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      Nathan’s words hung ominously in the air. But somehow, I couldn’t fully comprehend their meaning.

      Someone betrayed us from within.

      All of my blood seemed to be flowing toward the ground. I felt lightheaded and confused.

      Betrayal? That couldn’t be right. Edgewood was a safe place. It was a community of like-minded people who were fighting for the same just cause. And Nathan was in charge. He was vetting people upon their arrival. Even Team Hood had been run through the wringer before any of us were allowed in. How could anyone have gotten past Nathan? It seemed impossible.

      I turned to look at Jace, to determine whether he was feeling the same cold shock that I was. But his face was set and steely as he stared at Nathan.

      “My sister,” Jace started with a strong and steady voice. “Nathan, my sister was in Edgewood.”

      Nathan’s pained gaze met Jace’s, but he remained silent, and Jace continued.

      “I thought Edgewood was safe,” he said.

      Nathan didn’t look away. His stare appeared to be coming from far away, from deep inside his head, like he was having a hard time listening to Jace over the roar of his own thoughts.

      “So did I,” Nathan finally replied. Then he put his head back down in his hands.

      Jace and I stood in the doorway for a moment longer. As determined and confident as I had felt just moments before when I had rushed to Nathan and demanded to know what was happening, now I felt adrift and vulnerable. Our safety net had been ripped out from under us. And Nathan’s demeanor wasn’t helping things. He seemed so stricken that I felt the urge to move forward and place my hand on his shoulder to comfort him.

      But at the same time, I wanted him to stand up, crack his knuckles, and take up his leadership role. Nathan wasn’t supposed to react to bad news like this. He was in charge here. We needed him to tell us what to do next and what the plan was. It was shocking to see him so despondent and unsure, and it reminded me of a ship at sea being tossed around in turbulent waters with no one at the helm.

      Suddenly, Jace turned and exited the room without another word, his steps long and purposeful as he left. I cast one more glance at Nathan, whose head was still hanging in his hands, and then turned to follow Jace out.

      Jace and I walked silently back into the main cabin of the airship. I knew he was deep in his own thoughts at the moment, and I didn’t have any comforting words for him right now. As afraid and horrified by the update as I was, I had most of my friends with me on the ship, and the woman I presumed was my mother was also with us. I was terrified for our friends and Little John team members, but Jace’s whole life had been back in Edgewood. And someone, maybe even someone that we knew and had spoken to before, had taken steps to try to destroy that.

      I wordlessly followed Jace’s lead as he walked, determined to be there for him. Jace headed directly to the airship’s controls and Alexy.

      “Where is Brightbirch?” he demanded when he approached her. “How long will this take?”

      Alexy turned her eyes toward Jace, then looked back to the inky night sky outside the windshield.

      “North of Edgewood,” she replied tensely. “I can’t give an estimate just yet.”

      “Have you been there before?” Jace asked.

      Alexy simply shook her head no.

      Jace fell silent again. His jaw was clenched and his fists were balled at his sides. It looked like he was ready to explode out of his skin with anger and anxiety.

      We had no idea who could’ve been behind the betrayal. We didn’t know who had been lost and who had been saved yet, with the exception of Corona. With Nathan stewing in his cabin, all we knew was that we were headed to another Little John base: Brightbirch.

      Nelson was working on the new flight coordinates nearby. She glanced over her shoulder at me, and we briefly made eye contact. Something about my expression must’ve relayed the gravity of the situation to her because her brow furrowed and worry set in on her face. How long was Nathan going to keep the rest of the team in the dark? How long before everyone would need to know that someone in Edgewood had betrayed us all?

      The question was quickly answered for me. A hush fell over the main cabin as everyone turned to face Nathan, who was now approaching the front of the ship. It was obvious that he was preparing to share information with the entire team.

      “Change of plans,” he stated simply.

      His face still bore the burdened look that Jace and I had seen in the back cabin. It made him look so much older.

      “We’re not going back to Edgewood due to security concerns. We’ll be meeting Edgewood members at another base. They’re on their way via airship now,” Nathan said, his voice monotone. And then, without another word, he turned and walked back to his cabin.

