when Ant and Abe were the first to join me. Within seconds they were bouncing like pogo sticks to the music, both of them laughing maniacally at the release of tension and emotions. A second later Nelson joined them. Kory didn’t take much convincing, and he was soon howling and jumping in sync with Nelson, his shoulder against hers.

      I then spotted Jace. He was frowning at us all, as if he was well and truly questioning our sanity. Then he noticed that he and Henry were the only people still standing there, and hustled out onto the dance floor to join us. He wasn’t as graceful as the twins were, being a lot more muscular, but once he let his guard down and started putting some heart into it, a grin began to stretch his cheeks, his eyes shining with the joy of being unapologetically frivolous, just for a moment.

      Soon most of the room had joined us, a leaping, yelling, laughing crush of bodies. It was the best gift Nathan could have given us. And if we’d only had that one dance, I would have been eternally grateful to him for the release I saw shining on my friends’ faces. But it wasn’t just the one dance. It was song after song, and then a break for punch and cake, and then more dancing, until we felt as if we were going to be sick from eating too much and leaping about immediately afterward.

      For a while, I allowed my brain to turn off. I gave myself permission to stop thinking about all the things that had happened, all the things that had gone horribly wrong, and just live.

      It was glorious.

      Then, quite suddenly, the punk and rock and roll died out, and a different kind of song came on. It started very simply, just a single instrument plucking out an up and down sort of beat. Then another instrument was added, and the sound became… fuller.

      A man started to sing. His voice was like nothing I’d heard before, so beautiful, but also sad, singing about strangers and knowing people and learning to trust them—or not.

      The words shot through me. I closed my eyes, swaying to the music, and, for some reason, the lyrics made me think of… him. His golden honey eyes. The way his hand held mine. The way he always seemed to be catching me when I fell. The feeling that he’d always known who I was and had never once expected me to be anything else, but also that he knew who I could be. He’d respected and trusted what he saw in me, from the very beginning, before I could see it for myself.

      I needed to find Jace.

      My eyes snapped open, and I turned, searching, searching, searching the crowds for him.

      And then there he was, walking toward me. His eyes found mine, and I stood there on the dance floor, waiting for him. When he reached me, he held out a formal hand and lifted one eyebrow.

      “Dance?” he asked, almost too quietly for me to hear.

      I took his hand and drew him to me. He tucked the hand to his chest, gathering me in with his other arm until I was right up against him, and I stared up into his eyes, wondering how he’d known what I was thinking. Surprised he’d come to find me, after the tension of our last encounter.

      “The song made me think of you,” he said simply, as if my question had been written all over my face, and I felt myself flush.

      “Made me think of you, too,” I murmured.

      I let my answer stand for what it was as we swayed to the music and the melancholy voice kept singing in the background—this time about love. Love and strangers. Strangers like Jace. Falling in love with strangers.

      “I don’t fall in love with every stranger I meet,” Jace said, answering the singer’s statement as if it had been part of our conversation. He bit his lip, closed his eyes, and then leaned closer. When he opened his eyes, I thought how easy it would be to drown in them.

      “Robin, I know things have been weird lately… I mean, I know I’ve been making things weird.” The corners of his lips twitched in a half smile, before his expression went serious again. “I understand things with Henry are complex, and I shouldn’t have interrupted earlier. But I…” He swallowed, his eyes going glassy. “I’ve seen enough death in my time to know that life is short. Too short, sometimes. Certainly too short to rush through it without appreciating the gifts the universe gives you. And too short to keep from telling the people you care about that you care.”

      His words, simple yet beautiful, sent warmth spreading through my chest. I reached up with the hand that had been wrapped around his shoulder and pulled his face down toward me, stopping when we were only a breath from each other.

      Our gazes locked, held, and I saw the tiny smile returning at the corner of his mouth, bringing out that dimple I could never resist. Not in a million years.

      I reached up with one finger to brush at it, and in that moment all the confusion and fear fled from his face, and he closed the distance between us, his mouth descending to my own. His lips were incredibly soft against mine, and every thought in my head disappeared in the explosions of heat that erupted in every cell of my body.

      He dropped my hand to bring his own up to my cheek, pushing his fingers into my hair and gripping it lightly, as if he was never going to let me go. His other arm tightened around my waist, pulling me closer than I had ever been to him, and pressing me up against his body.

      I melted into him, unable to stop myself, my legs going weak, and moaned softly against his mouth. Then my hands were creeping up his chest, moving over his cheeks and into his hair. I pulled his head closer to mine, the pent-up emotions and longing rushing to the surface.

      This. This was what I’d been waiting for. I’d wondered for so long whether he felt the same way I did, or whether I was fooling myself, and this was all the answer I needed. All the answer I would ever need.

      When we broke away from each other, it took a full second for my eyes to be able to focus on his face. From the look in his own eyes, he was having the same problem.

      We grinned bashfully at each other.

      “I can’t believe Ant just saw that entire thing,” I said, trying hard not to giggle at the adrenaline and endorphins racing through my blood.

      Jace put his forehead against mine so that we were eye-to-eye. “I don’t care who saw it,” he murmured. “I’ve been wanting to do that for such a long time. It’s just…”

      “Just that we’ve been sort of busy running for our lives?” I murmured back.

      I saw the skin crinkle at the corners of his eyes with his answering grin. “That. And… and I wasn’t sure you felt the same way,” he admitted.

      “Jace Huxley.” I shook my head, forehead rubbing against his. “That’s just stupid.”

      He tipped his head a bit. “Hey, caveman, remember? I haven’t exactly had a lot of experience with female sorts.”

      That made me feel absurdly special, and I adjusted my mouth to kiss the tip of his nose. “I’m glad you chose me, then. But why here, of all places?”

      He drew back and took my hand to pull me up against him again, and we began to sway once more.

      “Henry,” he said bluntly. He tipped his head in warning when I opened my mouth to speak. “I know. You had a kid together. I think that’s probably all I need to know about your history. It’s just, the distance I’ve felt opening up between us… it’s been killing me. I felt like I was losing part of myself, and I didn’t know what to do about it. Figured I’d better tell you how I felt before it was too late. Or something.”

      I threw my arms around him and held him close. This was a man who had given me a chance when few people had been willing to do so, and had been showing me as often as he could, ever since then, how much he valued me.

      I wasn’t sure I could ever repay him, but I was willing to spend an awfully long time doing everything I could to show him I was just as attached to him, and whatever history I shared with Henry had no bearing on my future with him.

      I dropped my arms from around his neck and let my gaze drift toward our group of friends, already anticipating the looks on their (and Henry’s) faces, but realized they were distracted by something else.

      Jackie had appeared, complete with a wheelchair, and was staring at me, grinning like a maniac. I grinned back, feeling as if the last puzzle piece had just dropped into place, and everything was going to be fine.

      We were together again, Jackie had survived, and Jace had just kissed me. My skin was vibrating, my blood humming, and I couldn’t see anything ruining that feeling.

      I should have known it wouldn’t last. No feeling that good ever did.
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      Without warning, the music cut out and the soft lighting in the room changed. Spotlights flared to life, all pointing in the same direction. Following the illumination, my hand still in Jace’s, I turned toward the one end of the room bordered by a set of blue curtains, which were now lifting to reveal a stage, complete with speakers and a microphone stand.

      As we all watched, a man walked out onto the stage. The spotlights hadn’t quite settled yet, and so his face was still wreathed in shadow. Once he reached the center of the stage, though, he threw his arms out to the sides, a true showman, and introduced himself.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen! I am your host, sometimes called Mr. Montague.”

      Montague… At that moment, I had the strangest moment of recognition. Though a lot of things had happened since the last time I’d heard it, the connection was quite plain. Little John. Montague. He of the exo-suits, and the man to whom we’d made one of our first visits when I started working with Jace.

      His story had been a rough one, I remembered. He’d owned a construction company, or something? He’d had some sort of run-in with the government when he was younger. Had it been during a protest? He still bore a terrible scar.

      That reminded me of the suspicions I’d had earlier, in the Armory, though, and I tipped my head a bit. He’d given us the exo-suits. The same suits that Zion had later collected, and that I’d seen in the weapons building down the street.

      So what the hell was he doing here—and could it be that the connection I’d guessed at earlier was actually fact? I’d only met him once, and he’d been wearing a mask then, as paranoid about privacy as we were, and justifiably so, considering one of the other groups we were supposed to visit at the time had disappeared into a room we’d later found covered in blood.

      Now, I could see that he was incredibly good-looking, urban and sophisticated enough that he could have been the subject of a magazine centerfold. It was a face that looked like it was meant to charm, to smile. His hair was a soft, elegant sweep of silver, and he wore a deep blue suit that fit his muscular build perfectly.

      “Good evening, new brothers and sisters of Little John,” he said, his tone warm, his mouth smiling. He looked for all the world like he was… proud.

      “Montague?” I asked Jace “What’s he doing here?”

      He just shook his head, mystified.

      The man on the stage smiled even more broadly, like he’d heard what I was saying. “I’m sure you’re all wondering what I’m doing up here on this stage. I’ve met some of you already, of course.” He stopped to give my group a jaunty wave, and I smiled weakly up at him, still too confused to do much more than that. “But I know there are a lot of you who have no idea who I am.”

      He turned from the light abruptly and put his hands up to his face.

      For a moment, I wondered if he was in pain as he was scrubbing at his face, pushing several fingers through his hair, but then he turned back around.

      His face… was different. Less handsome in some ways, sharper almost, but still similar. It was like the man we’d been looking at had gone feral, his features growing more pointed. His hair was no longer a soft sweep, now mussed and sticking out in places. Yet, it still appeared intentional, still somehow expensive-looking, but less refined. Less gorgeous older man, more slightly dangerous man sitting in the corner of a bar telling the most amazing stories you’ve ever heard.

      There was a pain in my hand as Jace squeezed the living daylights out of it. His face was several shades paler, and his eyes were narrowed.

      “Jace?” I asked. “What is it?”

      He turned, confused and suspicious.

      “That’s Nathan,” he said.

      “That’s… Nathan?” Jackie asked from her wheelchair. Her voice was rough with pain and fainter than usual, but she was just as sharp as she’d ever been. I could almost hear the wheels already turning in her head. She’d been the only other member of our team who had heard Montague’s story.

      “He’s the man who gave us the exo-suits,” I said, for the benefit of the rest of the team. “Jace, Jackie, and I met him early on. It was that big house, remember, where Ant and Abe waited outside?” I looked back to the stage and the man on it. “So that was Nathan… posing as an ally of OH+.”

      Ant’s eyes grew wide. “That’s a little weird.”

      “Actually, it kind of makes sense,” I murmured, mind whirring. “If that’s Nathan, we know how paranoid he is. I bet he never goes out in public in his real face.”

      “So if he wanted OH+ to have fun toys to work with, it meant he had to find a way to get them to us,” Jackie said, following my line of thought. “But he was already in contact with all of us. Surely he could have just given us the suits and said they were for our next mission. Why the subterfuge?”

      “Because we were already in contact with him,” Jace said, his face caught somewhere between a frown of disapproval and a grin of admiration. “He couldn’t be involved personally, just in case. And we already know why. If that thing with Monty had been only a bit more organized, he could have ended up in the hands of the Authority. They would have recognized him in no time, and he would have been done for. So he never made his way into the city. He couldn’t be involved in any of our missions, other than to oversee things from afar. Putting on a disguise and showing us those suits in person—”

      It certainly explained how the Little John Armory had the same suits we’d worn on that mission. I didn’t add that, because I jumped right to the next—and more impressive—thought.

      “And doing it right under the Authority’s nose,” I continued. “Right in the middle of the government’s territory. Passing weapons to a squad he was going to sic on the government.” I shook my head in grudging respect. “That takes some guts.”

      Giving weapons to his hand-chosen warriors in the middle of a city teeming with Ministry and Authority agents had been the height of thumbing his nose at the government. Jace might have had a point, and Nathan might have just wanted to find a way to be more physically involved, but I was betting there was a lot more to it than just that. Popping up in the middle of their territory must have been an enormous personal victory, even if the government hadn’t known he was even there.

      Montague/Nathan was looking out over the crowd, enjoying the incessant murmurings. Now he put up his hands, gesturing for the crowd to be silent, and the noise trailed off.

      “If you’re all finished taking wild guesses at how I did that, who I am, or, in some cases, why I’ve done what I’ve done, I think it’s time to start introducing you all to the real Little John.”

      His voice had changed from that of a trickster to that of a businessman. Meanwhile, my brain was screaming about how I’d spent weeks mentally railing at him for putting us into impossible situations and then never being around when we needed him.

      Now that he was in front of us, though, something about him came off as not only charming, but also… trustworthy. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but he gave off an aura of being someone who never did anything without a good reason. Add to that the fact that he had been in the middle of it with us—and in disguise, no less—and my feelings were starting to change.

      No wonder Jace trusted him as much as he did; no wonder so many people were following him into battle; no wonder so many people seemed to be funding and supporting him. He was the head of an organization like this… and yet he’d risked his life to stick it to the government, and personally make sure a brand new set of recruits had what they needed for their first mission.

      “Since you guys are new here, I want to start off by telling you a little bit more about myself. After all, I’m the reason you’re here. I manufactured situations to which you flocked, preying on your desire to change the world for the better, and then I more or less kidnapped you. I’m obviously a horrible person.” He paused and allowed the nervous laughter in the room to die down a little bit, and then his voice changed again—from joker to businessman.

      I wondered if I would get used to it. The change was so quick, so effortless, that it was as if he was taking off one mask and putting on another, flipping between them too fast to keep track of.

      “My story, then. I’ve been told it’s not safe for me to share it, but I think you guys deserve to know who I am, and why I’m doing what I’m doing.” He walked forward, stooped down, and sat on the edge of the stage, his legs swinging in front of him. The crowd shuffled forward, trying to get closer to him. Like moths to a flame.

      Beside me, Jace shook his head. “If I hadn’t known it was Nathan before, I certainly would now.” At my questioning look, he gave me a wry smile. “He’s a good guy. At least, he always has been to me.” He looked back to the stage and the man perched on the edge of it. “But he’s an even better showman. It’s why so many people look to him as a leader.”

      My impression of Nathan was growing and changing every second. I’d always thought him sort of negligent, but now I was starting to think I’d been mistaken. Something told me he was one of the smartest people I was ever going to meet.

      “I was born into a very wealthy family,” he began. “And as anyone can tell you, being born into the lap of luxury makes it a whole lot easier to continue to be wealthy. You have better opportunities, better schooling, better contacts, and, most importantly, more money with which to make your start at life. The wealthy have always gotten wealthier. It’s just the way economics works. Still…” He gave a rueful yet charming shrug, then swept his gray hair back behind one ear. “I didn’t ask for that life, and it didn’t take me long to look around and see that it gave me a whole lot more than just an easier start. Sure, my dad’s money helped me go to school and start my own construction company. It gave me a foundation from which to grow. But did that mean I should be allowed to have so many more rights than people who hadn’t been born as lucky? Did it mean I should be automatically awarded the ear of government officials, the bigger house, the safer neighborhood?” A pause. “Did it mean I should be allowed to keep my children when so many people my age weren’t allowed the same?”

      His voice had gone hard toward the end of his speech, and I could see the anger in him. The crowd around me was rallying to it.

      Oh yes, he knew exactly what he was doing. And, boy oh boy, was he good at it. The problem was, I couldn’t dislike him for it. Because so far, I agreed with everything he’d said.

      “I saw the inequalities. I saw how the Burchard Regime was hurting people. Hurting our society. And our history,” he said. “I had money, and I had safety. So, I decided to change things.”

      He grinned out at us, and I could have sworn his eyes rested on Jace, and then on me, for a little longer than anyone else. “I know what you’re thinking. It couldn’t have been that simple. It couldn’t have been that easy. And you’re right. It wasn’t. It took an enormous toll on my family. On my wife, and my baby daughter, and eventually on my company. I built an organization, the same one that owns the hall you’re standing in right now, and we started finding little ways to hit out at the government. Little knives we could stick into them. Little rebellions we could carry out. Maybe nothing big enough to visibly change anything, but it was a start. A first step.”

      He paused, and I could see the pain across his features, the lines around his mouth growing deeper as the memory of sorrow or difficulty came back to him.

      “But it was enough to seriously anger the government, and I wasn’t as careful then as I am now. They hurt me. Badly. I was forced to give up that life and go underground to protect my family. And to protect Little John, which I’d come to think of as family.”

      He got up and walked backward, then pulled the tail of his shirt out of his pants and lifted it up to his chest, to show his belly. The scar I remembered from before, the one real thing in his charade, streaked across his skin. Although old, it was still vicious, a testament to the physical injury he’d once had.

      “They tried to kill me. And I knew they’d do it again if I gave them a chance. I vowed I never would. I vowed I would take them down before they took me. That I’d return the country to what it once was. A land of freedom, where every man, woman, and child had a chance to make of themselves what they would, rather than the government making the decision for them.” He dropped his shirt but didn’t tuck it in again, creating even more of a rumpled, dangerous image. “And I’ve been working toward that ever since. I brought you here because you’re all fighting similar battles. I’m hoping you’ll join me in mine, because together, we have a better chance at winning than we ever did apart.”

      The roar of the audience was answer enough, and I roared with them, roused by some emotion I couldn’t quite name. The idea that we were part of such a large movement, the feeling of finally being a piece of something important, expanded and grew in my heart.

      This was what we’d been heading toward, then. Thank goodness we were finally here.

      Just as Nathan was putting his hands up to quiet us, Corona came rushing onto the stage, her face tense. She strode to Nathan and whispered something in his ear.

      All the showmanship went right out of him. His face grew still, his eyes losing their public shield, and he turned back to the audience.

      “I’m sorry, friends, I’m going to have to leave you now. I ask you all to get back to your rooms and get a good night’s sleep. Feel free to visit the kitchens again if you’re still hungry. I’ll see you in the morning. We’re going to be starting your training immediately.”

      With that, he walked off the stage with Corona, speaking rapidly, his hands flying through a series of gestures, leaving us staring after him, the adrenaline that had been rushing through our blood turning to dust.
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      We all stared at where the leaders of Little John had just disappeared, our raucous cheers dying away.

      Then Alexy was amidst our group, ushering us toward the door.

      “I guess that’s the end of the show for tonight,” she said tensely, dividing her attention between the door ahead of us and the stage behind us.

      “What just happened?” I asked, my hand tangling with Jace’s as we moved as a group to the exit of the ballroom, my voice just as tense. I cast one more glance around the ballroom, and caught sight of Henry’s back as he walked away with a different group of people.

      A part of me cringed, knowing we’d driven him away, in one way or another. Another part sighed in relief that he’d found other people to hang out with. He wasn’t a bad guy. But he wasn’t going to be allowed to go on any missions with us, given his unknown status. He was also part of my past. I still didn’t know whether he was going to be allowed to play a part in my present—or my future. Better if he was making new friends, rather than giving me a hard time for leaving him behind.

      “I’m not positive,” Alexy replied, “but I’ll get as much information as I can after I drop you guys off at your rooms, and report back. I’ve been named your team liaison, which means I’m in charge of getting you the information you need. In the meantime, I vote we get out of here before we get crushed by everyone else trying to get through these doors. It’s easy to get stepped on in situations like that.”

      “You don’t want to get stepped on? Try being in a wheelchair and incapable of getting out of the way in time,” Jackie grumbled from around hip-level.

      I dropped my eyes to see her sitting next to me, Ant at the handles of her chair and Abe striding menacingly along next to her, ready to do battle with anyone who even thought about trying to bump into her.

      “Looks like you don’t have to worry about that. You’ve got twin soldiers at your beck and call,” I said, grinning.

      She snorted. “Those twin soldiers are only as good as their attention span, and I’m so broken I don’t want anyone touching me at all.”

      I grew sober and hunched down so I could talk to her as we walked—and rolled—toward the door out of the ballroom.

      “Speaking of that. How are you feeling? What have the doctors told you? When can you come back to us? Are you on your way back to the hospital right now, or—”

      “Robin,” she interrupted. “I feel broken about twenty ways to Monday, and I’m on a whole cocktail of pain meds. There are many pieces of me that wish I were still asleep because that way I wouldn’t know how much it hurts. How about you restrict yourself to one question at a time? Keep in mind that I’ve already had this from Ant and his version of double trouble.”

      I had to keep myself from laughing at her definition of Ant and Abe, and nodded. “You’re right… sorry. How are you feeling?”

      “Like I was run over by that semi-truck you forced me to ride in.”

      I winced. Still, it was good to hear some of her trademark sassiness in the statement. “Yeah, sorry about that. Desperate times and desperate measures.”

      That earned a slight grin from her, and I felt a thrill of success. Then I reached for the next question, the one that really scared me. “What have the doctors said about… what’s wrong?”

      The grin got bigger. “You don’t have to worry, I’m not going to die on you. But I think I’m going to be sidelined for a little bit. I’ve got contusions in places that should never be bruised, like my kidneys and my lungs, though I think they’re replacing something more serious with the word ‘bruises’ so as not to scare me. But there’s nothing really broken. I’m just sort of… crunched.”

      “And the timeframe?” I pressed, trying not to let my relief show too clearly in my voice.

      At that, the grin died. “Like I said, I think I’m going to be sidelined for a bit. I don’t like it, but I wouldn’t be able to keep up with you guys. Not with the way my body’s feeling right now.”

      She was right. I didn’t like it. But I could also see the wisdom in it, so I let it be, and told her the only thing I thought was really important.

      “I miss you. I don’t like the idea of going out there without you. Just so you know.”

      A sideways grin appeared on her face, and she glanced at me out of the corner of her eye.

      “You don’t have to tell me you’re scared to be without me, Robin. I already knew it.”

      I laughed as we passed through the doorway and back into the hallway, well ahead of the rest of the crowd, due to Alexy hurrying us along. However, there was a pair of hospital orderlies waiting just outside, hustling toward Jackie as soon as they spotted us.

      I watched their approach with grim acceptance and moved to the side so they could have access to the back of her wheelchair. Ant, on the other hand, given the look on his face and the way his hands were flexing, had decided to put up a fight. Abe was standing shoulder to shoulder with him.

      “Oh my God, you two, get a grip,” Jackie mumbled, though I could see she was secretly pleased at the attention from her two personal white knights.

      The orderlies split up, one dropping to his knees in front of Jackie to take her vitals while the other moved to take control of her chair. Or at least, that was what she was trying to do.

      Unfortunately, she was running into a solid six-foot wall of scowling sandy-haired twins.

      She looked up at the two of them. “Excuse me,” she said politely, “but we’ve got orders to take Ms. Kay back to the hospital for rest.”

      “And I say you’re not taking her anywhere,” Ant said, his voice flat. Then he changed abruptly to a more wheedling tone. “Not yet. Surely you can leave her with us for a little bit longer? Please?”

      The orderly frowned, though, and shook her head. “I’m afraid she really can’t stay. I’m not sure how much she’s told you, but she does need to be under constant observation in the event of any negative developments. It’s why we only let her come to the party for an hour, and why we’ve been watching from the side of the room. If she’d shown any signs of exhaustion or pain, we would have retrieved her immediately and you wouldn’t even have had this much time with her.”

      I watched Ant’s face soften into a pout, and realized the orderly had seen it too, when she kept talking.

      “I assume you know she was in a fairly serious accident, correct? I’m not sure you understand the full extent of the damage, and the danger she could be in. Internal bruising may not sound particularly serious, but unless she is kept under observation, with bedrest and medication, we run the risk of something critical happening, and being missed. Hematomas. Blood clots. Excess fluid putting pressure on any number of organs.” She glared at both twins, though her face softened somewhat on Ant’s. “I know you want to keep her a bit longer, but it’s just not safe. If you want what’s best for her, you’ll let us take her back to the hospital ward before anything goes wrong.”

      I glanced up at Ant. He had gone pale, almost green, and Abe, who stood barely six inches behind him, didn’t look much better. A quick look at Jackie told me the orderly had her complete approval. She might not like the idea of returning to the hospital, but she understood the necessity.

      “Looks like it’s better if we let her go, Ant,” I said, forcing resignation into my voice. “The orderlies are right. She’s got to get her rest if she’s going to recover, and no matter how much we promise she will rest if she comes with us, I think we all know that it won’t happen. We do want her to heal rather than get worse, right?”

      He threw me a glance that was half frustration and half relief, and then slid sideways, around the side of the chair, and dropped to his knees next to her. The second orderly kindly moved aside.

      “You promise me you’ll sleep,” he said, putting his hand up to her cheek and brushing it gently. “I’m only letting you go because you’ll get more rest in that hospital than you will with me.”

      He grinned, and Jackie laughed, but it was a weak, rasping sound. Ant drew her closer and held her to his chest for a moment, his eyes closed. I saw one tear snake its way down his cheek.

      She was going to be fine. I knew it in my heart, and she’d already told me so. That didn’t mean Ant wasn’t scared out of his mind about her.

      At that moment, I crossed him off the list of people I’d want to take on our first Little John mission. He was valuable as a team member, but we weren’t going to be able to count on him until Jackie was back and he could get his mind on his job again.

      Which meant two members of our team were sidelined for the time being.

      I just hoped they were back before we were assigned to anything really important.

      

      When we got back up to our rooms, I pulled Alexy aside.

      “That thing with Nathan at the end there,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Do you think it will have anything to do with us? What are we supposed to do next?”

      “Wait here until I get back with more information,” Alexy said. Then she glanced at her watch and shook her head once. “Of course, I can’t go down there yet. If he’s in a meeting with Corona, it’ll be ages before they’re done, which means ages before he’s ready to pass any orders along.”

      Ah, yes, Corona. The only solidly good news tonight was the definite confirmation that she had survived. I had a feeling Little John needed her if it was going to keep on ticking.

      “Who exactly is Corona?” I asked, jumping right to one of the questions we’d had when we met her. “What is she to Little John? To Nathan?”

      Alexy gave me a wide-eyed, shocked stare, then looked at Jace. “You didn’t tell them?”

      “Tell them what?” he asked, confused.

      That only increased her confusion. “You mean you didn’t know? And here I thought you were part of the inside crew!”

      “Quit being vague, Alexy,” I interrupted. “Do you have an answer or not?”

      She gave me an insolent moue at that. “I assumed you all knew. Corona’s his wife.”

      That statement dropped into dead silence, and I didn’t think I was the only one to experience a dramatic screeching of brakes in my head, followed by a rapid re-sorting of the information I had at my fingertips. His wife? I’d assumed she was part of Little John’s leadership, but I didn’t realize she was that close to the top.

      Alexy watched our confusion with amusement. “Why do you think I said she was his equal in all of this? She helped him start Little John, for goodness’ sake, and nearly everything you see out there is her brainchild just as much as it is his. She’s a full partner in power here. He’s the charm, no mistake, and he’s smart as a whip, but she’s got brains in a whole different direction than he does. More shrewd and direct, if you get my drift. I don’t think he ever would have done anything if he hadn’t had her behind him.”

      “Pushing him?” I asked. “Or just supporting him?”

      Alexy shrugged. “Both, I’m guessing. I’d say they were a good match from the start. She had ideas she couldn’t necessarily see to fruition, then met a man, a rich man, who agreed with her. Of course, that’s what led to the trouble, in the end. That’s how she wound up living on the outside by herself.”

      Ah. The part of Nathan’s speech where he’d been somewhat less than forthcoming.

      “What happened?” I asked. “How did she end up on the outside by herself, waiting around for us as our escape route, rather than in a safe place with him? And while we’re at it, what the hell happened to her when she was supposed to get us out of Samsfield?”

      I could see the rest of my team leaning in. It had been a question we’d been asking ourselves since it happened. Corona had been our safety net. And she’d failed at it. We’d actually thought she might be dead when she didn’t show up in the designated time and place.

      Alexy shook her head, though. “Most of that isn’t my story to tell. When Corona, or Nathan, wants you to know, they’ll tell you themselves. As for what happened to her in Samsfield, I have no idea. I wasn’t a part of that rescue. I can tell you, though, that she’ll be the one handling you guys moving forward. Nathan gave her first pick of the new recruits to train. She chose you.”

      I grinned and glanced over at Jace, who was also grinning like a little kid who’d just tasted chocolate for the first time.

      “What are we going to be training for?” he asked. “I think I speak for everyone when I say I’d like to know what’s coming next. It would be a refreshing change.”

      Kory, Nelson, Abe, Ant, and I all nodded. Being able to plan in advance for something sounded delightful.

      Alexy’s answer, though, brought me up short.

      “The holding centers,” she said. “It’s where we all start. That’s the entry level for working with Little John.”

      “The holding centers?” Ant repeated. “Isn’t that… sort of, I don’t know, dangerous, considering who runs them? What on earth are we going to do there?”

      “You’ll be—” She held a hand to her ear, listened for a moment, and then shook her head. “Sorry guys, I’ve been summoned. Got to run. I’ll be back later, if I have more information for you. Until then.”

      Jace’s hand snaked out and yanked her toward him before she could move another step.

      “And what about Rhea?” he asked, his voice intense. “You promised she would be here. You promised I’d get to see her soon. We’ve been here nearly two days, and no one has given me even a hint of where she is or when I can see her. I’m starting to doubt she’s here at all.”

      She gave him a solemn look. “I know, and I’m sorry. Though I can assure you she’s safe. Nathan’s not going to keep you waiting much longer, I promise.”

      She turned and darted back down the hall before he could respond, leaving us to our own devices for the rest of the night.

      Jace growled at the back of his throat, watching her go.

      “Well, if it means she’s finding out what we’re doing tomorrow, I’m all for her running out on us,” Nelson said. “This place feels too glossy and beautiful to be real, and I’m still waiting for the catch. Something tells me we’re going to find out what the downside is the moment they tell us where they’re sending us first.”

      I remained silent. My mind was still caught on the idea that we were going to be going to the holding centers.

      That was where they’d sent Hope when they took her from me. My heart jumped into a staccato rhythm at the idea that I might have just taken an enormous leap toward figuring out what had happened to her.
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      I woke up the next morning, showered, and stumbled out of my room in search of breakfast, only to find Jace and Cloyd, whom I hadn’t seen for some time, in the middle of an intense-looking discussion in the corridor.

      The moment I stepped through the door, however, they both stopped and stared at me—Cloyd with a mixture of anger and frustration, and Jace with a mixture of frustration and relief.

      Whatever they’d been talking about, I was glad I’d missed it.

      “Morning, Cloyd,” I said, forcing cheer into my voice. “Long time no see. We haven’t see you since…” I thought about it, frowning, and finally came up with the last time I’d seen his happy visage. “The afternoon before we ran the mission at the jail, wasn’t it?”

      Then I took one look at Jace’s confused face, saw the ache etched beneath it, and all willingness to be cheerful toward Cloyd dissipated. He’d hurt Jace, and though I didn’t know how, I didn’t care.

      “Actually, that’s exactly the last time I saw you,” I continued, my voice growing cold. “Because you said you had something else you needed to take care of during the mission. We went into that jail and battled the Authority soldiers without you.” My eyebrows rose on the last word, and I cocked my head a bit, making my annoyance obvious.

      We’d gone in to rescue our friends, and Cloyd hadn’t been there. He’d been off somewhere safe, presumably with Nathan.

      “And you think I was what, sitting around in an easy chair in a coffee shop reading a book and drinking hot cocoa while you risked your lives?” he asked gruffly.

      I didn’t miss the passive-aggressive reference to the exact thing we’d left Allerra doing, and wondered what he had against the girl. More jealousy? It certainly matched what I already suspected of him.

      “I don’t know what you were doing. Obviously,” I said with a shrug. “I know where I was, and I know where the rest of our team was. You, on the other hand…” I let the statement drop off, inviting him to address my suspicions with the truth.

      “I was setting off the bombs that gave you your cover,” he said, his voice dropping to an even more dangerous level. “Who do you think was doing that, some random Joe off the street?”

      I stared at him. I’d never been under the impression that he liked me much, and I’d heard him badmouthing me to Jace once, but I’d never thought he actually disliked me. His tone right now was making me rapidly revise my opinion.

      “Don’t bother, Robin,” Jace said gently. “It’s not you he’s angry at. It’s me. I’ve been pushing him on where Rhea is, and like all the others, he’s been refusing to answer me.”

      Nelson emerged, and, looking from one to the other of them, swiftly caught on to the tension in the hallway. “Morning, boys. Cloyd, it’s been awhile. How do you two know each other, again? Shared history, wasn’t it?”

      “I’ve known him my entire life,” Jace answered, sounding overly calm. “He was only twelve when I was born, and he became an older brother to me and the other boys. Taught us how to hunt, the best places to swim, that sort of thing. Then we grew up and he became one of the leaders of our small compound. One of the people everyone else trusted. One of the people who were supposed to keep us safe.” He put extra emphasis on the last word.

      “And he didn’t do that?” I asked softly.

      Jace’s eyes were full of hurt, but he bit his lip and shook off the question.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he muttered. “Robin, Nelson, I assume you’re heading down to the kitchens. I’ll walk with you.”

      He turned on his heel and stalked away from Cloyd, refusing to listen to another word from the man, and Nelson and I hurried after him.

      Once we’d caught up, I slipped my hand into Jace’s and looked up at him. “What can I do?”

      He shook his head. “Be my rock. Just for a little bit.”

      I squared my shoulders. “Whatever you need,” I murmured.

      Jace evidently didn’t have anything else to say, though, and I wondered if that conversation with Cloyd had been more upsetting than Jace had let on. I threw Nelson a glance and threaded my arm through Jace’s.

      “Anyone seen Alexy yet this morning?” I asked, launching into the first topic I could think of.

      “Robin!” a voice screeched from behind us.

      I twisted around, wondering what the problem was now, and saw Gabby running at me down the hall, her face streaked with tears.

      I got my arms up just in time to catch her as she cannonballed into me, and then spun, trying desperately to keep us both on our feet with the sudden change of momentum. We finally came to a stop up against Jace’s chest, his arms wrapped around the two of us.

      I glanced up at him, more than somewhat amused at the embrace, and he quickly dropped his arms, blushing. He might have needed a hug, but I didn’t think this was the way he wanted it. I also didn’t think he wanted to include Gabby in any embrace between us.

      “Gabby, what’s going on?” I asked, wiping at one cheek, then the other, and adjusting her face so she had to look at me. “What happened? Is it someone in your family? Did someone get hurt?”

      “No!” she wailed. “It’s not them, it’s meeeeeeee!” The last word came out on a whine, and she buried her head in my shoulder and began to sob anew, her shoulders shaking and her cries growing even louder.

      Ignoring the fact that I was going to have to go back into my room and change my shirt now, I held her closer, trying to discern any words in the sobbing. Whatever had happened, it had either scared her or hurt her badly, although it didn’t sound like anyone was in immediate danger and it didn’t sound like anyone was physically hurt. I knew Gabby well enough to know she was pretty solid in an emergency situation, which meant if there was any danger, she would have been more likely to seek me out and let me know in a rational way.

      This had to be something a lot more personal.

      I quickly realized what. Robert had arrived at around the same time as Gabby, and she’d had enough time by now to seek him out and try to do something like discuss their relationship.

      Judging by her current behavior, it hadn’t gone well.

      I took a step back and ducked down to look into her eyes.

      “Jace, can you find some tissue for us?” I asked, wanting to get him away from the scene both for his own sake and Gabby’s. Once he was walking back toward his room, I tipped her chin up again so she was looking at me. “Gabby, deep breaths, please. I can’t help you if you’re not getting enough air to tell me what’s wrong.”

      She took several deep, hiccupping breaths, and finally nodded when she had herself somewhat under control.

      “Now, what’s happened?”

      She shook her head. “It’s me. I’m… Robin, I tried to talk to Robert about us, and whether there was anything between us, and it… and it…”

      I could see the tears starting again and shook her slightly to get her attention back. “And what? Did he hurt you? I’ll kill him if he hurt you.”

      And at that, I had my version of Gabby back. She narrowed her eyes, moving from deep despair to resolve, and her voice steadied.

      “He told me he was just… he was just…” She interrupted herself with an enormous sniff, and I counseled myself to patience. Yes, she was being incredibly dramatic. Yes, I wanted to get some breakfast, but Gabby was also a very important member of our team. No matter how hungry I was, I could spare her the time to hear her out.

      “He said you were too young, maybe?” I prompted her.

      Because if he’d said that, I was in utter agreement with him.

      She shook her head jerkily. “Nothing that honorable,” she said with a huff. “He said I’d already done everything I could do for him, and that he was finished with me.”

      “What?” I snapped, running quickly through the list of things she might have done for him which would encourage a statement like that. “Gabby, you didn’t… you didn’t do anything you wouldn’t be able to tell your mother about, did you?” I asked, trying for delicacy.

      They’d never met in person until they arrived at Edgewood, but there had been phone conversations involved. And if he’d laid one digital finger on her, I’d kill him with my bare hands.

      “Robin, I’m not stupid,” she said, her tone indicating quite clearly that she thought I was. “I just thought he actually—”

      “What exactly did he use you for, if you didn’t… you know…” Nelson asked, failing almost as badly as I had on the delicacy meter.

      Gabby shrugged. “He said he never really wanted a relationship with me. Said he’d only been talking to me because he’d known I could present his ideas to Robin—and she’d get them to Nelson. He said Nelson wasn’t taking as much input as she should be from people who hadn’t been on her team before. That she was being close-minded. He thought I could use Robin to get around it. That was all he cared about.”

      “Well, he’s right about that much,” Nelson grumbled. “He approached me with a bunch of hare-brained ideas that I didn’t have time for. What was I going to do with a program that could file everyone neatly into categories based on their past movements? We were trying to break into a warehouse without getting caught. I didn’t have time for his pet projects, and I told him so.”

      “He showed them to me instead,” Gabby said. “Asked me to take them to Robin and have her show them to you.” She drew her shoulders up, though I could still see her lower lip trembling with emotion. “He called me a snotty-nosed kid and told me to get lost. That he didn’t have time for me now that we were at Edgewood.”

      I pulled her against me, growling. “Gabby, you’re worth ten million of him, and don’t you ever forget it. How dare he hurt you like this. How dare he use you.”

      I pushed her back and looked into her eyes, wishing with my entire heart that I could have saved her from experiencing this but knowing, too, that it was part of growing up.

      “He’s not worth it,” I said, insistent. “Do you hear me? Don’t you dare waste one more second of emotion on him. I need you here, with me. We need you on our team. And I would rather have one of you than five million of him. Right?” I waited for her answer, but she just stared at me. “Right?” I asked again.

      “Right,” she murmured.

      “And you’re with us, right?” I asked.

      “Right,” she said, more firmly this time.

      “And we don’t have time to waste crying over boys who don’t matter and have funny hair.”

      “We don’t have time to waste crying over boys who don’t matter and have funny hair,” she answered with a bit of a giggle, taking the tissue Jace handed her as he reappeared at my side.

      “Then let’s go get some breakfast. I’m starving.”

      I took her hand and started back down the hall toward the kitchen, two brokenhearted people in tow, biting my lip. Whatever Alexy had planned for us today, I hoped it included a lot of thinking. Because all four of us needed something to keep our minds off… things.

      I definitely needed something to keep me from beating the crap out of Cloyd and Robert. In that order.
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      We were already seated at one of the kitchen’s smaller tables with several dishes in front of us when Alexy and Zion entered in search of their breakfast.

      The way their eyes lit up made me realize they’d also been in search of us.

      “Terrific,” Alexy said immediately. She looked around the table and started grabbing things from the various dishes. “Eat quick, guys. Corona wants you in the conference room, ASAP.”

      “Just us?” I asked, surprised.

      I glanced to my left and my right. Jace, Nelson, Gabby, and I were the only ones here. Which meant we were still missing Ant, Abe, and Kory from our group, as well as the many additional techs and operatives from OH+ that could have joined us. I was also having trouble understanding how Gabby’s family was letting her come along with us, given how protective they’d always seemed of her. Then again, they’d just been saved from the threat of the Burchard Regime by Little John, and Gabby’s involvement with our underground operations in the past. If Corona or Nathan had sent Alexy to explain to Gabby’s family that the reason they had safety was because Gabby was useful to Little John, I guessed it made sense. I also hoped they were proud of the girl, rather than disappointed or upset.

      I didn’t feel completely comfortable about Gabby’s role in all this, given her age. But she’d already embroiled herself in our mission, come this far by choice, and I was hardly in a position to try to convince her otherwise. I was only on the cusp of adulthood myself, and it wasn't like she would accept no for an answer anyway. She was a stubborn thing, and could make up her own mind. More than that, she’d already proven herself to be competent, and Little John wasn’t the kind of organization to discriminate based on age. She deserved the chance to fight back against the government that had stripped her of a normal childhood just as much as any of us.

      “I’ve been up to Kory’s room, and he’s on his way,” Zion answered gruffly. “Ant and Abe are… sitting this one out.”

      I frowned. “I thought you needed as many people as you could get your hands on. And yet you’re already leaving people off the list?”

      “We need people, yes,” Zion said, pouring himself a large glass of orange juice. “But capable people. People who have their eyes on the prize, not looking back at the hospital ward.”

      I’d known we would have to sideline Ant along with Jackie, but I hadn’t considered leaving Abe behind as well.

      When I said as much, it was Jace who answered.

      “I think he’s right, Rob,” he said. “Ant and Abe are more than connected at the hip; they’re connected at the brain. You saw how Ant acted when Abe was in jail. You think Abe’s going to be much better if we leave Ant behind?”

      I shook my head. It was a good point. We couldn’t afford to take Abe with us if he was going to be moping around. And we’d already been told that the rest of our team—Julia, Marco, Winter, and the techs we’d saved with them—were on different teams, having arrived at Edgewood and started their training before we did. We’d just have to move forward without them.

      “Wait,” I said, realizing we’d skipped a step. Several steps. “Where are we even going? How are we talking about leaving team members behind when we haven’t been told what we’re doing?”

      Kory appeared, dropped into the seat beside me, grabbed the entire bowl of oatmeal and started shoveling food into his mouth.