      Security concerns? Wasn’t this a little more serious than that?

      Jace’s stunned expression validated my feelings. How could Nathan act like this now, when we needed him most? And why were we even meeting at another Little John base if there was a traitor in our midst? Wouldn’t that endanger an entirely new base?

      Jace stepped away, and I let him go alone. There was nothing that anyone could’ve said at that moment to take away any of his fear or pain, and I didn’t want to crowd him while he processed his thoughts.

      Jackie walked up to me with a puzzled expression.

      “Did Nathan say anything to you and Jace about these new plans?” she asked.

      Ant and Abe walked up to join us with similarly perplexed looks.

      I looked around at the three of them and felt a strange sort of hurt. What if any of them had stayed behind in Edgewood? Would they have been part of the lucky band of survivors? Or would they have been lost to us?

      I was also uncomfortable with the position that Nathan had put me in. This wasn’t my news to share with the team, and I didn’t know how to do it. Besides, I really didn’t know much more than they did. But I knew they deserved to know what had happened, whether or not Nathan was willing to go into the details.

      “Edgewood is gone. We were betrayed,” I said.

      Jackie’s eyes went wide in response. “Betrayed?” she repeated incredulously. “By who?”

      “If Nathan knows then he’s not telling yet,” I replied. But I felt confident that Nathan didn’t know. If he knew then he would’ve been planning our next steps already. In the absence of any real answers, all he could do was guess at what to do next. Brightbirch felt like part of that guessing game.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Abe started. “What do you mean it’s gone?”

      I shook my head. “Nathan said it’s gone and a lot of people were lost,” I replied. That was honestly all I knew. And I was still feeling as if I had gotten out of the destruction too easily. Juno, whoever she truly was, was on board, and Hope was safe, and . . .

      Henry. The realization made my blood run cold. Henry had been back on base in Edgewood at the time of the attack. What if he had been lost? I had never been closer to finding Hope, and I couldn’t imagine losing Henry right before possibly bringing our daughter home. Suddenly my heart was racing and my palms were sweaty. I had brought Henry with us to keep him safe. What if I had doomed him instead? Henry was my oldest friend, and things had just started to get better between us.

      Was it all for naught?

      “I think we’re all missing the big question here. Which is why are we going to meet up at another Little John base if we have a mole among us?!” Ant asked.

      No one responded to Ant. Obviously we all agreed with his reasoning, and only Nathan could give us an answer.

      There was a hushed conversation happening among the tech and flight teams behind us, and I noticed that Sy was speaking to the entire group at once. Suddenly he stopped speaking and the team seemed to break up, half of them going back to their duties and half of them walking away as if to take a break. Nelson was part of the second group. She walked up to us with her lips in a taut line and her jaw set.

      “Guessing you guys have already heard about Edgewood,” she said when she reached us. “Nathan gave Sy orders to tell the tech team.”

      “Did he elaborate on why we’re rendezvousing right now when we should probably all be running for the hills?” Ant asked in an exasperated tone.

      “No, but our fuel reserves are low. So I’m willing to bet that played a big part in his logic,” Nelson replied.

      I hadn’t considered that possibility, but it did make sense. We couldn’t exactly land at any old gas station to fill up the airship. Especially not after a prolonged air battle with the government and infiltration of the Helping Hands compound. And not when so many of our most advanced and experienced teams were all on board together . . .

      “Wait,” I said. “What if this whole mission was just a ruse to get all of the combat teams out of Edgewood? What if the mole needed us to leave so that the government wouldn’t have to put up with much fight back in Edgewood?”

      Nelson’s eyes narrowed in thought. “But that doesn’t make much sense. Why attack Edgewood if you’re not going to be able to take out any of the mission teams?”

      “And Nathan,” Jackie added. “He’s a pretty big part of the picture. If the mole had wanted to do the most damage, you’d think they’d want Nathan taken out with the rest of Edgewood.”

      “Yeah, but Corona was there,” Abe replied. “And she’s not exactly a small target herself.”

      It was true that Edgewood had been primed for an attack and completely vulnerable, but they were right. Why attack when so many team members and Nathan weren’t on base? What was the mole’s reasoning there?

      “We’ll know more once we can talk to Corona and the other Edgewood survivors,” Nelson said.

      Edgewood survivors. The phrase made me uncomfortable because of its obvious inference: Edgewood casualties. I looked toward the back of the airship and saw Jace standing silently beside Kory’s draped figure. We had already lost enough of our team.

      “Flight and tech teams, back to your stations! Everyone else needs to prepare for descent,” Sy shouted out in his deep, authoritative voice.

      “Good luck,” Jackie said to Nelson. Nelson nodded and then walked back to the front of the airship.

      The rest of us walked over to the rows of seats and sat down to strap ourselves in. I saved a seat beside me for Jace. I looked back to see him let go of Kory’s hand and then begin to walk toward me, and my heart broke for him all over again. His handsome face was etched with a pain and worry that I knew I wouldn’t be able to relieve him of. Nothing would lighten his anxieties until we were actually on the ground and could see Rhea and Denver and Alf.

      If they had made it.

      He sat beside me without saying anything, and I held my silence too. But then his large, warm hand found mine and our fingers intertwined. And although he still wasn’t speaking, that action spoke more than any words ever could. Even in the midst of his pain and suffering he still wanted to be there to comfort me and be comforted by my presence. My heart swelled with love and sympathy for him.

      As the pressure in the cabin began to change, signifying that our altitude was dropping, I looked back once more to see Juno on her stretcher. I still wasn’t one hundred percent sure who she was. And I was worried about bringing her into Brightbirch with all of the confusion and fear that was following us from Edgewood. But whatever happened, I was happy to have brought her with us and away from the evil grasp of Helping Hands.

      My mother or not, I was glad that she was with us and safe. For now.
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      As we landed in Brightbirch for the first time, I couldn’t help but be reminded of our last mission landing after a successful trip to the Smally holding center. The atmosphere on board had been so different then, even with the loss of Ajax and Savannah and the serious injury to Lux. At least then we had been touching down in a safe place and feeling triumphant.

      Now we were landing in an entirely new and strange place, possibly endangering hundreds of new people, and the body under the white sheet at the back of the airship cabin was someone we knew closely. There was no feeling of triumph or joy this time. We had lost one of our closest friends and a valued team member, and we hadn’t been able to save the factory people in the Helping Hands complex. And we had left all of Edgewood vulnerable in our absence.

      The light coming through the airship windshield had been gradually shifting from dark purple and blue to yellow and orange as the sun rose on a new day. It was morning outside in Brightbirch, but other than that it seemed like none of us really knew anything about the foreign surroundings outside of the airship. Edgewood was the only Little John base that I had ever known. Was Brightbirch similar, or totally different?

      In any case, I didn’t think I’d ever feel safe here. Edgewood had felt like home after a while, and it was a beautiful beacon of the future that could be: families and friends living and working together without the fear of authoritarian rule hanging over them at all times. I had trusted its defenses so naïvely. And now it was gone forever, along with many of its inhabitants. How could I come into a strange new base and feel safe again?

      My questions were still roaring between my ears when team members on our airship began to rise and walk around the grounded airship to disembark. Jace’s expressionless face stared straight ahead, his hand still and heavy in mine.

      I squeezed his hand, and he turned toward me, his honey-colored eyes looking heavy and tired. Then he leaned forward and kissed me gently on my forehead before standing, releasing my hand, and walking back to Kory at the rear of the ship.

      “Are you okay?” Jackie asked.

      I forced a half-smile and nodded. Okay or not, I needed to keep moving forward. We had a long way to go in our journey, and I couldn’t let anything, even something as all-encompassing and horrifying as an attack on Edgewood, stop me now. I had to keep going for Juno, and for Culver, and for Jace, and for my team.

      But mostly I had to keep going because Hope wasn’t with me yet, and she never would be if I didn’t keep pushing through.

      I stood and began to walk back to Juno on her stretcher. Bridge was already beside her, untethering the stretcher from the wall so that it could be moved down the ramp and onto the tarmac. He looked up at me as I reached them.

      “I think your new friend is going to be okay,” he said, hooking Juno’s IV bag to her stretcher to make it mobile.