      “From what I’ve seen of this organization, Robin, it seems to me it’s the sort of situation where we’re almost always told where we’re going after we’re already there,” he said around a mouthful. “When was the last time any of them answered a question in clear, succinct terms? Not sure you can expect much different, even now that we’re supposedly part of the team.”

      He shot a pointed glance Zion’s way that belied the joking tone of his voice, and Zion narrowed his eyes at the criticism.

      “It’s not our job to tell you anything,” he said. “It’s our job to make sure you’re in the conference room so Corona can tell you where you’re going next. And what you’re doing there.”

      I cast a look in Alexy’s direction, silently asking if she was going to give us anything else, but she shook her head.

      “He’s right, as much as I hate to admit it.” She must have seen the grin starting to form on Zion’s mouth, because she aimed a quick punch at his midsection, smiling when it connected and he oofed in surprise. “Don’t gloat, Zion, it’s not attractive on you.”

      When she turned back to us, her face was serious again, her tone of voice intense. “I told you Corona had requested you guys specifically. That means she has plans for you. It also means I’m not going to be sneaking you any more information. She’ll tell you everything you need to know, and she’ll have my head on a platter if I ruin what she thinks of as her surprises. Don’t worry, if I know her the way I think I do, she’ll tell you more than strictly necessary. Certainly more than I can. She is, after all, the head of the operation. Eat up. You’re going to need your wits about you today, and plenty of energy.”

      She jumped to her feet, grabbed two more pancakes, which she rolled into cylinders for eating, and then glanced at the rest of us, her face full of expectations.

      “Well? Are you ready to go, or what?”

      The rest of us shoved one more forkful of food into our mouths, then scrambled to our feet and filed out of the kitchen after her, Zion bringing up the rear. I had no idea what the rush was about, but I was willing to accept it if it meant we were going to get some of the answers I’d been waiting for.
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      The conference room, it turned out, was in the same wing of the Hall as the ballroom we’d been in for the party. It was about triple the size of the bedroom Nelson and I were sharing, and had a long table made of dark wood down the middle, with comfortable black chairs along the sides and at the head and foot of the table. Nothing else stood out; this was a room meant for focus, rather than staring out of windows or admiring decorations.

      Corona was already in the room, standing and facing away from the door. In front of her, I saw a list of names written on a large screen set into the wall, with a second list labeled “Locations.” The names were ours. The locations were places I’d never heard of before: Smalley. Asus. Gem.

      We dropped into seats close to Corona’s end of the table, three of us on one side and three on the other, with Zion at the foot of the table on his own. I wasn’t surprised about that; he might have been part of our team before the jailbreak, but ever since, he’d been an outsider. Alexy had gone out of her way to ingratiate herself with our group and gain our confidence. Zion hadn’t even tried.

      I was flanked by Gabby and Jace, and was sitting directly across from Nelson, who had Kory and Alexy on her left and right. She gave me one narrow-eyed look that gave me the distinct impression that she had particular questions she meant to ask here, and then turned her eyes expectantly to Corona.

      I did the same, wishing I knew what to expect from this meeting and the woman leading it.

      Corona turned to us slowly, the artificial light of the room catching the white streak in her hair and making it shine.

      I caught my breath. I’d forgotten how stunning the woman was, and now that she was in a more secure situation, one where she wasn’t about to be arrested, she was even more stoic and self-contained. She was also sporting a black eye, the deep purple reaching over her cheekbone and to her temple, and a split lip. Neither had done anything to destroy the sense of self-confidence.

      She gave us all a soft, enigmatic smile, followed by a rueful shrug. “I’m going to go ahead and start this meeting by answering what must be first and foremost in your minds,” she said. “Why didn’t I show up where and when I told you I would? The simple answer is that I was unavoidably detained by Authority soldiers, who had in fact sniffed out the exit point we were supposed to be using. Luckily, a Little John team had been sent out to locate us and bring us in, and they were watching the escape route. They were able to back me up and take me to safety. But thank God you weren’t with me, because it would have been a disaster.”

      She looked around the table, meeting everyone’s eyes separately.

      “And, yes, that left your group out in the cold once again. But I had faith you would find the motorcycles I left for you and use them to get to the convent. I knew Zion was there, waiting for you. You came through brilliantly, as I knew you would.”

      She beamed for a moment, and I found myself smiling back, pleased beyond measure to have earned her pride. It had been an awfully long time since I’d wanted to please anyone. It was both strange and wonderful to feel that way again.

      Corona’s smile disappeared a moment later, though, and she took a deep breath.

      “I imagine your next question is going to be how the Authority knew where to find you when you did come to meet me. And believe me, I had that same question.” She nodded at our shocked expressions. “That’s right, I do know about that. In this organization, word gets around quickly. And you brought in an injured girl, which meant Jackie had to tell us how she managed to half crush herself between the time I last saw you and when Zion found you.”

      “The Authority knew where we were going,” I said, remembering the feeling I had when I saw their van sliding around the corner and speeding at Jackie and me. Remembering too what had come after. The chase through the backyards, and Jackie crashing her bike. The Authority agent who had come barreling after us, and his gun.

      My own gun leveled, the nose pointed at the spot between his eyes. My wrist going stiff, my finger on the trigger…

      I shook myself and pulled my thoughts back to the meeting at hand.

      “They knew what time. They knew the location. We were lucky they got there late.”

      “Jackie told me,” Corona murmured, her gaze thoughtful. “And I’ve been through it a thousand times in my mind, trying to figure out how. They didn’t have my house bugged. There were no cameras in there aside from my own, that I know of, and I was very careful about how I gave you the information, so even if they’d had bugs or cameras, they wouldn’t have picked it up. The only possible answer is that they’d seen you leave on the motorcycles the day before, and had a perimeter set up around the city, watching for those same bikes to come back in. There is, of course, also the possibility that they used the satellites to keep an eye on you, although if they’d been doing that, they would also have known where you were hiding and followed you. The most logical conclusion, as far as I’m concerned, is that they were watching for the group of motorcycles.”

      We’d thought something similar ourselves.

      Corona waited for any further questions, then rested her gaze on me once again. “Unfortunately, I’m afraid your journey has just begun. Things have come to light that mean we can’t let you rest here for long. As Nathan’s already told you, we’re desperately short of people, and we have… things that need doing. Things I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to do, even though you’re not ready yet.”

      She tuned back to the screen and gestured to the writing there. “I know Alexy has already mentioned that you’ll start your training at the holding centers. You’ve been chosen because you have a basic understanding of how the Ministry works and what they do with the children they take. You certainly have experience with the Authority. And you know what it takes to get the children back.”

      She made it sound as if they knew exactly what we’d been doing before we were part of OH+. Though, I wasn’t sure how. We’d always been careful to communicate about our missions on the encrypted app Nelson had personally built for us, rather than through the Operation Hood portal, and we’d never told anyone else what we were doing.

      “Do you mean because we were the ones on the warehouse raid?” I asked, the question intentionally leading. “Because there were a lot more people involved there than just us. There were also a lot more people involved in the planning.”

      Corona gave me the slightest of smiles. “I do not mean the warehouse raid. I mean your lives before you joined OH+.”

      So, they’d definitely been tracking us before we joined OH+. But something told me they knew a lot more about what we’d been doing than we realized.

      “We have one week to prepare,” Corona continued. “Vast things have been set into motion, though I’m not yet at liberty to tell you what they are, or why they matter to us. The most important information for your team is that you were brought in just in time to help with a crucial mission. We’re counting on you to support a group of higher-level operatives in their mission at a holding center. In preparation, I’ll be teaching you about the centers themselves and how they work.”

      “Teaching us how they work?” Kory asked. “Aren’t they… you know, owned and operated by the Ministry? How do you know how they work? How would you even know what they look like?”

      Corona gave him a sly grin. “There’s one near Edgewood, and I can show you both of those things. Would you like to see it?”

      She was offering us the chance to see inside a holding center. To see the place where they took the babies before they were distributed to new homes. I would get to stand in the place that might very well have housed Hope at one point… A place with computers I might be able to use to access her records.

      I would do anything in the world to see those records.

      “Yes,” I murmured.

      Corona let out a breath, as if she’d been worried the answer might be no, and nodded firmly. “Get back to your rooms, get anything you need for a day’s journey, and meet me at the front doors of the Hall in half an hour.”

      With a wave of her hand, all the writing vanished from the screen, and a second later she disappeared through a door I hadn’t noticed, leaving us sitting there staring after her.

      “Well, what are you guys waiting for?” Alexy asked. “You’ve got your first orders. Get to it!”

      We rose in a jumble from the table and hurried toward the door, shoving through it one after the other to rush down the hall and up the stairs toward our rooms.

      I was already making a list of things to ask Corona. The first was why the hell we were in such a big hurry. The second was what exactly we were meant to do in one of the Ministry’s holding centers, and how she thought we were going to get into one without getting caught.

      The third, and the one at the forefront of my mind, was whether she was also able to get access to their computers. I’d started this entire journey with Hope in my mind, and I’d finally come back to her. And this time, there was a path laid out at my feet, a path that might help me find where she’d ended up—and bring her home.
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      Back in the rooms, we grabbed our bags and stuffed them full of whatever supplies we had—extra socks, underwear, and sweatshirts, though we didn’t know if we’d need any of that—and then stopped by the kitchens with the idea of grabbing some food. A premade pack was already waiting for each of us, filled with rations. According to the writing on the pale green bags, inside we would find a carefully chosen assortment of foods to provide us with optimal nourishment. Even the bag was useful; in an emergency, it could be torn into four sections and chewed like gum to provide salts, electrolytes, and vitamins for a physical boost.

      I shook my head in astonishment as I tucked it into my pack. This kind of thing would have been really useful when we were on the run.

      We rushed to the main door of the Hall, glanced at our watches, and realized we were ten minutes early.

      Alexy was already there, and gave us a judgmental look when we came skidding up, nervous and out of breath.

      “Already trying to kiss up, huh?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Believe me when I say it won’t work. Corona hates kiss-ups almost as much as she hates slackers. I recommend you stay away from both labels. Just be normal and she’ll like you fine.”

      “We’re not trying to kiss up,” Gabby said, indignant. “Why would we do that? We’re just… efficient,” she finished lamely.

      Alexy fixed her with an unbelieving smile, and Gabby turned away, blushing.

      “I notice you’re not running late,” I said, seeing she had also packed a bag and changed clothes.

      She acknowledged the point, but then shrugged. “I’ve worked with Corona before. She has no patience for people who don’t show up on time. She’s kind of strict.”

      “Fair,” I answered.

      “As we all should strive to be.”

      I turned at the sound of Corona’s voice and found her watching us closely. She gave each of us a onceover.

      “Everyone got their things? Everyone in practical shoes?”

      She glanced down at the shoes everyone was wearing, which I thought strange, considering we were all wearing shoes Little John had provided, and I hadn’t seen anything like stiletto heels in my closet.

      “Perfect,” she said. “And away we go.”

      Suddenly, I remembered a loose end we’d yet to deal with. “Corona, wait,” I said. When she turned to me, her eyebrows rising up toward her hairline, I took a deep breath and plunged in. “We brought someone with us. Henry. He wasn’t on your lists or anything. Is he… Is he going to be okay here? Should we…” I stopped, not quite knowing what I meant to ask, and the older woman nodded.

      “He’s a friend of yours?” At my nod, she tipped her head. “We know of him. We’ve done some research on his history. If you and Jace are speaking for him, we’re willing to let him stay. He’s not the most questionable person we’ve ever let into the organization.”

      She gave me a crooked grin, which set my heart at ease, and I put Henry out of my mind. Nathan and Corona knew about him. They’d done their research. Jace and I had vouched for him.

      From here on out, I could stop worrying and leave it up to Little John to keep an eye on him. Thank goodness.

      We marched out of the Hall, Corona in the lead, and turned right toward the townhouses we’d walked through with Alexy on our first day in Edgewood. I looked left and right, once again overwhelmed by the sheer amount of color around me. Were we going to one of the places we’d already visited with Alexy? The garage, maybe, to get a ride? Or was there some sort of secret train station hidden in one of those houses? Was there something even more fantastical? Some sort of… automatic transport machine? Something that could beam us right to wherever we wanted to go?

      Oh my God, Robin, get a grip. No matter how fantastical Little John’s world was, they still had to obey the laws of physics.

      I really needed to get hold of my imagination before I said one of these things out loud.

      “Hey, uh, Corona, ma’am?” I asked, rushing to catch up with her.

      She didn’t slow or look at me as she answered. “No need to call me ma’am.”

      “Okay. Can I ask why we’re in such a hurry to start our training?”

      She spoke loudly enough that the others could all hear, too. “As I’m sure you’ve heard mentioned, Little John has a very large goal, and for that goal to be met, we need other things to happen. Things out of our control. Things controlled by the government. We’ve received notice that the Ministry is prepped for one of those things to happen, which means we need teams ready to take advantage of it. We’ve been waiting for this for a long time.”

      “Now.” She stepped delicately around a pothole filled with muddy water. “We have many small teams prepared for each mission. The problem is, we have one lead team, a team that will be tackling a very important mission, that doesn’t yet have a matching team of backup soldiers. We need those backup soldiers. Soldiers who understand what the holding centers are. You’d be surprised how many people don’t really understand what the Ministry does there. If you’ve never had a child taken, the Ministry is something you might have ignored for your entire life. Having people who have personal experience with children being taken, and also have experience with trying to get them back, is invaluable.”

      She paused and wrinkled her nose in distaste.

      “Our information says the… well, the event we’ve been waiting for… Let’s just say we’re prepared for it to happen at any time. There’s no guarantee, of course, but we can encourage certain actions to make sure it does in fact happen sooner rather than later. Nathan doesn’t think your team will be ready in time. I say you will, and I’ve pulled rank to be allowed to train you. I believe your experiences make you uniquely suited to the job, and that you’re our best chance at success.” The corners of her mouth creased in a smile she was trying to contain. “I may or may not have made a bet with Nathan.”

      “And you said we were going as support, rather than the lead operatives,” I clarified. “That means…?”

      “That means you’ll be there as support. Your sole responsibilities will be to do what the lead operatives need you to, while they’re undertaking the more sensitive work. We need you to know what the holding centers are and your way around them. Nothing more than that.”

      There was a lot she wasn’t telling me, but just as I was trying to collect my thoughts for another question, she pointed at a bright blue building. We were back at the Theater.

      “Here,” she said, climbing the steps to the front door.

      I grinned at my friends and started after her. “Disguises!” I said over my shoulder.

      We marched up the steps to the door, at which Corona had stopped, and heard her speaking into the intercom in the entryway.

      “Corona Montague, team leader,” she said.

      Evidently, she didn’t need an operative number like Alexy. Although, I was somewhat surprised that Montague was truly their last name. It seemed odd for Nathan to have used it when we met him; that had been incredibly risky. At the same time, I respected the idea that he’d been so rebellious.

      Right now, I wanted to get my disguise and move forward with getting to the holding centers. Hope’s files were beckoning, and that siren call of more information about my daughter, and where she’d been taken, was impossible to ignore.

      Corona walked through the building like she owned it, only pausing at the front desk to nod cordially at the man working there, and then striding past him without saying anything. She led us through the corridors, and though I tried to remember where we’d gone in this building before, I ended up lost in the maze of hallways and elevators we took.

      Then, quite suddenly, we were in the room holding the mask printer.

      I gulped, my heart racing with nerves and excitement.

      “The printer,” Alexy said, with the satisfaction of a cat who’d just been told it was getting cream for dinner, and Corona nodded.

      “I thought it best, considering.” She gestured in our direction, and it didn’t take a genius to know what she meant.

      Considering we’d been labeled terrorists, our faces put on posters in every public building across the country. The Authority wanted us, and the Ministry would know about it. We couldn’t risk going into one of their buildings without the best disguises possible.

      I firmly stilled my hands of their nervous shaking. If they were putting that much faith in us, then we had only one choice: show them their faith was warranted.

      “How does it work?” Kory asked, and I was somewhat relieved to hear that he sounded as nervous about the process as I felt.

      “Simple,” Corona said. “You stand on the mark,” she pointed to a small platform in front of the printer, directly in line with the tube-like attachment I could see protruding from the front, “and close your eyes. The printer will project the material onto your face, using your own features as a base to construct an entirely new face, and laying it right onto your skin. You just stand there while it happens.”

      “And that’s it?” Gabby asked, her eyes shining with excitement and possibility.

      I wondered whether I was going to be able to keep her from trying to develop one of these herself, once she’d figured out how it worked.

      “That’s it,” Corona confirmed. “With the caveat, of course, that the masks only last for a set amount of time. After five hours, they begin to melt. We have to be in and out before then.”

      “Okay,” Kory murmured. “No problem. Five hours and our faces start to melt off. That won’t cause suspicion or panic or anything.”

      Corona favored him with a sharp grin. “It gives us plenty of time to do what we need to do. Now, who’s first?”

      “I’ll go first,” Jace said immediately.

      I cringed. I should have known he would volunteer. Though Corona had said it wouldn’t hurt, and I trusted her, I also worried about the person I cared for so much volunteering to have his face altered first.

      Not altered, I reminded myself. Just printed over. In five hours he’d look like himself again. And it wasn’t like this was going to change who he was on the inside.

      Jace must have felt my cringe. He turned toward me and lowered his mouth until it sat against my ear.

      “I’ll be fine,” he whispered, his breath tickling my ear and making me squirm. “Just promise I’ll still be allowed to hold your hand when I have a different face.”

      I laughed. “Pinky swear,” I told him firmly.

      To my surprise, he looked at me like I was speaking Greek. “What?”

      I sighed, reminded myself he’d grown up in a cave, and promised him I’d teach him how to pinky swear later.

      With a nod, he walked toward the platform, stepped up, and turned to face the printer.

      “Just close my eyes?” he asked.

      Corona, who had moved to the keyboard behind the printer, gave him a nod and started typing quickly.

      Barely ten seconds later, the device in front of her shot a bright blue beam at Jace’s face and started printing over his skin. It began at the top of his forehead, where his hair stopped, and ran across his face in horizontal lines, moving slowly downward.

      I could hardly tell the difference between his skin and the print, at first, though I guessed that was the point. And how different could one forehead look from another, really? The color of the printed skin was almost exactly the same. Then it got to his eyes, and somehow changed their shape by adding additional texture and making the ridge of his brows more defined. It ran down over his face, giving him higher cheekbones and then rounder cheeks, then somehow reducing the size of his nose and changing its shape. His lips became thinner, his chin pointier, his jaw weaker, and his neck fuller.

      And then suddenly the blue light disappeared.

      “You can open your eyes now,” Corona called.

      And there on the stand, the person I knew was Jace opened his eyes… and looked at me as a complete stranger.

      The color of his eyes was still the same. And the expression there. But everything else was different. He lifted his eyebrows, the movement natural, the printed material moving with his facial muscles. He smiled questioningly, and it looked… normal.

      “Good grief,” Kory murmured. “That’s terrifying.”

      I nodded in agreement, fascinated. The mask-building technology was unlike anything I’d ever seen before. If Little John had equipment like this, it was no wonder they’d gone so long without being caught.

      Gabby moved onto the platform next, barely able to contain herself long enough to wait for Jace to step down before she jumped up. Jace made his way to me while Corona programmed the printer to take care of Gabby’s mask.

      “So how do I look?” he asked.

      I pointed to a mirror on the other side of the room. “I’m pretty sure that mirror exists to answer that question.”

      Jace gave a sharp laugh when he got close enough to see himself.

      “I would never recognize myself,” he said, pushing at the new face he was wearing. Then he pulled his fingers away with a look of horror. “Corona, can I touch this thing, or am I going to ruin it?”

      “Nothing will ruin it,” she answered as she watched Gabby. “You can get it wet, get it dirty, even pour honey all over it and it will stay on your face. The only thing that breaks it down is time itself. It’s sort of like an oxidation process. It starts breaking down as soon as it’s printed. It will become less precise the longer you wear it. But we’ve found it’s believable until five hours run out. That’s when you start to look melted.”

      “And no one can really pull off melted,” Kory guessed.

      Corona nodded and turned to the rest of us as Gabby stepped off the platform.

      “Which is why we have to hurry,” she said. “Gem is only half an hour’s drive from here, and we shouldn’t need more than an hour in the holding center itself to show you what I need you to see. But we don’t want to dawdle. Who’s next?”

      I glanced at Gabby, who now looked like an eighty-year-old woman, and took a deep breath.

      “I’ll go next,” I said, trying to keep the waver out of my voice.

      Gabby got down off the platform, and I took her place, then closed my eyes and clenched my fists.

      “You don’t have to act like you’re going into a fight, Robin. It doesn’t hurt,” Gabby shouted from the back of the room.

      I pressed my lips together and forced myself to unclench my fists.

      “And relax your mouth,” Corona added. “Otherwise the print will come out wrong.”

      Right. Relax my mouth. I focused on that part of my body, trying hard not to think about the fact that there was going to be a layer of something glued to it soon. Ten seconds later, I felt the heat of the printer’s beam starting to run over my skin, beginning at my hairline and working its way down in stripes.

      It was like having a flashlight held too close to your skin, so that you could feel the warmth of the bulb. Not uncomfortable, exactly; more like an itch, and I fought hard against the need to scratch at it. It moved over my forehead, then my eyes, then my cheeks and nose, and finally past my lips and to my chin. The whirr of the printer stopped, along with the heat, leaving my face feeling overly cool.

      My eyes popped open, and I looked at Corona, who nodded her approval.

      “You’re done,” she said with a grin.

      I jumped off the platform and made my way to the mirror, wondering what I would see. When I arrived, I saw the rounded cheeks and chin of a girl who hadn’t yet lost her baby fat, with a flat pug nose and lips much fuller than my own had ever been.

      It was the face of a sixteen-year-old girl who hadn’t yet seen the world. Except for her eyes, she was a complete stranger to me.
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      Within fifteen minutes we all had new faces, including Corona, who had allowed Alexy, humming with excitement, to run the printer for her.

      My friends were all unrecognizable now, and Corona had also donned a blond wig to cover her telltale streak of white hair. I didn’t know whether the Authority or Ministry would be looking for her in the coming situation, but it stood to reason that if they’d invaded her home, they had a record of what she looked like.

      Once we were all settled, we moved on to the garage several houses down. There we went through a similar process, with Corona using only her first and last name this time, and then throwing open the doors. We didn’t even bother with the front desk here, but walked immediately into the elevator and took it to the second floor.

      “This place has floors?” I asked, surprised. How the hell were we supposed to get any sort of vehicle down from the second floor?

      “It does,” Corona replied calmly.

      Alexy just gave me a wicked grin.

      We exited on the second floor and walked quickly through an enormous parking garage, finally coming to a stop in front of a gigantic SUV-type vehicle that looked… normal.

      “Looks like any car you’d see on the street,” Kory observed, frowning.

      “What did you think? We rode unicorns and traveled on magic carpets?” Alexy drawled. “It has to look normal, or it would be too easily identified as ours.”

      A moment later we were piling into the car, Corona at the wheel.

      “Everyone buckle their seatbelt,” she commanded. “I don’t want anyone flying around in the car if I have to take a sharp turn.”

      A quick laugh from Alexy was her only answer, and the rest of us hustled to make sure we were secured in our seats.

      The moment Corona started driving, I saw why she’d insisted on seatbelts. I didn’t have a lot of experience, obviously, but when I had driven, I’d been a cautious driver. Corona was the exact opposite. She tore through the aisles in the parking garage, tires squealing at every turn, taking the spiral ramp down to the first floor at what had to be double the recommended speed. I was thrown to my right, up against Jace, who caught me with a chuckle and then didn’t let me go for the rest of the descent.

      When we hit the bottom of the ramp, Corona increased the speed even more, and we burst out of the garage with a roaring engine and squealing tires as she accelerated up to street level.

      We bounced once and were then roaring up the street toward where I assumed the city of Edgewood ended and the real world began again.
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      The drive lasted maybe half an hour, though I wondered how long it would have taken someone who respected speed limits. As it was, I was surprised we weren’t pulled over and given a speeding ticket on the way to the holding center.

      Driving like this couldn’t be the smartest way to avoid detection when you were on a top-secret mission for an organization fighting the government. We hadn’t seen any highway enforcers on the way, though. Perhaps Little John had a way of detecting and then avoiding them?

      The holding center, it turned out, was on the edge of a city I’d never been to, though that wasn’t much of a surprise. We’d traveled several hours to get to the convent, and then come several hours from there to Edgewood. We were far from where I’d once lived, and definitely beyond the outermost reaches of my travels.

      I didn’t know what city I saw on the horizon, but I could recognize the skyline of bare, boring apartment buildings. Whatever the city’s name, there were factories there, and where there were factories, there were a large number of the poorest class. Hence the holding center. The Ministry was most likely taking children from those factory workers as quickly as it could, shuffling them into the holding center to await the first rich couple able to pay for them.

      The center itself looked very much like the jail in Trenton we’d broken our friends out of. It was a stark white building, with no external decorative touches, and bore only the words “Ministry of Welfare” across the front in big black letters, the Ministry’s logo sitting at the end of the title. A row of cars lined the sidewalk out front, and I could see a parking lot around the side. Just outside the front door was a large white van, the Ministry’s logo on the side.

      I’d seen vans of that sort in the poor neighborhoods of Trenton before. I knew what it meant. That was a van the Ministry agents drove when they went out to collect children. They were a regular feature in my nightmares.

      We parked across the street from the building, and then Corona turned to face us.

      “Alright, team. We’re going into this holding center. The story is, you’re all here as my entourage. A mixture of family and personal assistants. Look around, observe everything you can, and take notes. Our job is to come out of this as experts on the layout and what the people in here are doing. Other than that, all you need to do is act like you know what you’re doing.”

      I stared at her as she got out of the vehicle, my heart pounding. But I didn’t have long to process her words. Everyone started bundling out after her, and then we were striding up to the front door.

      I kept my mouth clamped shut and my fists balled as we walked through the front door to the reception desk. Assistants. Act like we knew what we were doing.

      I had a feeling that would be easier said than done.

      “I’m looking for Layna Williams,” Corona said clearly. “We’re here for a tour of the facility.”

      She flashed some sort of credentials, and the woman on the other side of the desk grew wide-eyed and nervous.

      “Of course, ma’am,” she said. “Let me just get Layna up here.”

      She picked up her phone and started speaking into it in a low, urgent voice.

      I took the opportunity to look around. The place was too visually similar to the jail for comfort. It was all white, with black accents here and there, and looked grimly institutional. There was too much glass and too much white concrete. The lack of color was like a lack of smiles in a large crowd. Nothing about this place looked like it should house children.

      I brushed my hand against the material coating my face, praying the disguises were as good as we thought they were. If they didn’t work, we were going to find ourselves in another place that looked too much like this one. And I didn’t think we’d get out of there alive.

      A girl with strawberry-blond hair, wearing scrubs, appeared in the hallway behind the desk, caught sight of Corona, and smiled in welcome. She walked forward with her hand held out.

      “Helena?” she asked. “I’m Layna, thank you so much for visiting. We’re so grateful for your patronage, and I’m happy to give you a tour of the facility.”

      “One of our people,” Alexy breathed into my ear, having caught a glimpse of the confusion on my face. “She’s been expecting us. Corona is posing as a financial donor and has asked for a tour. You know, to see where her money’s going, that sort of thing.”

      “One of our people?” I asked blankly, watching as Corona nodded and answered some of Layna’s questions.

      “Our people,” Alexy confirmed. “This place is crawling with them. We’ve got at least twenty agents in here, doing everything from cleaning the bathrooms to taking care of the babies, each of them doing as much research as they can on the inside. Problem is, none of them have access to the computers yet. They’ve only got access to the kids. Which means no matter how many people we get in, they don’t get us the information we need. They just… prepare.”

      She took off after Corona before I could ask what the hell any of that meant, and I rushed to follow her, trying not to touch my face and not to clench my fists. Jace fell in behind me, his hand whispering against my lower back. I leaned into it just a little, appreciating the comfort.

      Everything about this place made me nervous, but it might hold the secret to finding Hope again. She might even have been here once. But it currently held an unknown number of children whose parents were going through the same thing I’d once experienced. The idea made me feel like I was going to throw up.

      This was a lot more personal than I’d expected.

      It got even worse when our first stop was one of the nurseries. Only, “nursery” seemed far too small a word for this place. It was more like a warehouse, one we were viewing from a suspended walkway hanging from the ceiling that ran down the middle of the room. Below us stretched a sea of plastic boxes large enough to hold ten babies in their cribs. Most of the infants seemed to be no more than a couple weeks old, and some were even younger than that. I saw a few that were older, maybe several months old, but none over a year in age.

      These were the youngest ones. I knew for a fact that the Ministry also took older kids, if the situation presented itself, but they evidently didn’t keep them here. At least not in this room.

      People I assumed were nurses and doctors, but who might have just been trained handlers, moved between the beds and boxes, lifting babies up if they were crying, adjusting blankets, and handing out bottles as if they were working factory lines.

      Every compartment had a smaller box attached to the outside, where I could see a number of file folders. Every compartment also had a number of stickers attached outside the door. Labels for the children, I guessed, since those stickers seemed to be repeated on the clear plastic cribs.

      There was also, I saw, a locking mechanism on each door. Even in this highly secure building, surrounded by faithful Ministry employees (or at least the Ministry thought so), they locked the doors of the smaller nurseries. That made me feel even sicker.

      Even if some heartbroken, desperate parent managed to somehow figure out where their baby had been taken and snuck into the building itself, they’d have to run a gauntlet of clear walls and locks, and no doubt scanners and heat-seeking alarms, to find their baby again.

      Even if they managed to get their hands on the child, there was no way they’d do it without being seen. There was certainly no way they’d get back out of the building. Not with their lives intact.

      In every dream I’d ever had of rescuing Hope, it had been an easy process of hacking into the Ministry Archives and figuring out where they’d taken her, then going and breaking her out. Looking at the amount of security the government had in place for these kids, though, I felt those foolish dreams turn to dust.

      Then we were off the suspended walkway and moving through a hall toward another large room. This one wasn’t quite as big and was filled with desks instead of beds. Sitting at the desks were kids who looked like they ranged in age from five to maybe eight or so, all writing something on single sheets of paper, their heads bent to their work as if nothing else mattered.

      I stopped and stared, then quickly started walking again. I was supposed to be acting as some sort of personal assistant for Corona. As such, I probably shouldn’t be stopping in surprise.

      Even when I saw kids who were at least two years older than any kids the Ministry was supposed to have. They were supposed to stop collecting children at the age of three. That was what we’d always been told. So what were they doing with kids old enough to go to school?

      Were they kids who had been here long enough to age that much? Or was the Ministry taking kids a lot older than they let on?

      If so, why?

      A single woman stood at the head of the room, her mouth moving as she gave them instructions. Behind her I could see a chalkboard with writing across it.

      “The school for this center,” Layna said. “We make sure any child old enough to learn does so. We don’t want our future citizens suffering when it comes to their education.”

      She turned to Corona and widened her eyes, and I realized she was giving the “official” version of the tour, despite secretly belonging to Little John. It made sense. There were probably cameras all over this place; the Little John operatives couldn’t take any time off from their roles. Even when one of the Little John leaders was there to visit.

      We went through the next room more quickly, Layna seeming disinterested in it.

      It was a room that housed nothing but computers. Large stacks of computers, way more than they would have needed for the relatively simple job of maintaining records for this single center, and I saw both Nelson and Gabby looking around with big eyes and studying the machines carefully. I could practically hear Nelson taking mental notes and making guesses at what sorts of computers those were and what they were used for.

      When I caught a glimpse of the old face containing my sixteen-year-old friend, I saw that her eyes were screaming in distress at what she was seeing… but they were also telling another story. She was already trying to figure out how she could get into those computers from the outside. Because we were all going to come out of this tour with one thing on our minds: finding a way to stop these monsters from doing what they were doing. I’d never paused to consider how many children they were handling, but we must have seen at least five hundred babies and one hundred older children, and we’d only seen two rooms of a center containing many, many nurseries and schoolrooms.

      How many children were housed in this one building? How many buildings like this existed in our country? And how many kids were being distributed through them every single day, as the Burchard Regime worked to sell our children to the highest bidders, and with them, our identity as people?

      The rest of the tour went pretty quickly. We saw one very small playroom, which looked far too tidy to have ever seen any children at all, and then walked close to a set of windows. Outside, a small playground sat on a patch of unnaturally green grass.

      “Synthetic grass,” Layna said knowledgeably. “It’s easier to clean after the children have been on it.”

      I pressed my lips together to halt the gag I could feel rising in my throat. Synthetic grass. Easier to keep clean. Because God forbid anything get dirty. God forbid these children feel real grass.

      Before I knew it, we were back at reception and Corona was checking us out, thanking Layna kindly for the tour.

      “I can see that our money is being well-spent,” she said. “And I’m glad to see future members of our society being brought up in such a clean, safe environment. So much better than what they might have had otherwise.”

      Layna agreed wholeheartedly, then saw us to the door and held it for us as we filed out. She waved goodbye and turned back toward the building, disappearing a few moments later.

      Next to me, I felt a quick vibration run through Corona’s body, and looked up to see her mouth pinched and her skin pale and sweaty.

      “Every time I go in there it makes me want to punch someone,” she breathed.

      Then she snapped her attention back to the real world, glanced at the rest of us, and nodded toward our vehicle.

      “Come,” she said, starting to walk. “I hope you were all paying very close attention. I want to hear everything you saw once we’re seated. Nelson, you’re in charge of getting it all down on paper. If we’re going to get a team into one of those centers and take control of the computer room, we’re going to need to know their layout like the backs of our hands.”

      We followed her, doing our best to keep our strides as slow and measured as possible, while our hearts raced at what we’d just seen, and what she’d just said.
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      The moment we were back in the car, we all started talking, relating everything we could remember of the trip, ignoring the fact that no one had anything like a pad and pen out yet.

      Nelson was the one who went for her bag. “Quiet!” she snapped.

      She made a show of pulling out her pen and paper, opening them, and getting settled. She looked up at the rest of us, meeting our eyes one at a time. Then she looked to Corona, who was fumbling with her keys, trying to get them into the ignition.

      Her hands were shaking. I could feel the rage radiating from her, the horror at what we’d just seen bleeding out of her pores.

      But she wasn’t crying. She wasn’t fading or pulling back. She was seething. More furious than I’d ever seen anyone before, all of it directed into a sharp point, as if she could use it as a weapon.

      I’d known a lot of women in my life, and I’d seen them in a lot of different emotional states. I’d known women who cried when they got upset or angry. Women who retreated into themselves, keeping a blank face turned out to the world until they had dealt with their feelings in private. I’d even known women who went on living as if nothing had happened to upset them, ignoring it all. I’d always wondered how much damage that last group did to themselves with their denial.

      But I had never known a woman who became her anger. I didn’t make the mistake of thinking Corona would do anything stupid with it, either. She wasn’t going to start screaming or kicking or pushing us into foolish action. No, she was letting the anger feed her drive, her passion, her power, using it to sharpen her edges, like a sword against a whetstone.

      I wasn’t the only one who noticed. Corona’s rage filled the car with a kind of hum, like the air just before a lightening strike.

      Nelson watched Corona for a long moment, waiting for a safe time to speak to her. Corona paused in her fumbling and took a long breath, her bloodless hands locked around the steering wheel. Only when she opened her eyes, her rage tamped down for now, did Nelson finally speak.

      “Corona? I’m writing down everything I can recall about the computer rooms, although I assume you’ve already got some amount of information from your people on the inside. Do you want us to do the same with what we saw in the whole place, or are the computer rooms more important?”

      Corona brought the vehicle roaring to life, whipping out onto the road, and if she hadn’t driven like such a maniac to get here, I would have said she was taking her aggression out on the road in front of us. As it was, I just put it down to her normal driving habits. At least this time I knew to get a good grip on Jace before she really hit the gas and sent the car squealing forward.

      “The computer rooms are the most important,” she said, voice level, if somewhat sharp. “The people we have planted in the holding centers have never been able to get us information about the computer rooms. They’re heavily guarded, and only the techs and execs have access. So we don’t know as much about the inner workings of the centers as we’d like, despite having so many people in there. We know a little, and we’ll know more once we extract a few more operatives and debrief them. Anything you can remember will be vital. Knowledge of the computer rooms is just going to be the most delicate.”

      “What do you mean once the operatives are extracted? You don’t have access to them when they’re in there?” I asked.

      “No, Robin,” Corona said. “The Ministry has all of their employees under constant surveillance. Once we have people in there, they’re out of reach until they’re extracted. Little John trying to contact our people while they’re active in the holding centers could go wrong in many ways. One traced message, one document drop that gets discovered, and everything would go to pieces. The operatives could be caught, which would possibly lead back to Little John and get everyone caught. The long game has been working for us so far, but, with our current timeline, we need more information, and fast.”

      “If we need information on the computer rooms, that means you’re first, Gabby,” Nelson said, bringing her pen down on the paper. “Give me what you saw, and what you think we can do with it. Everyone else, work on organizing everything you noticed in your head, and don’t listen to what anyone else says. I’ll get to you all as quickly as I can.”

      I didn’t know much about computers, and I certainly didn’t know enough to be of any use to Gabby and Nelson in that regard. So I went on to the other things I’d seen.

      The boxes full of children.

      The labels at every door.

      The locks.

      The classroom.

      The older kids. Kids who were way over the age limit of what the Ministry was supposed to take.

      The false grass.

      The tiny playrooms.

      All of these things told me a lot about how they handled the children. They told me a lot about how Hope herself might have been handled.

      As much as I hated to think about it or even admit it to myself, because it was a horrible train of thought, I hoped she hadn’t spent much time in one of those places. Even if it meant she’d been passed to some other family within days of having left me.

      Some other house. Some other mother.

      That was how we drove home: maintaining our focus on our thoughts and impressions of the place until Nelson called on us, then each of us telling her everything we could remember. We had no idea what Corona was going to do with the information, or what part we might have to play in any future missions. She’d already told us an awful lot, but she’d likely only told us the surface details of the plan. We weren’t yet cleared to know much more than that, and wouldn’t be until Corona or Nathan decided it was time.

      But each of us knew we’d just seen one of the most evil parts of the Burchard Regime in action. Looking around at my team, I knew we were all going forward with the same thought in mind: we’d do whatever we had to do to make sure it was stopped.
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      We returned to the garage in Edgewood before our faces would start to melt, according to Corona’s timeline, and I was glad for that, at least. Watching the faces around me start to droop and slide around would have made the entire day even more bizarre, and I wasn’t certain I could deal with that at this point.

      Once we were parked, Corona ushered us away from the elevator and through another door. This one led downward and, to my surprise, into a tunnel. It was a strange, dark place, though even this dank pathway didn’t feel nearly as sinister as the holding center.

      “Why are we going this way?” I asked.

      “It’s faster,” Corona said, her heeled shoes making a sharper sound on the concrete than our rubber-soled boots.

      “I could have guessed that,” I said sharply. I almost immediately felt guilty for my tone. “I’m sorry,” I added. “The holding center… it was more difficult than I thought it would be.”

      Corona put a gentle hand on my arm as we walked, and nodded. “I understand,” she said quietly. “I’ve been in that position too, you know. I can sympathize with how you’re feeling right now. How you felt when you lost her.”

      It was the last thing I’d expected, given what I knew of Nathan’s and Corona’s lives. What could she know about having a baby taken away from her? That never happened to the richer class.

      Did it?

      Or could it have happened before she met Nathan? The question stayed with me, stuck in my fatigued brain, but my attention soon turned to our next task: a set of metal stairs up out of the tunnel, which continued straight on. Stepping through the door at the top, we found ourselves in the foyer of the Hall, coming out of a door in the corner I hadn’t noticed before.

      Corona looked around at our group, her face shifting between pride and weariness.

      “You did well,” she said finally. “Get upstairs and rest if you can. You’ve all earned it. There are intercoms in the rooms that connect to the kitchens, so you can have food made and delivered. I don’t expect to see any of you again tonight, but we have another mission to run in the morning, this time to a center I don’t know as well. Be ready to go at six. I need you as alert as you can be.”

      With a nod, she turned and walked away. None of us spoke to each other as we climbed the stairs and trudged down the hall, then split off into our rooms to wash the melting masks off our faces and fall into our beds, thankfully too exhausted for our thoughts to linger on what we’d seen today… and would see again tomorrow.
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      The next morning, Nelson and I walked out of our room yawning in unison, having already discussed the need for an immediate application of coffee, hash browns, and waffles, in that order.

      “I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation,” I mumbled. “Three days ago, we were drinking Nurmeal and calling ourselves lucky for having found a convenient copse of trees to hide in.”

      “You’re telling me,” she answered, and there was something in her voice that made me stop in the small cubby enclosing our door and turn to look at her.

      “You suspect something,” I said quietly.

      Nelson met my eyes. “I do. And I know from the look on your face that you’re thinking along the same lines I am. Look at this place. It’s richer than anything I’ve ever seen before. We’re talking about going down to the kitchens and eating as much as our stomachs can hold. Freshly brewed coffee, a mountain of fresh fruit, pancakes, milk, bread, cereal, anything we could possibly want, all of it free. All of it just… available. Who the hell is paying for it?”

      I pressed my lips together, not having an answer. Nathan had to have some money to have gotten Little John moving, but this?

      “Whatever the case, I have a feeling we’re going to be asked to do a whole lot more than just remember some facts about what we’ve seen in the holding centers,” Nelson went on. “This even feels bigger than trying to save stolen children. This feels like…”

      “Like an alternate version of society,” I finished. “Like a competing version of society.”

      Nelson was opening her mouth to respond, when a hand dropped down on my shoulder and spun me around.

      Henry stood in front of me, his face torn between frustrated and pleading. “Robin, I have to talk to you.”

      I stared at him. I hadn’t seen Henry for much of yesterday, mostly because I was on the road with Corona and the others, and Henry hadn’t been invited.

      Oh. Right.

      Henry hadn’t been invited. And while no one had bothered to ask me much about him yet, it was logical that someone had said something to him.

      “What is it?” I asked, feeling like I probably already knew the answer. “Spill it. We have places to go and breakfast to eat.”

      That earned me a small smile, and Henry launched into his story. “It was that quiet, scary guy. Zion? He got me into my room and started lobbing questions at me, quicker than I could answer. Who was I and how did I come to be here and how did I know you and did I have any history with the Ministry or the Authority or any other part of the Burchard Regime, that sort of thing. Even asked if I… if I still had feelings for you.”

      He met my eyes. “That was the only question I had trouble answering. Everything else was easy. I don’t have anything to do with the government, not since they took Hope. And of course I want to do anything I can to keep that from ever happening to anyone else. I literally sent my old life up in flames, for that very reason. At this point, I doubt I have an apartment to go home to.”

      I wanted to reach out and comfort him, but I stopped myself. Things were already too mixed up when it came to Henry.

      “You’re probably right,” I said quietly. “You helped us get away. I mean, I guess we could say that we kidnapped you and forced you into it, but…”

      “But the Burchard Regime isn’t likely to believe that,” he said, filling in the end of what I was thinking. “They’re far more likely to have labeled me a terrorist as well, just for being associated with you.” His grin lit up his face, changing everything, and he let out a little chuckle. “In that case, I guess what I told Zion is right. I don’t have anyplace to go back to. Which means if I’d been doubting my ability to fight the government before, I no longer have a choice.”

      Well, that was certainly one way to look at it.

      “And what did Zion say?” I asked. “What’s the problem, Henry? Did he kick you out or something?”

      Henry’s smile dimmed then, and he met my eyes again. “That was the part I wanted to talk to you about. He asked all those questions, grilled me like he was an enforcer, and then just sort of nodded and walked away. It was like…” He paused, his brow creasing as he tried to come up with the words to convey his thoughts. “It was like they already knew everything about me, and wanted to see if I would tell them the truth. But how would they even know who I was? No one has so much as asked my name.”

      I didn’t answer. We’d been here for two days. Little John had been busy.

      

      We made our way into the kitchen a short time later to find the rest of our group, including Ant and Abe, sitting at a long table together. The counter along the wall held pancakes, waffles, omelets, piles of buttery toast, biscuits and gravy, hash browns, and even a plate of pastries.

      Nelson and I made short work of the buffet, returning to our seats with plates piled high with food.

      “I never in a million years dreamed that you two could eat that much,” Ant said, eyeing our plates. “You’re so tiny.”

      “Hey, we had an action-packed day yesterday while you two were playing nursemaid,” Nelson said, pouring syrup over… well, everything on her plate. “Not everyone can sit around twiddling their thumbs.”

      Abe scowled, but before he could start anything I sidetracked him with questions about Jackie.

      It turned out the twins had been given special visiting privileges, which meant they’d spent much of the previous day in her room, entertaining her and looking after her, as Ant put it.

      “She’s doing better,” he told me. “She even yelled at us to get out of her room and give her some peace and quiet after about an hour.”

      I laughed at that. Jackie was not the model of patience. I could imagine her being at death’s doorstep and still taking the time to shout at Abe and Ant about making too much noise.

      Though, it sounded like she wasn’t at death’s doorstep. Which was a relief.

      Kory, Jace, Nelson, Alexy, and I finished our breakfast faster than the twins and Henry, leaving them to eat as we filed from the kitchen, biscuits and coffee mugs still in our hands.

      We were halfway down the hall when we met Corona coming the other way in search of us. She was wearing brown leather brogues and a deep green, tailored pantsuit, her dark hair pinned up off her face and neck. She looked sharp and dangerous.

      “Excellent to see you up,” she said. “Come with me.”

      We followed her to the same room we’d met in before, only this time there were others in there, too. A team of people I didn’t know. There were only four of them, all dressed in the same black bodysuits I’d seen before on other Little John operatives.

      I wondered whether we were going to have to wear those at any point. I definitely didn’t have the hips for them.

      My team dropped into seats around the table, and Corona, now at the front of the room, circled the word “Asus” on the display screen, using an electronic stylus that left markings on the screen without using anything like ink. “Gem” had been crossed out, I saw—presumably because we’d already visited it.

      “This morning we’re visiting another holding center,” she said without preamble. “This one is farther away, so we’re taking an airship instead of a van. Team Savannah will be acting as our chauffeurs.”

      She looked quickly at the strangers, apparently Team Savannah, in the room. One of the girls nodded. She had dark hair shaved close to her scalp and gray eyes that stood out against the rich tan of her skin. Her features had a vulpine twist, which made her look capable and dangerous. She looked exactly like I would have imagined a spy would look, and that thought made me immediately like her.

      The girl turned in her seat to eye our team. “I’m Savannah,” she said in a voice as sharp and pointed as her nose. “I’m head of this team. We’ve been with Little John for a year, all of us. This… this isn’t our first time going into the holding centers.”

      The stutter in her voice, that little flash of fallibility at the mention of the holding centers, made me less intimidated by her. Either she’d had a child taken herself, or hated the centers just because they existed. Either way, I sympathized.

      Savannah gestured to the rest of her team, naming them as she pointed to them. “Ajax. Lux. Rio.”

      I let my eyes run over the rest of the team, marking them in my memory in case I ever needed to spot them in a crowd. Ajax was tall, lean, and had a dangerous grace, his quiet intimidation made all the more striking by the stark paleness of his skin and hair. His eyebrows and eyelashes were nearly invisible, and his white hair hung in a single thick braid down his back like an icicle. He was like a ghost.

      Lux, on the other hand, was a short and stocky girl, packed with muscle, with very blue eyes and very red hair. Everything about her made me think of summer days in the woods. Well, summer days and forest fires.

      Rio was a boy of about my age and height with pale ginger hair and a set of buck teeth that were oddly charming in his freckled face.

      I stared at them for a moment longer than I should have, until I started drawing their eyes, and then gave them each a nod. Our first real Little John team members. Our first allies.

      I jotted them down as new members of our family, as well.

      “We’re trained pilots and computer techs,” Savannah said, “and our specialty is the airship you guys are taking today. If you need getaway drivers, we’re your people.”

      I frowned and glanced at Jace to see him returning the look. Getaway drivers? We hadn’t needed anything like that yesterday.

      “Why will we need getaway drivers?” I asked. “What are we doing, Corona?”

      “And what am I, chopped liver?” Alexy demanded on top of my question. “You know how good I am in an airship. Why am I not piloting, here?”

      Corona shot Alexy a fond glance. “You, Alexy, aren’t piloting the ship because I know your history. I’ve seen you in the holding centers before. I know how it affects you. I don’t want to be on any ship you’re flying after that, and I suspect you wouldn’t want to be flying one, either.”

      She quirked an eyebrow, waiting.

      Alexy nodded grudgingly. “Fair.”

      I looked at Corona with renewed respect, to find her giving me a harder look.

      “As to why we need getaway drivers, Robin, today will be… slightly more complex than yesterday. The Asus holding center is farther away from Edgewood, which means we won’t be able to don our disguises until we’re on our way. Doing the printing here would run the risk of our faces melting while we were still in the holding center.”

      “Do you have a portable version of the printer?” I asked.

      Corona smirked. “The printer itself is portable. We only have the one, so we made sure it could travel with us if we needed it.”

      “And what else?” I asked. “Surely having our faces melting off isn’t a good enough reason to need getaway drivers. I’m sure you could still drive just fine.”

      Another long look, and then: “Asus is larger than Gem, and we don’t have as many operatives inside. We run the risk of being discovered because there won’t be as many people running interference. If that happens, we’ll need to get out of there more quickly than even I could manage.”

      There was a quirk of her lips, an acknowledgement of her driving habits, but I couldn’t return the smile.

      “If we don’t have as many operatives inside of it, why are we going?” I asked quietly. “Don’t you have other holding centers where you have more operatives planted? Wouldn’t that be safer?”

      “The holding centers come in two basic formats. There are small ones, like Gem, that hold only one to two thousand children,” she said, in a statement that seemed to have nothing to do with my question.

      “Only two thousand,” Nelson breathed, to my left.

      Corona shot her a look as she continued. “The larger centers can hold up to five thousand children at full capacity.”

      My stomach dropped into my feet and then kept on going, straight through the floor. “Five thousand?”

      Corona took a deep breath and nodded. “Of course, they rarely have a full house, given how quickly they move the children through. But there are fifteen of those in the nation… that we know of. Which tells you, I would hope, that their CRAS program is much bigger than you’d ever imagined. And handling more children than you’d ever thought.”

      One look at our faces must have told her that we were well and truly shocked, but she continued without pause. “I expect you also saw yesterday that they have children who are much older than the ages they claim to take. We need to know why they have older children and why they’re taking so many children, at all. We need to know what they’re doing with them. All those questions might affect what we’ve set as our ultimate mission.” Then, in another abrupt change of subject, she said, “Yes, Asus is a dangerous target, but it’s the closest large-scale holding center available to us.”

      “And why do we need to get into a large-scale holding center?” Jace asked.

      Corona met his gaze and gave him a soft smile. “Jace. You know Nathan and I never do anything without reason. All of the large holding centers are built on the same set of plans, which makes them twin to each other. We need to know the layout because Asus mirrors the holding center you and your team will be breaking into next week.”
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      The room exploded with sound, everyone on my team shouting questions as fast as we could think of them.

      “What do you mean, breaking into?” Jace snapped, getting to his feet so suddenly his chair toppled over.

      “Thousands of children?” I asked. “And we’re just supposed to break in there like it’s nothing?”

      “Why are we breaking in?” Kory added. “What do you expect us to do? Sneak the kids to safety?”

      It was Nelson who finally brought silence. “What exactly are you trying to do here, Corona?” she asked. “What’s your plan, and what’s it got to do with those kids? With any of the kids, for that matter?”

      Alexy began studying her nails like she’d never seen them before. Savannah and her team were looking away, up at the walls, and even down at their shoes. Anywhere but at us.

      Either they already knew the answers to those questions… or they’d never been brave enough to ask.

      “I’m fairly sure you don’t expect answers to all your questions, Nelson, because you must realize I can’t give you that sort of information,” Corona said, her voice even. She sounded as if we were discussing something as harmless as whether we would rather have strawberries or cherries on our cheesecake after dinner.

      Jace set his seat upright again, dropping into it tensely as Corona continued speaking.

      “Still, I’ll tell you as much as I can. Nathan disagrees with me on this point, but I believe it’s important for our teams to have as much information as possible when they go on a mission. Knowledge makes everyone safer when you’re confronted with danger or unforeseen circumstances. Like a snare protocol in a place you never expected to find one. Or Authority soldiers in a place you believed belonged to someone else.”

      My breath caught in my throat. “You’re talking about the warehouse,” I said. “Little John did know about it. There’s a reason you were on the timeline we found in the Authority compound. Are you planning to share that with us?”

      She tipped her head back and forth. “I can tell you the site you found was, and still is, incredibly important to the Ministry. I can tell you Little John had found the site as well, and hacked it. The Ministry and the Authority were reacting to Little John that night. Not you. Your team was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      She put a hand up to stall my questions. “The important thing for you to understand is the bigger picture. The Ministry is stealing children from nearly half of the lower-class families, and they’re starting to reach even farther than that. Many couples who should have been safe based on the algorithms the Ministry has published are instead being robbed of their babies. Even more disconcerting is that they’re starting to take toddlers, even pre-pubescents. We’ve seen children in their teens taken from their homes, and it’s happening more and more often. But why? Are there truly so many wealthy families wanting to adopt them?”

      She gave us all a careful look. “The increase in activity suggests they’re moving toward some sort of crescendo. We need more information about what this end goal is if we’re going to stop them. And to get that information, we need access to their files. To their systems.”

      “The computer rooms,” Nelson said.

      Corona nodded. “The computer rooms. But before we can get into them, we need to know more about the layouts of the holding centers. If or when we infiltrate, we need to know exactly where we’re going so we can get in and out without leaving a trail, and do it quickly. This is why we’re taking the chance of going into Asus. It will give us a minor advantage for when we break into Smally.”

      “What’s so special about the Smally center?” I asked, seeing the name on the list on her screen. “Why would we need to break into it when you—”

      “Good questions,” she interjected. “But answers must come another time, I’m afraid. We have limited time and a long way to travel.” She glanced down at her watch. “We’ll meet at the front doors in half an hour. No need to change anything you did yesterday. You all did wonderfully at Gem, and we’ll be doing the same thing here. You’ll be posing as my personal assistants again. Observe as much as you can and commit it to memory. Let’s hope our trip to Asus will be as successful.”

      She nodded once, turned off the display screen as she passed it, and headed again for the door in the corner, the meeting evidently over. Everyone else began to stand and move to the main doors of the conference room, muttering among themselves, but I did as Corona had told us to: I observed. I stayed in my chair and watched her leave. I watched her open the door and slip into the room beyond.

      And this time, I saw that the room beyond wasn’t the ballroom, as I’d assumed. From what I could see, the room was lined with banks of monitors on the wall. A row of people, headsets on, fingers clattering over various switches and buttons, faced those monitors. Each of the monitors was labeled, and the screen showed footage I couldn’t quite make out. They looked for all the world like video feeds—but of what? Then, just before the door swung shut, I made out what one of the labels said.

      It said “Smally” in block capitals. Right next to it was one labeled “Asus.”

      They had direct feeds to the holding centers we were checking out. And, from what I could see, they had feeds to a lot of other places as well. More holding centers? Other Ministry buildings? Or were some cameras turned inward, watching the new recruits?

      The door to the monitor room clicked shut, blocking my view, but I couldn’t help feeling like I was still being watched.

      “Robin?” Jace was at the main doors, concern creasing his forehead. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” I said, standing and moving to him. “Just seeing things a little differently.”

      He took my hand, eyes somber. “I know what you mean.”

      As we walked back to the rooms, I couldn’t help but replay what I’d seen.

      They were tracking something in there. And I wanted to get in, so I could start figuring out what the hell it was—and what was going on around here.

      

      We found flight suits and combat boots waiting for us when we returned to our rooms. I changed into mine, but kept a t-shirt and a set of leggings on underneath. While the suits were comfortable, I had a feeling we were going to be changing out of them again soon, and I’d rather not end up in my underwear in front of my whole team. Nelson and I then grabbed some notepads and pens, while Jace and Kory went to the kitchens to pick up everyone’s ration packs. We all convened at the front doors of the Hall twenty or so minutes after Corona had dismissed us.

      It wasn’t more than a few seconds before we started discussing the things we’d been thinking since Corona began giving us bits and pieces of information.

      “I know the numbers were shocking, but I can’t help but wonder how they have that information,” I said, keeping my voice low. “How would they know the number of kids being taken from their families, and who they’re being taken from?”

      “They might have access to some Ministry figures, but I doubt it,” Kory answered. “It’s not like that information is published in the local newspaper.”

      “It means they’re hooked into something, somewhere,” Jace answered. “They’ve got sources on the inside. It’s the only possible answer.”

      I frowned. Sources on the inside was a good thing. But Corona had said Little John still didn’t know what was going on, which meant those sources weren’t giving them nearly enough information.

      “And they were definitely more involved in the warehouse raid than they’ve told us,” Nelson continued. “The question is, why let us break into a warehouse where they already knew what was going on? Was that a Little John warehouse? If so, why did the auction site trace back to there? How did the Ministry know about it at all? And if it was a Ministry warehouse…”

      “Then how were we able to get into it in the first place?” I finished. “We’ve seen the sort of security the government uses, now. Hell, we’ve seen the sort of security forces they send out into the city on recon missions! No way we would have been able to break in if that was actually a Ministry building.”

      It was Gabby who spoke next. “Robin’s right, it couldn’t have been a Ministry building. But if it was a Little John building, why would they let us break into it? They knew we were planning to run a mission. They knew where we were going. At least three members of Little John were privy to that information.”

      Suddenly she cast a suspicious glance at Jace.

      “At least… three that we know of.”

      It wasn’t tough to guess her meaning, and the rest of us turned to him, also frowning. Jace had been in with Nathan from the start. He’d been part of the top level of consultants with Cloyd, Zion, and Alexy.

      And those three, it turned out now, were all part of Little John. Which meant Jace might be as well.

      He threw his hands up in a surrendering gesture and shook his head. “Not me,” he said. “Never in a million years would I have guessed about any of this. Plus, I’m terrible at keeping secrets. If I’d known about any of it, you would have had it out of me in no time. Which,” he said, a smile turning up the corner of his mouth, “might be why Nathan never told me.”

      I moved to stand next to him in solidarity, taking one of his hands. He was right. He was a terrible liar. And I believed he would have told us if he’d known. He believed in loyalty too much to have kept those secrets.

      The group didn’t seem convinced, though, and Nelson and Gabby were still frowning at him. He scowled back at them.

      “Nelson, don’t be so blind. If I’d known all of this was here, do you think I would have spent three days in the forest, terrified? Or do you think I would have been making for some sort of pick-up spot, or at least the convent?”

      She considered this, then tipped her head to the side and gave him the shade of a grin. “I suppose so,” she said. “But it would be a whole lot easier if you knew what was going on, so you could give us more information. Like whether Little John is above board in all of this, maybe even what they’re doing and how they’re planning to do it. Until we know their real motives, it’s going to be awfully hard to believe anything they tell us.”

      “Which is why I plan to tell you everything as soon as I can,” another voice cut in.

      We whirled around to find Corona standing behind us in a white business suit and broad-brimmed hat. She looked around at the group, one eyebrow cocked and her hands on her hips. “Are we ready? Everyone prepared?”

      At a few nods from our crew she headed through the door, her stiletto heels clicking coldly.

      We rushed after her, the combat boots squeaking across the marble floor as we fled out into the bright morning sunshine.

      She turned left this time, toward a mid-sized car waiting just outside with the engine running. The doors slid open without aid as we approached, and Corona, barely breaking stride, stepped straight in. We all followed, jostling one another as we tried to get in. Jace tucked me up against him and held me there while Nelson, Gabby, Kory, and Alexy managed to sort themselves out and get into the car. Jace slid in after them, sticking his hand out behind to guide me in, and a second later I found myself seated on a bench that ran the length of the car, staring across at Nelson.

      The car slid smoothly out into the street, and we were all quiet as we sped toward the airfield, our minds on the coming mission and the many questions tumbling through our brains.

      Questions that Corona seemed only halfway willing to answer. Though I hoped that would change once we were in the air and had more privacy.
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      The airship, its indigo-and-silver hull sleek in the morning sun, was already running and ready when we arrived at the airfield on the edge of the city. We exited the car and ran across the strip of tarmac toward the ship and the thin metal ladder that descended from the doors.

      I watched Corona swing up onto the ladder, confused about how she meant to climb the thing in the ridiculous hat she was wearing—along with the heels—but was surprised to see her accomplish it with more grace than I did a moment later, wearing my flight suit and boots.

      By the time I got into the ship, Jace putting a hand out from above me to pull me in, Corona was already strapped into one of the chairs bolted along the sides of the ship. She’d removed the hat and was patting at her hair, glancing up and down the passenger area as if she was searching for something. One of Savannah’s team, Ajax, approached her and handed her a comm device, which she inserted quickly into her ear, tapping the button to turn it on.

      “Thank you,” she said, then turned her attention toward the nose of the ship.

      A moment later, Ajax brought a case of comm devices to us as well, passing one to each of us.

      I watched him move soundlessly away as I slipped my comm into my ear.

      “Is everyone here?” Corona’s voice sounded through my ear canal, making me wince, and I reached up to quickly adjust the volume.

      “Here and accounted for, Captain,” a voice answered.

      I recognized the voice as belonging to Savannah, and looked around, wondering where she was.

      “I see Ajax back here with us,” Corona said. “Who’s your co-pilot?”

      “That would be me,” said Lux in her deep Southern accent. “And Rio is on surveillance.”

      “Got my eyes on the sky and everything under it, boss,” came his chipper voice over the comm.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Corona responded. “How long are we expecting the trip to take?”

      “Two hours, unless we hit bad weather,” Lux answered. “Three if we have to go around any storms.”

      Corona’s lips grew thin, and she glanced at her watch, eyes narrowed. “Three hours will put us there rather late. We’ll just have to hope we don’t run into any storms. Let me know if you need anything else, please. I’m going to update Team Hood on the mission.”

      I smiled just a little at the reference to our old network.

      “Roger that,” Savannah said, switches clicking in the background. “We’re taking off now, and I’ll keep you posted about any bad weather up ahead.”

      The line in my ear went dead, and I felt the engines increasing their power around us, pushing us into the air.

      Alexy, who still had her comm on, muttered something derisive about pilots who couldn’t manage to avoid bad weather when we were in the middle of an important mission, and I cast her an amused glance.

      “Quick question,” Gabby asked. “Why do we need comm links? Aren’t we all going to be together, like last time? Also, won’t they notice that we have them?”

      Corona shook her head. “They will. But I’m posing as a wealthy donor with assistants, and it’s certainly not out of line for a person who has assistants to equip those assistants with communication devices. There’s no guarantee we’ll be able to stay together, and this is an important aspect of having a team. I’ve been able to set the tour up via one of our contacts there, a Little John operative who has managed to make her way into the holding center, but she’s one of only five operatives in the main operation of a center that employs one thousand people. At Gem we have fifty Little John operatives in a holding center that only employees two hundred. It was a more… secure situation. More people to run interference for us. At Asus, we run the risk of not only being questioned by genuine Ministry employees, but also of being separated. If that happens, we must be able to contact each other to coordinate our exit from the building.”

      “Well, that sounds like a terrific time,” Alexy muttered. “Whose bright idea was it to go into this place again?”

      “Mine,” Corona answered with a wry grin. “For reasons I’ve already explained, Alexy.” There was a warning in her tone, but it was an affectionate warning, and I got the definite idea this wasn’t the first time Corona and Alexy had had a conversation like this one.

      That did nothing to eliminate the ball of ice that had formed in my stomach at Corona’s succinct breakdown of the risks we were taking going into Asus.

      “Do we have a plan for what to do if we get separated?” I asked. “Actually, why would they separate us at all? If you’re posing as some big-time donor, won’t that mean they respect you? I mean, if you were donating to them, you’d probably stop doing so if they screwed something up, right? If they pissed you off by mistaking you for the enemy?”

      A nod from our fearless leader. “That’s true. But I’d rather be prepared for anything. Wouldn’t you?”

      I gave her that point. “So what are we supposed to be doing in there?”

      Corona turned and reached into the bag she’d brought with her. After a moment of rummaging, she brought out a large roll of paper, which she put on the floor of the ship. One quick shove at the roll sent it unfurling on the floor between the seats. We all unbuckled, safe now that the turbulence of takeoff had passed, and knelt around it, staring at what appeared to be a set of blueprints. Well, half a set of blueprints.

      Corona appeared opposite me on her knees, her hands running lovingly over the paper.

      “This is the best we could find in terms of the plans for the building,” she said quietly. “We got the best researchers we could find, and even they spent a long time getting these.”

      She paused to flash me a mischievous grin, and I grinned back, forgetting for a moment that we were talking about walking into a government building where we may or may not be identified as Little John operatives and as enemies of the state.

      Her next words reminded me swiftly, though.

      “Our job on this mission is to try to flesh out this map. We know there are computer rooms in this general area”—she brushed her hand over the center set of rooms—“and nurseries along the entire bottom floor of one of the wings.” She indicated one side of the building. “The rest of the compound is a mystery. What do they have in all those other rooms? And what is this building here?” She pointed to another building attached to the holding center by only one wall. “The city plans indicate it’s a hospital, but why would they put a public place so close to something so secretive? We suspect it’s another Authority or Ministry building labeled as a hospital on the city plans to keep people from getting too close.”

      She looked up, directly at me.

      “As I’ve told you, the larger holding centers are all built on the same set of plans. If we do our jobs, we’ll leave Asus knowing much more than we currently do about the design. If we do our jobs well, we’ll know enough to get into Smally and get what we need.”

      “And what do we need from Smally?” Jace asked suspiciously. “What’s so special about that holding center? And why the rush to get inside?”

      Corona considered him for a moment. “The rush, Jace, as I’ve said, is that the government is gaining speed with their actions. They’re becoming more and more aggressive, and they’re taking more and more children. They’re moving faster, and so must we. If we’re to fight back, truly fight back, it means we must be prepared when they make their move.”

      “And how do you mean to do it?” I asked. “Say we believe you about the need to break into Smally on such a tight timeline. That doesn’t explain your method. We’ve seen the Ministry’s security, and the Authority’s defenses. Why do you think we can get past the defenses they’ll have set up at Smally?”

      “I can’t give you that information yet,” she answered evenly. “When the time comes, you’ll be told. Until then, I’m afraid you’re just going to have to take my word for it.”

      I was annoyed at the answer and was about to remind her of what she’d said regarding her teams having all the information available, when Nelson interrupted me.

      “It makes sense,” she said, putting a hand on my arm. “They don’t know us, not really. And whatever it is that’s going to happen, it’s going to include sensitive and dangerous information. Information that could get someone in trouble.” She turned fully toward me. “When we were running missions, we didn’t tell you what we were doing until we knew we could trust you. You can’t expect Little John to operate any differently.”

      I didn’t like it. I really didn’t like the many holes in the pieces of information Corona was giving us. But Nelson, and by extension Corona, was right.

      Still, it didn’t hurt to ask.

      “When will we get to know?” I asked, directing the question toward Corona. “When are you guys going to decide you trust us enough to share? Are we going to have to go through another one of your tests first? Two of them? Three, even?”

      Her face grew still, and she stared at me in a way that made me think she knew exactly what I was talking about.

      “That’s right,” I said. “You guys have got a lot of really good reasons for what happened after the jailbreak, for why we were left out there by ourselves. But that doesn’t mean I believe them. A lot of me believes you left us out there as a test, to see how we’d handle it. The same thing goes for the warehouse raid. And the jailbreak. You guys knew more than you told us, and you still let us go through with both those missions. Why? To test us? To see if we had what it took to become part of Little John?”

      To my surprise—and relief—Corona gave me a half smile and nodded.

      “I had a feeling you’d be the one to call us out on that, Robin,” she said simply. “The truth, then, because I don’t see how it will do any harm. Besides, you’re right. Some aspects of the warehouse mission were a test, as was your handling of the jailbreak and what happened afterward. However, they were never meant to be as dangerous and intense as they turned out to be. You have the right to know why we did what we did, and how we failed you, because it does lead into what we’re doing here.” She glanced down at her watch.

      “What’s our ETA, Savannah?” she asked on her comm.

      “At least ninety minutes left,” Savannah answered.

      Corona disconnected and turned back to us. “We discovered the auction site six months before the warehouse raid.”

      “About the same time I did, then,” Gabby broke in, nodding. “Something changed about it that made it more obvious to anyone who was looking.”

      Corona gave her an almost motherly smile. “Yes. The Little John team altered the server settings, and for a space of two to three days, it made their portal more easily traced. You must have happened upon it at exactly the right time to have found it. We’d been watching Ministry portal activities for some time, because we’d been notified there might be something there.”

      She glanced down at the blueprints in front of us, her face turning thoughtful. “We’d never seen the auction site before, of course, not being the target audience for it. But the minute we had our hands on it, we started doing some research. The site is very different from what the Ministry usually does. It’s not their usual distribution of children to the richer class, for those children to be brought up in better economic conditions. Or whatever their true reasoning is.”

      “You don’t think they just want to redistribute children for economic reasons?” I asked, catching on to the vagueness of her statement.

      “You’re sharp, Robin. I’m glad you’re on our team,” she said with a faint smile. “No, we don’t think their reasoning is purely economic. We don’t know their true motivations, but it’s fairly obvious, given the lack of consistency in their selection methods, that there’s more going on there.”

      I nodded in agreement, and she continued.

      “The site, as I said, is something different. And it seems to cater to a different set of people. An even richer set of people.”

      “Wait, richer than the rich guys?” Kory asked. “What does that even mean? Like there’s a … super-rich class?”

      “Something like that,” Corona hedged. “The auction site is specifically to take orders for children. People are able to request specific genders, looks, races, talents, bloodlines…” She shook her head. “We don’t know why. We don’t know whether it’s dangerous or even meaningful. We do know it’s different from standard Ministry operations. And therefore suspicious. So the decision was made to hack into the site, to see what they were doing, and why, and how much they were earning from it.” She finished with a shrug, like it was something people did every day.

      “We put some of our techs into a base of operations in that warehouse you raided, so they wouldn’t be traced back to any of the Little John holdings. And they spent months trying to hack into the site before they found a way in. They were, in fact, in the process of altering the site’s host settings with the idea of taking control of the site from the Ministry and giving it to us.”

      “Explains why it looked like the site was hosted in that warehouse,” Nelson said. “But why? What would you need with that site?”

      Corona sighed. “The Ministry had so many defenses in place we knew it was important to them. Who knew what else we could find by going through the site? Once we had access to it, trying to take it away was an obvious next step.”

      “And then we decided to raid the warehouse,” I said. “But why would you let us? If that warehouse belonged to Little John, why not turn us to some other mission? Nathan may not have suggested the mission, but he didn’t stop it when he could have.”

      “Nathan wanted to see you guys develop and then execute a full mission on your own,” Corona answered, her tone implying her negative opinion of the plan. “He cleared out the warehouse so there would be no possibility of anyone making a mistake and getting hurt, and let the whole thing go forward. He thought if you were invading a warehouse we already had control over, it would keep you safe while also allowing you to demonstrate what you were capable of.”

      “Yeah, that’s not what ended up happening,” Kory said. “What went wrong? The Ministry just happened to raid that warehouse on the night we were there?”

      Corona nodded. “That’s exactly what happened. We didn’t realize that they’d detected the hack as soon as we began it. While they couldn’t stop our people from getting in, and then begin altering the hosting information, they did follow the lines back to locate where the hack was coming from. Which meant they discovered the warehouse. Your team… got caught up in the middle, I’m afraid.”

      “Why didn’t anyone warn us?” Jace asked sharply. “We didn’t know we were trapped until Julia told us. And by then it was far too late.”

      “Nathan sent operatives in after you, as soon as we saw the Authority approaching,” Corona said. “He wanted to get you guys out of there. But you… well, you found his operatives and knocked them out before they could tell you to leave.” She gave a hint of a smirk. “It would have been deeply impressive if it had been the right people.”

      My mouth fell open, and I looked around to see that everyone else was looking pretty much the same. Everyone but Alexy, who looked embarrassed as all hell.

      “And you knew about this?” I whispered.

      She shook her head rapidly. “I didn’t know the whole story,” she said, her voice rushed. “I knew some of it, but I had no idea all of that was going on. As far as I knew, we were going into a real mission. And then when the Authority attacked, none of that mattered anymore. Then I was running for my life, just as much as you. Just as much as the rest of the team.”

      I glared at her, wanting to be angry, but knowing from the panicked look on her face, and my memory of that night, that she was telling the truth. She might have been a Little John operative before, but, starting that night, she’d become part of Team Hood.

      “If you were in the Ministry’s system for that long, and saw the auction site from the inside, why don’t you have more information?” Nelson suddenly asked. “Why don’t you know everything about everything? Shouldn’t you already have all the information you need on the holding centers and all that?”

      “We printed out everything we could in the weeks that we had the site in our hands,” Corona said. “You would have seen some of those files in the warehouse, when you were searching for it. But we didn’t have time to get much, and what we did get didn’t have anything to do with the holding centers. That site is kept separate from anything the CRAS is doing. There was no overlap. So, although it gave us numerous records, that was all it gave us. And then it was snatched out of our hands again.”

      “So, it gave you information, but not the information you needed,” Nelson concluded.

      “Exactly. It gave us information that might be helpful at some point but is relatively useless when it comes to infiltrating any physical holdings of the government. Which is what we need to do.”

      She glanced at her watch, then climbed to her feet.

      “Come, it’s time for disguises. We must be nearly there by now, and I don’t want this ship hanging around near the holding center any longer than it has to.”

      She hustled into the front of the passenger area, where I now noticed the printer from Edgewood was sitting.

      We all shuffled after her, trying to turn our minds from what we’d just learned to what we were about to try to do.
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      Printing our new disguises was made slightly more difficult by the turbulence around the airship, but soon we all looked like different people. In fact, the faces were also different from the ones we had used during our visit to the Gem holding center.

      “We’re not wearing the same disguises?” I asked, seeing my eyes in the face of a middle-aged woman with features so nondescript they were immediately forgettable. The clothes Alexy had handed me from a large trunk filled with various outfits were the same: pale, bland, forgettable.

      “No,” Corona said, coming up behind me to check her new ensemble in the mirror. She had a new temporary face as well: a sharp, androgynous beauty who exuded an air of untouchable power, bolstered by the outfit she had already been wearing. Her hair was once again hidden by a wig, this one of long, reddish brown hair.

      She was stunning, and eye-catchingly so. It was a far cry from the dowdy and nondescript picture I and the rest of the team presented. Surely drawing such attention was a risk? Then again, maybe that was part of her disguise. If she was supposed to be a rich donor, it would mean she had enough money to go through whatever facial improvements she wanted. Every adult I’d known when I was living with the Sylvones had been stunning; artificially so, if they hadn’t had it naturally. It was what the richer class did.

      Maybe Corona going into a holding center as anything less than stunningly attractive would have seemed out of character for her class.

      “The holding centers do give tours to donors quite often, so my request won’t raise any red flags,” Corona continued. “The same donor and the same group of people going to two different holding centers on consecutive days would be cause for suspicion, though. We might be able to fend it off, but I’d rather we didn’t have to. My cover story and the people who are waiting to support it can only stretch so far. Besides, if they decided to investigate while we were in Asus, it would cause a world of trouble. It’s better if we look like different people.”

      I nodded and reviewed the rest of the group. Jace had become less ruggedly handsome, in favor of a more polished and sophisticated look. The eyes, as ever, were the same, glowing with humor as he grinned at me in recognition of the ridiculous situation in which we found ourselves. Despite the different face, the different smile, my stomach flip-flopped at the look, and I could feel myself blushing furiously, so I quickly turned to the others and tried to distract myself.

      Gabby had been made to look just a bit older than she really was, her hair haphazardly twisted into two long braids. She did not look happy about the new face and was pouting like a child, complete with chubbier cheeks than her own.

      Alexy, with her partially shaved head and sharp bangs, had been given a more masculine face and outfit, both of which she pulled off really well. Nelson looked like… I did a double take. It was as if Gabby and I had been blended together into one face.

      “Isn’t it dangerous to use something so close to one of our real faces?” I asked no one in particular.

      “Every face we print is either a real face or a combination of two real faces,” Corona answered. “There has to be a reference for the machine to process or edit. Most of the scanned faces are of…” She paused. “People the Ministry and Compliance Authority have no current record of. It’s quite safe, I assure you.”

      I looked in the mirror again with a renewed sense of respect for the features I was wearing. This was a person, a real person. Or at least a version of her. At the very least, it was a combination of people.

      “It’s kind of weird, right?” Alexy said, coming up beside me and adjusting her glasses. “But a little inspiring, too.”

      I nodded, glancing at the reflected scene behind me. Kory and Jace were standing beside one another, laughing quietly about something… and at that moment, I noted a slight flaw in our plan.

      Our faces might be different, and Alexy, Corona, Gabby, Nelson, and I might be easily forgettable in terms of body type. Jace and Kory were a different matter. They hadn’t grown up in cities or lived long on the limited, poor food most of our team had. They’d grown up with fresh air and food straight from the wild and had lived a physically demanding life; both were big boned and muscled in a way you rarely saw. You certainly didn’t see two people who looked like that in the same place and at the same time.

      For future missions, it might be wise to alternate which one came with us, perhaps leaving them both behind on occasion when Ant and Abe and Jackie were back in rotation. Because having both Jace and Kory with us, consistently, was going to give anyone watching something they could latch on to as different.

      After a quick onceover to make sure we were as prepared as we could be, Corona gave us a nod and got back on the comm with Savannah.

      “We’re over the holding center now and will be touching down on their tarmac in just a moment,” the pilot said. “I’ve got the sun shields up over the cockpit windows, so they can’t see any of us up here.”

      “Good work, Savannah,” Corona said. “Thank you for a smooth flight.”

      “No worries, boss,” Savannah replied, a slight grin evident through her voice.

      Beside me, Alexy muttered under her breath something about flight times and altitude control and handling turbulence properly.

      I interrupted her griping. “Is it common for airships to land at the centers? Or is this part of the rich donor ruse?”

      She shrugged. “From what we’ve observed, there’s a decent amount of air traffic in and out of the centers, especially this one. Donors, parents coming to collect kids, kids being shipped out to parents, deliveries, Ministry visitors, and so on. We won’t be too conspicuous, don’t worry.”

      I gave her a quick smile and turned my attention to the window and what lay beyond. We hadn’t had an overhead view of Gem, but from what I’d been able to estimate of the ground we covered in that center, it could have fit into one wing of the enormous, sprawling Asus center. The place was freaking enormous—and like all other government buildings, it was a series of uninteresting square blocks and wings, with almost no windows, painted bright white. Across the front of the building, I could make out the agency’s title and creepy logo.

      “Do they try to make all government buildings look as uninviting as they possibly can?” Alexy muttered from beside me. “Like we’ll just forget to notice that they’re stealing our kids if their buildings blend in?”

      “Blending in is the opposite of what they’re doing, if you think about it,” I answered, glaring at the building coming up in front of us. The people who worked in there might be the people who helped take Hope from me. Or helped take away Alexy’s baby. Or Jackie’s younger sister. They might have handled Ant and Abe. They’d certainly handled thousands of other children who had been ripped from their parents and handed over to strangers.

      I hated that building. Hated everything it represented. Hated every person who worked in it. The hatred burned through me as I closed my eyes and focused on what they’d taken from me. Hope. I concentrated on the few memories I had of her in the hospital, years ago. Her eyes, still just narrow slits against the bright light of the world. The peach fuzz across her hair, colorless in the way that meant it might become bright red or dark brown, or even a muddy blond. The tone of her skin, so pale that I could see the blood vessels underneath it.

      She’d been so tiny. And I hadn’t been able to protect her. Hadn’t been able to hold on to her tightly enough. Because of people who worked in these buildings.

      “What other building looks like that?” I asked, trying to keep the venom from coloring my voice too much. “None. Everything else is made of brick or painted a color, even if it’s gray. That pure white… no, they want to stand out. They want these buildings to be frightening.”

      “I think you’re right, Robin,” Corona said from my other side, and I noticed her giving me a very careful look. “I’ve always thought they were more threatening than benign. And intentionally so.” She eyed the block letters across the front, advertising this as Ministry property, and shuddered. “They look like places where people get locked away and never escape from.”

      We watched the building and the campus around it draw closer and closer, steadying ourselves before we finally bumped to the ground.

      Once we were on the ground, Corona straightened, steeling herself.

      “Everyone, get your comm links into your ears,” she said sharply. “Savannah, that includes you and your team. I want to be able to contact anyone we need within seconds. Keep the links on and open. Don’t switch channels. If we do get separated, don’t panic. Keep in contact; maintain open communication about where you are and who you’re with. We don’t automatically run for our lives if we’re pulled in different directions. We take the opportunity to learn as much as we can, and then we rendezvous and get out of there. You’re going to see more here than you did at Gem, and you might not be able to retain it as easily, so use the electronic tablets you’ll find in one of your pockets. If anyone inquires as to your position, you are all my assistants. Rich people get as many as they want, so I doubt anyone will question me having so many. No one uses their real names if one of the employees asks. No one uses any handles you used in OH, OH+, or any other portal. We were being handled by Little John people at Gem. Here, we’re going to be receiving attention from Ministry employees, and we can’t be too careful.”

      She paused and glanced around at the group, her eyes intense.

      “Be careful. Pay attention. We’re going to be taking the tour with a… friend, but that doesn’t mean we can’t get in trouble. Make sure you always have at least one other team member with you. The Ministry likes to single people out and make them disappear, and that’s a lot harder to do if you’re always with one or two other people.”

      She smoothed her hair, adjusted the blazer of her pantsuit, and started strutting down the ramp of the airship, her shoulders straight, her stride confident.

      I had no doubt that, beneath the swagger, her heart was beating as hard as mine, the blood acidic with rage. Because I remembered how furious she’d been when we left Gem. How her hands had shaken with anger at what we’d seen—and what she remembered of her own experience with the Ministry. And I knew she must be dreading going into another holding center. Especially one where we didn’t have many people to cover for us.

      I just hoped she knew what the hell she was doing. And I hoped that whatever they expected us to do—or find—at Smally, it was worth this risky side trip into Asus.

      

      The inside of Asus was identical to Gem, except for an intimidating increase in size and scale. This foyer was done in the exact same colors, which was, again, the same as the Authority prison: white marble and concrete, black accents, mirrors, and a Ministry logo here and there, just in case we’d forgotten whose building we were in.

      Right in the center, I saw an enormous white desk with a black marbled top hiding several receptionists. Corona marched up to it, the rest of us scuttling along in her wake.

      “I’m looking for Myrna,” she said imperiously. “I’m Esther Samuels, here for a tour of the facility.”

      The receptionist scowled up at her, as if this was the last thing he wanted to hear—or as if he didn’t believe her at all—then turned back to something on his computer and scanned the screen. A moment later his expression cleared and became respectful and appreciative, the change happening so quickly it was almost comical.

      “Of course, Ms. Samuels!” the man said, his voice overly polite. “For the tour of the facility, correct? We’ve been expecting you! Hold on one moment while I contact Myrna.”

      About five minutes went by with us waiting in the foyer, trying not to look tense, before an older Filipino woman appeared from the hallway behind the reception desk. She had a harried, overworked look about her, but her face cleared a bit when she saw Corona.

      “Ms. Samuels,” she said grandly. “I’m Myrna.”

      The two of them shook hands.

      “How good to see you,” Myrna said. “Thank you for visiting our humble center. Come, I know your time is valuable, so we’ll begin right away.”

      She led us all back into the hallway, the seven of us following closely. Almost immediately, we entered a space with windows running down both sides of the hall. Windows looking out into warehouses as large as fields, it seemed. The walls were so far away they were just blurs on the other side of hundreds and hundreds of plastic compartments. Instead of giving the rooms high ceilings, they’d dedicated the space to larger floor areas. More floor, more boxes. More boxes, more children.