      “Thank you,” I replied. “She wouldn’t have made it this far without you and your team.”

      He paused briefly to hold my gaze, then he looked quickly at Kory.

      “I just wish we could’ve done more,” he said softly. His foot kicked up the brake on Juno’s stretcher, and he began to roll her away toward the airship’s ramp. “She’ll be at the hospital,” he said over his shoulder.

      I nodded. There would be time to speak to Juno later. For now, I needed to be with my friends.

      The mechanical grinding sound of the airship ramp being lowered filled the cabin. Bridge was at the front of the line to exit, pushing Juno on her stretcher. Jace was right behind him with Kory. As the stretchers were wheeled down onto the tarmac, Jace turned and looked at me once more, his eyes deeply pained and afraid.

      “I’m going to check the hospital,” he said. “You search for Rhea.”

      I nodded quickly in return. Of course I would.

      Abe, Ant, Jackie, and I walked together toward the ramp to await our turns to disembark, and Gabby and Nelson walked up to join us, with Gabby looking the worse for wear. Her eyes were red and rimmed with water. It was obvious that she was worried about her family.

      Abe placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.

      “They’ll be there,” he said gently.

      “And we’ll hear them from a mile away,” Ant added.

      Gabby smiled and chuckled slightly, but her pain and fear were still palpable. She was poised to race off the airship and try to find her family. Looking at her small figure and wide, fearful eyes, I was reminded how young she was.

      As we reached the top of the airship ramp, I looked back to Nathan’s cabin. He hadn’t emerged yet, and I felt uneasy about the sudden and extreme change in his demeanor.

      A chill wrapped around me as we stepped out of the climate-controlled airship cabin. I remembered Alexy saying that Brightbirch was north of Edgewood, and the cool, thin air made that fact vastly apparent. It felt like we were at a higher altitude.

      As my eyes adjusted to the bright sun reflecting off the tarmac, my theory was confirmed. We had stepped out into a valley that was surrounded by snow-capped mountains. The sun was bright, and its rays felt warm and close, but the ground and trees around us were covered with a light frost in the cool, early morning air.

      It was also obvious how the base had gotten its name. Surrounding the sunlit valley were thick groves of white-trunked birch trees. It was a beautiful sight on a terrifying day.

      As peaceful and serene as the mountains and trees looked, the feeling on the tarmac was anything but. The electronic whirring sound of large airships filled the air. All of the Little John ships that had followed us from the Helping Hands compound were touching down now, with additional stretchers being wheeled out around us. I wondered how they knew where to go in Brightbirch. Had any of these teams been on this base before?

      Looking around, I suddenly realized that there were too many ships landing to have all been from the mission. And then a voice sounded out over the tumult of the tarmac, and I understood where the other ships had come from.

      “Gabby!” a woman screamed.

      I whirled around and saw that it was Martha, Gabby’s mom. She was standing just yards away from us, her eyes full of relieved tears.

      That explained the additional airships on the tarmac. The Edgewood survivors were touching down as well.

      Gabby squealed in emotional delight and raced to a large group of people, where she leapt up to hug her mother as her siblings, grandparents, cousins, aunts, and uncles surrounded them with boisterous greetings and tight hugs.

      I couldn’t help but smile. It was nice to see Gabby’s fears dissolve in an instant. But the smile faded from my face as I peered around the rest of the crowd gathering on the tarmac. I had many more faces that I wanted to see before I’d feel comfortable, with Henry’s being high on that list. But I noticed uneasily that there were far fewer people on the tarmac than there should have been, unless some of the Edgewood evacuee ships had been diverted. There were several hundred people, but that couldn’t have been even half of the population of Edgewood.

      Were these the only survivors? My heart sank. Edgewood wasn’t just a Little John base. It was also a thriving community filled with families, some with young children. I thought back to the little girl I had seen picking up flowers and candy during the Edgewood parade. Had she made it? Had her mother? What about all of the schoolchildren?

      The mole had theoretically been someone living inside of Edgewood. He would have known how many people that community held—and what sort of people they were. What kind of monster could’ve endangered all of those families and children by betraying Little John and Nathan?