      As we walked onward, I could see that in this holding center, the compartments didn’t only hold infants. Gem had contained older children as well, given what we’d seen in the schoolroom, but we’d never seen where they’d slept.  We hadn’t even really known why they were there.

      Here, all the children were held in the same large rooms. Some of the boxes contained infants in cribs; others had older kids in bunk beds; a few I saw had teenagers in regular beds, housed two to a room.

      There were hundreds of boxes. I tried to count the labels next to the doors but couldn’t keep track. So many kids. So many kids.

      My mind shuddered as it tried to understand how there were so many of them—and then tried to guess where they might have come from—but I couldn’t, too overwhelmed by the sheer monstrosity of it.

      I could hear Myrna mumbling something to Corona ahead of us, and assumed she was giving some sort of actual tour, but I didn’t have the heart to listen to her. It took us fifteen minutes to get from the start of that hallway to the end of it. We didn’t see a single empty box on either side of us.

      When we got through the door at the end of the hallway, we found ourselves in an oblong room, the space spreading horizontal to the hall like the top bar of a letter T. Along those walls were banks and banks of monitors, just like I’d seen in Little John’s own control room. Between and under those monitors were more stacks of computers, and in the main space were three rows of plain metal desks. There were people rushing around in here, typing and taking notes and speaking in low, intense voices, but Myrna rushed us through, mumbling something about how this wasn’t what we were here to see, and that we shouldn’t disturb the people who worked here.

      Within moments we were through the busy room and in another hallway, and I started to see the pattern. It was relatively simplistic, despite this center’s size. Hallways branched off here and there, probably leading to other entrances for the rooms we were passing, but for the most part the building seemed to be set up on a plan that was basically one line. There was the hallway, and there were the rooms that broke off from it.

      Maybe the blueprints Little John had found weren’t as incomplete as they thought. Maybe the government’s lack of artistry in design went beyond their building materials and color selections and into how they actually built the centers. Or at least the larger ones. Gem had certainly been more complex than this. Getting up to the suspended walkway alone had made it more interesting.

      If the larger centers were all this simple, it was going to make getting around Smally a lot easier.

      “And here we have our school,” Myrna was saying. “Of course, none of the children stay here very long. They’re here short term while their paperwork is finalized and their new families are contacted. But, while they’re here, we try to make sure they keep up with their studies. We can’t have the future leaders of the country falling behind in their acquisition of knowledge.”

      Well, that answered my question about whether kids were in the holding centers long enough to grow up, which confirmed the Ministry was taking kids old enough to go to school.

      Another direct contradiction of the rules they’d published when CRAS first began.

      I looked left and right, seeing two classrooms with about thirty kids in each, the kids all of similar age. These kids were older than the ones we’d seen in the schoolroom at Gem, but not quite high school age. On the boards, I saw identical sets of information: points on the history of the Burchard Regime, and a list of improvements the government had made to the country and the world itself. Pretty standard stuff, I remembered. The school I’d attended, while more elite, had spent much of its time touting how terrific the Regime was, how the country had been a mess before they instituted their changes, and how we were all better off now.

      These days, I realized it hadn’t been an education. Not really. It had been propaganda. And all the parents had supported it, partially because they probably didn’t know any better… and partially because they probably didn’t have a choice.

      The poor class didn’t have much say in whether they got to keep their children. The more I knew about the Burchard Regime, the more I wondered whether the rich were any better off, when it came to rights.

      As I watched the room to my right, wondering about the anger I could see in the teacher’s face, one of the girls in the front row met my eyes. She was about twelve, I guessed, with auburn hair and a sweetly upturned nose. But her blue eyes burned with fury and rebellion, her mouth drawn into a tight rosette. Her gaze held an anger unlike anything I’d ever seen.

      I stared back at her, my mind putting the pieces together. If she was in this place, she’d been taken from her family recently. She’d been old enough to know what was going on. And old enough, given the look on her face, to have fought it.

      She’d been kidnapped. And she knew it. And judging by the way she was looking at me right now, she was doing her best to figure out how to escape.

      She also obviously thought we were part of the problem. Which made sense, considering we were touring the center like we owned it, with one of the employees. That broke my heart almost as much as knowing what had happened to her.

      I shook my head slightly, praying I could somehow convey my support of her and my hatred of this whole situation. I couldn’t stand the thought of her believing I was part of the problem. Not when that same problem had already taken so much from me.

      The girl narrowed her eyes, the rage burning colder, and turned away, leaving me feeling both drained and horribly angry. I stalked after Jace, Myrna’s guide chatter blurring into white noise.

      If we were going to start rescuing kids from these centers, we needed to start with the ones who were old enough to know what was going on, the ones who were good and angry about it.
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      The hallway suddenly ended in a door with a keypad to the side of it. We had seen keypads before this point, but this was the first one that Myrna had stopped and looked at doubtfully, her brow crinkling in worry and indecision.

      “What is it?” Corona asked, her voice icy. “What’s on the other side of that door?”

      “I… I’m not sure I’m supposed to show you,” Myrna said slowly.

      Corona pressed her lips together, and when Myrna’s gaze shot over her shoulder and toward the rest of us, we all bent studiously toward our pads, our fingers tapping as we recorded everything we’d seen during the tour.

      To my surprise, when I looked up again, it was to see Myrna glancing up at the corners above us, and then bending toward Corona. As the “assistant” standing closest to them, I shifted slightly, straining to hear what she said.

      “The hospital,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’m not sure whether I’m supposed to show donors or not. It’s not… pretty,” she finished hopelessly.

      My heart broke for just a second. She was a Little John agent, if I was reading Corona’s “friend” comment correctly—which meant, I assumed, that this woman had experienced a run-in with the Ministry at some point in her life.

      It had to make working here torture. And if a hospital was on the other side of the door, then I could think of only one reason for the location of this holding center.

      They were stealing children from that hospital, bringing them directly to the holding center here. And Myrna had seen it happening.

      “What do you mean you’re not sure?” Corona spat. “I’m a major donor for this center, and a good friend to the Burchard Regime. I requested a tour of the center I’m helping to fund. And I expect a full tour, not something that only takes me halfway.” She glared at Myrna, waiting for her will to be obeyed.

      She was using the tone that would be expected of her, I knew. As a major donor, she would insist that Myrna follow her every order. Acting any differently might have tipped off those watching—made them think Corona was being too easy on Myrna.

      Only I was standing close enough to see how upset Corona was about having to do it—she’d gone even paler than usual beneath the broad brim of her hat. Only I could see the pulse pounding in her throat.

      And only I could hear the last thing she said.

      “We have to get through that door,” she murmured, her voice barely a sound in the echoing hallway. “It’s what we came for.”

      Myrna cast one quick glance behind our group, then looked at Corona again. “This could mean my life,” she said quietly.

      “You know we will do everything we can to make sure that doesn’t happen,” Corona answered, her tone just as quiet.

      Myrna gave her one nod, and then turned to the door, punched in a quick code, and threw it open.

      “Hurry,” she said. “We’re not supposed to let any outsiders through this door, and these cameras are always on. Security will already be on their way.”

      We didn’t need any further encouragement. I was already terrified of what we were going to see on the other side of that door, but this was what we’d come for. There was no turning back now.

      We rushed through the door in single file, exiting into a different hallway, and Myrna slammed the door to the holding center behind us.

      This hallway was done in cheap yellow linoleum, though it might have been white at one time, with dingy off-white walls to match. Ahead of us, set into the walls, was door after door, each a faded blue. The old-fashioned strip lights running along the ceiling were dull and sickly.

      “Nurse Fields to room 315,” a voice shrieked from above, making us all jump.

      Right. A hospital. And an old hospital, given what I was seeing. Which meant this was a hospital for the lower class. The upper-class hospitals were done in pleasing colors like taupe and soft rose, with modern lighting and beautiful music always playing in the background. They looked more like spas than hospitals. I’d been in more than one when I was a child, courtesy of the number of scrapes and bruises I’d picked up from playing with my younger siblings.

      I’d given birth to Hope, though, in a hospital that looked exactly like this. The realization made my stomach churn.

      “This might be the most horrible thing I’ve ever seen,” Alexy said, sidling up to me and taking my hand in a gesture of support… or a sign she needed support herself. “What do you do if you have a warehouse where you keep the kids you steal from the lower class? Why, build it adjacent to a hospital that caters to the lower class, of course. Easy access.”

      The words contained her usual snarky humor. The tone, however, was bleak.

      Myrna was already rushing us forward, away from the door into the holding center and toward what looked like the central desk on this floor of the hospital. When the nurses at that desk looked up and saw us, their faces lost all color.

      “Oh my God, they know where we came from. They think we’re here to take children,” I murmured, my hand still clenched together with Alexy’s.

      “Just a tour,” Myrna assured the head nurse quickly.

      The panic faded from the nurse’s face, to be replaced by a look of sheer hatred, directed at Myrna, and then Corona. Yes, the nurse knew what the people who came through that door wanted. She knew what they did. She’d probably seen it a thousand and one times, and she’d probably fought it once or twice.

      I added another set of potential allies to my list and turned my eyes toward Corona and Myrna.

      We already knew what happened in hospitals like this. Many of us had experienced it personally. So why were we here?

      We passed the nurse’s station and walked toward the hall on the other side, which was labeled “Deliveries.”

      “This is where the women are brought to deliver their babies,” Myrna said, her voice having changed from the easy, casual voice she’d used within the holding center to something lower and more intense. “Many times, this is where the Ministry agents come to take the children. Most of the women who give birth here don’t leave the hospital with their babies. They’re doomed from the start. And though they may know it coming in, that doesn’t make it any easier when the children are taken.”

      We passed the first room, and when I looked in I saw a couple sitting on a bed together, sobbing. Beside them, an empty crib. On the bed next to them, a baby girl’s outfit. An outfit without a child.

      The next room held a woman slumped in the bed by herself, staring listlessly out the window. The next room seemed unoccupied until I looked to the corner beyond the bed and saw a girl only a little older than me sitting on the floor in the corner and staring at her feet. Each room was a heartbreaking variation on the last, all of them containing parents without children.

      Each of them held people who had been hurt by the Ministry, who had lost pieces of themselves to that government’s policies. And each of them, I thought, held a parent or couple who might become an ally against the regime that had hurt them.

      That was the last thought I had before alarms started going off and lights started flashing around us.

      

      We began to walk quickly back toward the door into the holding center, doing our best to look as if we had every right to be there, but were startled and somewhat worried by the alarm itself.

      “Stay together,” Myrna said quietly. “But watch out for any of the Ministry security officers. They’re easy to spot. They wear blue.”

      Blue. I almost started laughing in my panic. If they were wearing blue, they weren’t Ministry. They were Authority.

      “Why are we going back?” Alexy whispered to me. “If we’re in trouble, shouldn’t we be finding some other way out of here?”

      “Especially as there’s not going to be any place to hide in a building that consists of one hallway,” I replied.

      “I’m not positive we’re going to be hiding,” Jace muttered, drawing even with us. “This isn’t our fault. Or… at least they can’t assume it is. We’re only here for a tour, remember? Myrna is the one who’s at risk of paying for this mistake.”

      We hurried past the nurse’s station, drawing a mix of confused and hostile looks. Above us, I could hear a voice over the intercom telling everyone to stay calm and remain in their rooms.

      Were any of the hospital employees also employees of the Ministry? Could it be they were in on all of this? Would they stop us and wait for the Authority agents to get there and arrest us? Or were they all independents in here, truly part of the public? If they were, would they help us get out if we ran for one of the other exits? Because I wasn’t on board with Jace on this one.

      True, Myrna had taken a risk to bring us in here, though she’d been given the order to do so by Corona. But I didn’t think that would hold much water with the Ministry. If we weren’t supposed to be in here, and she’d bowed to Corona’s demands, she was going to be in trouble, no matter how airtight Corona’s disguise was as a rich donor.

      I began to wonder how airtight that persona was. She’d said we didn’t want people looking into us too closely. Well, we’d done something which was going to garner attention. And as Henry had said once, the Burchard Regime wasn’t inclined to assume innocence of anyone. Rich or not, Corona had instigated this particular side trip; they had the camera footage to prove it.

      Corona had stressed that we couldn’t afford to make trouble while we were inside the holding center. I wasn’t sure whether she’d expected this to go more smoothly than it had, but we were unequivocally making trouble, and they were going to investigate our identities if they caught us. We might be able to protect Myrna, but it was far more likely we would end up going down with her.

      With that in mind, I put on a burst of speed, caught up with Corona, and yanked her arm hard enough to pull her to a standstill. The rest of the group came to a jumbled stop behind us.

      “We can’t go back into the holding center,” I said, pushing as much authority into my voice as I could. “If we go back in there, we’re going to be caught. Even if they don’t see through our disguises immediately, they’ll hold us for longer than the masks last, and then we’re done for. We’ve got to get out through the hospital instead.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me, cast a quick glance at Myrna, and then nodded. “You’re right.” Balancing on one foot and then the other, she stripped herself of the stilettos, holding one in each hand, heels pointing out, as if ready to strike out with the metallic points.

      “Myrna, we’re taking a different exit,” she said. “I suggest you come with us.”

      She didn’t wait for an answer, instead taking off in the opposite direction, away from the door into the holding center and back toward the nurse’s station. We all followed, including Myrna, who evidently came to the conclusion that her position in the holding center wasn’t worth risking her life.

      We sprinted toward the nurse’s station once more, earning another set of surprised glances, and Corona shouted to one of them as we approached.

      “Exit? Which way?” she huffed.

      A nurse, a youngish woman with short brown hair and cheeks as pink as roses, quickly scanned her fellow nurses and then pointed over her shoulder. “Through the delivery ward,” she answered. “We have a door on that side so women can get into the rooms as quickly as possible. And so the—”

      “Shanna!” one of the other nurses said tightly.

      “And so we can try to get some of them back out with their babies before it’s too late!” the nurse named Shanna shouted out after us.

      We didn’t pause to thank her for the information. We were already well past the station, bursting through the doorway to the delivery rooms and running down the hall, our shoes squeaking against the floor. Corona had lost her hat and wig somewhere, her hair now streaking out behind her with her speed, bare feet slapping the linoleum. Anxious and confused faces were popping out of the doors around us, some of them asking what was going on and why the alarm was sounding off.

      The sound of aggressive male voices swelled behind us, saying things like “Everyone freeze!”, “Compliance Authority!”, and “Who’s come through here?”, as if the nurses were the ones who had been causing the problem.

      I didn’t have to look to know what I’d see. They’d be wearing navy-blue jumpsuits and helmets with reflective visors. They’d also have guns. I hoped they wouldn’t use them in a hospital, but then again, the government had made their feelings about the lower class very clear a long time ago.

      “Please let them stop and talk to the nurses, please let them stop and talk to the nurses,” Gabby was chanting over and over as we ran.

      I gulped. This was the first time we’d put her in this much danger, and I wanted to punch myself for not having left her back at Edgewood, where she’d have been safe.

      “Savannah, we’ve got a problem,” Corona’s unsteady voice said in my ear.

      I remembered Savannah’s promise about getting us out of here in a hurry if we found ourselves in trouble. The problem was, if my mental map was correct, we were on the wrong side of the campus. We’d been going in a straight line down the hallway, heading directly away from where Savannah and our getaway vehicle were parked. We’d then walked even farther away once we got into the hospital, which meant the exit we were now heading toward was a whole building away from Savannah and her airship. A very large building away.

      We’d managed to trap ourselves. There were Authority soldiers on our heels, and it was a pretty sure bet they had orders to take us in for questioning—which would be unpleasant, to say the least.

      How did I always find myself on missions that went wrong? And why did I always end up so far away from the airship supposed to be rescuing me?
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      We burst through the exit at a run, but slowed immediately to an almost normal walk, having appeared in the middle of a busy sidewalk. I should have realized we were so close to a city, considering we’d just been through a hospital.

      A few people were startled, but no one really noticed us despite our sudden appearance.

      Even with the Authority right on our heels, we couldn’t exactly go dashing through crowded city streets in search of rescue.

      “We can’t get to you,” Corona said into the comm. “Think of something else. And be advised that we have an extra member.” She ruffled her hair and pulled the slacks of her pantsuit down her hips a little more so her bare feet weren’t as obvious. “Walk briskly but don’t draw attention,” she continued, talking to us now. “Use the comms to communicate if we’re separated.”

      In single file when we had to be, but walking in twos and threes where we could, we wove our way through the crowds.

      “Stay together,” Corona told us again, this time over the comm link. “I don’t want anyone being grabbed. If someone tries to grab the person next to you, hold on to them like your life depends on it and shout for help.”

      “What will that do, except get more of us taken?” Alexy asked. She had her right arm threaded through my left arm, and I had my right arm threaded through Jace’s left. He was towing both of us along and was sure to act as an anchor in case anyone did try to grab us from behind.

      I threw another look over my shoulder and tried to see through the crowds. “Why the hell didn’t we think about the fact that Savannah and company should have been in the air watching, in case we had to come out the wrong side of the building?” I asked breathlessly.

      “I didn’t exactly plan to come out of the wrong side of the building,” Corona said from in front of me. She stumbled on something and cursed, using words I’d never heard before, and my respect for her went up several notches. However, I noticed she was now limping badly, leaving a smear of blood on the concrete each time her left foot touched down.

      A moment later, Kory stepped in and swept her off her feet, cradling her against his chest like a child.

      “Pardon the overfamiliarity,” he said. “But I don’t think we want to leave a trail.”

      Corona looked at him wordlessly, then nodded and wrapped an arm across his shoulders so she could see behind us more clearly. “I don’t mind being carried,” she said. “As long as you get us to the other end of this building before we’re found.”

      We picked up the pace as much as we could, keeping to the side of the Ministry building. I could see the end of it up ahead, the bright white fading into a more normal brick building at the corner. I fixed my eyes on that endpoint and told myself it wasn’t too far now.

      We didn’t waste any further breath on speech, each of us knowing that nothing we said right now was going to matter if we didn’t get to the corner of the building. An awful thought struck me as we approached the final block.

      “What are we going to do if the airship’s not there?” I asked, letting go of Jace and Alexy for a moment and sliding sideways between two people intent on running me over. Once I was through them, I secured both arms to my teammates again and allowed Jace to continue to sweep me forward.

      “What do you mean?” Jace asked, breath coming in short puffs.

      “I mean,” I said, “the security breach fingered us as interlopers. The Ministry is going to figure out the airship is, at the very least, flown by someone they can’t call a friend. That security team might have turned around and gone to try to arrest Savannah and her crew.”

      “Crap,” he muttered.

      “Protocol is for her to have taken to the sky the moment I told her we had a problem,” Corona said, overhearing my concerns. “She won’t be sitting on their tarmac waiting for them.”

      “And what about us?” I asked.

      “Protocol also calls for her to be waiting for us,” Corona answered. “There’s a field on the other side of the tarmac, and we marked it as the meeting place if anything went wrong. She’ll be within range of that field. Once we reach it, she’ll do whatever she needs to do to pick us up.”

      “I never thought I’d hate a word as much as I hate the word ‘protocol’ right now,” Alexy snapped.

      “At least it means we have a way out of here,” Jace answered. “Without it, Savannah and her team would probably already be in Authority hands, and we wouldn’t even have an airship to count on.”

      Alexy snarled in his direction, and then we all fell silent again, making for the corner where we would turn.

      I just hoped the field in question was closer rather than farther away. Another glance over my shoulder still didn’t show me any blue jumpsuits on the scene, but that didn’t mean they weren’t coming. And in this crowd, I didn’t think we’d see them before they got to us.

      

      We were all-out running when we got to the field, past the point of trying to be subtle or to fit in, and the moment we hit the tall grass, Corona started shouting orders.

      “Savannah, we’re in the field now! Get down here and pick us up, if you please!”

      There was a short, panic-inducing pause, and then a bout of static.

      “Corona, we’ve got you on our radar and we’re on our way down. ETA, two minutes. I’m going to throw out hooks and lines for you. Team, get those hooks onto your bodies using anything you’ve got, and hold on as tight as you can. This is going to be a bumpy pickup, but we’ll get you reeled up as quickly as possible.”

      We heard the roar of the airship’s engines, its form stealthed and hidden from view, and eight hooks on lines swung down out of the sky. We each grabbed one, pushing it through our belt loops or circled around our waists, depending on what we were wearing. Then Kory and Jace gathered as many of us as they could hold—Jace taking me, Gabby, and Nelson, and Kory taking Alexy, Myrna, and Corona—to try to keep us as steady as possible on this part of the journey.

      “Savannah, we’re ready!” Corona shouted, her voice laced with tension.

      We had no warning before the lines yanked us into the sky. The one wound through my belt loops dug painfully into my waist, cutting off circulation and breath in one tug. I held my breath, feeling like I was going to be torn in two before we reached the ship.

      Jace’s arms helped to steady us some, but we were all being dragged in clothing never meant to hold this sort of weight or tension. I felt one of my belt loops pop, then another. I didn’t know whether I’d be able to hold on if my jeans broke the rest of the way, but I also wasn’t willing to just give up. Not without a fight.

      “My belt loops are breaking!” I shouted. “I’m going to be holding on with my hands soon!”

      “Relax, you’re almost to the ship,” Savannah’s voice came back.

      Relax. Ha. That was easy for her to say, all safe in the pilot’s seat.

      Then, quite suddenly, the airship appeared over our heads. We went flying through the door and hit the floor, tumbling and rolling across as we tried to cushion ourselves and keep from banging our heads against each other.

      Jace, Gabby, Nelson, and I came to a stop, all of us lying on top of Jace. I finally released the breath I’d been holding, then sucked another one in.

      “I never, ever want to do that again,” Alexy moaned from the other side of the ship.

      “I second that,” Nelson replied.

      I laid my head on Jace’s heaving chest, torn between laughter and tears, and let myself breathe for a moment, his heartbeat thundering under my ear. His arms came up and around me, and I relaxed further, wondering whether I could stay here for the rest of the flight home.

      The thought of the flight home brought me back to reality. I pushed myself up off of his chest firmly enough that he oofed in surprise and dashed toward the door. Corona was already hanging out the side with Ajax, her eyes scanning the sky around us.

      “Have you seen any Ministry ships?” Corona was asking. “Anything at all?”

      “Nothing,” Ajax answered. He had binoculars out, searching the sky above us and the ground below us. “I haven’t seen any sign of any pursuit, in fact, which seems very odd.”

      “Very odd indeed,” Corona murmured. She glared at the sky around us as if she was angry at it for keeping secrets, and then stormed toward the cockpit.

      “Savannah, Lux, anything from the front?” she shouted. “Do you have eyes on any government ships?”

      “Nothing,” Savannah’s voice said through the comm. “We haven’t seen anything. Whatever you did in there, it must not be worth sending the ships up.”

      I frowned. We’d set off an alarm, and we’d heard Authority soldiers in the hospital. We’d brought Myrna with us, so they hadn’t caught anyone. Surely, they’d seen much of what happened on their cameras and had realized they were now down one employee in the holding center.

      Why wasn’t there anyone chasing us?

      “Well make sure you keep the stealth mode on, Savannah!” Corona shouted toward the cockpit. “There might not be soldiers coming right at us, but they could be relying on the satellites to root us out.”

      There was an Alexy-like snort in the comm link. “Well, what do you know, Little John is finally training their pilots in something other than dramatic pickups and drop-offs.”

      Corona gave a semi smile, then gestured for everyone to gather together in the middle of the passenger area. She collapsed into a sitting position, groaning, and I saw that the sole of her foot was oozing blood.

      “All right, now the drama is over, let’s get down to business. What did you guys see in there? What notes did you take? How is Asus different from Gem, and what are we going to need to plan for if we want to get through Smally successfully?”

      Alexy snagged a medical kit from the wall to tend to Corona’s foot as the rest of us sat down, counting on Savannah to see us safely back to Edgewood. As we each shared notes, voices still trembling with adrenaline, I marveled at Corona’s composure and wondered if I’d ever be able to recover from a mission that quickly.

      Then I thought about the look on that girl’s face in the holding center’s school, and I started outlining for Corona what I’d seen… and how I thought we could use it.
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      By the time we arrived back at Edgewood, our masks were melting off in clumps, leaving us all looking eerily ragged. The effect was supported by the weary slump of our shoulders.

      We stumbled out of the airship and onto the Edgewood tarmac in a huddle, Myrna giving Corona a supportive arm to lean on as she hobbled along with her bandaged foot. I was relieved to see a car waiting to take us back to the Hall; the frantic action of the last few hours had left me almost unable to stand.

      Savannah, Ajax, Rio, and Lux stayed to shut everything down with the airship while the rest of us, too tired to even speak, piled into the car and collapsed into the seats.

      The trip back to the Hall was quiet, all of us lost in our own thoughts. Once we arrived, Corona gave us a command that didn’t quite match the one we’d received the day before.

      “I suggest you take dinner in your rooms, though you are of course welcome to go to the dining room,” she said, managing to stand solo, her left foot swathed in white bandages. “But I must insist you keep the events of today’s mission between us. Much of what you saw today is not common knowledge, even amongst Little John, and it would  upset many people to hear about it. It could also endanger some of our further movements. You’ll find that each of our teams oversees different things. Mixing teams or making all developments common knowledge would affect how the entire organization runs. I suggest that, from here on out, you speak of your missions only to your team, to me, or to Nathan, to avoid the risk of damaging any of our initiatives. I’ll be in touch with you tomorrow regarding our next steps.”

      “I don’t think we’re at risk of damaging much when we barely know anything about why we’re doing this. Or what we’re supposed to do in Smally. Or what that has to do with Little John’s larger goals.” I said, fighting past my fatigue. “Because I don’t think any of us believe this is only about children. Not anymore.”

      Corona sighed. “I can tell, Robin, that you’re going to be one of those people who asks good questions which deserve answers, but they are answers I’m not at liberty to give quite yet.” She reached out and clasped me briefly by the shoulder. “When everything comes together, and you have all of the information you seek, the change you will bring about at the head of this team will be truly revolutionary.”

      I shifted, uncomfortable at the little bead of warm pride her pronouncement sparked in me.

      Then she stepped back. “For now, however, I’m going to have to insist you keep those questions to yourself.”

      I frowned at that, curious at her insistence. Training teams for specific missions made sense, but making sure those teams didn’t talk to each other seemed way beyond paranoid. It seemed… wrong, somehow.

      Corona turned toward Myrna, taking the older woman by the hand and ushering her toward the kitchens.

      “Come, Myrna,” she said. “We’ll get you some food. And then I’m afraid there are people who will want to talk to you. We don’t extract assets often, and the knowledge you hold is valuable. With luck, we’ll be able to delay much of your debriefing until tomorrow. I’m afraid, however, that I can’t promise anything in that regard.” She gave the other woman a rueful smile, and they walked away, their heads angled together in consultation about what was going to happen next.

      I watched them go. Why were we still not being given crucial information? Corona said she believed in her teams having as much information as possible, yet she had just told us, straight to our faces, that she was keeping us in the dark about a whole range of things. How were we supposed to do our jobs if we didn’t know what those jobs were? How were we supposed to agree to fight for Little John when we still didn’t know what the fight was?

      I dragged myself upstairs, hoping a long shower and the crisp, clean sheets of my bed would calm my mind. I was so tired I could hardly see straight, my brain still struggling with where we’d been, what we’d done, and what the repercussions might be.

      Jace was beside me, looking as tired as I felt, and though he cocked an eyebrow at me when we reached our rooms, silently asking if I wanted to come to his rather than my own, I shook my head, gave him a hug, and headed for the room I was sharing with Nelson.

      I wasn’t ready to sleep in the same bed as Jace quite yet. When we finally spent the night together, hopefully in a more private setting than a cave or shared bedroom, I was planning to be awake for the entire thing.

      Nelson and I stumbled through the door of our room, took ten-minute turns in the shower, and fell into bed.

      I was asleep before I had finished pulling the blankets up to my chin.
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      It felt like only seconds later, although it was likely hours, that I shot up out of bed, breath caught in my chest, positive someone was in the room, hanging over me.

      Both Nelson and I had forgotten to leave the bathroom light on, so the room was a cauldron of darkness around me. A glance out the window told me it was dark out there, too.

      I held my breath and strained my ears, listening for the creak of a joint, or a floorboard. Nelson’s steady sleeping breaths prompted a surge of panic until I recognized the tone. Yet I still couldn’t shake the feeling something wasn’t right. I could have sworn that whatever I’d heard had been hovering right over my face. I just couldn’t remember what the sound had been, even how long it had been since I’d heard it.

      Slipping silently from beneath the blankets, I crept forward, reaching for the table at the foot of my bed where I’d left my phone. My fingertips found its smooth edges, and I pulled it toward me, my thumb going to the button at the bottom. Pointing it away from me, I steadied myself and activated the flashlight. I swung the phone back and forth, allowing the beam to sweep across the room, heart thundering.

      There was nothing there but the two beds, the royal-blue armchairs by the window, the door to the bathroom, and the door into the sitting area on the other side. Nelson was in her bed, dead asleep, the peach fuzz on her head glinting in the light.

      Dammit, I was getting seriously paranoid.

      A second glance around the room, and then a full tour of the area on foot, proved there was no one in the room aside from Nelson. Sleep, however, was not going to be an option for me for quite some time.

      I crept to the door and out into the hallway. Once my eyes were accustomed to the low-level lighting, I left the enclave of my door and slid out into the corridor itself, putting my back against the wall and letting myself scoot down to the floor.

      Just as my eyes were starting to get a little bit heavy and I thought I might be able to go back to sleep, the door opposite me opened and a shadowy Jace emerged. The surprise on his face was quickly replaced by a gentle smile, and he crept over to sit next to me.

      “You can’t sleep either?” he asked, pulling me against him.

      I shook my head. “I was sleeping fine. Until I woke up thinking someone was in the room. That experience ruined sleeping for the time being.”

      A muffled chuckle rumbled against my ear. “I take it no one was actually there?”

      “Unless someone managed to get out of the room before I jumped out of bed and got my phone up. The only other person in there is Nelson.”

      He squeezed me closer. “I’m sure we can find out from the cameras no doubt hidden in all of our rooms.” He chuckled again.

      I sat up, pulling free of Jace’s arm. “You might be more right than you know,” I said.

      He threw me a questioning glance, one eyebrow quirking up, and I told him of the room I’d seen Corona exit into, and what I thought it might be.

      “There are at least ten monitors in there, and that’s only what I could see,” I said, dropping my voice.

      I cast a glance up at the walls, and then down toward the corners of the hallway, but didn’t see any blinking lights. If I couldn’t see anything, did it mean that there weren’t cameras there? I hadn’t noticed them up to this point, but I hadn’t exactly been looking for them.

      “I know they had one on Asus, and it looked like they had one on Smally as well.”

      “But how?” Jace asked, dropping his voice as well. “Those are Ministry buildings, and we’ve seen the type of security they have. Even if they have operatives in there, how would they get cameras up in the place without getting caught? Or are they somehow piggybacking onto ones that already exist?”

      I shook my head, not having an answer. “All I know is what I saw, and that wasn’t much before the door closed behind Corona. But it was definitely some sort of control room. There were a lot of people in there, and a lot of cameras, and the names of two of the holding centers Corona has been talking about. That can’t be a coincidence.”

      Jace was quiet for a while, the two of us listening to the sleeping Hall around us.

      “You know,” he finally said, “I have an awful lot of questions about this place, and I’ve felt this entire time like we aren’t getting enough answers, even from Corona. So far all we’ve been told is that we’re going into a holding center.” He shut his eyes and sighed. “Do you know how many times I’ve asked where Rhea is, and how many different people I’ve cornered about it? I’ve asked Zion, Alexy, Corona, Savannah and her team, people on the street, anyone. I’ve been quiet about it because Corona asked me to be, but I’m done. I’m starting to think that if we want answers…”

      “We’re going to have to find them ourselves,” I finished for him, feeling a pang of guilt that Rhea had slipped my mind in recent days. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      I could hear the smile in his voice when he replied. “If you’re thinking that the room you saw might be the best way to get more answers, then I’m thinking exactly what you’re thinking.”

      I grinned at him, and then I leaned forward and kissed him. I couldn’t have said exactly what I was thinking, except that the idea of the coming adventure made me braver than I’d ever been with him before. His lips met mine in a perfect agreement of timing, and I fell into the kiss, the world around me disappearing as fireworks exploded in my brain.

      Jace’s lips were soft and perfect. They parted to pull my lower lip into his mouth, the tip of his tongue, sweet and tentative, reaching farther to dance around my own tongue. I gasped softly, feeling my heartbeat throughout my whole body, turning so I was facing him. His other hand went up to cup my cheek, the long fingers slipping past my earlobe and into my hair. He gripped me gently, and though his hand was firm, I could feel the slight uncertainty of his actions. I pressed closer in response, angling my face so his tongue could slip deeper into my mouth, sliding my fingers into the silky density of his hair, taking hold and pulling him harder against me, needing him closer and closer.

      I would have stayed in that hallway, kissing him, until morning’s light broke through the windows and summer turned to autumn and society crumbled around us.

      But for a second, less than a second, I saw Hope’s face, framed in the soft yellow blanket I had made from the sweater I was wearing the day I was disowned. A thousand other faces of a thousand other children joined hers, scattering like playing cards, and I remembered we were sitting in a hallway in the middle of Little John’s headquarters—possibly with cameras on us.

      I pulled back, taking a deep, shuddering breath as I looked up at him, my vision hazy and my heart hammering against my ribs. He looked similarly disheveled, his lips swollen and slightly parted, his hair mussed from my insistent tugging.

      “Wow,” he breathed quietly. “I…”

      “Yeah,” I answered, knowing exactly how he was feeling. “But about that control room…”

      Jace shook his head, as if to clear his thoughts, and nodded. “Right. The control room. We were about to go answer some questions.” He gave me a soft smile. “And if we’re going to be running secret midnight missions that will inevitably get us into trouble, I guess we should change into real clothes first.”

      I smiled back, still too dazed by the kiss to come up with anything clever to say to that. “Good point. Clothes. Putting clothes on.”

      Jace got up first, then pulled me up into his arms, folding me against him and planting a soft kiss against my temple. The kiss trailed down my cheek, leading once again to my mouth. His hands smoothed up and down my spine, pressing me closer to his body. He was large and solid and warm, and I fell into him again. This kiss, however, he kept very chaste, almost immediately pulling back and pressing his lips to my forehead with a soft groan.

      “The control room,” he said firmly. “We might not be given a chance like this again, and I don’t want to waste it.”

      I nodded and stepped back. No matter how much I wanted to hide in the aura of safety Jace created for me, giving in to it would be pure selfishness on my part. There was information to be had, and it might lead to all of us better understanding what Little John was up to. I could be safe later. Right now, I had a job to do.

      “The control room,” I answered, my voice just as firm. “Let’s see what we can find.”

      As I changed into some clothes, leaving my shoes behind in order to remain silent, I briefly considered waking Nelson to have her handle the computers, but decided to leave her sleeping. This was the sort of adventure that might very well get us caught, and if that happened, I wanted it to be only the two of us getting in trouble. We would keep the rest of the group out of it. For now.
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      By the time I exited my room and got back out into the hallway, Jace was already waiting, his new phone, courtesy of Little John, lighting his face as he typed rapidly.

      “What, you needed to send someone a last-minute text?” I asked, only halfway joking.

      He allowed the corner of his mouth to curve into a half smile. “Research,” he said. “I was wondering if there were cameras in the Hall, or if we were free to move around on our own, and there are only a couple of people who can answer that sort of question. It turns out Alexy’s still awake, for some reason. And more than willing to answer questions.”

      He flipped his phone around and showed me the text conversation.

      Jace: Are there cameras in this joint?

      Alexy: Why, you wanting to know whether the entire organization is going to see you having sex with Robin?

      I blushed furiously, but then realized Alexy had given Jace the perfect reason to be asking about cameras, and grinned. “She’s brilliant, even when she doesn’t know it,” I whispered, almost laughing.

      “You’re telling me,” Jace replied. “I didn’t have an excuse prepared when I first texted her. Thank goodness she’d already thought of one.”

      I wondered for a moment whether she believed Jace was asking for such a shallow reason… or whether she had an inkling of what we were thinking of doing and was telling us in the most hidden way possible that she had our back.

      Jace: Not precisely, but some privacy would be nice.

      Alexy: If you hurt her, in any way at all, I’ll find you and strangle you with your own intestines.

      I didn’t have to hear her saying it to know it was a real threat. Not that I wanted her to hurt Jace, of course, and not that I thought he’d hurt me, but the idea of anyone feeling protective of me at all made my heart sing.

      Jace: You have my word.

      Alexy: No cameras that I know of, at least not in the hallways, and not in the bedrooms. Might be cameras downstairs on the main door and perhaps in a few of the more important rooms. Might be cameras on the cars, and definitely in the Armory. But if there were cameras in this building I’d have gotten in trouble way more than I have. You’re safe.

      I breathed out a quick sigh of relief and felt some of the tension go out of my shoulders. “Cameras on the front door make sense,” I said. “And in the more important rooms and buildings.”

      Jace gave a deep sigh. “You know ‘more important rooms’ almost definitely means the room we’re about to try to break into. Which means we’re likely to get caught. And get in trouble.”

      I shrugged. “It’s a risk I’m willing to take. And I guess that means we just have to work quickly once we get in there. Get whatever we can before they catch us.”

      Jace laughed softly. “You, my girl, are trouble, make no mistake,” he said, his voice full of affection. “But I agree. Mission: get in, go through as much as we can as quickly as we can, and with luck, get back out again before anyone else arrives. They might get us on camera, but if we hurry, we might have a chance to tell the rest of the team what we find before we’re dragged off.”

      “Then it doesn’t matter if we get carted away or not because the whole team will know.” I grinned to hide my nerves. “It’s a revolution within a revolution.”

      Of course, I knew we had a hundred percent chance of getting caught, but we needed answers if we were going to keep going forward. If what Corona said was true, our next mission was going to include breaking into a holding center. It didn’t seem unreasonable to want to know why we were doing it before we risked our lives.

      Holding hands, we walked as normally as possible down the hallway, strolling along like any other newly formed couple out for a midnight wander through the halls of a top-secret building in the middle of a city that shouldn’t exist and was almost certainly funded by people who were dead set on fighting a tyrannical regime until the bitter end. Yeah … totally normal.

      Jace squeezed my hand. “I know there aren’t cameras or anything like that, but if someone is watching, it will make more sense if we’re talking to each other. It’ll make us look less suspicious.”

      “You do realize that if someone is listening, you saying that has just made us the most suspicious-looking people in the building, right?” I asked. “Which, considering we’re in the base of a top-secret rebel organization, is no easy thing.”

      He was silent for long enough to make me think he hadn’t thought of that. “I guess it’s a good thing there aren’t cameras, huh?”

      I huffed out a quick laugh. “In which case we don’t really need to be talking. Let’s just get down there and into that room.”

      We both dropped to the walls on either side of the hall, creeping along them until we got to the stairs. A quick survey of the corridor on the other side and we were rushing down the stairs, staying close to the banister as we sneaked down the steps.

      “Remember to stay away from the front doors,” Jace hissed. “If there are cameras, I’m guessing they’ll be pointed at the doors. As long as we stay near the stairs in the foyer and get into the hallway to the left wing without getting too close to the actual entry, we should be good.”

      As we reached the bottom, I scanned the ceiling by the doors for telltale camera lights and found two tiny red dots blinking in the corners on each side of the doorway.

      Jace was right: the cameras were pointed at each other, their lines of sight only recording the doorway and anything that came through it.

      Jace stopped beside me, taking his cue from my intent stillness, while I spun slowly, checking the other corners for more cameras. I didn’t see any in the room and nodded quickly to Jace before stepping off the last stair and hurrying at a silent run toward the conference room in the left wing.

      From my memory, the room we were heading toward was relatively close to the entryway, and I thought we’d be there in a minute or two. It was pitch black down here, though, all the doors little more than shadowed portals in the wall.

      I tried to remember how many doorways down the corridor the conference room was when I slammed into something wooden and unyielding pushed up against the wall.

      There was a brief shriek of wood on marble flooring, and I landed on my back with a thud. Pain pulsed through my hip and thigh as I lay as still as I could, not daring to breathe. I listened to the silence around me, positive Little John security was going to come running.

      Instead of security guards, though, it was Jace who appeared at my side. “What did you do?” he asked. “Is anything broken? Do you feel like you’re bleeding?”

      “Ornamental table,” I wheezed. “Ran into it.”

      Speaking was almost impossible, and it was a full ten seconds before I could force my lungs to inhale again. Jace sat me up, keeping his hand on my back while I choked on the fresh air as quietly as I could, trying to get my body to remember how to breathe.

      “Do you hear anything?” I asked, my words thin with pain.

      Jace grew very still, listening, and then the ghost of movement from his direction told me he was shaking his head. “I don’t know how this place gets away with such a lack of security, but I think everyone is asleep,” he said. “They must have a lot of faith in that force field of theirs.”

      Ah, the force field, the reason everyone in Little John was able to get a good night’s sleep every night. Well, maybe not everyone. Surely there were people walking through the city around us, keeping an eye on things.

      Jace grabbed my hands and hauled me to my feet again, and the two of us started forward with a bit more caution this time.

      “Do you remember what room it is?” I asked. We’d always had someone leading us before.

      “Fifteenth door on the right,” Jace answered. “We’ve passed thirteen so far, so we should be nearly there.”

      I grinned in quiet delight. How on earth did he know that?

      “You learn to be observant of everything when you live out in the mountains,” he said in answer to the question I hadn’t asked. “There are no street signs or GPS to get you home in the dark or the rain, or to help you find the safe path across a scree slope after snow. I guess I haven’t lost the instincts.”

      “And I’m very glad of that,” I said, putting out a hand to feel what had to be the fourteenth door on the right, given what Jace had said.

      When we got to the fifteenth door, we both stopped, waiting for agreement on when to move forward.

      “Well, this is just the conference room,” I finally said. “There’s no harm in going into this one. If anyone catches us in here, we just say we needed somewhere… private.”

      “You have a very interesting way of flirting,” Jace said, laughter in his voice.

      “Shut up,” I answered, and cracked open the door.
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      Unlike the hallway, the room was vaguely lit by a line of grayish light along the bottom of the wall on the far side of the room. The room was also empty, which was a relief, since the most paranoid part of me had been afraid we would find Corona and Nathan holding some midnight meeting with their closest allies. Or worse, Corona and Nathan had set a trap for us, my constant questioning arousing their suspicion.

      As we snuck into the room, I tried to remember the layout, recalling the screen set into the wall opposite the door, which would mean we were facing it right now. I could see the faint silhouettes of the conference table, stretching nearly the length of the room, and at least ten chairs.

      “The light is coming from the control room,” I whispered. “Do you think the door will be locked?”

      “Won’t know unless we try it,” he replied, just as quietly.

      We kept to the wall on the right-hand side of the room to avoid the table and chairs and were soon standing in front of the door to the control room.

      “Might as well get this over with, right?” I took the handle, turning it before I could second-guess myself.

      The handle stayed firmly in place. Locked, then.

      Jace pulled something from his pocket and dropped to his knees in front of the door. A moment later the door swung open, allowing a beam of fuzzy light to illuminate Jace. In his hand was his lock-picking device.

      He shrugged. “You never know when you might need to access a door that someone’s kept locked.”

      I laughed, moving past him into the room. Instead of my estimated ten screens, I saw twenty, stacked on top of each other along the wall. Each had a label written on masking tape, the lettering in black marker, leading me to assume it was a temporary measure.

      If that was true, it meant they changed these feeds often. How many different buildings were they recording? And why?

      Between us and the wall of screens were a row of computers, with a keyboard set in front of each monitor. I put the computers down as something to deal with later, and only if we had a reason to. They would inevitably require passwords, and neither of us was capable of that challenge.

      However, the filing cabinets on the wall to my left suggested there was plenty here to discover without bothering to try to get into their digital files.

      Jace rushed to the cabinets while I grabbed a pen and paper from the long desk in front of us and turned to the screens, the source of the gray light that bathed the entire room.

      Every screen showed a slightly different scene. The middle screen was still on Asus, showing nothing more than the front entryway where we’d originally met Myrna. I wondered whether they’d been able to see what happened inside after we set off the alarms, and if anyone on the Little John team could tell us whether the Authority soldiers had done anything about the breach… or if they’d just gone back to business as usual.

      Their lack of reaction still seemed unbelievable to me. Corona had been convinced they would attempt to follow us via the satellite systems, but something wasn’t adding up. If Little John had a camera feed, and that camera feed had picked something up, I wanted to see what it was.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t have time right now to figure out how to do that.

      I glanced at the next feed, labeled “Gem.” This one, unlike the Asus feed, was broken into four different views. One was the foyer and receptionist desk, same as with Asus. One was a shot of a nursery. One was the play yard, and one was the schoolroom.

      I frowned and looked at the next monitor. Smally. There was only one camera view here, and it was of the outside of the building. Why would Little John bother to have a camera watching the outside? What did they think they could learn from that? Unless… Unless they had more feeds from Gem because they had more operatives putting up cameras? They didn’t have many plants in Asus, which would explain why they’d only managed to get one camera in place there.

      If my logic was sound, it meant they only had an external view of Smally because they didn’t have any operatives inside. Which meant they were planning for us to break into a holding center where we would have no backup at all.

      I scanned the labels on other monitors. Sunshine, Yoke, Petal, Canton, Flip, and others I didn’t take the time to register. Whatever those names meant, they weren’t telling me anything.

      A couple of them displayed settings like the holding centers we’d been in, but a couple were schools, I was sure. There were shots that covered the front of the buildings, and then shots of hallways lined with lockers. A few also included what were obviously classrooms.

      That seemed strange. What did Little John want with schools?

      A couple of the monitors showed what I recognized immediately as Authority compounds, easy to identify because they were stamped with the holographic Authority logo. I saw one shot filled with the plastic boxes, this time holding people.

      There were feeds of factories, their campuses populated, judging by the number of lights in the windows and the silhouettes moving around. There were also feeds of factories that looked like the deserted ones we’d seen in Trenton and elsewhere, their windows dark, streets devoid of life.

      I looked from one screen to the next, confused and disturbed. Each screen had a picture, and a label. None of the names were familiar. But these were places Little John considered important. Important enough to be monitoring, at least.

      What did it all mean? Were these all places we were supposed to break into? And if so, what were we supposed to do there?

      “Robin!” Jace hissed from the other side of the room.

      I looked over to see that he had stacks of files in front of him on the table, many of them open, the papers inside spread out. He was going to have a devil of a time getting those back into the cabinets in whatever order they’d been in before.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      He pointed to the files. “Look familiar?” he asked.

      I ducked down and started shuffling through them, my fingers shaking. There were children staring up at me from the pages. Babies, and very young toddlers. None looked over the age of three; most of them were far younger than that. Each file came with a number of categories, running from age to race to genetic lines and familial talents. What their parents did for a living. What talents the child was likely to have. Their current hair and eye color and what colors their hair and eyes would likely become. Many of the files even had age progression pictures, showing what the child might look like as a teenager, and then again as an adult.

      I’d seen files like this before. I’d handled them. “The warehouse,” I breathed, remembering the files we’d found in the basement room.

      They’d been printed directly from the Ministry’s archives. We’d seen them again upstairs when we got back to the group and saw what Austin was doing. He’d also found another spreadsheet—a distribution and tracking system. And it had been attached to the auction site Gabby had found, which had prompted our raid on that very warehouse.

      I looked up at Jace, my breath coming short and fast. “These are the kids from that auction site?” I asked, not sure whether I hoped he would confirm what I was thinking or not.

      “They must be,” he said, flipping over the page in front of me. “Look at this.”

      I dropped my eyes to the paper once again and saw another page attached to the back. On it were various fields of choice, from preferences about the gender and hair color of the baby to what they might become if they were raised in the family… applying for them.

      “The order form,” I said, disgusted. Yes, we’d seen all of this before. And it had made me feel just as horrified then as it did now. “But what is Little John doing with all of this? Corona said they were trying to cripple the site.” I paused, not wanting to say the words. “Could they be stealing babies from the holding centers just so they can sell them themselves? What if that’s why they have operatives in the holding centers?”

      I shivered. What if we’d inadvertently been helping them to steal children from their real parents?

      But no. I might not know their reasons, but Little John was intent on subverting the Burchard Regime. I’d seen the expressions on Corona’s and Alexy’s faces when they came out of those holding centers. They’d both had children stolen from them by the Ministry. There was no way they’d be involved in any sort of kidnapping scheme.

      “There is a perfectly logical explanation for it, if you think about it,” Jace said suddenly. “Corona said they had control of the site for a while, and they took everything they could from it. If that warehouse was truly in Little John’s hands, these might be the same files we saw there.”

      “But it was raided by the Ministry. Or the Authority,” I said. “Little John wouldn’t have been able to get to the files.”

      “Maybe they made multiple copies,” Jace replied. “It’s what I would do, especially if I was trying to track the children.”

      It was a much more reasonable—and generous—explanation than the one I’d come up with, and I grabbed at it with a desperation that surprised me. I could admit to myself that I wanted desperately for Little John to be the hero. I wanted them to be fighting for right.

      I wanted to have finally, finally, found the organization that would help me do the right thing. The people who could help me find my Hope.

      Suddenly an alarm started going off. I didn’t know why it had taken so long, but it was time to get out.

      We were stuffing the files back into the filing cabinets, not caring about any order they might have been in, when the alarm grew even louder.

      At that point, the whole idea started to feel pretty stupid. To make things worse, we hadn’t discovered anything new. The files we’d already seen and couldn’t do anything with. Camera feeds to places we didn’t recognize. The knowledge that Little John was watching a range of different places… with no idea what they meant to do about it. No idea what it might have to do with us, or Little John’s larger goals.

      We were going to be caught breaking in, all for nothing.

      “Oh God, we have to get out of here,” Jace muttered. “Leave the rest of the files. Let’s just go.”

      We dropped everything and whirled around, poised to make a run for it.

      Standing in the doorway, watching us, were Corona and Nathan.

      Jace and I yelped in surprise, unable to form an excuse or question or accusation.

      Corona gave us a cool, contained stare, and then smiled slowly. “I think, Nathan dear, that perhaps it’s time for us to start answering some questions.”

      He nodded, one hand tucked into his pocket. “In time. But first I’d like to hear from the two of you about what exactly you’re doing in here.”
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      Jace and I stared at the joint heads of Little John.

      I didn’t know about Jace, but my mind was racing through potential reasons for us to have found our way in here. Anything that might sound reasonable and innocent.

      In the end, though, I realized our reasons weren’t going to matter. We’d broken into their control room to do some snooping; there was no way to make that look good. Particularly when Nathan had demonstrated, time and again, how paranoid he was about his privacy. Corona may have claimed to have a more open mind than Nathan about including people, but that didn’t mean she was going to be generous when it came to guests breaking into rooms they weren’t supposed to see.

      A split second later, I decided it was best to just be upfront about it.

      “What do you mean, it’s time for you to start answering some questions?” I asked, trying to inject some confidence into my words.

      Corona gave me a steely look and turned to the camera feeds at the front of the room. “You know, we have every right to throw you out,” she said, her voice quiet but unexpectedly menacing. “We don’t know the two of you, not really, though I suspect my husband will put forth a case for Jace’s honor.” She looked over at Nathan, but I could tell he was going to let her take point on this one.

      “You have no idea how hard we’ve worked to get to where we are,” she continued, her voice still quiet. “You have no idea how long it’s taken to get here, and how much we’ve had to sacrifice for it. No idea where we’re going… or what we plan to do when we get there.”

      I wasn’t sure she expected a response. I wasn’t even sure she was talking to us. For all I knew, she was only speaking to herself as she tried to wrap her head around what we’d done—and what she meant to do about it.

      But as long as she was talking, and as long as we were standing in this room where everything seemed to come together—albeit in a way I still didn’t understand—it meant I had the opportunity to start asking some of the questions that had been flying through my head for the last month or so.

      “So, tell us,” I said, my voice firm. “You’re right, we have no idea about any of it. We don’t know because you haven’t told us. You and your organization went out of your way to recruit us into the OH+ initiative, to bring us into a group where we would get to take action and make a difference, or so we were told. We were thrust into a mission we thought was of our own making but in reality was a test to see whether we were ready to do whatever it was you wanted us to do. And we were the ones who suffered when it went wrong. We nearly lost our lives, pointlessly, because of things you’d done but hadn’t bothered to warn us about!”

      I remembered the crushing panic as we all fled through the forest, the pain and horror of watching members of our team being beaten to the ground and captured by Authority forces. I brought my fist down on the table in front of me with a crash. Jace and Nathan started in surprise, and both took an instinctive step toward me. Nathan pulled himself up short, but Jace put his hand on my arm and squeezed, either to make sure I was okay or silently tell me to tread carefully.

      Corona, however, barely turned from the screens. She didn’t answer.

      “Our friends were arrested, our team was thrown into chaos, and I spent the next few days thinking one of my best friends was dead! That she and the others who were taken were being held by the Authority wasn’t much of an improvement. We had no resources, no allies, no idea what we were facing, and yet we risked everything to get them out.”

      I took a deep, heaving breath. These were things I’d been keeping inside for far too long, and now we were here, now Jace and I had broken into one of their control rooms and were probably going to be thrown out, never to see our friends again. It was time to get it all off my chest.

      To finally ask who the hell they were and what the hell they were doing. What it had to do with the holding centers and the government stealing children. Why we’d been caught up in it, and why they’d allowed things to go the way they had.

      “Your people saved us when the jailbreak went wrong, and don’t think we’re not grateful for that. But then you dropped us back into the middle of it and left us there by ourselves for days, with no explanation or communication. We were in that mess because of you, because the Ministry and the Authority thought we were your operatives, and yet you didn’t come for us!”

      Angry tears threatened but I swallowed them back, staring at Corona’s face. Her silence irritated me, but I was also grateful for it, in a sense. Yes, I wanted answers from her, but I also wanted to get this list of grievances out into the open. I wanted to make sure she understood what we’d been through.

      “I killed a man because you weren’t where you were supposed to be, Corona. You weren’t there, and I had to kill someone to save my friend. I still haven’t started to deal with how that makes me feel, or what it might have done to my soul.” I knew Jace was looking at me, but I didn’t turn to meet his eyes. “And now we’re here, finally in Little John, a part of the team. Or, at least, that’s what we thought. But we’re still not being told the truth. We still only get part of the story. And I find that awfully hypocritical for someone who claims to believe her team should have the entire truth, so they can react safely when in a dangerous situation.”

      I split my attention between Corona and Nathan now. “You expect us to fight for you, to lay down our lives, to put ourselves and our friends in danger. But you don’t tell us what we’re fighting for, or even who you are. We’ve been through too much to keep doing that. So yes, I think it’s time you start answering some questions. It’s the only way we can decide whether we’re going to fight for you or not.”

      There was a long, tense silence.

      Then, to my surprise, Nathan answered me.

      “Girl, you should have been a politician,” he said in that slightly drawly voice of his. He swept a hand through his perfectly mussed hair and gave me the start of a smile. Just a tucking of the corners of his mouth, but still, something.

      Perhaps even more surprisingly, he looked… proud. A quick glance at Corona gave me the same impression, the smile on her face more pronounced.

      Had this been another… test? Another trap they’d laid for us, to see what we would do? To see whether we’d take the initiative and find our way in here, start to answer our own questions?

      The lack of security in the building, the fact that we’d been able to get in here so easily, and had been here for so long before anyone showed up to see who had broken in…

      Fury at having been manipulated again warred with relief that we seemed to have passed.

      “I don’t think she could lie well enough to be in politics,” Jace said from my side, finally speaking up. “But she’s right. Members of our team almost died. I still have no idea what you’ve done with my sister. We deserve the truth, Nathan.”

      I didn’t think they’d agree. Who were we, after all? Just two young people standing in front of them and making demands. Two people who had survived and been led into something much larger than they’d expected.

      But still, just two young people of no real importance.

      Nathan leaned against the doorframe and gave us a piercing look. “If we’re going to tell you what we’re doing, it means showing you what we believe in,” he said. “You’re right about the truth. I’ve always maintained that sharing information, with anyone, is dangerous. But it’s possible we’ve become too used to hiding, become too paranoid. And it doesn’t work if it’s breeding distrust among our allies, leading to situations like this. Compartmentalizing is no longer the defense it once was.”

      He paused and shared a long look with his wife, who gave him one of the best I’ve-already-told-you-this looks I’d ever seen.

      “When you’ve spent twenty years, or longer, having to hide so much from the people you call friends, it takes a toll on you,” he continued quietly, almost to himself. Then he stepped farther into the room, took Corona’s hand, and turned to us. “But we are on the edge of a knife, now, and we will not be able to move forward if we don’t have the full trust of our people. Your team might, if we’re lucky, be the final piece to make it work.” He moved toward the door, Corona beside him. “I cannot guarantee we’ll show you everything, but I can at least show you what we’re trying to build. And, perhaps, tell you how we expect to do it.”

      The two of them exited the room, Corona with her arm tucked into Nathan’s, leaving us to follow.

      

      The streets of Edgewood were different at night. What was bright and clean and cheery by day took on a more weary appearance during the darker hours, as if the city had run out of energy to keep up its glamorous façade.

      Now, in the darkness, lit only by street lamps every fifteen feet or so, I could see the ghost of the city as it had been before it was Edgewood: the darker places where Nathan and his crew had patched walls and sidewalks, missing shingles on some roofs, the dips and cracks in the streets, how some of the larger townhouses leaned against smaller ones, their walls bowing.

      This wasn’t a place Nathan and his organization had built from scratch. It was a city they had rehabilitated.

      “What was this place before it was Edgewood?” I asked softly.

      “A factory campus,” Corona answered, her voice even, though I could see she was limping from the gash in her foot. “It was once exactly what it still claims to be.”

      I started to look around as we walked, seeing the bones now. The townhouses must have once been the row houses of the neighborhood, while the larger buildings that now housed the garage and the Armory could, if I squinted, become the apartment blocks. The streets were similar to every city I’d ever been in, and the old-fashioned streetlights were the same as I’d seen in the poorer areas of Trenton.

      In the distance, I could see more large buildings, which must have been the factories attached to this neighborhood at one time. We’d seen the outskirts of Edgewood, courtesy of our trip to the airfield before we went to Asus. This would have been a relatively small factory campus, but it had evidently been large enough to breed a small village of its own.

      Things made a little more sense now. Not the force field, of course, but that the government believed this was a factory. If it had been a factory campus before, it would have been registered as such. If whoever owned it was still making the payments and maintaining that facade, the government would have no reason to question it. The place had obviously been set off from larger cities and areas of civilization before, so it would have been easy to maintain its isolation—and the secrecy that went with it. It would have been easy to transition it into a hiding place in plain sight.

      “Brilliant,” I breathed. “Want a secret hideout, a city where you can keep your recruits? Use a factory and a town which already exists, and just adapt it to your needs. But who’s paying for it? Who owns all this?”

      “Little John does, now,” Nathan said, his words clipped. “And that’s all the time we have for questions, I’m afraid. We’re here.”

      I looked in the direction he was pointing, surprised. It was another townhouse, almost exactly the same as the Armory, the garage, and the Theater, with one very big difference.

      The front yard, from where it bordered the street to the house itself, was a playground, complete with multiple swing sets, a merry-go-round, a large paved area with hopscotch markings on it, and even a basketball hoop.

      “A school?” I asked, too confused to come up with anything more.

      Corona nodded. “A school. You said you wanted to know what was going on, and Nathan was right. The best place to start is at the beginning, because that’s where change begins. Come. The children will be asleep, but it will provide a place for us to explain. Perhaps give you the reasons you need to stay.”

      She opened the gate and walked through the swing sets and the balls littering the ground. Nathan followed her, leaving us to either follow and get our answers, or not.

      Jace and I looked at one another. My hand found his, and then we stepped forward.
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      Inside, there was a gentle glow, though not like the eerie lighting in the hallway outside our room. Instead, it came from small globe-shaped nightlights plugged into the wall every ten feet or so.

      Even just standing in the entryway, with no children around, it felt different. I could tell it was bright and welcoming, the walls a lemon yellow in the halo of the nightlights. The floor was a checkerboard of colors, spilling into the classrooms at the sides of the hall where I could see a number of large beanbags. A row of teddy bears sat on the desk in the middle of the foyer.

      It didn’t take light to tell me this place was full of laughter. It somehow even smelled welcoming, like they’d managed to bottle the scent of safe childhood and pour it into candles.

      Safety. It was something the kids in the holding centers wouldn’t know until they were sent to their new families. Depending, of course, on whether they remembered their old families or not. Because if they did remember their birthparents, the new family was going to feel wrong. And even if it felt right for a while, that version of safety could be something without foundation, something that could be taken away the moment they screwed up. I’d been safe, once. Until I suddenly wasn’t.

      It was an unnatural way to grow up. And the process was tearing people apart, piece by piece. Which was why, I hoped, we were here. Because that needed to stop.

      In front of us, Nathan had paused and was looking around, his face glowing with pride and accomplishment. He shared a quick, affectionate glance with Corona. Then he turned to us.

      “Robin and Jace, may I present to you one of our schools?” he said. “None of the children are awake, of course, but this… this is an example of what we’re fighting for. I know how much you two have lost, and what it will mean to you to see how we want to change things.”

      He walked away before saying anything else, and Jace and I scuttled after him, trying to keep our footsteps as quiet as possible. We filed through a wide hallway lit like the entry with nightlights, its walls the same pale yellow. The tiles became carpet that was a soft shade of blue. Around us, hundreds and hundreds of hand-drawn or painted pictures plastered the walls. They were obviously the work of children, and children of many different ages. Some of the drawings were mere stick figures, and many of them were little more than scribbles on the pages. Some, though, were extremely precise pencil drawings, the figures jumping off the pages with their artistry. There were what looked like oil paintings and watercolor pieces, and a couple I could have sworn were done with charcoal.

      “The work of some of our little artists,” Nathan said proudly. “We have an entire class devoted to art, and the children move through it in age groups. We don’t have many children at Edgewood, since the city is reserved mostly for our new recruits, but we do have some, and those that are here take great joy in the artwork they create.”

      I stared at the pictures, more than somewhat surprised. As a child, I’d had brothers and sisters who loved to draw, and they’d gone to classes which encouraged it. But none of the poor public schools had classes like that. And, from what I’d seen of holding centers, allowing the children to create something of beauty would never have occurred to them.

      The Ministry would have hated all the color, to start with.

      Then we were through the hall and walking through a lunchroom, which looked almost exactly like the cafeteria where I’d eaten lunch when I went to school, back when I’d been a Sylvone. Lines and lines of tables with benches, and a variety of artworks and chalkboards on the walls.

      “Who are the children who go to school here?” I asked. “Are they rescued, or…?”

      “These are the children of the people who live in Edgewood,” Nathan said. “They’re allowed to stay with their parents and only come to school for the day, but many do sleep here. We’re not going out and collecting them for nefarious purposes, I assure you.”

      He shot me a grin over his shoulder, and I found myself grinning back.

      “We recruit people from all walks of life,” he continued. “As you’ve seen in your own group. Many of them have children already. Many of them join our organization because they want to keep those children. Because they’ve fallen below the poverty line and know what’s at stake.”

      I shivered.

      I’d known going into the hospital that I was going to lose Hope. I would have done anything to keep it from happening. Anything. If I’d known there was something like Little John out there, where I could go for help to keep Hope and myself safe, I would have jumped at it, consequences be damned.

      “They’re not here on their own, of course,” Corona continued, pushing open the door at the end of the cafeteria and holding it for us, her eyes dark holes in the dim room. “We have an entire room for adults above them; the teachers, and those who watch over the children during the school’s off hours. There are adult care takers on duty 24 hours a day. Many of the children are also orphans. The children of Little John operatives who didn’t come back. The children of people we were recruiting who disappeared. The children of people who died on the outside and had nowhere to go.”

      “The lost,” I said quietly. There were thousands of children in that situation out there: kids whose parents died or disappeared, and who were left out in the cold by themselves. They were most often grabbed by the Ministry, of course, but I’d always thought that depended on how old they were when they were orphaned—and who they were. Given what I now knew about the auction site, I wondered whether children were judged, based on their appearance and potential, before they were taken.

      Was it possible certain children were left out in the streets, on their own, rather than being taken by the Ministry and put into new, rich households?

      When I asked as much, Nathan gave me a nod.

      “Jace told me you were sharp,” he said. “I see he wasn’t exaggerating.”

      Jace shuffled beside me, a little embarrassed, but I squeezed his hand.

      “The Ministry is more likely to take certain children, regardless of their parents’ economic status,” Nathan continued. “You’ve seen the auction site. They look specifically for children who fit the requirements given to them by the bidders. We also know they prefer certain types of children for their usual distribution process. The children we save who have been orphaned, they’re often the ones who have been passed over by the Ministry. The ones the government doesn’t think have a right to a better life.”

      We’d entered another long hallway lined with doors, and as Nathan was speaking, he slowly opened one. Inside, I saw two rows of beds, one against each wall, the room slightly lit by the same type of nightlights as the hall was. A child-sized lump was in each, covered with blankets or in various states of sleepy dishevelment. The room was quiet but for the occasional snort of sleep, and I smiled.

      It was the picture of contentment and safety, and it called to me somewhere deep in my soul.

      We went to another door, and the room beyond it showed us the same picture. Another door. And another. Beds of all shapes and sizes, from the smallest of cribs to beds large enough to hold teenagers, and they were teeming with children, some beds holding more than one of them. I saw tiny babies and toddlers, as well as children on the cusp of moving from babyhood into true childhood.

      Even from the doorway and in the low light, I could see that many of the children had a strong resemblance to the children I’d seen living on the streets of Trenton and other large cities. Some were scarred, a few had physical defects, and some others had prominent birthmarks. All had a sharp, stubborn, vibrant energy to them, even while sleeping.

      “They leave the children that don’t live up to their standards on the streets?” I whispered.

      Nathan nodded, wordless for a moment, his face turning cold and hard despite the peacefulness of the room before us. “We’re not sure, of course,” he said finally. “But given what we see when we go into the cities to save children, and what the government has done in the past, we do believe they select certain children to move up into the upper classes and leave the children that don’t meet their criteria to the streets. To the poor. To their real parents.”

      “And you bring them here as recruits. To save them,” I replied. I’d held a lot of opinions about Nathan, a few of them not overly generous, and I’d thought I’d known who he was.

      The idea that he was saving children off the street, and bringing them here, changed everything.

      “We bring them here,” he agreed, coming to stand next to me as I stared through the doorway, taking in the peaceful faces. “To save them. To educate them. To train them. The Burchard Regime has done everything it can to manipulate the way the public sees it and what the public knows. But keeping the people ignorant is nothing more than an authoritarian and elitist scheme to maintain control. It keeps one class in control, and throws the others into the gutters, giving them no choice… and no chance. That, my friends, is what we mean to change.”

      I paused on that. “Educate?” I finally asked. “Train?”

      Nathan glanced at me and gave me a sly grin. “You didn’t think we ran around hacking computers for no reason, did you?” he asked. “We’re going to change the country, Robin, but change always has to start with the education of the young. That’s why we have the schools. So we can teach people a better way to do things, and show them what we’re fighting for.”
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      We peppered Nathan and Corona with questions the entire way back to the Hall, including what exactly their philosophy was, what they were teaching those children—and what, therefore, we were expected to be fighting for—what they knew of the country and the Burchard Regime, what they were doing, and, because I was also incredibly curious, who was paying for all of their operations. The only thing we got out of them was more about their history.

      “I grew up in a rich household, and I knew how the rich lived,” Nathan told us as we stepped out of the school’s doors. “I knew all the things I’d been given, all the opportunities I had. And I, naïvely, thought that was how the world worked. My father owned a construction company, and when I was old enough, he started teaching me to work there, with the intention that I would one day take over from him.”

      “So, the exo-suits you gave us that you said were from a construction company?” I asked.

      Nathan smiled and nodded. “That was the truth,” he confirmed. “So was this.”

      He drew his shirt up just past his navel, and I gasped, having forgotten about the scar from his chest down to his waist. It was puckered and pale, obviously old, but whatever had caused it must have nearly killed him.

      “You told us you got that during a protest against the government,” I remembered.

      “And that was the truth,” Corona said. “What he didn’t tell you was that the protest in question was also Little John’s first real mission.”

      “I’d met Corona,” Nathan said, taking over the story once again. “She was not from a rich family, and we’d fallen in love. She was starting to introduce me to the way the other half, so to speak, lived their lives. I was appalled by what I saw. The unfairness of it all, the arbitrary division between rich and poor, privileged and underprivileged. It was more than I could stand. I’d had such an easy life, never knowing of the people who were facing death and starvation, doing grueling work in the factories. And the worst of it all was the theft of their children, thanks to a program the government said helped society.”

      He paused, and I could see his eyes narrowing, his face growing grimmer in the dim streetlights. “Better for society? The Burchard Regime was killing the people. And it’s the people who make a country. I knew something had to change, and Corona was right there with me.”

      He reached out and took her hand, and they smiled fondly at each other. It was a smile that spoke of years of hard work, and too many losses to name. But a shared goal had kept them going through it all.

      “And so we built Little John,” she said simply. “We built a way to fight.”

      “Of course, Little John was very small at first,” Nathan said wryly. “Much, much smaller than now. But I had contacts, both because of my wealth and because of my father’s company. It didn’t take long to figure out that there were others in the wealthy classes who had seen the lack of equality and wanted to change it. Others who had studied their history and knew the United Nation of America had once been something bigger. Something better. We agreed to fight for that. And we failed. Many times.”

      This last part was said with a sly grin and a shake of the head. “I received this scar during a mishap with a set of explosives. But we got better. More effective. When we did, the government realized what we were doing and started to fight back.”

      “What do you mean, the wealthy classes?” I asked when he paused. He’d said it twice now, and I wanted to know what it meant. As far as I knew, there were only three classes: wealthy, middle, and lower. Why was he dividing the upper class into multiples?

      He gave me a sharp glance, as if I’d just asked a question he hadn’t been prepared for, and pressed his lips together. “That, my dear, is a question for another time. Right now, I suggest you and Jace find your rooms and try to get some rest. After, of course, you’ve spent an hour dissecting everything we’ve told you tonight, trying to figure out what it could mean.”

      He swept his hand forward. Following his gesture, I was surprised to see we were at the back of the Hall, at a small red door. Through the window in the door, I could see the kitchen where I’d eaten every morning since we arrived, and beyond that, the hallway which led to the foyer.

      Turning back to him, I opened my mouth for one last question, but received a palm-out gesture from the man. He had his hand up to his ear, I saw, and I realized with a jolt that he’d probably been wearing a comm link the entire time, receiving updates and information from someone in another control room somewhere else.

      He twitched one eyebrow at whatever he heard, then turned to Corona with a tense expression on his face.

      It was she who answered my questioning look. “No more questions tonight,” she said firmly. “I know you must have about a million more of them, but I’m afraid they’re going to have to wait. For now…” She exchanged a long, searching glance with Nathan, and nodded. “Nathan and I have things we must see to. And you have beds to take advantage of. In the morning, we’ll be taking your entire team for a tour of the school. Be ready at eight.”

      They turned as one and headed for a second door I hadn’t noticed—a stark black one at the bottom of a set of stairs that looked as though it led into a basement room in the Hall.

      A moment later they were slipping through it, leaving Jace and me alone on the sidewalk.
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      The next morning at breakfast, Jace and I spent nearly an hour recounting our adventure of the previous night. The twins, Kory, Nelson, Alexy, and Gabby listened in awe as we told them about the control room and the school Nathan and Corona had taken us to, as well as what Corona had said about Edgewood’s past.

      I spotted Henry a little farther down the table, eating with a few people from the OH+ team I didn’t know, and thought about inviting him to join us, but decided against it. He seemed to be doing okay, talking and joking as he ate. He would want to know about the school, I thought, and what it might have meant for Hope and me, but was it worth telling him that much when I couldn’t give him any further information? He hadn’t been tossed out yet, but Corona also hadn’t brought him into any of our missions.

      He still wasn’t approved. So, I still needed to keep secrets from him. I decided to err on the side of caution and turned back to the people I could tell the truth to.

      “I can’t believe you guys left me out,” Alexy huffed, deftly slicing a peach in half. She pulled the pit free, throwing it at us before taking a bite of the fruit. “I give you tips about the cameras and then you don’t even invite me?” she continued, mouth full.

      “It’s not like we knew what was going to happen,” I told her, wiping the peach juice from Jace’s arm where the pit had hit. “And you know better than to think we’d willingly take you into a dangerous situation. We were breaking into a room we knew we weren’t supposed to be in. We didn’t exactly expect to get off scot-free.”

      She set her chin at a stubborn angle and lifted one brow in a way that told me quite clearly she didn’t consider those to be adequate excuses.

      I waved her off. Alexy could pout as much as she wanted to; it didn’t change my opinion of what I’d done. Instead of responding, I continued breaking down what we’d learned during our midnight escapade.

      “You were right when you guessed Nathan was a millionaire,” I told Gabby, giving her a warm glance. “He told us as much last night. Apparently, his eyes were opened to the struggles of the poor when he met and fell in love with Corona. She’s from a lower-class background herself. She’s the one who started showing him how the poorer class lives.”

      “What else?” Nelson asked, spearing the last piece of fried tomato on her plate like she had a vendetta against it. “He say anything about what he’s planning on doing with this little revolution of his?”

      “I didn’t have a chance to ask about it,” I replied. “He did talk like there were multiple versions of the upper class, though. Like multiple upper classes or layers of rich. You grew up in the middle class, Nelson; did you ever hear about that?”

      She gave me a level look which said I really should have known better. “Since when do you think the middle class has any access to the upper class? You grew up rich; did you ever hear anything about multiple versions of rich people?”

      She was right, and I rifled through my memories, looking for anything that might have indicated a class higher than us, but came up short. Could the Sylvones have been part of that higher level of wealth?

      What would it mean if they were?

      “It was a pretty isolated living experience,” I said. “Everyone I knew was just like us. We all had the same stuff. Went to the same places. Lived the same lives. I don’t remember any mention or existence of another layer of the wealthy class, either above or below us.”

      “Maybe the richer classes are like everyone else, and don’t mix,” Ant mumbled, mouth stuffed with what looked like an entire pancake.

      “That’s a good point,” I answered, wrinkling my nose with distaste. “Please tell me you’re going to find some manners before Jackie is out of the hospital? For our sake as much as hers. When will she be released, anyway?”

      My question surprised Ant, and he spent so long working the pancake around to get it down his throat that Abe finally answered.

      “The medical staff said it should only be a couple more days. Her insides are healing, and they did some blood transfusions on her. Pumping her full of someone else’s blood is incredibly creepy if you ask me, but she’s got her spark back. Spent a lot of yesterday shouting at us about not having brought something for her to do.”

      I smirked. “Sounds like Jackie.”

      “She’s pretty upset you’re doing stuff without her,” he added in a warning tone.

      “Tell her she can join the club,” Alexy interrupted.

      “Doc says we’re lucky we got her here when we did,” Ant added, subdued. “Says she’s lucky she didn’t die on the way in.”

      I could see the shadows in his eyes and knew he would have blamed himself if she had died. I understood. I would have done the same.

      “Oh, stop moping, you two,” Nelson snapped. “Jackie knew the risk and chose this life anyway. That girl doesn’t know how to sit down and keep her mouth shut and her hands to herself, which is exactly why she was with us in the first place. She’s going to be fine, and that’s all that matters. Now, what else did Nathan say?”

      Jace and I had already told the rest of the team the little Nathan had said about training and education, and though we now prodded at Alexy to fill in the blanks, she just shook her head.

      “His story to tell,” she said. “He’s as proud as a new father of what they’re doing here, and he’ll be ecstatic to have a fresh audience. Besides, I don’t owe you anything. You guys left me in my room last night, bored out of my head, while you were off having an adventure.”

      At that moment, Zion, whom I hadn’t seen in days except in passing, strolled into the kitchen, for once not wearing his usual black uniform. Instead he was in faded jeans and a soft green sweatshirt, both riddled with holes and frayed threads from constant wear.

      “You all ready?” he asked, grabbing an apple from the sideboard and tossing it from hand to hand. “I hear you’re getting a tour of the school today. Best job in Edgewood.”

      He grinned, his teeth shockingly white, and I realized this was the first time I’d ever seen him smile like that. Sure, I’d seen him smile, but never with the absolute abandon he was demonstrating right now.

      I stared at him. “You… You like kids?”

      He chuckled and took a juicy bite of the apple. “Robin, everyone likes kids. Besides, the school is the brightest place in the whole city. And it reminds me of when I was young.”

      When he was young? I put my fork down slowly.

      “You were one of the kids Nathan saved,” I said, not posing it as a question but a statement.

      It made sense. The fierce loyalty. The unquestioning adherence to Nathan’s plan. The important position in the organization. Zion must have been brought in early on in Little John’s existence, given Zion’s age, but the timing would match up.

      At that, the grin was back on his face, larger than ever. “I was. Parents died when I was thirteen, and there was nowhere else for me to go once they were gone. I was old enough to know what the Ministry did, old enough to realize they wouldn’t want me. I was skinny and angry and had weak lungs. Already had a record with the local enforcers. There was no way the Ministry was going to rehome me… and even if they’d offered, I would have turned them down.”

      “Because it’s such a choice?” Ant asked.

      Zion shrugged. “It was for me. I knew I didn’t want to go to them. So, I started living on the streets with some other kids my age. We got by, but it was hard. Never enough to eat. Always cold in the winter, hot in the summer. Always on the run from the enforcers. Then Nathan found us and took us to another Little John camp. Gave us beds. Gave us plenty of food. Gave us medical care. Taught us to read. Gave us things we’d never had before. Treated us like we were actually worth something.”

      His voice grew so quiet on the last part I had to lean forward to hear it.

      He looked up, saw us all staring at him, wide-eyed, and smiled again.

      “Hey, you guys are heading into the inner circle of Little John. I can finally reveal the fact that I do indeed have a heart.”

      “It comes as a shock to everyone, don’t worry,” Alexy said, her voice cutting but her eyes soft.

      Zion took a mock swipe at the shaved side of her head, then looked back to us. “Anyway, I’ve been on his team ever since. Expect you will be, too, once you see why he’s doing what he’s doing.” He clapped his hands to cut through the chatter from the other tables. “All right, Team Hood. Let’s go.”

      He turned without waiting and left the kitchen. In a flurry of movement, everyone jumped up to follow, hurrying through the door toward the foyer. As we all left, I glanced back, seeing Henry still sitting at one of the tables. He gave me a slight wave. I didn’t have time to return it before I was out the door.

      By the time we caught up with Zion, he was already at the doors of the Hall, barely pausing to see if we were coming. We all fell into small groups behind him, and then filed out the door.

      With Zion as our guide to the school, I had a chance to point out to Nelson the older layers of the city I’d seen on our midnight adventure. I also started noticing other things. The dirt from the people who lived here. The scuffmarks on the concrete. It wasn’t as new and shiny as I’d originally thought. Just brighter than anything I’d seen in the outside world.

      “Genius,” she said. “Pure genius. They didn’t build an entire new campus. They adopted one and altered it.”

      “Which makes the cover story watertight,” I agreed. “It was a factory before, so they only need to maintain the registration.”

      “How many of these do you suppose they have?” she asked.

      I paused. I hadn’t thought of that. “Alexy?”

      She dropped back to draw even with Nelson and me, her face expectant. “You finally decided it was time to apologize for last night?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “How many cities like this does Little John have?”

      She was quiet for a moment, thinking, and then said, “I think five, but I’m not sure. Why?”

      Nelson and I shared a long, wondering glance, and neither of us answered Alexy. Five cities. It looked like this city could hold quite a few people. Maybe up to five thousand. And if this was a smaller city where they brought new recruits, rather than one where people lived on a full-time basis, the other cities might be a lot bigger.

      Little John, it seemed, was a much larger operation than we’d assumed. I’d thought Operation Hood was big with its five hundred members. But Little John’s member list might run into the tens of thousands. This was an organization that had been active for longer than most of us had been alive.

      We weren’t finding our way into a new organization. We were finding our way into a fully formed movement. One that was on the verge of something big.

      

      After a few more minutes of walking, Zion drew to a stop and made a grand flourish, and I saw we’d reached the school.

      Today there were children in the front yard, playing on the seesaw, riding the small carousel, and playing hopscotch. A couple of them looked like they were playing a very short-handed version of basketball, with only about five people.

      It wasn’t like I recognized anyone, but there was definitely a larger range of diversity in this schoolyard than any I’d seen growing up. There was a scattering of blonds and redheads on the playground, though noticeably more brunettes, while other kids ranged in color from a light tan, similar to Henry, all the way down to the deepest brown, like Zion. Several kids whirled around the yard in brightly colored wheelchairs. One of the girls playing basketball, scoring point after point, was missing her right arm below the elbow. Two older kids, perhaps fourteen or fifteen, sat together in a corner, books open on their laps, having what seemed to be a fierce discussion with only their hands.

      It could just be an anomaly. It could be coincidence. But given what Nathan had said about the Ministry deciding on who should be adopted through CRAS and who should be sentenced to living on the streets, I wasn’t surprised to see so many disabled children. My heart did feel like it grew about ten sizes at the idea that Nathan had brought them all here, regardless of what life had handed them.

      He’d brought them here because he believed that everyone belonged. That everyone had a right to change the world.

      Over in the corner of the yard, several adults were supervising an enclosed soft play area. Inside, infants and toddlers crawled and scampered around, their giggles and shrieks cutting at my heart.

      I wondered, suddenly, what color hair Hope would have now. My own was a sort of ashy blondish brown, and my eyes were light hazel. Henry’s hair and eyes were brown.

      We had no idea how she had developed. What if, for some reason, the Ministry decided she wasn’t worth keeping? What if—

      A hand grabbed mine and squeezed, and I looked up, yanked out of my spiraling thoughts.

      Jace put his other hand to my face. “What’s going on in there?”

      “I… I…” I stared up at him, wondering how to put my terror into words. I’d always hated the thought of Hope being put into another family, but what if there was something worse than that? What if kids who weren’t wanted for whatever reason were just thrown away? I wasn’t sure Jace would understand the sudden fear rushing through my blood at the thought, so I shook my head. “I’m just thinking about how awful it all is,” I said. “The kids.”

      He gave me a look which suggested he knew there was more to it than that, but just pressed a quick kiss to my hair and didn’t ask anything further.

      Nathan and Corona came out of the school then, accompanied by a man I’d never seen before. He had a soft waterfall of curly black hair to his shoulders and a handsome face so perfectly balanced and proportioned it seemed unreal. As he smiled a dazzling greeting, it took up nearly the entire bottom half of his face. He looked like he had twice as many teeth as any normal human being.

      He put his hand out to Jace the moment they got to the gate, grinning like he was greeting an old friend.

      “You must be Jace,” he said. “I’ve heard an awful lot about you. I’m Piper. Pied Piper when I’m in a portal, but just Piper to my friends.”

      He flashed another blinding smile.

      “Jace. Jace Huxley,” Jace said, shaking the hand he’d been offered and frowning slightly. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in any of the portals.”

      Piper shrugged good-naturedly. “Can’t meet everyone, right? There are so many out there now.”

      He turned to me, and I took his hand. “Robin,” I said, stiffly. “RobinHood21.”

      “Well now,” he said, clasping my hand between both of his. “I have both heard great things about you and seen them in action myself. You were the one to suggest the warehouse raid in the OH+ portal, I believe?”

      I nodded warily, glad when he moved on to Ant and Abe. There was something off about him. Maybe, I thought, he was too good-looking. Like a doll brought to life or a computer animation.

      The other girls, however, were eating it up. Nelson had an enormous grin on her face, and Gabby was blushing so much I thought she might pass out. Alexy, who must have met the guy before, given the fact that they were both in Little John, was gazing at him with something akin to hero worship.

      Maybe I was wired wrong, I thought, but I definitely didn’t get that feeling when I looked at him.

      “Piper oversees our school programs,” Nathan said, coming up behind him and throwing an affectionate arm around the other man’s shoulders. “He’s helped me build Little John from the ground up and knows almost as much as I do about it. If you ever have any questions, particularly about the schools or any kids you might have brought in, he’s the one to ask. If Corona and I aren’t around, Piper can give you a good idea of what you need to know, or at least tell you where to find us. Consider him our lieutenant.”

      I gazed doubtfully from one to the other, wondering what Piper’s background was. He’d known Nathan since before Little John, suggesting they’d run in privileged circles together at one point.

      Maybe that was what was off about him. The upper class believed in making themselves as beautiful as possible by any means necessary, be they chemical, surgical, or otherwise. Perhaps Piper had had that sort of work done before he joined Little John. It would explain the face. And the sense of strangeness.

      The idea made me exhale a bit, because it was, at least, an explanation for the reaction I’d had.

      After he’d introduced himself to everyone, Piper looked around at us expectantly. “Well, you’re here to see the school and get a taste for what we do here,” he said, reminding me of the guys who played up the circuses before they took you in. He turned toward the school and then called over his shoulder, “It will be my honor to show you how our schools function. If you’ll follow me?”

      Alexy brushed up against me, her face soft and glowing. “Isn’t he dreamy?” she asked softly. “No matter how many times I see him, he always gives me butterflies.”

      I gave her a doubtful look, but was saved by Jace, who appeared on my other side.

      “He’s creepy,” he muttered. “No one should look like that. And what’s with the smile?”

      “No need to be jealous of someone who’s more handsome than you,” Alexy chanted in a singsong voice.

      She skipped up the path behind Piper’s disappearing back. After a quick glance between the two of us, Jace and I followed.
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      The school looked different during the day, mostly because we could see the colors only hinted at during our night visit. The walls, of the entryway at least, were indeed a bright lemon yellow, mellowed only somewhat by the artwork covering them. Here, just inside the front door, I could see I’d been right about the floor as well, which was tiled in every color of the rainbow. It was a cheerful, clashing mess.

      A young woman with two long braids of red hair woven with green-and-blue ribbon now sat behind the desk and row of teddy bears in the foyer. She looked up when we entered.

      Her eyes, I noticed, brushed past Piper and went to Nathan.

      “You’re here for your tour,” she said, rather than asked.

      Nathan gave her a nod and an eager smile. “How are the children today? Are they ready for visitors?”

      At that, she grinned. “Most of them are out on their morning break, as you saw on your way in, but there’s a couple of classes still going. They’ll be a little upset to have to pause lessons, but they do so enjoy when you visit.”

      Nathan turned, gesturing for us to follow him down a corridor lined with lockers. Piper and Corona both fell in beside him, and they walked forward as a trio.

      We walked after the leaders into a different hallway from the one Jace and I had been taken down the night before, this one taking us right through a set of double doors. This hallway also had displays, except these were what looked like assignments, though none had anything like grades. There was writing from what I expected were the students, accompanied by writing from someone else, most likely giving feedback.

      The fact that the kids were encouraged to display so much of their work made me smile. The Sylvones had been proud of their kids, but they’d also been more interested in doing things which raised their social standing than in displaying schoolwork. We were constantly going to parties, picnics, and city events, and spending time networking with other families in our social circle. We’d been told, often, that we would rise if we knew the right people. They’d particularly encouraged us girls to meet “the right sort of boy,” stressing that the right marriage was critical to making something of yourself in the world.

      It was why they’d been so disappointed—furious, even—when Henry got me pregnant. Talk about the wrong sort of boy.

      Around us, I was starting to see proof that there was indeed another way to raise kids. A way which included love and pride and hard work. A way that celebrated the child, rather than showing off what a child could do for the parents.

      I hadn’t been able to keep Hope long enough to see her off to school one day, or have any other part in raising her. But if I had, this was the way I would have wanted to do it.

      We were passing rooms now, rooms with windows onto the hall we were in, rooms packed with children, despite what Nathan had said about there not being many kids at this particular school. I saw kids of all ages divided into classrooms, from the youngest class at around five or six years old to classrooms full of what had to be high school age children.

      “Our kids,” Nathan said, throwing his hands out in both directions and turning in a slow circle, a wide smile on his face. “Some of my greatest accomplishments.”

      “They’re training to eventually become operatives,” Corona confirmed. “But it’s important they understand why. We want them to know where they’ve come from, where our country has come from. That way, when they come into the organization, they’ll be equals. They’ll get to find their own place in the world, which is something the Burchard Regime would never have offered them.”

      She looked into a classroom with very young kids, and her face grew soft and affectionate. “But we make sure they have an education first. It allows them to form their own thoughts and opinions and views of what they want their lives to become.”

      “What are you teaching them?” Jace asked, and I could hear the jealousy in his voice.

      We’d joked once about how he could teach me anything in the wild, and I could teach him anything about books. His education had been limited, due to his family’s situation, and though I found him to be an incredibly sharp and intelligent person, I thought he was also the sort of person who would have sucked up schooling like a sponge.

      I also thought he probably felt that lack of opportunity pretty keenly.“Everything,” Nathan answered emphatically. “Math and science, of course, because those are real-world necessities.” He gestured toward a classroom, and I took a couple steps forward to see older kids looking into microscopes and a 3-D image of some sort of microscopic creature cast across the front of the room. It was enormous, taking up an entire wall, and I could see the teacher, who had gloves on, turning the object around and pointing to different aspects of it.

      “You’ve seen how we encourage artistic exploration, but we also teach practical life skills,” he continued. “Sewing, cooking, welding, engineering, even farming. Things they would be able to use in the real world, if they were to go out into it to find a job. Things that can also be used here in our society.”

      “Society?” I asked, confused.

      Corona nodded. “You’ll find we’re more than just an organization, Robin. More than just a random grouping of people. And it all starts here.”

      Ah. Back to the vagaries, then. I could certainly see where Zion and Alexy had learned that particular skill.

      Continuing onward, we came to a room where the 3-D image at the front of the room was of a group of very strange men wearing white wigs, all gathered around a single desk, talking. They were moving as if they were real, completely lifelike. I stared at them, too shocked to know how to respond.

      “Are those… Are those people moving?” Ant asked, eyes wide.

      “That is so cool,” Gabby whispered from behind me.

      “They are,” Nathan replied. “I don’t expect you’ve ever seen a holograph, have you? Only the very rich have them.”

      “I grew up in a rich household, and I never saw anything like that,” I said.

      Nathan gave me a slightly pitying look. “Only the very rich have them,” he repeated. “They’re restricted in their use, because the government believes they might be abused if they fell into the wrong hands. Personally, I think that’s ridiculous. To start with, they make wonderful educational tools for children of all ages.”

      I watched, surprised, as the holographs started moving farther around the front of the room, carrying a large scroll of paper. They were dressed unlike anything I’d ever seen, in fancy coats and pants that only went as far as their knees. Whatever they were discussing, they seemed to be passionate about it.

      “Who are those people?” I asked. “What are they talking about? What class is this?”

      “History,” Nathan replied. “And those people are our founding fathers.”

      “Our who?” Ant asked.

      Nathan let out a heavy sigh and shook his head. “You’ll find we teach a very different version of history here compared to what you had in your schools outside. The schools controlled by the Burchard Regime tend to be… selective in their course material. Your history lessons only went back about one hundred years, I expect. And from there jumped into ancient history… things like dinosaurs.”

      He was right. I’d always thought that was just what history was, though, and said as much.

      Again, Nathan sighed. “The problem with that, Robin, is it cuts out an entire section of our true history. Furthermore, if you attempted to find anything about what happened during that gap, you would come up empty-handed. The Burchard Regime doesn’t want people to know what happened during that missing time. It doesn’t want people to realize there’s anything other than what they’re offering. But that missing section is a very important part, and I make sure all of our students know the truth.”

      At that moment, Jace shouldered past Nathan and plastered himself against the window, gasping.

      “Rhea!” he shouted.

      I looked up, confused and surprised, to see his sister sitting in front of us. I’d been so fascinated by the people in the moving pictures that I hadn’t looked at the students. Now that I did, I saw her in the middle of the room, equally fascinated by the holographs, a page of notes on the desk before her. She was talking out of the side of her mouth to the boy sitting next to her, and he was nodding, eyes also fixed on the moving pictures.

      They were discussing the lesson, I thought. And she looked both happier and better fed than the last time I’d seen her. She looked somehow… brighter, as if all of her colors had become more distinct.

      Despite Zion’s promises, this was also the first time we’d seen her since we arrived. True, she looked like she was doing just fine, but Jace was about to jump out of his skin trying to get to her. He knocked heavily on the window, muttering about having been kept from her when she was right here the entire time, and I worried for a moment he was going to break the window in his excitement.

      Hearing the commotion, Rhea looked toward the window. Her jaw fell slack and she leapt to her feet, dashing between desks to the door. Flinging it open, she cannoned into Jace. The two of them tumbled to the ground like bear cubs, crying and laughing and talking too fast for me to pick out any words.

      Everyone took a slight step back, some people looking confused, others smiling, a few of us finding tears swelling at the corners of our eyes.

      “I take it they know each other?” Ant whispered, but I saw his humor hid a pain I knew too well: the pain of having been kept from your family, even for innocent reasons.

      Just then, a man came running up, his face flushed with excitement.

      “It worked,” he told Corona and Nathan without preamble. “We’ve just heard from Aurora. The breach at Asus did exactly what it was supposed to do. They’ve initiated the update and are making arrangements for the next cycle of execs. We’ve got our people in place. If we’re going to run the Artemis Protocol, now is the time.”

      Based on the looks Corona and Nathan now wore, something big had just happened. Our tour of the school was at an end.
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      Instead of heading back to the Hall, we were hustled into an empty classroom with walls covered in cartoon books flying on wings made of their pages. Piper, I noticed, was not invited, though he made a graceful excuse about needing to make sure the children at recess came back inside on time for their classes.

      Still, I hadn’t missed the fact that Nathan gave him a pointed glance that indicated a lack of invitation to our meeting. Evidently the Artemis Protocol went over even Piper’s head.

      Jace was beside me, cheeks still wet with tears but a big smile on his face. He’d sent Rhea back to class with a solemn promise that he would see her at the end of class, or at the very latest the end of the day, and then hustled into the classroom with the rest of us.

      I’d waited just long enough to see Rhea give him a narrow-eyed response before returning to her classroom, smiling. Rhea wasn’t one to be left behind—I knew that much from when I’d met her before.

      If she wanted to be involved in Jace’s new life and adventures, we were going to have a hard time stopping her.

      We all got into the room ahead of Nathan and Corona and then turned, expectant. The pair stepped inside the classroom, wearing nearly identical expressions of excitement and tension, and Nathan shut the door behind him.

      “What’s going on?” I asked immediately. “Artemis Protocol? What does that mean? And who’s Aurora?”

      “Sit down,” Corona said firmly. “Starting right now, we’re not going to have a lot of time before we have to move to the next step. Your group is going to be involved, which means you need to have at least a basic understanding of what’s going on. It’s easier if we start at the beginning. Please hold all questions until the end.”

      Everyone perched on desks and chairs, a hum of nervous energy starting to circulate.

      Nathan put a hand on Corona’s arm. When he started speaking, his voice was gentler than hers had been. Less intense. The spokesperson for the organization, indeed.

      “What we’re building here is important,” he said quietly. “This isn’t just an organization, and it is certainly more than just some rich guy’s personal rebellion.” He cracked a smile, guessing it was what several people would be assuming. “We’ve been working on a couple of plans for many years, but we haven’t been able to move forward because we haven’t had the right people in place. Our numbers have been growing, but not quickly enough, which is why we went out of our way to start recruiting new members. Operation Hood. Operation Marion. Operation Tuck. They’ve all been run with one purpose: to bring new blood into the fold, so to speak. And they’ve worked.”

      Operation Marion? Operation Tuck? Multiple missions and portals would go a long way toward filling up the other Little John cities Alexy had mentioned. Nathan may have only come in with a few contacts, but it seemed he’d been collecting people ever since, both as children and adults.

      Tens of thousands might not even cover how many people they had. But why would they need so many?

      Nathan must have seen me twitch, because he gave me a quick nod of acknowledgement—either to show he realized he had questions to answer or to indicate that he was glad I hadn’t asked—and then continued.

      “The Artemis Protocol is something we’ve been planning since early in Little John’s history. We knew about the holding centers, of course. We knew they were kept as secure as possible. What we didn’t know was what would happen if that security was ever broken. How the Ministry would react, what processes would be set into motion, that sort of thing. I have enough experience with computers and software to know what I would have done, and what I thought they would do.”

      I cracked a small smile at that. From what I’d heard from Nelson and the others, Nathan could hack his way into almost any computer system in existence.

      “But we had no evidence as to whether they would do the same as I would. We worked hard, did our research, made contacts, and eventually figured out that they had a specific protocol in place for security breaches, especially those from an untraceable source. But we had no way of taking advantage of that. We needed certain things to come into play before we could break through that blockade.”

      “What exactly are you trying to do? What does this have to do with breaking into the holding centers? What’s the goal?” I asked.

      Nathan tipped his head in an acceptance of my interruption.

      “We need to get into the computer systems of the holding centers,” he said simply. “It’s the easiest route into the computer systems of the Ministry Headquarters. And from there, into the computer systems of the Burchard Regime.”

      There was dead silence. My friends and I stared at him, our mouths hanging open, too shocked to formulate any reasonable questions. The words refused to fit together or form anything that made any kind of sense.

      It was Jace who finally spoke.

      “What do you mean, get into the computer systems of the holding centers?” he asked in a slightly strained voice.

      “I mean we’re going to be invading their systems. The systems of each center. Specifically, to figure out what the Ministry is doing and, from there, what the government itself is doing,” Nathan answered, as if this was the most obvious thing in the world.

      After another long moment of silence, during which Corona checked her watch three times, Nelson finally started talking.

      “So, you’re planning to break into the holding centers electronically?” she asked. “To attack their computer systems? Using what tools?”

      Nathan looked somewhat relieved to have another tech asking the questions. He turned to her, his face growing slightly more pointed as he prepared to go into detail. “It’s too dangerous to leave an electronic trail. We’ve tried it before, and it hasn’t gone well for us. We once had to abandon an entire building we’d commandeered because they traced a signal we accidentally broadcast for five seconds. No matter how good we think we are, and we’re very good, the Ministry has more money, more manpower, and better tools. We cannot afford to repeat the mistakes we made with that lost building, and what happened with the auction site.”

      “I agree,” Nelson said. “Although, you didn’t know they would be able to reverse the hack and trace your people back to their point of operations.”

      “We knew it was a possibility,” he answered. “We didn’t know they’d be able to do it so quickly. We bought some time in that situation because we were doing something they weren’t expecting. This time, we have to assume they’re expecting us to do that very thing.”

      “What’s the move, then?” Abe asked. “If you’re not going to hack into their systems, how do you think you’re going to get in?”

      “By hand, so to speak,” Nathan answered. “What your team did at Asus by going into the hospital triggered a very particular Ministry security protocol. They know someone violated their security, and though they don’t know who it was, courtesy of all the protections we put in place, they will suspect it was us. We’ve got a rather long history of making ourselves a thorn in their side, as you will have gathered when you were in the Authority’s compound.” He paused as if he’d just remembered something, and turned to Corona, frowning. “Did we ever debrief them on what they saw in there?”

      I looked from Nathan to Corona, and back again. Debriefed us? What we saw in where?

      Then I remembered our mission into the Authority’s compound and the things Gabby had told us the Little John operatives had said while we were unconscious. They’d acted as if they’d known what we would find in there, but only up to a point, she’d said. As if they might have been expecting certain aspects but hadn’t known for sure.

      And at some point over the last week, I’d thought about that for a little bit too long, and come to one harrowing question: when our friends were arrested, had us running a mission to save them managed to play right into Little John’s hands, in terms of getting some of their people into a place they’d never been before?

      I narrowed my eyes at the memory and put one more tally under the heading of “Things Little John is Keeping Secrets About.” Then I put another mark under the heading of “Questions I Need to Ask.”

      They’d helped us get in, and they’d helped us get out again safely. We would be in that same jail or dead right now if they hadn’t swooped in. But I hated being used. And I hated being kept in the dark.

      “We’ve questioned both Alexy and Zion, who were with them,” Corona answered. “I didn’t think the others would have much to add, and we’ve been rather busy.” She glanced meaningfully at her watch and tipped her head expectantly at him. “And we also don’t have time to stand around discussing this right now. We are on a deadline.”

      Nathan shook himself and nodded. “Of course. As I was saying,” he said, turning back to us. “The Ministry will almost inevitably assume we triggered that breach at Asus. It’s lucky you got Myrna out of there, as she would have been punished for it. But the breach happened, so the Ministry will be following their standard protocol of reviewing and updating their systems to search for anything we might have done to get in. It will mean their systems are down for a short period of time on a given day. Most important, however, is that they also replace the acting execs of each holding center with whoever is next in the pecking order.”

      “How will you know when their systems are down? And how do you know it’s happening at all?” Nelson asked.

      I could see the wheels turning in her head as she ran through the details he’d given so far, and I was certain that she already had at least three different options for what Nathan had said he wanted to accomplish. Nelson had always been the planner in our smaller group, and she’d always been a big believer in threes: one main plan, one plan B, and one plan for in case everything else went directly to hell.

      She’d also told me, though, that Nathan could run circles around her when it came to hacking and planning. So, I turned back to him to see how he would answer her questions.

      “We have an inside contact at the head office of the Ministry,” he said without pausing. “She’s feeding us as much information as she can. Of course, it’s not as much as we would like. She has to be careful about being caught, after all. But she gives us as much as possible. In this case, that includes the time and date of the system reboot.”

      “The infamous Aurora?” I asked.

      Nathan nodded. “A code name, of course. But yes.”

      “So the plan is…” I reminded him.

      “The systems in all of the holding centers across the country will be down for a span of about twenty minutes,” he said. “During that time, our teams will get into the computer rooms of the holding centers and infect their hardware and software with an undetectable and untraceable virus that will build us a back door into their systems. From there, we’ll be able to get a better idea of what they’re doing, and what their timeline is.”

      Nathan looked around at us all, his expression growing grim, his words hanging in the air like a black fog. But I found I had no further questions after that, and I guessed no one else did, either.
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      “Let me get this straight,” Nelson said that night when we were back in our suite of rooms. “The moment Corona had Myrna open that door it triggered some sort of security breach red flag for the Ministry?”

      Kory, Jace, Ant, Abe, Alexy, and Gabby had also crowded into our room, and turned from her to me, as if expecting me to have an answer.

      Honestly, it was more than somewhat crowded, and the expectations made me feel even more claustrophobic. But none of us had wanted to be alone, even after a full day spent together. So, after a drawn-out dinner, everyone followed Nelson and me to the room we were sharing to discuss the day in more detail. We were now all sprawled across the beds, chairs, and floor, talking.

      “That’s not much of a surprise, considering we were there when the alarms went off,” I interrupted. “And we heard the soldiers coming after us. Even though they never really appeared, which still seems… odd.”

      Nelson narrowed her eyes. “Corona knew exactly what she was doing when she insisted on that part of the tour. And I suspect she went into the holding center with that very thing in mind. She just hadn’t told Myrna. As far as Nathan and Corona were concerned, though, this plan was set in motion a long time before we ever entered Asus.”

      “But the Ministry doesn’t know exactly what we did, or how we did it,” I continued. “Because they didn’t catch us. So that means their protocol is to do a specific update across the board, regardless of what sort of infiltration they suspect. It doesn’t sound like that update includes punishing any employees who might have just let us in, so they must not suspect there are spies in their midst. Right? So the Little John plants in the holding centers are safe. Right?”

      “Right now, they just know someone went through a door,” Kory said from his side of the room. “How would they even know it was a security breach? Surely they have people going through that door all the time.”

      “Probably not without the right security clearance, though, and not without authorization,” Gabby said. “You have to remember, Kory, we’re dealing with the Ministry, here. They might be attached to a hospital, but I bet they still schedule their trips into it very carefully and have it all on record somewhere. Someone going through without clearance, and without notifying anyone ahead of time, and on top of that, going through with a high-level donor in tow? That had to break about fifty rules. If not more.” She ended the statement with a cock of her head and an aloof tone which would have made me laugh if she weren’t right on the mark.

      “And as Nathan said, the Ministry assumes Little John is constantly looking for a way to get to them,” Jace added. “If they’ve truly been fighting incursions from this organization for over twenty years, it’s got to be a major part of any decision they make at this point. Nathan’s right: they’ll be waiting for Little John to try to take advantage of the systems being down.”

      Nelson frowned, and I could almost hear her next statement, because I’d been thinking about it too. How had Little John become so powerful, and so active, that they were able to challenge the government like this? From everything we’d seen, they were a legitimate second option to living in the real world. Nathan had set up his own form of society and seemed to be running his own version of government here. He was actively re-educating people he’d… transferred… from the world outside. He had more power and money than any private citizen should have, and he was using it for, well, for something. If he wasn’t building an army, what was he doing?

      And if he was building an army, what was he planning to do with it?

      It was a query I knew we were going to have to deal with at some point, if only because we were now neck-deep in whatever Nathan was doing.

      “So, if they assume the breach was Little John,” Nelson said, “it makes sense for them to think we kidnapped one of their employees and are now extracting all sorts of information from her. Passwords, staff rotations, and the like. In line with their protocol, they rearrange their executive group to get rid of potential weak spots, reset their systems to get rid of any potential breaches, reset passwords, plus reprogram the computers with a new version of their security protocols.”

      “If they have the ability, it wouldn’t surprise me if they somehow redesigned their entire building to get rid of the floor plan Myrna knows,” Ant added.

      “And Nathan is sending us in to interrupt that process,” Gabby said. “I figure they’ll be giving us something pre-designed to worm into the resetting system. Probably a thumb drive or something we just need to plug in to a computer in the holding center. Seems pretty cut and dried to me.”

      We all looked at her at the same time, wearing what must have been identical expressions of disbelief. Breaking into a Ministry holding center, getting into their computer room, and inserting a flash drive within the limited time given to us by the security update, all while not getting caught or being killed by the Authority soldiers who would inevitably be roaming the place, was anything but cut and dried.

      “And this is all to get control of the Ministry’s computers?” Jace asked, staring at Gabby as if he was wondering what sort of creature she was.

      “This is to build a back door into the systems those computers run off, so we can go in and look around,” Nelson corrected. “Since Little John’s time in the auction site didn’t give them anything valuable.”

      “I don’t think they were even in the auction site to get anything other than information on the auction site,” I said. “This Artemis Protocol doesn’t sound like it’s a brand-new plan. It sounds like it’s a twenty-year-old plan. And that auction site was a recent discovery.”

      Nelson nodded. “In which case I’m guessing this is a lot more complex than they’ve told us so far. Twenty years and their grand scheme is setting off a security protocol and sneaking in with a thumb drive? Come on. That’s a slow Saturday night at my house.”

      We stared at each other, and then, as one, turned to Alexy.

      “Alexy, you know anything else about this?” I asked sharply. “Anything you’re not telling us? Because I think it’s a little late in the game to be keeping Nathan’s secrets.”

      She shrugged. “I know what you know, Robin. I know the Ministry has made a career out of stealing babies and selling them to the people who can afford to pay the price. I know it’s killing the people who lose their children, and that it’s slowly robbing the lower class of their identity. I know we were never given a choice in the matter. And I know, just like you do, what it’s like to have been affected by that process as a kid. I also know, just like you do, and like Nelson does, and like thousands of other people do, what it’s like to lose your own baby. To see those suits walking through the door, and realize what they’re there for, and to feel your stomach drop through the floor and your heart break into a million pieces you’ll never be able to put together again.” She stopped and swallowed heavily, trying to gather herself.

      When she started speaking again, it was in a much more subdued tone—one walking the edge of tears.

      “I know I’d do damn near anything to stop those holding centers from existing. To bring down the Ministry. And no, I don’t know Nathan’s plan, but I’ve known him long enough to know that if he and Corona have spent years coming up with it, it’ll work. If they say this will help to stop the Ministry, I believe them. And I’m all in.”

      I kept my mouth shut at that. Everything she said was true. Nathan was trying to take down the Ministry, in one way or another. We’d all been scarred by the kidnapping of children, whether we were the children who had been kidnapped or we’d lost babies ourselves, or both in my case.

      Alexy was right. We all had a stake in this. Nathan was fighting a fight we could all get behind. We needed to stop picking him apart and looking for reasons to distrust him, and start adding to the conversation in a way which would guarantee our success.
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      “The team going into Smally will be Nelson, Kory, Jace, Alexy, Robin, and Gabby,” Nathan said from the front corner of the conference room.

      “Wait, what?” Nelson asked. “Gabby’s only sixteen. Is this really the sort of mission she should be going on?”

      Despite my acceptance of Gabby being a part of our team, honestly, the same question was running through my mind.

      Nathan paused, giving Nelson a look. “It’s a good question, and the answer’s yes,” he replied after a beat. “Normally someone so young wouldn’t be our first choice”—he shot a grin in Gabby’s direction to take the sting out of that—“but in this case we don’t have much choice, since our other techs are all busy, on this mission or other, smaller tasks. I know you’ve used her before, and I know she came through for you. That’s enough reason for me. She’ll never be alone, and she won’t have to handle anything large by herself. At least, we hope. I regret the danger, but I don’t see a way around it. We need her.”

      With that, he turned back to the front of the room, and Nelson and I had to be satisfied with the answer.

      He’d set up one of the holograph machines and was using it to broadcast a 3-D rendering of the Smally camera feed at the front of the room. He turned it back and forth, so we could see the building, but the feed only showed the outside.

      He then switched to a set of rough blueprints, and I recognized the layout of the inside of Asus. At least, as much of the inside as we’d seen. We’d spent much of the trip back to Edgewood drawing what we’d seen, but I hadn’t imagined I’d see it in a 3-D, computer-generated format. One that looked almost real.

      Nathan turned the blueprint so that we were walking—floating?—through the front door, then passing the reception area’s desk and moving toward the hallway with the windows into the warehouses where they kept the children.

      “The layout will be the same as it was in Asus, so this part should look familiar to an extent,” he said from the corner.

      The computer rendering gave us shadows of the boxes where the children were kept in the holding centers. Just rough outlines—but enough to make me shiver, especially after having seen Nathan’s versions of nurseries.

      “At the end of this hallway, you’ll enter the door and find the computer room.”

      The door on the rendering swung open, and there we saw the computer room—or at least a rough sketch of it. Not that we needed more than that. We all remembered what it looked like.

      Here, though, we made a sudden turn to the left, toward a door I hadn’t seen when we toured Asus.

      “Myrna tells us there are other hidden doors in and out of the computer rooms,” he continued. “She took you through the door straight ahead, which led to the classrooms. The door to the right leads to administration offices and then proceeds into the staff quarters. The door we want, this one on the left, leads to the stairs and up to the executive offices on the second floor.”

      “Executive offices?” I asked. “Why would we need those? In fact, why do we need so many people on the team at all? Wouldn’t it be better to send techs?”

      Nathan hit pause on the computer simulation and brought the lights back up with a flick of his hand against the wall. He gave me a quick grin, which had the unexpected effect of making me want to please him, and nodded once.

      “You bring up a good point, Robin, and I’d expect no less of you. Here, then, is where I give you the rest of the plan. The truth is, we do need techs on this mission. And we’re sending some of our best. Savannah, Ajax, Lux, and Rio will be the main technical team. Gabby and Nelson, you will be our understudies, in case something goes wrong. The rest of you are going for a different reason.”

      “You’re splitting us up?” Jace asked, horrified. “Is that a good idea?”

      “And also,” I added, “is it a good idea to take both Jace and Kory? Their size is somewhat memorable.”

      “It’s necessary,” Nathan replied, answering my question first. “We need them for any heaving lifting. And splitting up is just as necessary. The security protocol is two-fold. The software update is the first part of it, and it gives us our opening. It will take the systems down, including the cameras, and allow for free movement through the building for just over twenty minutes. It will also allow, for that brief period, open access to the systems, during which time the techs will be able to upload our backdoor virus. The second aspect, however, is the replacement of all executive teams in each holding center.”

      “They’re going to kill their own people?” Gabby asked, aghast.

      Nathan smirked. “The government is ruthless, but they also don’t believe in wasting their resources. No, they don’t kill them. They simply collect them and take them back to Ministry HQ for questioning. It could be, after all, that they were the ones who allowed the breach in the first place.”

      “What does that have to do with us?” I asked.

      Nathan cracked his knuckles. “The Ministry has another protocol in place for that. They have a group of understudy controllers who sit right under the main executive controllers in the chain of authority. In this protocol, those UCs move into the executive positions via an automatic promotion process. The old execs are wiped from the system. The centers continue functioning seamlessly with the new execs in place.”

      “How do they know the understudy controllers aren’t the ones that have been compromised?” I asked, trying to keep my mind focused.

      “We really must move you into a leadership position as quickly as possible, Robin,” Nathan said warmly. “Your mind moves almost as quickly as mine.”

      I shifted, suddenly uncomfortable—until I saw Jace’s proud grin.

      “They know the UCs are not compromised because the highest level of executives are the only ones who can move without any supervision in the holding centers,” Nathan continued. “They are the only ones who would have access to get an outsider in.”

      I pressed my lips together, trying to sort through that one. “But we got in without having access to the execs,” I finally said.

      “You got in because your team had an appointment to tour the facility,” he answered. “Not because you’d hacked the system. Not because you had the passwords. Not because you could clear the security points. There was nothing to connect you to the executives. Nothing whatsoever.”

      “I assume the rest of the team is going to be doing something with the execs, or you wouldn’t be going into that,” Nelson said promptly. “What aren’t you telling us? What does the executive exchange have to do with our mission? It’s not as though you’re going to somehow replace the execs with Little John operatives.”

      “Oh, but we are,” Nathan replied with a grin. “The UCs in each holding center are in fact LJ operatives. Plants in the centers. We’ve spent over a decade getting them to that point, to be prepared for this exact situation.”

      “So once this wipe happens, you’ll not only have a back door into the Ministry’s computer systems. You’ll also have plants in all of the executive positions,” I said slowly, mind reeling.

      Nathan nodded. “And the secondary team, disguised as Authority soldiers, will be escorting the old execs out of the holding centers, and bringing them back to Edgewood for questioning. The sector responsible for the debriefing at Ministry HQ will be informed that the Burchard Regime has requested a special-level debrief using their own private investigators, which they will not question. It is, I believe you might say, the perfect coup.”

      He waited a moment, and then, as if that hadn’t been enough to really blow our socks off, added, “Also, I should add that Smally is the holding center located closest to Chanley, our nation’s delightfully corrupt and false-faced capital. It is the ideal location to spy on the government and is our most important piece of this plan. All holding centers will be updated at the same time, and we’ll have multiple teams moving at once, but according to our research, Smally is the largest holding center and is therefore the hub for the system that runs the entire series of centers. We get into Smally’s system, we open a hole in the systems of all the holding centers. For that reason, I’ll be going with you to add some of my own tracers and tricks into the computer systems.”

      I opened my mouth, closed it, and breathed slowly out through my nose.

      “What?” Jace said. “You’re coming with us? Why would you take that sort of risk? Why would you—”

      “That’s stupid, if you don’t mind me saying so,” Nelson added. “I understand that any Ministry holding in Chanley is important, but putting yourself directly in the line of fire puts your entire organization at risk.”

      I stared at Nathan, my mind reeling. He was going with us? No matter how important Smally was, Nathan was the head of Little John. He’d gone out of his way to maintain his safety for as long as I’d known him, excluding his little stunt as Montague. Why would he put himself at such risk now?

      He cast his gaze across the group, expression unreadable, and then blew out softly.

      “You’re right,” he finally replied. “And last month, last year, I would never have done something like this. Little John, and our mission, is far too important for me to potentially throw my life away. But I’ve spent the last twenty years hiding from the Burchard Regime. We finally have the Ministry where we want them, and Smally is the key to moving forward with our plans. If you fail at Smally, the entire operation will fail. This is too important for me to let you do it alone. I’m afraid I have no choice.” He gave us each a look and shrugged. “And maybe, just maybe, it’s something personal. A chance to punch back as myself and not from behind the anonymous mask of Little John’s leader.”

      I bit my lip, having no response to that, and noticed the rest of the group was silent as well.

      We had wanted to get into Little John’s inner circle to be able to fight the government more effectively. But the Artemis Protocol had made things become very real, very quickly. The time for words was over; it was time for action.
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      We spent the majority of the next morning prepping the logistics of the mission with Nathan, after which we met with Corona and Zion in the afternoon.

      Although we certainly knew more now, Corona and Nathan were still the only ones who had the whole story. This wasn’t to say they were unfair with their distribution of power. In fact, I’d noticed most of the people we met, from the chefs in the kitchen to the people running places like the Armory and the Toy Shop, were, for the most part, free to make their own decisions according to what they saw as best for the city and the organization. Everyone had an integral part to play, and they were all doing so with relative freedom.

      But they were also making those decisions based on what Nathan’s ultimate plan was. That was the part we still didn’t know, not really, although it felt as if it was coming up on us quickly. Whatever the deadline was, we were flying toward it, with Artemis as the first step.

      As part of our education, we learned more about Smally and its close relationship with the capital, Chanley. Officially, that city was the home of the government’s sprawling offices, auditoriums, and the capitol building where the Burchard Regime had its base of operations. I had never been there, and it had always seemed like a very distant idea to me. A place where the government did whatever it was they did and made whatever plans they made to keep our country ticking along. Now I revised that opinion. It was where the government put into place whatever laws it could think of to keep the country, and its people, under its thumb.

      It was a step I’d never taken before, but now I realized it was completely logical. Everything, from the strict class divisions, to the CRAS, and even to the apparent requirement of the rich taking on more children than they could have themselves, was a way for the government to dictate how we lived our lives.

      And now, I was going into the viper’s nest, sneaking into one of their main bases of operation.

      Our training with Nathan, in the morning, consisted of going through the computerized rendition of Smally again and again—and then again—until we could probably navigate the building with our eyes closed. We got through the computer room and moved on to the executive suites. The door on the left, the one we were to take out of the computer room, led directly to a set of stairs, which would take us up to the second floor, the floor that housed only the offices of the execs and their immediate staff.

      Once we were familiar with the layout and the surrounding area, Nathan broke down the plan into minute detail for us to remember.

      “How long do we have to prep?” Alexy asked, her normal sarcastic attitude put aside in favor of a deeply serious tone.

      Nathan glanced at her, then looked each one of us in the eye before answering. “We have today to complete your training. Two days from now, at midnight, the security update happens. We will spend the rest of today, most of tomorrow, and the morning of the next day preparing, and then we travel to the holding centers in the early evening.”

      “Two days,” I murmured. “Only two days.”

      “Only two days,” Nathan repeated. “So we’d better get a move on.”

      With a flick of his wrist, he drew a 3-D timeline stretching across the front of the conference room. “As I’ve mentioned before, we’ll have twenty minutes from when the systems go down to when they come back up again,” he said, drawing 12:00 at one end of the timeline and 12:20 at the other. “We’re going to have to move quickly, in perfect sync, to pull this off. We won’t have time to break in and get through the building after the systems go down. We have to already be in place in Smally when the update starts, so we can move immediately.”

      “I don’t think they’re going to let us just stroll in,” I responded. “Unless we’re posing as a donor and their team again? But that seems—”

      “Impossible,” Nathan confirmed. “After what happened at Asus, all tours are suspended until the system is updated. We’ll be getting into the building in disguise, and ahead of when the systems will go down.”

      “How do you know your timeline is accurate?” Jace asked.

      “Aurora has given us that information, and we have no reason to question her sources, seeing as she’s the one in charge of scheduling the update.”

      Interesting. How exactly, I wondered, had they managed to get someone in such a high position in the Ministry? Had she been in Little John first, and been planted in the Ministry’s operations? Or had she already had the position and been turned by Little John after the fact?

      “If you have someone that deep in the Ministry’s headquarters, why can’t she just give you what you want? Couldn’t she plant the bug for you? Seems like she has the perfect position for it,” I asked.

      Nathan gave me a considering look, as if trying to figure out how much he could tell me. “Aurora can’t compromise her position, or she would lose all value,” he finally said. “Not to mention the risk it would be to her life. We need her to maintain her place and reputation in that office for a while longer before we take the risk of her being discovered.”

      I wondered what she was like, this woman willing to take her life into her hands in such a manner. If the Ministry found out what she was doing, I had no doubt they would kill her, waste of a resource or not. It would not likely be a pleasant death.

      “So how are we getting in?” Jace finally asked, breaking the silence between Nathan and me.

      “As a cleaning crew,” Nathan responded, bringing up a moving clip on the holographic device. It showed a cleaning crew dressed in standard white jumpsuits with an unclear motif printed on the back in green. “We’ve registered the appointment with the head operator of the holding center, and they’re expecting us.”

      “They’re going to let us in during their wipe?” I asked, confused.

      Nathan grinned at me. “We’ve convinced them it will be the least disruptive time for us to do an intensive deep cleaning of the whole building. After all, the building will be nonoperational during the reset. The children will all be shut in the warehouse. The teachers will not be present. The operational staff and administrative teams will have all been told to remain in the staff quarters or at their desks in preparation of implementing the new system. The only real movement will be the switching of the executive controllers, and the collection of the previous leadership crew. And since they’ll never actually see us leave as the cleaning crew, they won’t realize we’ve been there about five hours less than we should have been, were we to actually clean the building.”

      “Because we’re the ones collecting the execs, right?” Kory asked. “I assume we need to find Authority uniforms once we’re inside rather than walking in the door with them?”

      “According to our contacts, all holding centers have locker rooms in the basements containing a number of extra uniforms for both Ministry and Authority personnel. I don’t think I need to tell you why we’ll be cleaning the basement first.” He put a hand up in warning. “But it won’t be easy, and I don’t want any of you to think it will be. Part of the Ministry protocol includes a crew of legitimate Authority soldiers, who will arrive with the expectation that they collect the ex-executives to escort them to Ministry HQ. We will have to deal with those soldiers. We can’t have two groups of soldiers trying to escort the same execs. And we certainly can’t have the real soldiers seeing us and radioing their HQ about a problem.”

      Jace and I exchanged long, loaded glances. It wouldn’t be the first time we’d gone up against Authority soldiers. It would, however, be the first time we were expected to kill them when we found them. The idea brought with it a bone-deep dread. I’d killed one man already, but only because he’d been about to kill Jackie. In fact, at the time, I’d thought Jackie might already be dead.

      I’d killed the man responsible. Brought my gun up, sighted on his chest, and pulled the trigger with a cool, calm focus completely alien to me.

      I felt nauseous at the memory, the room going blurry as my blood pounded in my ears. In the dark hours of the night, I wondered how much of my soul I’d given away with that one action. But I’d done it to save my friend’s life, I reminded myself desperately, and that, I couldn’t—I wouldn’t!—regret. I’d have done the same thing a million times over.

      But killing someone just because they got in my way, or without the motivation of having to save someone?

      I wasn’t sure any of us were ready for that.

      “Due to distance, we’ll be traveling by airship. It will be docked a suitable distance away, with a pilot who keeps it running,” Nathan continued, ignoring the heavy silence that had fallen after his last statement, drawing lines on the 3-D timeline as he progressed in the plan. “The goal is to get in before the systems go down and get to the basement to remove the cleaning crew disguises and collect Authority uniforms. As one group we continue to the computer room, timing our entry for just before the system reboot. From there, Savannah, Ajax, Lux, and Rio will be in charge of building the back door, with Nelson and Gabby as support. I’ll be working on a few extras as well as helping with the main endeavor. Jace, Robin, Kory, and Alexy will split off to pick up the execs, keeping an eye out for the Authority team and any other Ministry security. Take them out of the picture, if necessary. Make sure you keep it quiet. You four will pose as the official team there to escort the execs out. Get them down to the computer room, secure our tech team, and then we all get the hell out of there. Our work on the system must happen within twenty minutes exactly, but we’ll have about ten minutes of wiggle room on either side of that to get ourselves in and out of the building. Any questions?”

      When no one answered, he reset the timeline and took a breath. “Now, we go through it again. And I hope you were listening, because this time around, we’re adding in times and personal actions.”
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      The small beam of light shot into my face, and I blinked hard against it.

      “Robin, 11:55, where will we be?”

      It was our fourth time going through the plan. I barely had to think before I answered. “With the group in the main hallway leading to the computer room. We’ll all be dressed as Authority soldiers, courtesy of the uniforms we found in the basement.”

      Nathan gave a nod and then turned his laser pointer to Nelson.

      “Nelson, take us through the next five minutes.”

      She got up, donned the pair of gloves he’d left lying on the table, and reached out to manipulate the 3-D rendering of the holding center. She walked us forward through the hallway but stopped just outside the door into the computer room.

      “We wait outside the computer room until midnight,” she recited, voice monotone. “At that point the camera systems go down.”

      “And midnight happens… now,” Nathan said, keeping time on an old-fashioned stopwatch. “Jace, what next?”

      “Into the computer room,” he said. “At midnight, the systems go down, the cameras are off. We have free run of the building.”

      Nelson used the gloves to throw open the door of the computer room, and Jace continued his narrative.

      “Nathan, Savannah’s quartet, Gabby, and Nelson go to the right, to access the computers. Robin, Kory, Alexy, and I hold until we see you’re safe, and then we move to the door on the left.”

      “Right,” Nathan continued. “Nelson, if you please, the gloves.”

      She took them off and tossed them my way, and I quickly put them on and stood up. As I moved toward the rendering, I continued with our plan.

      “12:05,” I said, reaching out and grabbing at the spot where the door’s knob would be. I turned it and pulled, then walked toward the ghost of the staircase. “We have ten minutes to get upstairs, take care of the other Authority team if necessary, secure the execs, and get back down to the computer room.”

      I turned with a gulp and stared at Nathan, my heart hammering, but his attention was already on Nelson and Gabby.

      “Nelson, Gabby, what are you doing while Robin and her team are upstairs?”

      “The tech team’s job is to hack holes in the system,” Gabby murmured. “We have from midnight until 12:20 to get it done. If any of Savannah’s team are indisposed for any reason, Nelson or I step in to take their place. In the meantime, we’re on call, ready to do anything they need.”

      “And I will be on the main computer, inserting bugs as quickly as I can, and waiting for the main hole to be built, while keeping in contact with the teams in the other holding centers,” Nathan said, his eyes on the rendering in front of us. “Kory, 12:10, where are you?”

      “Back in the computer room, guarding the doors,” Kory said without any hesitation. “Once we’re back there, our job is to make sure the techs can do their job without interruption.”

      “And at 12:20?” Nathan continued, asking no one in particular.

      “We’re on our way out of the building,” I answered. “We surround the execs, get back down the hall, pass through the foyer as if we’re supposed to be there, and exit the building. Get to the airship as quickly as possible. Secure the execs in their seats first, and then ourselves.”

      “And that will be that,” Nathan confirmed, clicking a button on the timer he was using. “Twenty minutes to work, and forty minutes in the building, max.” He paused and stared us all down, his eyes intense with focus. “Questions? Comments? Suggestions?”

      No one answered, and he stretched his shoulders a bit, as if he was trying to ease the tension.

      “Right,” he said a moment later. “Again.”
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        * * *

      

      After three hours of going through the plan until we knew our parts by rote and to the minute, we were allowed to leave for lunch. It was a sober, weary meal, each of us processing what we’d been told. An afternoon of physical training with Zion and Corona was going to be a welcome change.

      As on previous days, Corona was waiting for us by the front door, Savannah with her.

      “Gabby. Nelson.” Corona gestured to Savannah. “You’ll be going with Savannah to get the details of what you’ll be doing once you reach the computer room and access the system.”

      “Let’s go and talk tech, shall we?” Savannah said, giving them a grin that didn’t quite hide the seriousness in her startling eyes.

      With a backward glance and slight wave, the two followed Savannah deeper into the Hall, leaving the rest of us with our fearless leader.

      “We’re going to be arming you with Authority and Ministry regulation weapons for this mission,” she said with no further preamble. “You’ll be posing as Authority soldiers. The employees at the holding center will expect you to be armed like Authority soldiers.” She put her hands up to hold off the questions. “Yes, the holding center will have scanners that would pick up such weapons. Yes, we’ve taken that into account and have a way to hide them. Come, we have an appointment at the Armory.”

      After a few quick looks at each other, we followed her down the steps of the Hall and then down the street toward the townhouses containing the various facilities we would be utilizing for this mission.

      Zion was waiting for us at the weapons building. Once inside, we were each handed a second-skin suit in quick succession, after which we were taken to the weaponry and munitions rooms. We weren’t going to get any of the larger weaponry, considering we were going into the building as a cleaning crew. We didn’t exactly have room to hide flame throwers or grenade launchers.

      We were, however, each given a handgun—two for Jace and Kory, presumably due to their pre-existing weapons training—along with a handheld electro-stunner, and a collection of smoke, stun, and explosive hand grenades. The latter, Zion insisted, were an absolute final emergency measure, given how much noise and mess they would make. He spent the next hour training us in the correct usage of the mini bombs, and then the two hours after that in detailed target practice with both the handguns and the electro-stunners. The second-skin suits we were already familiar with. I was glad to see them again, given what we were about to do.

      I very carefully avoided the thought of the gun I would be carrying and the responsibility that came with it. I also avoided the messy feelings associated with Little John asking me to potentially shoot someone.

      We had stun guns. If I had to use a weapon, that would be what I went for. The last thing I needed on my conscience was another death.

      In a pause between shooting rounds at various targets as Zion and Corona corrected our stance and grip of the guns, I asked, “Will Nelson and Gabby be getting these as well?”

      I remembered too well the last time we’d gone into a dangerous situation with only some of our team protected by the suits. It hadn’t ended well.

      “No,” Corona answered. “There have been some issues in previous tests and missions when the second-skin suits were taken too close to computers, and we can’t risk a system failure or interference on this mission. Your team is far more likely to come face-to-face with Authority soldiers, in which case we want you to be as prepared as possible.”

      “And what about Nathan?” I pushed. While I liked that we were going to have his leadership, I did not like that we were going to be responsible for his life.

      “Nathan has additional defenses built into his clothing,” she said, ushering me to a free slot on the shooting range. “It won’t be a problem.”

      That didn’t make me feel a whole lot better about having the head of our entire organization in such a dangerous situation. But her tone brooked no argument, and I put the issue to the side, moved into the slot, and brought my gun up to sight along the barrel at the target a hundred feet away.

      When Corona and Zion finally released us, we were all more than competent with the handguns and hand grenades. I hoped we wouldn’t have to use any of the weapons, but if we did, we would be prepared.
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        * * *

      

      The final excursion of the day was to find our way to the hospital to see Jackie. We were heading into our most dangerous mission yet, and it was very possible some of us would die. There was no question that we wanted to see Jackie before we left.

      “I can’t believe you’re out doing exciting stuff without me,” she said, pouting. “I can’t believe I’m stuck here when you get to see the city and shoot guns and stuff!”

      “I think what you mean is, you’re glad you get to lie around in bed while we do all the hard work and take all the risks,” I said with a smile, holding her hand.

      She was looking better than the last time I’d seen her. There was color in her cheeks and strength in her grip again. I was relieved to see her so healthy. Ant and Abe had said she was doing well, but I felt better seeing it for myself.

      “And you say Ant’s not going?” Jackie suddenly asked, turning to the twins. “And not Abe either?”

      “No, we’re leaving them here to act as your personal servants,” Nelson replied. “As long as you’re in bed, you need someone at your beck and call, right?”

      Jackie gave her a conspiratorial grin, but then turned big eyes brimming with concern toward Ant. “You’re not staying just because of me, are you? Because you know that doesn’t make you sexy.”

      Ant gave her a rueful shrug. “Wasn’t my call,” he said quietly.

      I didn’t have to ask to know it had hurt his feelings to be left out. I glanced toward Abe and saw he was wearing the same dejected look.

      “And would you actually want to go?” I asked. “You haven’t been into any of the holding centers. You don’t know what it’s like. The last thing I would want is for you to get in there, be faced with that, and freeze up. It’s not nice. Not nice at all.”

      I waited for a moment to see whether either of them would accept that, but Jackie stepped in before the twins could respond.

      “Robin’s right,” she said, squeezing my hand. “Besides, they probably don’t need you two softies in there. For all they know, you’d run to the nurseries and start trying to save the babies. Which, while it’s a noble endeavor, doesn’t sound like what they’re going in to do.”

      Ant glared at her, but I could see her words had hit a nerve in him, and a moment later the corner of his mouth started to twitch. “Get me into a place like that and you’d have to tie me down to keep me from saving a kid or two,” he finally admitted.

      Jackie motioned for him to come to her bed, and, when he lay down next to her, she pulled his head onto her chest. “Big dumb softie,” she murmured. “See why they can’t take you?”

      She turned her eyes to me, then, and gave me the most serious look I’d ever seen on her face. “You take care of the rest of them, Robin. If I’m not going to be there to watch after all of you, I’m putting you in charge. Get your mission done and then bring everyone back. If you don’t, I’m going to hunt you down and beat you. Got it?”

      I tried to blink the tears out of my eyes without making them fall. I failed miserably. Two of them streaked down my cheeks, but I didn’t try to wipe them away. I was glad Jackie wasn’t coming with us, really; it was what was best in this situation. But we’d been through so much over the last month that I’d started to feel like she and I were attached at the hip.

      Running a mission as big as this without her watching my back just felt wrong.

      Then again, taking her into this sort of danger wouldn’t have made me happy, either. I was already going to have Gabby to worry about.

      So, I just squeezed her hand one more time, and gave her what I could muster of a grin. “We’ll be back,” I said firmly. “And you better be out of bed by the time we are. I’m getting tired of having to do all the work around here while you laze around watching TV.”
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      The next day matched the previous day almost exactly, our morning spent with Nathan in the conference room with the 3-D rendering, going over the grounds, the building, and the plan again and again. We even spent an hour with each person going through the entire plan on their own, to make sure we all knew what the others were doing.

      By the time we got to our lunch break, my head was aching, and I was ready for some action. The importance of knowing our roles and timing was not lost on me, but I also wanted to get in there and get this done. On the other side of this we would have made a huge step toward taking down the Ministry’s kidnapping operation.

      I was so anxious to see it done that it was becoming difficult to sit still.

      After lunch we had more training with Zion and Corona on the guns and stunners, as well as some rudimentary physical combat training. We left the grenades out of this training session, as we were under orders to avoid using them unless absolutely necessary.

      “You’re a lot more likely to need your guns,” Zion told us, tone stern, but generally warmer than it had been in our previous interactions before Edgewood.

      One look at my face, which must have been pretty tense, and he added, “Luckily, the stunning devices work the same way. Training on one means training on both.”

      He gave me a wink, and I gave him a slight smile in return. I wasn’t accustomed to Zion being so friendly, but I hoped it stuck when we got back from the mission.

      If we got back from the mission.
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      The morning of mission day, we took our time eating our fill at breakfast and spending a few hours loosening up in the gym and showering. We met various people we knew from the OH portal in various places, some in the kitchens, some at the gym. Many of them were on teams as well, and, while we didn’t share specific details of our respective missions, there was a feedback loop of grim excitement between us all that reminded me that we were all one big team in the end.

      The day tasted of tension, and the Hall had a buzz to it as the hours slid by, taking us closer to departure time.

      Finally, around three in the afternoon, Nelson and I began eyeing the skin-tight, black “steel-suits” we’d found hanging in our room when we returned from having visited Jackie.

      They’d had a note with them from the Armory about their purposes and benefits: an additional tracking device, and some further defenses against knives and electroshock weapons.

      Nelson and I had taken one look at each other, kept our mouths shut about both the explanation and the fact that the suits had just shown up in our room, and left the things where they were.

      Once we got into them, we found they were a lot more comfortable than they appeared. The second-skin suit, which I had and Nelson did not, was familiar to me at this point, and I had grown accustomed to the way it fit and felt on my body. The Little John steel-suit slid on naturally over the second-skin suit, making me wonder if they were, in fact, designed to go together. I assumed the second-skin suits had come from the military; it made sense to take that one step further and assume the steel-suits had as well.

      Put them in camouflage rather than black, and they could have been used in the jungle. Put them in khaki and brown and they could have been used in the desert. Put them in black and they were perfect for running nighttime missions into top-secret Ministry holding centers.

      “I hate that I actually like this,” Nelson muttered, turning back and forth in front of a mirror to get all the angles. “It looks good and will stop you from getting stabbed during secret missions.” She struck a parody of a model pose. “An essential for any woman’s wardrobe.”

      There was room in the concealed pockets for my phone, a few medical supplies, and a lockpick set Jace had given me with a grin the afternoon before.

      “Never a bad tool to have nearby,” he said. “And the lockpick is pretty useful, too.”

      It had been a moment of laughter in an otherwise tense day.

      Zion had assured us we would be given our weapons, the appropriate holsters, and a small safety bag of grenades when we changed into our first set of disguises on the airship.

      I stepped up to the mirror when Nelson was done and turned my eyes on my reflection. The result surprised me. With the fine chainmail hidden under the steel-suit, I appeared lean and dangerous, rather than too skinny and coltish, as I usually did. Risking another quick glance in the mirror, I smoothed the suit over the curve of my waist and turned toward Nelson, ready to go.

      “You look like you’re ready to go out and commit murder,” she said, sizing me up. “I love it. Why didn’t we get these before?”

      “Because Little John just loves surprises,” I replied, giving her a smile lacking any mirth. I knew I looked like I was ready to assassinate someone, because she looked exactly the same.

      We looked like Little John operatives. That thought brought a confidence unlike anything I’d ever known before.

      We nodded quickly to each other, indicating our readiness, and then strode through the door and into the hall to find Gabby, Jace, and Kory already gathered there. Gabby looked like a little kid wearing a grown-up’s clothing but was doing her best to carry it off with quite an application of black eyeliner, which made me sputter with stifled laughter. Kory looked heavily muscled and stocky as ever in his suit… and Jace looked like a superhero. He had his shaggy hair brushed back behind his ears and was scowling, hands on his hips. The suit was also tight enough for me to see every line of his body.

      I blushed at where that thought led and walked to his side.

      “You ready for this?” I asked.

      His face softened into a more affectionate look. “Do I have a choice? Are you?”

      “Absolutely,” I said, my voice firm. I’d been up for hours the night before thinking about it, and I’d come to one conclusion. Nathan was fighting the Burchard Regime, and he was starting with the centers where they stole and sold our children. His goals aligned with mine perfectly, on a scale I could never have achieved with my little team. I wasn’t positive we could pull off what we were about to attempt. But I was all in.

      Seeing what Edgewood was all about, how Nathan treated his people and the children he rescued, knowing this was important enough to him that he was risking himself to accomplish it, had inspired me.

      I still didn’t know what his full plan was, and I’d doubted him before. But things had changed. I was a part of Little John now, and we had a mission.

      

      The entryway was an anthill of activity when we arrived. There was a team going out to each of the fifty Ministry holding centers across the nation, taking advantage of the update, which meant Little John had one hundred teams ready to go, collected across their numerous bases of operation. Half of them, like Savannah and her crew, were made up of people who had been specially trained in tech and would be taking care of the computer systems. The other half were the firepower, teams being sent in to protect the tech teams from any security the Ministry might have in place and to secure the former execs for questioning. There were also backup tech operatives, like Nelson and Gabby, sprinkled through the firepower teams in case something happened to the main team.

      We only had twelve teams in Edgewood, as this was a less-populated Little John camp. But those twelve teams were milling around, everyone talking at once, people trading weapons tips and ideas, and some of them practicing how quickly they could draw their guns. The foyer had always seemed large to me, but with this many people, it was distinctly crowded. My team got to one of the walls and walked along it toward the door, keen to get out of the crush and to a place where we could talk.

      “Everyone else is coming from other Little John cities?” Nelson asked when we were outside.

      Alexy nodded. “There are a lot more people in the other cities, so it makes sense for the bulk of the teams to travel from there. Nathan also likes to keep his operatives spread out. That way if one city is attacked, the others can come to its aid.”

      Right. I hadn’t even considered that the government might detect Little John’s cities, given the amount of protection they maintained, but I guessed it did make sense to keep them separate in case one of them required saving.

      “And the cities are sending teams to the holding centers closest to them,” Nelson confirmed. “It’s brilliant planning, really. I don’t think it could be any more streamlined.”

      She was right, and a part of me felt a shiver of delight at being involved in something this huge.

      Nathan had also been very careful to keep the people who were running the missions a secret from the government, which meant of all the agents involved, Jace, Nelson, Kory, Alexy, and I were some of the only operatives who would need disguises at all. Most of the operatives hadn’t been out in the government-controlled cities as much as we had, and almost none of them had been involved in hand-to-hand combat with Authority or Ministry agents. Their faces were unrecognizable. It was a remarkable feat.

      What that meant was no one else in Edgewood required a printed mask. And since we were traveling the farthest, and we did need masks, we were once again taking the printer with us. We’d also been awarded the largest airship to avoid having to refuel on the way to Chanley or on the way back.

      Refueling on the way there would mean a possibility of being detected. Refueling on the way back would mean the possibility of being caught.

      We hoped to get away without any trouble. But there was really no telling, and we’d had to run for our lives too many times to be willing to risk it.

      The distance to Smally also meant we needed to leave soon, however, and though all operatives had been told to report at the same time, it was most important for us. We were scheduled first at the tarmac and would be the first into the air.

      Corona appeared at our sides then, not wearing one of the steel-suits but dressed instead in a simple navy-blue dress and black knee boots, her hair in a ponytail.

      “Are you coming too?” I asked. I didn’t like the idea of both leaders being in the thick of it, but I also wouldn’t have argued with having another person there with us making sure we got out alive.

      She shook her head. “No. I’m in charge of monitoring and managing the teams involved across the country. If something goes wrong anywhere, I’ll know about it and update my people accordingly. I’ll be your eyes in the sky and on the ground.”

      My people. And that was exactly what we were. I’d managed to build a new family with my smaller team in the last weeks… and now that family extended out into the entire Little John organization. A chill spread over my skin, but I shook it off. I didn’t have time to be getting all emotional. Not right now.

      “All right,” Corona said, facing us all, a hint of worry breaking through. “Nathan’s giving some last orders to some of the other teams, and he’ll meet you on the tarmac. We’ve mapped your flight so that you’ll arrive anywhere between two hours to thirty minutes before the shutdown begins. Don’t print the masks until you’re twenty minutes out from Smally. The systems will only be down for twenty minutes, but you’ll be on the move in and around the holding center for longer than that, and your team in particular can’t afford for any Ministry employees to recognize you. Even the nurses there will likely have seen the wanted posters and will have been told to look out for you. Now, report the plan to me step by step. I want to be sure you know your roles.”

      I took a deep breath, knowing the steps by heart. “First, we get into the holding center using the cleaning team disguises waiting for us on the airship. Once inside, we head for the basement and don the new disguises. Wait.” I paused. “What if there aren’t any Authority suits in the basement?”

      It would be so easy for things to go sideways on us at that point in the plan.

      “There are,” Corona said firmly. “We’ve had one of our very rare contacts in Smally set some aside in locker fourteen. And I expect you know the rest by heart and are very tired of going over it. Does anyone have any last-minute questions?”

      There was a short pause, during which everyone shook their heads, and I saw Corona go through a range of emotions, starting with fear and ending with conviction. Finally, she reached out and grasped my arm, squeezing so hard I knew there would be bruises there in the morning.

      “Bring my husband back to me,” she said intently. “I do not want to lose him on this mission, and we cannot afford to let the Authority, or the Ministry, have him. It would destroy Little John.”

      I took a deep, shuddering breath at the responsibility she’d just placed on me but nodded once.

      “I’ll do whatever I must to get him back safely, Corona. You can count on me.”

      “We all will,” Jace said, taking my hand.

      She gave me a nod and squeezed my arm once more, then pointed us toward the car waiting to take us to the airship.

      Our little team stepped out of the door together, and, though I looked back for her, Corona disappeared into the crowds now flooding out of the Hall.

      By the time we got to the car, Savannah, Ajax, Lux, and Rio had appeared out of nowhere and joined us, each wearing plain clothes and carrying a bag, all sporting the same intense expression I suspected we were all wearing at this point. The entire place felt as if the air was thicker than normal, made heavy with the importance and responsibility of what we were about to do. A hush had fallen over the crowd outside of the Hall as they began receiving their instructions for airships and cars, and the city had taken on a deep and thoroughly dark atmosphere.

      I knew the teams were only here at the Hall, but I suddenly felt as if everyone in the city knew what we were about to do and were all sending their utmost in hope and best wishes. I imagined even the school had fallen quiet.

      We clambered into the car, shuffling around so we could all fit, and once we’d fastened our safety belts, the driver took off with a squeal of tires.

      We were on our way to the airship, on our way to the biggest mission we’d run so far—and the most dangerous.
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      Nathan was indeed on the tarmac when we arrived, and he hurried us toward the largest of the airships, for once completely silent. He was dressed in black clothing that looked like regular fabric, but then I remembered what Corona had said about him having extra armor built into his clothing. It wouldn’t be much, as anything too fancy would mess with the computer systems the same way the steel-skin suits did.

      Once we were on board the airship, which already had the engines running, Nathan went straight to the cockpit.

      “Who’s the pilot, does anyone know?” Jace asked.

      Alexy shook her head and frowned. “Not personally, but they’re one of the best. They must be if they’re flying instead of Savannah or me.” She shot the other girl a sideways grin.

      A moment later, Nathan was back in the passenger area and giving us orders in his smooth and effortless voice.

      “It will take us six hours to get there, even at our quickest speed and with the most direct route we have. With luck, we’ll arrive two or so hours before the system drops, which will give us a chance to prepare. I assume everyone has their orders in mind already, and is well and truly tired of going over the plan?”

      We all nodded, and Nathan smiled gently back at us.

      “In that case, you’re really going to hate me, because I’m going to insist that we go over it some more, en route, so we can find any holes and fill them before we arrive.” He cast a look at Jace and quirked one eyebrow. “You know the drill, Jace. Would you like to start?”
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      “Disguises,” Nathan said sharply, about eight and a half hours later.

      We looked up from our various corners of the airship, jerking ourselves out of whatever we’d been doing, and started to get to our feet. It was dark outside, and I’d been sitting against the wall, dozing, and going through the plan in my mind.

      We hadn’t arrived in the promised six hours, having had to take a long detour around one of the biggest cities in our path to avoid any large passenger craft.

      The fuel issue had been on my mind, but Nathan assured me the ship was equipped to make an even longer journey if necessary. The pilot would be spending the time on the ground refueling by hand, courtesy of the smaller tanks of fuel packed in one of the storage rooms underneath us. That would keep us from having to refuel on the way home, and should, if everything went according to plan, mean we would have a quick and easy exit, and a smooth flight home to Edgewood.

      Edgewood. I’d become strangely attached to the place over the few days we’d been there, and the thought of it made my stomach jump. I thought I was ready for this mission, but now that it was finally happening, now that we were going to get our masks and costumes on, there didn’t seem to be enough air in my lungs.

      We got in line in front of the printer and took our turns before the laser, standing patiently as it created new faces for us.

      “How does it know what sort of face to make?” I asked as the scanner ran up over my eyebrows, my nerves pushing the question out before I could stop it.

      “No talking,” Nathan said. “We don’t want anything about us to stand out to the Ministry employees or to make us memorable. They would definitely remember the faces the printer creates when there’s too much movement. It tends to look like something out of a nightmare.”

      I stilled my face immediately, trying very hard to tamp down the hysterical laughter his description prompted. I had a sudden image of us going in with old-fashioned clown masks on, bright blue eyes and big red noses, and trying to talk the Ministry nurse into believing we were just following the trend of all the best cleaning companies.

      I was officially losing it.

      Once we all had our new faces, Nathan looked around at us—at our pouches of grenades, at the guns on our thighs, and finally at the white coveralls hanging on a rack by the wall of the airship. We bumped to the ground a moment later, the team jostling around to keep their feet under them, and when we finally got our balance he gestured toward the rack of coveralls.

      “Well, suit up,” he said. “We shouldn’t be wearing these longer than it takes us to get to the basement and change, but we won’t have access to our weapons during that time. A necessary evil, I’m afraid, due to the scanners at the front of the holding center. We would never get through with weapons on us.”

      He gestured to several large mechanical cleaning units with various attachments, brooms, mops, and scrubbing brushes poking off them like a porcupine’s quills.

      “Put the packs of grenades inside the vacuum drum along with your guns. It’s designed to get them through the scanners.” He helped remove the lids and place the weapons inside. “You can move them over to your new suits when we’re in.” The final lid clicked into place and he looked us all over. “Try to carry everything like we do this every day. We need to be invisible.”

      We rushed to the rack of jumpsuits and spent several minutes passing around various shapes and sizes until we had the ones meant for us. Thirty seconds after that our hands were full of cleaning tools and buckets.

      Nathan looked around at us, paused for a moment, and then nodded. “Let’s do this.”

      He turned and marched through the open door, and we followed. One glance at Gabby’s face, and then Alexy’s, told me I wasn’t the only one who felt like I was about to throw up. But I also knew none of us were going to let that stop us.

      The pilot had brought us down in a field some distance from the holding center. It would mean we had to walk, but also meant that a lowly cleaning crew wasn’t seen arriving in an airship. We made the walk quickly, no one speaking. I wasn’t sure there was anything left to say.

      As we finally approached the holding center’s parking lot, I couldn’t suppress a gasp. Corona had said Asus and Smally were the same size, built along the same blueprints, but standing there, staring up at the building, I started to doubt her information.

      This center looked an awful lot bigger and, unlike Asus, which had been bright white with “MINISTRY” and the logo across the front in black lettering, this building was painted a black matte. It made it impossible to tell where the building started, and where it ended. Instead, it melted into the darkness as if it was only partially there… or was likely to disappear at any moment.

      “Courage, team,” Nathan said out of the side of his mouth. “It will have the same layout on the inside as the others you’ve seen. This mission is too important for us to get nervous now.”

      He took one step forward, and then another, his steps becoming quicker as he crossed the parking lot, heading toward the door of Smally, and our appointment with the Ministry. The rest of our group scurried along as well, trying not to look up at the looming building in front of us.

      Once Nathan got to the top of the stairs and to the front door of the place, he paused and pressed a button at the side. An intercom buzzed a moment later, and a metallic voice answered.

      “Smally Holding Center, how can I help you?”

      “Monty’s Cleaning Service, and I believe it’s us who are here to help you,” Nathan answered in a voice that sounded way too cheerful to my ears.

      It must have worked on the woman at the other end of the intercom, though, because a second later there was another buzz and the door slid open.

      “Come on in,” the voice said, sounding warmer. “You’ll find the reception desk in front of you.”

      We filed through the door and found that the inside did look like the inside of Asus and Gem. It was, true to form, done all in white marble, with mirrors and black designs here and there. It was also lit by what felt like a thousand light bulbs, and we all paused, thrown off by the sudden transition from midnight on the outside to noon-like lighting on the inside.

      “Over here,” the voice from the intercom called, this time without the metallic ring. “Sorry for the lights, but we’ve got orders to keep the place as bright as possible for the night.”

      “Is there a problem?” Nathan asked, concerned. “Something we should be aware of?” He strolled up to the woman and gave her a charming grin, working his magic on the middle-aged receptionist.

      She smiled back, ducking her head a bit at his flirting, and flushed. “No, no, nothing like that. It’s just that we… well, the building has some important guests arriving tonight, that’s all. Headquarters wanted to make sure we offered them the most inviting atmosphere possible when they got here.”

      “I’m sure they’ll be very pleased,” Nathan said. “After they’ve gotten over being blinded.”

      The woman twittered with laughter, which made me cringe, and then gestured behind her to the hallway. “You’ll find the layout familiar, I suspect, if you’ve ever been in a holding center before. I’ll have to insist you stay quiet when you’re cleaning the nurseries, as we don’t want the children to be woken up in the middle of the night. Why they scheduled you for a nighttime cleaning, and tonight of all nights, is beyond me.”

      “Nighttime cleanings are less disruptive to daily schedules,” Nathan said with a shrug. “We don’t like it much either, but we don’t make the rules. We’re scheduled to do a deep clean, so we’d like to start in the basement, if you don’t mind, and work our way up.”

      The woman tipped her head in confusion, and my heart leapt into my throat.

      “The basement?” she asked. “Since when do cleaning crews do the basement?”

      And that was it, I thought, panicked. We were going to be told we couldn’t get down into the basement, which would mean we’d have to sneak down, and if we got caught—

      Nathan, bless him, didn’t miss a beat. “Every cleaning crew should do the basement,” he said censoriously. “Do you mean to tell me your previous crews haven’t been doing so?”

      She shook her head, but I could tell that she was already on his side, and I let out a small bit of the breath I was holding.

      Nathan shook his head in a disappointed fashion. “It’s a full-service job. It should be a full-service job. Never fear, if we find the basement is in such bad shape we can’t finish it tonight, we’ll send another crew out tomorrow to have a look.”

      The receptionist heaved a sigh of relief, as if her job had been on the line, and nodded gratefully. “You’re too kind. You’ll find the stairway down to the basement on your right, just inside the door to the corridor. And please let me know if you need anything. You might see a flicker in the electricity in”—she checked the clock on her computer—“fifteen minutes. But it’s nothing to worry about. Just some standard maintenance.”

      Fifteen minutes. We were cutting it pretty close, considering we had to find the basement, get changed, and then find our way to the computer room in that time. My skin started crawling at the thought, but I forced myself to stand still.

      Nathan gave the woman a quick word of thanks and a final smile, then turned and strolled casually toward the doorway into the hall. I followed him, having fallen first in the line, and did my best to walk like I thought a normal cleaning crew employee would. Slouched. Uninspired. Bored. Probably underpaid. And definitely not wanting to be in a holding center in the middle of the night.

      That last part didn’t take too much imagination.
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      Moving as one, we exited the foyer through the door she had indicated. From there, it was a quick turn to the doorway leading to the basement. A minute later we were filing down the metal grill stairs, keeping our heads down and pace steady. After all, we had to assume cameras were tracking our every move.

      When we hit the bottom floor, we found it was completely dark in this part of the building. Evidently the “all lights on” policy didn’t extend to the basement.

      “They must not be expecting the visitors to come down here, then,” Alexy said softly. She turned and swept her hand along the wall, and a moment later I heard the flick of a switch. Several sepia-toned strip lights sprang to life above us, allowing a basic view of the basement area.

      Nathan didn’t even pause. He dropped the bucket and mop he’d been carrying, slid against the wall, and reached through the breast pocket of his white coveralls to the suit that lay beneath. A moment later he had a square, silver device in his hand and was sliding it along the wall, moving at a quick pace. When he reached the corner, he turned, still following the wall, and repeated the process on that side of the room.

      The rest of us watched him, dumbfounded.

      “What is he doing, looking for termites?” Alexy hissed out of the side of her mouth.

      I didn’t think that was what he was doing. But it was a good excuse if we got caught doing it.

      By the time Nathan rounded the last corner and walked the last wall, still sliding his square box along, we were starting to go through the motions of getting ready to clean, pushing the buckets into some sort of order and sorting through them as if we were looking for floor-cleaning solution. I didn’t want to think about how awkward and suspicious we’d looked just standing there watching Nathan, but with luck anyone keeping an eye on us would think that we’d been waiting for our boss’s orders or something.

      Then, just as suddenly as he’d started his strange walk, Nathan drew to a stop and turned to us with a wide smile.

      “No cameras or audio recording devices down here,” he said triumphantly. “We’re free to prep unhindered, so let’s get moving with that. Robin, get to the top of the stairs and keep an eye out. An Authority team could be showing up any moment, and we don’t want to be caught by surprise. If you see anything, let me know over the comm. Everyone else, grab a uniform from locker fourteen and get changed. Make it quick. Keep it quiet.”

      The team moved toward the lockers, a sense of urgency in their steps, and I rushed back up the stairway we’d just come down, taking the stairs two at a time, darting upward as quickly as I could, terrified we might have missed something important. What if the Authority’s team had already passed us and were in the center of the building? What if they were up there waiting for us? Or worse, what if they’d already gotten to the executive suites?

      Stop being stupid, Robin, the voice in my head snapped, sounding curiously like Jackie. You were down there for maybe thirty seconds. Get to the top of the stairs and look left and right. There’s no way any team would have made it all the way to the computer room already.

      The Jackie in my head was right. The corridor was at least two hundred feet long on this side. Unless they were running, no one would have been able to make it through the front door and all the way to the computer room in the time we’d been in the basement.

      When I came skidding to a stop at the top of the stairs, however, I found, to my intense horror, that there was someone in the hallway. One of the nurses, given her uniform. She was about fifty feet from me, walking slowly, looking left and right into the dormitories themselves.

      Hardly daring to breathe, I backed up against the wall, keeping my eye on her through the slit of the open door. Even if she started walking toward me, I’d be out of sight—unless she got back into the entryway and looked back.

      I was just moving to get a better view of her when the comm stuttered in my ear.

      “Come on down and get suited up, Robin. I’m sending a replacement lookout up,” Nathan said.

      I stayed for just a moment more, watching. The nurse continued down the corridor away from me and eventually disappeared through a hidden door on the computer room’s end of the hall.

      Of course. The staff had been told to stay in their quarters during the update. I breathed out a quick note of thanks, and then turned and dashed toward the stairs. I passed Jace halfway down and did an involuntary double take.

      He was no longer wearing the white cleaning crew suit but was now clad in the bright blue uniform of the Authority, complete with the disturbing logo affixed to his right breast pocket: a blood-red serpent twined around a black X on a white background. With the pistol and electro-stunner on his belt, he was the epitome of an Authority solider. It was startling and uncomfortable… but it worked.

      “There was a nurse about fifty feet away,” I hissed, grabbing at his arm to make him pause. “I think she headed into the staff quarters, but keep an eye out for her.”

      He nodded and then darted away, and I continued my descent into the basement. I came to a quick stop when I reached the floor below and saw everyone dressed in Authority garb, including Nathan

      I yanked out a uniform that looked about the right size and held it up against my body. A quick nod from Nathan and I was stripping out of the white coveralls and sliding into the blue uniform. Once I had it on, I darted to a drum and yanked out the one remaining gun. I made sure the safety was on, then shoved it into the holster built into the uniform at my right hip. The electro-stunner went into the holster on my left. My pouch of grenades went around my chest like a bandolier, their heft a strange comfort. I also moved the lockpick from my inner pocket to one of the outer ones.

      “What are we doing with the old uniforms?” I hissed.

      “Leaving them down here with the cleaning supplies,” Nathan replied. “For now. I don’t know whether we’ll need them later, so I’d rather not destroy them.” He looked around at the rest of us, surveying our new outfits. Then he put his hand up and, to my surprise, moved back toward the lockers. He swerved to the right and threw open a door in the wall I hadn’t noticed before.

      “A shaft to the incinerator,” he said simply. “It’s…” He paused, and a pained look crossed his face. “It’s where we’ll put any bodies we might collect during our mission.”

      He shut the door without waiting for a response to that grisly statement and glanced at his watch.

      “We have seven minutes,” he said quickly. “We’re going to need to get down that hallway more quickly than I would like. Let’s hope we don’t run into anyone to delay us. Helmets on.”

      One by one we donned the Authority helmets that came with the outfits and flicked the visors down over our faces.

      Yes, we were wearing printed masks, but we’d also come into the center as a cleaning crew, wearing those masks. We didn’t need anyone putting two and two together.

      We turned and hurried back up the stairs, arriving seconds later at the top of the staircase, breathing heavily with both effort and stress.

      “The nurse?” I asked Jace.

      “She came back this way but passed right by and went into the reception area,” he answered. “Looked like she was in a hurry. I’m guessing they’ve got orders about places to be when the systems go down. Don’t want to get caught out of place and get in the way.”

      “Exactly,” Nathan said, leaning out the door and glancing right and left. “Ready, team?”

      We all nodded, then we stepped out into the hallway, turned right, and started walking toward the computer room. Now that we were dressed as Authority soldiers, we all fell into the role, stalking along in a quietly menacing pack. The one nurse we saw on our way averted her eyes and hurried past toward reception.

      I tossed a glance to the left and right on occasion, despite myself, curious to see what the dormitories looked like at night—curious about what Hope might have seen while she was in here. Not that she would have seen much, being only weeks old. But that thought aside…

      They were… dark. Completely dark. My heart squeezed painfully at the thought of those kids in there without any light, particularly the ones still old enough to be frightened of it. Nighttime had to be a true horror for them. Trapped in those boxes with no way to see what was going on outside.

      I shuddered and turned back, focusing on the comforting breadth of Jace’s back in front of me… and then saw the security team heading for us. Their faces were caught between suspicion and obsequiousness, their hands hovering by the guns on their hips.

      They weren’t Authority, I could tell that much. Instead of blue they were wearing a deep forest green. Ministry then.

      “You’re here early,” the lead security guard said gruffly, looking us up and down as they came to a stop in front of us.

      I was glad of the visor over my face, certain my nerves would have been blazing in my eyes.

      Nathan made a show of glancing down at his watch and tipping his head while the rest of us came to a stop around him, blocking the hallway.

      “Not by much,” he drawled. “And I always say it’s better to be early than late. Less chance of disappointing anyone. I often think that philosophy is what got me to the top at such a young age.”

      He left the statement hanging there, and I wondered, terrified, if these guys, whoever they were, were going to ask for our identification. We didn’t have any of the branded leather badges like the one we’d seen on the Authority agent in Trenton, and we certainly didn’t have any written orders for being here.

      We’d known there might be security personnel in here, had been sure there would be an Authority team somewhere in the building. We just hadn’t thought we’d run into them while the cameras were still on. Those cameras were definitely going to make it more difficult to take care of this particular problem. I didn’t think shooting security personnel in the middle of a Ministry holding center was going to go down very well with whoever might be watching. And I knew for a fact we didn’t have time to stand around discussing things with these guys, whoever they were. We had to be down to five minutes now until the system update began. That didn’t leave much time for us to get to the computer room, get the techs into it, and then find our way through the other door and up two flights of stairs to the executive suites.

      I snapped back to attention to hear the lead security guy asking Nathan whether everything had been up to snuff on our way in, or if we’d seen anything out of place.

      “We’ve been having some trouble with some of the employees here,” he continued. “Some of them aren’t following the rules as they should be. Getting sloppy, if you know what I mean.”

      I didn’t have to look at my teammates to know everyone else was probably feeling just as antsy as I was by this time. This guy must have known all the systems were about to go down, and everyone was supposed to be in a certain place at a certain time. Wasn’t that Ministry protocol? Wasn’t that what Nathan and Corona had said? But he was standing there chatting like we had all the time in the world.

      He didn’t believe we were the real Authority soldiers. And we were about to be discovered and taken to jail by the Authority team who would be here momentarily. Oh God. Oh God, oh God—

      “Actually,” Nathan said casually, “now that you mention it, we were just in the basement and did see a bit of a mess down there. It looks as though a cleaning crew left their uniforms laying around for some reason, and quite a bit of cleaning equipment. I don’t know where that cleaning crew is now, but I would certainly look into it, if this is your usual assignment. Don’t want to take the blame for the people here failing to pass muster. If you know what I mean.”

      He pressed his lips out and lifted both eyebrows, clearly insinuating that if there was a problem with the building, it was because this very team didn’t take their job very seriously.

      It was a dangerous play, but it would be a good one…. if they believed him.

      Their leader, much to my surprise, bought it hook, line, and sinker.

      “Ah, that won’t do. We’ll get right on it, sir, thank you for the heads up. And thank you for bringing it to my attention rather than reporting it to anyone else,” he added, a hint of embarrassment creeping onto his face.

      Nathan tipped his head once. “I feel it is a military man’s right and responsibility to look out for his fellow military men,” he said, voice stern but friendly.

      The Ministry team parted to allow us to pass, the other two giving us nods of acknowledgement.

      We had only gotten about ten feet farther along the hallway when the lights around us went down three notches and a piercing alarm sounded three times.

      We all froze, ready to start running.

      “The systems have just gone down,” Nathan muttered. “They’ve started early, dammit.”

      Without warning, he whirled around and dropped to his knee, yanked out his gun, and shot three times, bringing down all three of the security personnel.

      The gun was quieter than I expected, letting off only a soft pop as Nathan squeezed the trigger, his hands steady, his breathing even.

      For a second or two, watching the bodies fall, I forgot how to breathe. I remembered again the Authority soldier I had shot when Jackie was lying broken and unconscious at my feet near the burning wreck of her motorcycle.

      That moment, when I’d turned and fired and killed, had felt unreal. This moment, with the three green uniformed bodies on the ground, my teammates around me, all lit in an eerie orange light, felt too real.

      Nathan, as if sensing the group’s shock, clapped sharply once. “Jace, Kory, get those three to the basement and down the chute. Be as quick as you can, and then make tracks for the computer room. The rest of you, follow me. Our timeline just got a whole hell of a lot shorter.”
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      We raced down the hallway as quickly as we could, not bothering with subtlety or stealth.

      “What are we going to say if anyone sees us running like this?” I huffed in Nathan’s general direction.

      “That the test started earlier than anticipated and we don’t want to be late on the exchange with the execs,” Nathan answered, sounding unruffled.

      We luckily hadn’t been too far from the computer room when we met the security team, so it was only a moment before we were sliding to a stop in front of the door that led into the room we needed to access, all of us breathing heavily. Unfortunately, we got there just in time to hear locks slamming into place.

      “Dammit,” I breathed.

      It made sense that the Ministry would want to keep everyone in place during the update. They were vulnerable and would want to restrict movement.

      While we might be posing as Authority agents, it didn’t mean we had the security badges or codes to get through the doors. However, we’d come prepared for such an emergency, each of us wearing gloves etched with the fingerprints and palm markings of a real exec from this very holding center, courtesy of the magic printer.

      Nathan muttered a curse under his breath, gave our group a glance, and shoved his left palm against the blue security screen just to the side of the door.

      We all waited, breathless. This was the moment of truth

      The pad beeped twice, and Nathan pulled his palm away to expose a line across the pad that read “Approved.” A second later, the door began to open again.

      We took only seconds to get through it, and then I turned around and hit the button that would close it again. I didn’t want anyone sneaking up behind us while we were in here, and Jace and Kory could get in on their own.

      The room was dimly lit and empty of people. All around us, computers and various other pieces of tech I didn’t recognize hummed and blinked.

      “So, next,” I said, focusing on the business at hand.

      Nathan had pulled off his helmet and was already getting into his bag and pulling out equipment, laying it on the table next to him. Savannah, I noticed, was there with him, her nimble fingers organizing the tech as Nathan laid it down.

      “We figure out which of these computers is the main hub,” Nathan said. “And when we’ve got the hub, we hook up to it with our own drives, which house the virus we need to get into their main operating system while everything else is down. Their firewall has to be inactive during this process so the new software can be transferred from the Ministry’s headquarters. That makes them vulnerable to any downloads happening in-house as well. We get in there and get the virus uploaded, and then I get into the system and activate the virus. We grab everything else we can while your team does its job, and then we get the hell out of here. I want to be through the process and leaving the building within less than ten minutes of the protocol ending. Hanging around any longer than that gives us too much chance of being caught.”

      Nathan moved with some of the equipment to the first computer in reach and sent Ajax and Savannah to other computers with identical equipment. They all plugged the devices into computers, while Lux and Rio ran to a set of keyboards and started tapping away.

      “We’re going to use a program I developed myself to prevent anyone seeing us,” he said. He shot me another glance and frowned. “Go! Get up to the exec suites, get the people we need, and make sure our operatives are there to take over. We have seventeen minutes left, Robin.”

      Right. I jumped as the door behind me slid open and whirled around to see Jace and Kory back from the basement, their eyes as wild as mine felt. And no wonder, considering they’d just been towing dead bodies around.

      “Kory, you stay here to keep an eye on the techs,” I said. He made a protesting movement, but I held up a hand. “I don’t want them surprised by any other Ministry personnel. Nelson and Gabby, you’re here as well. Jace, Alexy, let’s go,” I snapped.

      I turned on my toe, located the door on the left that led to the executive suites, and ran toward it, leaving the techs to their mission and Gabby and Nelson to their responsibilities as plan B. There would be five execs, and they wouldn’t have any cause to fight us. Alexy, Jace, and I could handle it by ourselves. If anything happened down here, I trusted Kory to be able to figure it out on his own.

      We were three steps from the door when the one on the other side of the room slid open, revealing a team of five Authority soldiers, all of them with their guns out.

      They took one look at our suits and paused.

      “Badge number and ranking!” shouted the guy in the lead.

      I looked at him, mouth gaping as my mind raced frantically through my knowledge base. We hadn’t covered this in the mission prep. Why hadn’t we covered this in the mission prep?

      “Badge number and ranking!” he repeated. “What are you doing here? Who’s your commander?”

      I opened my mouth to answer with… something, but I’d already hesitated too long, and that told them everything they needed to know.

      The first guy pulled the trigger, his gun aimed at my chest, and I dove out of the way, putting my hand up at the last minute to yank Alexy with me. Jace started shooting immediately, and a moment later Kory was right there with him. In the enclosed space, the noise of the guns was immense.

      The Authority team was streaming through the door, all five of them with guns blazing, and I flipped over on my back to start shooting at them, though my hands were shaking too hard for me to aim.

      I saw a bullet ricochet off one of their chests and paused for a fraction of a second to gather myself and aim more carefully. Of course they were wearing armor under their uniforms, just like in the streets of Voceville, and then again in the Authority compound. The Little John operatives who had rescued us then had fought the Authority with clubs and swords and their bare hands.

      We had guns. And a rapidly shrinking window of time.

      The desperation brought me focus.

      “Aim for their heads!” I hissed. “They’re wearing armor!”

      Unfortunately, my shout drew the attention of the soldier closest to me and Alexy, and he whirled around, opening fire on the two of us.

      We scrambled in opposite directions, making for any sort of shelter. There was a metal desk nearby, and I moved toward it, staying in a crouch so low my thighs screamed at the effort. I was almost there when I felt something hit my hip, lighting my entire body up with pain.

      I staggered and fell to my knees as I shouted in shock. The pain was more intense than anything I’d ever felt before, and when I looked up again, my vision had gone hazy around the edges. My ears didn’t seem to be working right anymore, either, considering how quiet the room had suddenly become. Then, in a burst of sound and movement, everything came roaring back.

      I somehow made it to the desk and slid behind it, then turned and moved back toward the edge to peek out. The Authority agent who had shot me was a mere five feet away, his gun aimed in my direction, steps stealthy and quick.

      He was within my range, and I pulled my gun up and aimed for the spot between his eyes.

      “Who are you?” he shouted. “Who gave you the authority to be here?”

      I could hear guns firing and people shouting all around us and wondered why the hell he was bothering to ask such questions when his fellow agents were evidently hell-bent on killing the lot of us. What, did he think I was going to start a calm conversation with him in the middle of a gunfight?

      Suddenly his gun swiveled away from me and pointed to the other side of the desk. There was someone else out there in the open—and he was about to shoot them.

      Sticking my head out as far as I dared, I tried to follow his line of sight, eventually spying a familiar head of silver-streaked hair.

      Oh God. Nathan hadn’t had time to get his helmet back on.

      He had his back to me and the Authority agent aiming at him, using his own gun to fire occasionally.

      I saw him pause, fumbling in his uniform for another ammunition clip, and as he half turned to slide it into the gun, he caught sight of the gun trained on him.

      His eyes went wide, but there was a strange calmness to them.

      Everything skewed into slow motion at that point. I could almost see the thoughts going through the Authority soldier’s head as he looked between the two of us. I had my gun up and pointed directly at his forehead; Nathan was, for the moment, unarmed.

      I saw the exact moment he decided to take Nathan out first and then come after me.

      Nathan saw it too, for he spoke a few words into his comm, lips barely moving.

      Corona.

      He was talking to Corona.

      He was saying goodbye to his wife.

      The promise I had made her only a few hours earlier seared itself across my mind’s eye. She’d said that losing him would destroy Little John. I wondered if what she meant was that losing him would destroy her.

      The Authority soldier’s gun came up as he aimed at Nathan.

      It took me exactly three nanoseconds to react. The synapses in my brain fired to the nerves in my arm. I stiffened my wrist, took a deep breath, and pulled the trigger.

      The soldier dropped in a spray of blood and bone.

      It was a perfect shot. The small, cold bead of satisfaction I felt at that knowledge terrified me.

      Nathan gave me a nod, eyes filled with a gratitude and respect I didn’t deserve.

      The room had grown suddenly quiet, and I bit my lip. Quiet didn’t seem like a good thing.

      I looked around, trying to see through the smoke, but all I could see was the soldier I had shot, his eyes wide open in surprise. But beyond that…

      The computers looked like they were whole, for the most part. The door up to the execs’ offices was still standing wide open, and the other side of the room seemed to be in slightly better shape than this one, in terms of smoke presence.

      But it was also empty. Where was the rest of my team? Where were the other Authority soldiers?

      Then I heard a tiny, wavering voice drop into the silence of the room.

      “Little John?” it said. “Are you still out there?”

      It took me a moment to recognize the voice. It was Lux from Savannah’s team. And she sounded like she was on the other side of the room.

      “We have two Little John team members over here,” I replied after a second. True, there might still be Authority soldiers in the room, and they might hear me, but we still had a deadline we were working with. “Lux, are you okay? Where’s everyone else?”

      “I seem to have been shot, which is really rather inconvenient,” she replied, attempting humor, but her voice was breaking a bit. “Savannah’s been shot, too. I think she’s dead. I don’t know where anyone else is.”

      “I’m here,” I heard Nelson reply grimly.

      “Me t-too,” said Gabby’s shaking voice.

      A second later, Nathan responded as well. “Present and accounted for. Do we have eyes on any of the Authority soldiers?”

      “I have one right here,” I said. “He’s dead. I shot him.”

      It seemed important that I said it out loud. Maybe I was trying to assure myself that I was the one who had done it. That I was the one who had saved Nathan.

      “Two more dead over here,” Jace called.

      A knot between my shoulder blades released. Jace. He was okay.

      I barely kept myself from jumping up and running to him in relief. But we only had three of the soldiers accounted for. There had been five of them. Where were the other two?

      “I’ve got the other two right here,” Alexy said grimly. “Took them both out. One. Two. Easy as pie.” She suddenly emerged from a tower of computers to my right, visor flipped up, her face dark and speckled with crimson.

      I scuttled out from my hiding place, the rest of the crew emerging from theirs as well. Jace and Kory had been in the same spot, of course, and Nathan and Nelson had been quite close to each other. Gabby crept out from behind Alexy. Lux was on the other side of the room, and I could see she was leaning heavily on Rio, who looked unharmed, if a bit shaken.

      One look at Lux’s face reminded me that we hadn’t all come out unscathed.

      “Savannah’s dead,” she wheezed. “Ajax too. They took him out before he could even turn around.”

      “Dammit,” I breathed. I glanced at my watch. “And we only have ten minutes of the reboot left.”

      My hip hurt something fierce, but the second-skin suit had done its job. I was still functional. Which meant I still had a job to do.

      “Team, let’s move,” I said. “Kory, get these bodies hidden as best you can.”

      We only had ten minutes to get up to the executive suites and find our people before the cameras came back on. Ten minutes after that, we wanted to be out of the building. If we kept collecting bodies like this, we were going to have to spend part of that ten minutes figuring out what the hell to do with them. We were down two techs, and though Nelson and Gabby would step in to account for that, they didn’t need us standing around distracting them.

      On the very tenuous plus side, we’d found the other Authority team and taken them out. With any luck, that meant we could get to the execs and get them out of the building without running into any other government soldiers. Or losing any other team members.
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      The door that led up to the executive suites was still operational and opened easily enough, thanks to my glove. Jace, Alexy, and I started up the stairs, our boots muffled by the black carpet running all the way up.

      Now that we’d eliminated the official Authority team, we had no reason to move quietly. As we climbed, I had everyone double check that their comm links were open and broadcasting to the right channel. Now that the team had split up, it was more important than ever that we were in close communication.

      “This is Robin,” I said as I ran. “We’re at the first floor, heading for the second. Haven’t seen anyone else yet. How are things going down there?”

      Nathan was the one who answered. “The way they should be going, more or less,” he said firmly. “We’re searching for the main computer down here, and once that happens—”

      “I don’t need to hear the details, Nathan,” I said, cutting him off. “Unless it changes what I’m about to do, I don’t need to know anything you’re doing. Just call us if you need help.”

      There was a minute pause. “Got it.”

      “How’s Lux?” I asked.

      Nelson was the one who responded. “Bleeding,” she said. “Badly. We need to get her out of here as quickly as possible, or I don’t think she’s going to make it. Just get those execs and do whatever you have to do with the Little John people, Robin, then get back down here. We can’t afford to dawdle on this one.”

      “Understood,” I said and silenced the comm.

      As we rounded the landing to the last flight of stairs, a door came into view above us, and I slowed.

      I didn’t know what to expect on the other side. It was meant to just be the executive suites, with the five former execs patiently waiting for us to get there so that they could hand off their special keys, or whatever they were going to do. Yes, we were meant to find friendlies there: the Little John plants waiting to take over the executive positions. But my instincts were screaming about the possibility of there being a trap up there. And we were only three people.

      “Everyone good?” I asked, pausing to give myself a second to think.

      “Good?” Alexy snapped from behind me. “What the hell do you think is good about this situation? The shooting, maybe? The dead teammates? The fact that we’re in the middle of a Ministry building and you, me, and Jace now find ourselves alone? Oh yeah, I’m just great.”

      I turned to face her, popping up my visor so she could see my eyebrows rising up to meet my hairline.

      “Is it possible for you to ever give a straight answer?” I asked, half annoyed and half amused at her constant snark. “Possible to just give me a yes or a no? Like, at all?”

      She pulled up beside me and glanced up through her lashes. “Yes,” she said, her face completely serious.

      Jace put a hand on my arm before I could answer her and squeezed. “I’m fine too,” he said quietly. “Let’s get this done. There are five execs. We need to make sure they hand off their security cards to their replacements, check with those replacements and make sure they’re good to go on this floor, then escort the old execs back down to the computer room.”

      “One question,” Alexy said, frowning. “They must have heard the gunfire. The walls are thick and we’re two floors up, but they must have heard something. What do we say if they ask?”

      Jace thought for a second. “We act like we’re the Authority. We act like we belong here. Tell them some of the staff went rogue and we had to take them out.”

      “Noted,” Alexy said.

      I just nodded. “You think we’re expecting any trouble up here?”

      Jace gave the door a quick look, eyes narrowed. “Probably not,” he said. “But you never know. Guns out when we go in. We’re posing as Authority, so I don’t think that will be out of place.”

      Alexy glanced at me and gave a quick grin. “I second that. I mean, every time I see them, they seem to have a gun pointed at me.”

      I bit my tongue and crept after Jace toward the door.

      He put his hand up to the pad and held it there for a moment. When the pad beeped approval, he withdrew it, and the door slid open on its silent track.

      Beyond was a corridor that could have been in any office building in any city in the nation, with dark blue carpet and white walls occasionally interrupted by windows and doors.

      From our position, we could see five windows and five doors. There were also several other hallways splitting off to who knew where. We were officially off the map regarding our knowledge of the holding center layout.

      At the end of the hall was another door the same shade of gray as the one we stood in.

      “Another staircase on that side?” I asked, wondering where that one led and whether it would cause us any problems.

      “Not our problem,” Jace answered, giving me the only answer I needed. “Our problem is the execs, and that’s it.”

      We’d have a lot more than that on our minds if anyone else came through the other door, but I didn’t say anything about that. Instead, I kept my mouth shut and walked semi-confidently through the door after him, my gun in my right hand and pointed at the floor.

      “We’re in!” a voice yelped in my ear, and I jumped in shock and pain at the volume.

      Alexy’s hand came down on my shoulder, and I turned to see her giving me a questioning look.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “Had my volume too high on my comm.” I pointed to the floor. “Their little celebration just now nearly blew my eardrum.”

      “If they’re in, it means they’re doing their part,” Jace said from in front of me. “Let’s get ours done.”

      We strode forward, our footsteps cushioned by the deep carpet, and I glanced into the windows we were passing. Definitely offices, and the plainest offices I’d ever seen. They were all painted a dull beige, the desks made of aluminum and steel. All the fittings, like the shelves and filing cabinets, were either white or the same matte metal as the desks. Although the carpeting was the same blue as in the hall, it somehow managed to look almost colorless in this dull space.

      I started to feel a little bit sorry for the people who worked here. I’d been angry at them for years, knowing what they did to people like me, what they helped to steal. But looking around, it occurred to me that they might not be bad people. Just working in bad jobs. Or worse, people who thought they were doing the right thing.

      Jace, after a quick peek around the corner, swung to the left into one of the halls that split off from this main corridor, and I saw that offices weren’t the only thing in this section of the building. Ahead of us, a set of open doors revealed a very large conference room, inside of which were several people.

      Well, “several” might have been pushing it; there were only five of them. They were all dressed in rather crumpled business attire, as if they’d been wearing it for some time. The three women had dark rings of mascara under their eyes, and the men were sporting very obvious five o’clock shadows. These poor people must have come into the office at their standard eight or nine in the morning, even though they would have to stay here until midnight to see to this handoff. And then they’d sat in their offices all day, knowing they were not only about to lose their jobs, but were also going to be taken to Ministry HQ directly afterward for a rigorous interrogation and debriefing.

      They had to be scared out of their wits. I felt even sorrier for them now than I had when I saw their offices.

      “Authority, Team 45,” Jace called out in a deep voice. “We’re here to escort you to headquarters, as per the protocol.”

      I wondered how many guesses he was making in that one statement, until I saw he was holding an Authority badge out in front of him. But where had he—

      Oh, that was clever. He must have taken one of the badges off the bodies to give us some, well, authority.

      One woman, who appeared to be about Corona’s age, wearing a bright red blazer with matching slacks and a hairdo that looked like it was going to pull her hair out at the roots, stepped forward, head held high.

      “We are the execs of Smally, and we’re ready to do whatever is necessary,” she said. “But please be warned that we were not prepared for this. We received orders at seven this evening to stay in our offices until someone came for us. We… We had no idea this was even happening.”

      Her voice wavered a bit. They hadn’t been thinking about what they were up against all day. They hadn’t even known. I wasn’t sure whether that was better… or worse.

      “If you were told to stay in your offices, what are you doing in the conference room?” I asked, making my voice gruff and terse.

      The woman’s face fell, but then she jutted her chin out. “We were frightened,” she said honestly. “We heard what sounded like some kind of fight going on downstairs and agreed, amongst the five of us, that we would feel better if we at least waited together.”

      Right. Well, I couldn’t say I blamed them—but it didn’t change the fact that we needed to get them out of here, and as quickly as possible.

      “There’s nothing to concern yourself with,” Alexy said. “Just an unruly staff member. They’ve been dealt with.” The menace in her tone almost made me shiver.

      “We won’t mention your breach of instructions due to those mitigating circumstances,” I told her. “That said, we are under a time constraint. We need to move you downstairs so we can leave the building as soon as the update is over. Where are your replacements? Are they due to arrive soon?”

      The woman shook her head, but her eyes went over my shoulder and grew suddenly wider.

      I turned, already assuming we had trouble.

      I was right. Three more Authority soldiers were standing behind us, their guns up and ready.

      “Badge numbers and ranking!” the lead soldier shouted.

      I had a split second to think that I was well and truly tired of living this scenario over and over again.

      “55347,” I said quickly, having no idea whether that was the right amount of numbers or even whether it would make sense. “Elite ranking.”

      Also completely made up. But it sounded reasonable. Sounded Authority-like.

      The man’s expression grew suspicious, and his gun came up higher to point at my face.

      I gulped. I had my gun in my hand, but I didn’t think I was going to be able to get it up in time, and I really didn’t want those soldiers shooting into the group of people behind me. Little John needed them.

      There was an uneasy moment where no one moved. Dammit, we didn’t have time for this.

      “Drop it,” Jace said suddenly from my right, and I slid my gaze in his direction to see that he did have his gun up and had it pointed at the soldier who was pointing his weapon at me. A breath later Alexy stepped up on my left, her gun also raised, and twitched her head slightly at me, indicating that I should do the same.

      I jerked my gun up, sparing a thought to thank whoever was watching over me that my teammates had thought more quickly than I had.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked abruptly. “We have orders to escort these people to Ministry headquarters. We weren’t told there would be another team in the building.”

      “On whose authority?” he snapped. “We have the same orders.”

      “Aurora’s,” I said, grasping at the only name I knew—thought I knew—of someone in the Ministry.

      Wrong again.

      “We were warned we might find imposters here,” he said bluntly. “We were warned we might find them in all the holding centers. I’m glad to see we—”

      He never got to finish. Instead, he jerked and spasmed for a moment, like a marionette whose strings were being handled by a maniac, and then fell to the floor, unconscious, swiftly followed by the other two Authority soldiers.

      Behind them, I saw five people holding electro-stunners.

      “Who the hell are you?” I snapped.

      The older woman in front, her shoulder-length hair gleaming silver in the light, came rushing forward, gesturing for the others to follow her.

      “We’re the new executives of this branch of the Ministry,” she said firmly. She gave me a onceover and then narrowed her eyes. “And you, I suspect, are part of the special team sent to help us.”

      The Little John plants, thank heavens.

      Taking her last statement as a carefully coded question about whether we were who she thought we were, I nodded.

      “We are the special team,” I said quickly. “We’re running short on time, however. What do you need to make this handoff complete?”

      I watched anxiously as the old execs, looking confused and slightly alarmed at this chain of events, handed the new execs a set of badges similar to the Authority badge Jace was holding. They were made up of several high-tech-looking layers and held the Ministry’s logo. What were those badges, and what exactly did they do?

      The new lead executive turned to me and nodded once.

      “That completes the transfer,” she said, letting me see for a moment the triumph mingled with fear in her eyes. “And now, unless I’m mistaken, you have places to be. We can handle things from here, including dealing with these imposters.” She gave the unconscious soldier a distasteful look, then switched her gaze back to me. “Please… tell everyone back at headquarters we wish them well and that we will not fail in this new chapter of the Ministry’s glorious history.”

      I nodded, surprised at the tears that pricked at my eyes. These were Little John operatives stuck in the Ministry’s world. They hadn’t seen friendly territory in quite some time.

      We turned, gestured to the former execs to follow us, and rushed past the Little John plants, leaving them to their lonely, dangerous world in the heart of the Ministry.
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      The moment we were back in the corridor, the group of execs filing along behind me, with Jace and Alexy at the end of the line, I put my hand to my ear and switched my comm back to transmission mode. I chose my next words carefully. The Ministry executives were within earshot, and I didn’t want them overhearing anything that would make them nervous. Or difficult to handle.

      “Kory, heads up,” I said. “There are other… hostile groups in the building.”

      After a slight delay, his voice came back to me. “What?” he asked. “What are you talking about? More Authority teams? We took out—”

      “They weren’t the only ones,” I replied, cutting him off. “I don’t know how many there are, and I don’t know what they’re doing here, but apparently there’s been an update in orders saying there might be imposters in the building.”

      I hoped he could decipher my double meaning, because I wasn’t sure I could say any more than that.

      “We’ve just run into a team of them up here,” I continued, when he didn’t say anything.

      We reached the door back into the stairwell, and I placed my hand on the pad, barely waiting for the door to slide all the way open before storming through. We needed to get back to the computer room as quickly as possible. This whole situation had just become a whole lot less secure.

      “What did you do with them?” Kory asked. “You didn’t kill them in front of those execs, did you?”

      “We didn’t. The replacement executives dealt with the imposters and told us to continue with our orders. We’re bringing the old execs down the stairs now.”

      I was taking two stairs at a time at this point, counting on the others to keep up with me.

      “They’re no longer an issue,” I said, my breath coming quick. “That’s all that matters. I have no idea whether there are more of them, but our situation just became a whole lot more complicated.”

      “Got it,” Kory answered grimly. “Just get here as quickly as possible. Nathan and the others are still working. I have no idea how close they are to being finished.”

      That didn’t sound good. Nathan had made it sound so simple when we were planning this whole thing. What the hell was taking so long?

      I reached the bottom of the first flight of stairs, grabbed the banister with my left hand, and used it to slingshot myself around into the next flight.

      I assumed the execs were going to have more trouble with that than I had, especially since the women were wearing high heels. I was therefore somewhat surprised when the woman in red appeared at my side on the stairs, until I saw she held her shoes in her hand.

      “What on earth is going on here?” she asked, her breath sharp. “Why are we in such a hurry? Is this how the protocol is supposed to go?”

      Right, time for some quick thinking—and a few lies.

      “This isn’t standard protocol, no,” I answered. “But that man upstairs was telling the truth. We were warned we might find imposters in the holding centers during this exchange. Rebels attempting to take advantage of the systems being down.”

      No harm in throwing a little truth into the lie, right?

      “Since I know my team to be true Authority soldiers, and I wasn’t told about any other teams coming into the building, it stands to reason that those men above us were, in fact, imposters trying to eliminate your group. Why, I can’t say, but that gunfire you heard earlier? The rogue employee my colleague mentioned was trying to do the same thing. We dealt with it, but I want to find the rest of my team and get out of here so we can contact HQ. From there we can get further orders about how to handle the situation.”

      Her silence told me she was considering all of this… and most likely coming up with alternative plans. She’d been an exec, after all. Surely that meant she was intelligent.

      We got to the bottom of the stairs, and I pulled to a stop, facing her, content to wait for a moment while the rest of our group caught up.

      “Couldn’t you just call HQ from here and find out?” she asked, frowning.

      “Negative,” I answered, the word rolling off my tongue with an ease unfamiliar to me. “There’s a firewall in place around this building right now to interrupt all long-distance communications. Once the update is done that will change. Until then, this place is a black hole.”

      Probably a complete falsehood, but nothing that would cause any problems. I hoped. I also hoped it would get her to stop asking questions. My mouth quirked in an unwanted smile as I realized this must be how Nathan and Corona and Alexy and Zion felt about me sometimes.

      The other execs finally caught up to us at that point, along with Alexy and Jace.

      I placed my palm on the reader and took in the nervous expressions on the faces of the execs. This had to be a much more intense experience than what they’d been expecting, and if Kory hadn’t hidden those bodies effectively, it was about to get a whole lot worse.

      A few seconds, two beeps, and an “Approved” line later, the door slid open to reveal chaos.

      Nathan was on a computer on the far wall, helmet still off, his face tense with stress as his fingers flew over the keyboard in front of him. Lux, looking pale as death in the glow of the monitors, was slouched against another wall, shouting instructions at Gabby, who was next to her on another computer. Nelson was on the opposite side of the room, her computer hooked up to what looked like every external drive Nathan had brought with him. Rio was running back and forth between the three of them, moving cables, typing commands, and trying to put out the fires still smoldering in a few places.

      Kory was safely out of the way, gun up and eyes shifting from one door to the other, looking as if he was ready to take on an army by himself.

      The moment his eyes met mine, his demeanor loosened; it didn’t take a genius to guess he was relieved to see us.

      The bodies of the Authority agents were, I was relieved to see, hidden. I didn’t question where.

      “All of you, stay together against the wall,” I barked at the execs as Jace and Alexy ushered them in. “The exchange isn’t going as smoothly as we hoped.” I added this primarily for the benefit of the woman in red, who looked as if she was about to start asking questions again. “We’re trying to help it along, but we’ve got a limited amount of time to make that happen. The quieter you all are, the better chance we have at success. I don’t think I need to tell you of the consequences if we fail.”

      The looks on their faces assured me that they would be very quiet and very still. Their fear, of both me and the hovering threat of the Ministry, prompted another mark in the column of “Reasons to Feel Sorry for These People.”

      “Alexy, keep an eye on these five, just in case,” I muttered. “I don’t want them going anywhere, and I don’t want them getting too close to the computers. They don’t need to know what we’re doing here.”

      “Will do,” she said, her mouth a grim line. She turned her gun in to the room and gazed at the chaos of our team, then took a step back and stood in front of the executives, her body language clear. They would have to get through her if they wanted to do any spying.

      Kory appeared a moment later. “Thank goodness,” he breathed as he strode toward me. “They found the main computer, but something’s gone wrong with the upload. Nathan’s been working on fixing it this entire time. He’s pretty angry.”

      I took one look at Nelson and Gabby, saw the frustration on their faces, and crossed the room to Nathan. I drew to a stop next to him and stared at the computer, but couldn’t make sense of the letters and symbols running across the screen.

      “Nathan, what’s going on?” I asked.

      “Additional firewalls,” he said, his teeth gritted. “There were additional damn firewalls. We found the main hub, and that should have been it, but they’ve built walls within the system itself. Walls that are playing havoc with our equipment. They allow digital files through if they’re coming in electronically but don’t allow files in if they’re arriving physically. Like from external drives.”

      I took a moment to process that, while still keeping one eye on the doors. I’d left Jace with Kory, and they’d taken a door each, guns at the ready. Alexy, as well as covering the execs, kept checking the third door, the one that led to the main corridor, and looked prepared to shoot anything that came through it.

      “What are you doing about it?” I asked Nathan. “Are we aborting the mission?”

      “No,” he snapped. “I’ve worked too hard and sacrificed too much to make this happen. We can’t afford to screw this up. Too much is depending on it.”

      I bit my lip on my answer, which would have been something to the effect of this mission already being screwed up right and left, and that it might be better to leave with our lives intact.

      “Even worse, this is affecting the entire mission. Every other holding center system is controlled by this one. The teams in all the other holding centers are waiting for us to figure this out. If we don’t get it done, we’re all going to get caught. I’m working around the firewalls,” he continued. “Gabby and Nelson are supporting me, trying to build a hole I can get through. Once we’ve got that in place, I can insert the bug, everyone else can do their jobs, and we’ll be finished here.”

      “Won’t the Ministry notice?” I asked.

      “Negative,” he replied, eyes wild in the light of the skittering numbers. “We’ve got cover for what we’re doing, thanks to that program I brought. No one will see anything. As soon as the hole is built, it’ll be filled by the virus. If we don’t get that done, though…”

      “Right,” I said. I didn’t need to hear the rest. If they didn’t get the hole filled, the Ministry would know we’d been here. Our mission would fail. “What do you need from me?” I asked.

      “I need you to stop bothering me,” he said, eyes never leaving the screen. “This will go a whole lot faster if I’m not answering your questions. Go see if Gabby needs anything.”

      I didn’t answer. Instead, I spun around and dashed toward Gabby. I didn’t know why they had her on a computer rather than Rio—who had to have years of experience on her—but that wasn’t my call.

      “Gabs, can I help?” I asked quickly.

      She shook her head, but then stopped herself and nodded.

      “Take one of the thumb drives,” she said. “Get onto another computer, get into their files, and start downloading everything you can find.”

      “Downloading?” I asked, my mind working to catch up. “Why? I thought we were building a back door into their system.”

      She paused to cast me a deeply disapproving glance. “We are. But the less we use it, the less chance we have of getting caught using it. Get it? Download everything. Files with the names of the kids here, files of their processes and systems, employee files, everything. Even if you don’t think it’s important, someone else might be able to get something out of it. Nathan…” She paused and ground her teeth in frustration. “Nathan asked me to do it, but I can’t work on programing a hole into the firewall and download stuff at the same time. I’m… I’m not fast enough. If you can—”

      “Say no more,” I interrupted. I grabbed a thumb drive from the pile sitting to her right, turned, and darted toward Nelson for further instructions.

      “Any computer,” she snapped when I asked which computer I should use for Gabby’s task. “Nathan’s crazy to think Gabby could handle both things at once. I’m barely managing it myself.”

      “What are you doing?” I asked, glancing at her computer, then throwing another glance Jace’s way. He gave me a solemn nod, but also lifted his eyebrows. No sign of the Authority yet, then, but he wondered what the hell was taking so long.

      “I’m hacking my way through the firewall as fast as I can,” Nelson replied. Then she gave me a loaded look that I couldn’t read. “And I’m downloading the archives.”

      The rest of the world went silent.

      “The archives?” I whispered.

      They were always there, in the back of my mind, and I’d had visions of Hope dancing in front of my eyes ever since we started touring the holding centers. I hadn’t thought they were going to be at our fingertips so quickly.

      “I’ve seen them,” she blurted out. “And Robin—”

      “Nelson, are you through yet?” Nathan snapped.

      She tore her gaze from mine and turned back to the screen, the pace of her typing increasing. “Nearly there!” she called back. “Give me two more minutes and I’ve got it. Gabs?”

      “I can do two minutes!” the younger girl replied.

      That was my timeline, then. If they were going to be done in two minutes and I was supposed to grab as much as I could before then, I needed to get moving.

      I rushed to the computer next to Nelson, and ten seconds later I was looking at a screen that gave me folders for a chat function, Ministry connections, and Smally records.

      Well, that was relatively easy. The Ministry connections weren’t my problem, and I certainly wasn’t interested in chatting with anyone from the mothership. I hit the folder for the Smally records, and the screen filled with employee records, records labeled “Current Occupants,” and a set of folders that read “Deceased.”

      I shoved the thumb drive into the correct spot and started moving folders as quickly as I could.

      As those were transferring, I noticed some folders which didn’t have such clear labels. A15. Q23. I clicked into them, finding them to be… blueprints. Whatever these files were connected to, they showed how the buildings themselves were structured.

      If we were going to be infiltrating any more government buildings, those would definitely come in handy.

      I added them to the queue of files being transferred from the hard drive over to the thumb drive, which, I noticed was rapidly filling up. I dashed back across the room toward Gabby, grabbed three more drives, and darted back to my computer. When my flash drive indicated it was full, I yanked it out, shoved a new one in, and repeated the process.

      My skin felt electrified. Every moment we spent here was another moment we might get caught. And what about the bodies? We couldn’t leave Savannah and Ajax here. It felt wrong, like we were abandoning them.

      “Done,” Nathan stated emphatically, the single word cutting through the room like a fresh breeze. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Without another word, he started packing up, followed immediately by Nelson and Gabby.

      I glanced back at my screen, panicked. Only about half the files in the queue had downloaded. We had all the employee records and all the current occupants, but most of the blueprints were still waiting to be transferred. I kicked myself for not having moved those up, as they probably would have been the most useful, but we were out of time. I yanked the thumb drive out of the slot, grabbed the other drive, stuffed them both in my pocket, and whirled around, ready to get out of there.

      Nathan, Gabby, Rio, and Nelson were all piling equipment back into the bag Nathan had brought with him. Jace, Kory, and Alexy were now standing in the middle of the room, Alexy bouncing on her toes in her need to get out of here.

      The former execs were looking at us with some level of suspicion now. The quicker we got them out of this building, and away from the real Ministry employees, the better. I didn’t think they were going to be unquestioningly cooperative for much longer.

      “Rio, you’re in charge of Lux,” Nathan said. “We’ve got to get her out of here, but I don’t want her damaged any further, understand?”

      Rio, whom I’d never had so much as a conversation with, nodded and moved to Lux’s side, where he bent down and shoved an arm under hers. A second later she was on her feet, pale but still conscious, her face as intense as anyone else’s.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Nathan gave her a look of pride, then turned to Jace and Kory. “You two carry Savannah and Ajax. We can’t afford to leave anything that might indicate our presence.”

      “What about the Authority guards upstairs?” I asked. “They’ll tell everyone they can find about what happened.”

      “They won’t,” he answered. “Our people have a very good idea of how this was supposed to go down, and they’ll make sure those guards never tell anyone anything ever again. Robin, you’re in charge of the execs. Keep them with us, keep them moving, and stay toward the middle of the group. Keep your guard up. They might be compliant for now, but we still have to get them out of the building.”

      Pulling his helmet back on, he started making his way toward the door that would take us into the hall leading to the foyer and then the exit. The rest of us, each carrying something, filtered after him.

      I motioned to the woman in red to follow us, waiting until their entire group was past me before I slid through the door.

      “Everyone still on the comms?” Nathan asked in my ear.

      Everyone confirmed that they were, and we began a quick and only somewhat careful march down the hallway. We’d managed to get the virus in before the system came back online, but I wondered nervously whether the cameras were working again yet.

      “What about the guards downstairs?” Jace asked, and I heard him shift Savannah’s body against his chest.

      That drew a long pause from Nathan, and I saw his hand go to his ear and fiddle with the comm as he changed to another channel.

      I narrowed my eyes, wondering who he was talking to.

      “Leave them as well,” he finally said. “Our team upstairs will take care of them.” He glanced back over his shoulder, and took us all in. “Our only goal now is getting out of this building alive. Move quickly. Look intimidating. Everyone stays together. Robin, keep the execs between the reception desk and our group. We’re going to make it, team.”

      And with that, he fell silent. When we finally got to the door that led into the reception area, Nathan reached up and slapped his hand down on the pad. It beeped, and a moment later the door slid open. Unlike when we arrived, the space now held a number of staff members, all milling around in a bubble of nervous conversation.

      I could see the final set of doors to the outside, to freedom. But we still had to get through reception, past the employees, and back to the airship, all without anyone calling the Ministry.
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      Nathan dropped back and ushered me—and my charges—forward before he went through the door.

      “Robin, you take the execs out first,” he said. He glanced at the woman in red, and the people behind her, and then added, “They’re the official priority of the mission now, and I want them to give us some cover from prying eyes. Once you’re through the doors, however, wait for us. I want to make sure we’re together on the way back to the airship. It’s where things may start to get a little tense.”

      I nodded, assessing the group of execs. Most of them, even the woman in red, appeared to be so fatigued they would follow wherever they were led. They seemed to have burned through their curiosity and suspicion in the computer room and hadn’t even asked why we were towing along Savannah and Ajax. With luck, they were too tired, overwhelmed, and intimidated by our Authority personas to consider speaking to any of the Ministry employees on our way through the reception area.

      “Follow me,” I said, keeping my tone stern. “You can rest during the journey to HQ.”

      I led the way out into the foyer, the group trailing along behind me, and Alexy bringing up the rear. To my relief, they fell into single file, giving the rest of the team an ideal blockade to hide behind. At the back, I knew Jace and Kory would be hustling along, our fallen team members held low and close, while Rio and Lux would no doubt come next, all of them shielded by people the Ministry employees would recognize. That left only Nelson, Gabby, and Nathan behind our group of executive shields.

      They would, I thought, be quite capable of answering any questions that might be thrown their way. They might even be able to distract any Ministry employees while the rest of us got out the front doors.

      I walked straight ahead, not bothering to talk to the exec next to me, a square, pasty-looking man with thick black hair and beard. As we passed the desk, I saw the same woman who had let us in looking right at us. Thankful for the concealing visor on my helmet, I gave her a nod.

      She nodded back before looking down at her computer again, a nervous pallor in her cheeks.

      Even if I hadn’t been wearing the helmet, I doubted she would have recognized me. She’d only had eyes for Nathan when we came in.

      Nathan. Oh damn. If he spoke to her, she’d recognize his voice in a heartbeat.

      “Relax, Robin, I can see your shoulders tensing up from here,” Jace breathed through the comm. “Just keep walking. Keep. Walking.”

      Keep walking. Keep walking. I pulled my shoulders back and forced my chest out, doing my best impression of an Authority soldier who had every right to be there, and allowed myself a brief glance to the side, at the Ministry employees.

      Every one of them was avoiding looking at us. Every one of them looked terrified of what we represented.

      We filed forward, our steps quick but steady, except for the occasional misstep by one of the execs, and before too long we were parallel with the receptionist’s desk. Then we were passing it. And then moving toward the doors that led outside. My hand lifted to push them open, holding them wide while the execs, Jace, Kory, Rio, and Lux marched through and descended the steps into the parking area.

      Then I was through, stepping clear of the doors as if it were a normal day, watching as Alexy held one open to allow Nathan, Nelson, and Gabby to exit before she stepped clear herself. The door closed behind her, and I finally released the breath I’d been holding, gasping in another one, my lungs desperate for more air.

      I breathed in the cold night sky, and the dampness that came after midnight, relieved to clear my body of the smoke and dry, filtered air. But I didn’t have time for more than that, because Nathan was already talking.

      “To the airship, quick as we can,” he said. “Those who can, support anyone who’s been wounded or is too tired to keep pace. We’re out of time here. Let’s move, team.”

      I was moving toward one of the execs, intent on helping, when Nelson stepped in my way, grabbed my arm, and started marching me forward after Nathan.

      “The execs can take care of themselves,” she muttered. “I need to talk to you.”

      “Okay,” I said, confused. “What’s going on?”

      “Two things,” she said. “Gabby told me something as we were coming out of the computer room, and though it doesn’t mean anything to me, she says it’ll mean something to you. She says the program Nathan was using to cover us while we were in there was called Pandora’s Box?” She stopped, waiting for me to fill her in, and I frowned.

      Pandora’s Box… It was the program Gabby had used as cover when she went into the OH+ website after the Ministry grabbed it, when we’d needed to know what they might have found, and to get access to lists of our own people. She’d said she’d gotten it from Robert.

      But Nathan had said he’d come up with it. As far as I knew, Robert hadn’t been part of Little John before… and he definitely wasn’t part of Nathan’s inner circle.

      Then how on earth had he come by Pandora’s Box, and why was he trying to pass it off as something he’d created?

      When I didn’t answer, Nelson huffed and continued, “Anyway, that’s not the biggest thing. Your name’s Sylvone, right?”

      “Eh?” I asked stupidly, too distracted to come up with anything more eloquent.

      “You said in the cave that your last name was Sylvone. At least, it’s the surname of the people who adopted you. Right?”

      “Right,” I muttered, trying to listen but also keep myself upright as we stumbled through the long grass of the final field, our eyes straining in the darkness. The airship was a huge dark shadow in front of us, and I was starting to realize that we’d done it. Not without loss and not without risk, but we’d done it.

      There was a long pause, and then Nelson said, “I told you back in the computer room that I got into the archives. I did a search of names. Yours and mine.”

      I turned to look at her slowly. It took a full thirty seconds for the words to sink in.

      The archives. Our names. The search Nelson and I had been carrying on ever since we’d met. Our legacies… Our babies.

      “And?” I croaked, hardly daring to breathe.

      “I’ve seen your file,” she said. “I know who your parents were. And… I know the names of the people who adopted Hope.”

      My legs wobbled, and I fell to my knees, my body refusing to stay upright.

      No matter how long I’d been hoping for it, I still wasn’t prepared for the words. Still wasn’t prepared for the way they punched me in the gut.

      Nelson put an arm around my shoulder, helped me up, and hastened me toward the airship, murmuring the entire time.

      “I’ve downloaded everything onto two drives,” she explained. “One for Little John and one for us.” Her grip on my shoulders tightened. “I found my baby too, and her adoption record. And there will be so many others on there. The babies my friends lost. Jackie’s younger sibling. Ant and Abe’s real parents. Alexy’s child. So many children. So many children we now have locations for. Children we might be able to rescue.”

      We were almost to the airship. I could see the lights inside, and the ramp stretching out to greet us. The engines were already humming, ready to take us away from this horror. But that seemed secondary now. Almost unreal in the face of what I’d just heard.

      My parents. Nelson knew the names of my parents, and where they’d lived when I was taken from them. With a little bit of time, I might be able to find them. I might be able to find my history, finally know where I’d come from.

      But more importantly, I was going to be able to find Hope—and bring her home.

      The world opened up in front of me at the thought.

      I knew I wouldn’t be able to just walk out on Edgewood. Not now that I’d seen behind the smoke and mirrors; there was no way Nathan and Corona would let me leave.

      But I was also beginning to see the bigger picture of what they were doing, and, if I knew anything, this was just the start of it. If the results of this mission gave us what we needed, it meant Little John was now effectively in control of the Ministry’s holding centers. There was a reason Nathan had started there.

      The next step, whatever it might be, had to be bigger and would most likely take us back out into the real world, in any case. A world that contained my child. My parents.

      We straggled into the airship and stumbled to our seats, trying to get buckled in before the vessel took off.

      We placed the executives in seats, strapping them in firmly. None resisted, too exhausted to even consider it. Savannah and Ajax were laid gently on two of the gurneys and strapped down.

      Then, the engines roaring beneath us, Nathan scanned the group and gave us a nod. I didn’t miss the fact that his eyes lingered on me slightly longer than on the rest.

      “Well done, team,” he said firmly. “We’ve just taken the first step on what will be a long journey. Though we escaped Smally safely, it won’t take long for important people to realize what we’ve done. We have a lengthy flight home, and I suggest you get some rest. Tomorrow, the real planning starts.”

      Tomorrow, the real planning starts. It was truer than he knew.

      I closed my eyes, each ache and pain and fear melting away, the sound of the engines fading, as I thought of only one thing.

      Hope.
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        Ready for the next part of Robin and Jace’s story?

      

      

      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for reading Little Lies. I hope you enjoyed it.

      Book 5 — Ghost Towns — is the penultimate book in the series, as we move toward the grand finale in Book 6!

      Ghost Towns releases December 31st, 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’ll see you there…

      Love,

      Bella x

      P.S. Sign up to my VIP email list and you’ll be the first to know when a new book releases: www.morebellaforrest.com

      (Your email will be kept 100% private and you can unsubscribe at any time.)

      P.P.S. Come say hi on Instagram, Twitter or Facebook.
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