      We were all stalling on the tarmac, for what I assumed were multiple reasons. For one, many of us seemed to be looking for our friends and family in the crowd. And secondly, it wasn’t immediately obvious where we were supposed to go. The stretchers had been pushed off the tarmac toward the hangar, but none of us knew if we were supposed to follow them or if this base had other accommodations for us. There were no directions, no signs to follow, and none of us knew what we were doing here. I realized that this was what Little John would be like without a leader.

      We needed Nathan. But he still hadn’t stepped off of our airship. There were only team members and families among us. It didn’t look like anyone with authority was around.

      Suddenly Zion pushed a stretcher through the crowd beside us. He nodded curtly to our group as he passed, an unknown man moaning painfully on the stretcher in front of him. And the moment he disappeared toward the hangar, Cloyd walked up in his wake.

      He looked us over, seemingly making eye contact with everyone except me, and then asked an obvious question.

      “Where are Kory and Jace?”

      My heart sank. Cloyd had been with the rest of the combat team on a different airship. He didn’t know yet.

      Something about our silence and expressions must’ve tipped him off to the problem.

      “Where?” he repeated strongly.

      “They’re heading to the hospital,” I managed to squeak out.

      It didn’t feel right telling him the whole truth, but I also felt uncomfortable only giving him a partial answer.

      Cloyd’s eyes narrowed as he homed in on me for the first time. Usually his unfriendly stare elicited a sense of injustice and anger in me, but not now. Not when I knew what type of pain he was about to experience when he did find Kory.

      And then, just like that, Cloyd was off toward the hangar where the rest of the stretchers were going.

      The crowd was also moving slowly toward the hangar together, following the stretchers, since we didn’t have any other direction. I peered through the crowd as we walked together, but still didn’t see Henry or Rhea. It was hard not to lose hope entirely, though I tried to stay focused. It was a large crowd, so there was a good chance they were both here, maybe even looking for me. Or they might’ve survived the attack but gotten injured and taken to the hospital.

      But I still had my doubts.

      I turned back to the airship for a final time and was surprised to see Nathan stepping slowly down the ramp. He was walking in such a dejected manner that I could’ve mistaken him for injured.

      Nelson turned around and saw what I had been looking at.

      “I hope he doesn’t stay like this for long,” she said, and I nodded. There was a chance that we were still in grave danger here and at risk of another attack.

      We needed our leader.

      As we watched, Nathan looked up and seemed to notice our stares. But then he was staring over our heads with laser-like precision. It looked like he was focusing in on someone or something in the crowd in front of us.

      I turned just in time to see Corona spot Nathan. It almost looked like she had been holding her breath in anticipation, and the minute she saw him, she started walking toward us with long, graceful strides. We parted to make room for her, and she walked past us without sparing any of us a glance.

      I let out a sigh of relief upon spotting her. I’d already known that she had escaped, from our conversation with Nathan on the airship, but I’d still been worried about her health and safety. I had grown so close to her over the past few weeks. Seeing her was a breath of fresh air.

      Nathan must’ve felt similarly, because what he did then shocked me.

      He took off running. He ran down the rest of the ramp and through the thin crowd around him and didn’t stop until he had reached Corona. When he got to her, he threw his arms around her in a complete and utter show of emotion and vulnerability. I had never seen anything like it from Nathan before. Corona hugged him tightly in return.

      Watching the two of them embrace so wholeheartedly, I thought back to what Nelson had just said.

      “I think he’ll be okay,” I replied, still entranced by the sight of Nathan and Corona’s reunion. “As long as the people he loves can remind him what we’re fighting for.”

      Our large group had reached the hangar by this point, and now we were walking along a path that ran beside it. Suddenly the town of Brightbirch opened up in front of us. And it definitely didn’t look at all like Edgewood.

      Brightbirch had a bright and airy layout and was much more rustic. With the exception of the concrete-and-steel hangar and the shiny asphalt tarmac, the rest of the base looked like a quaint village. The main street was a cheerful red brick, and the buildings mostly appeared to be wood and thatch—a far cry from the modern stone façade of Edgewood. Flowering bushes and stubby pine trees lined the street on either side, perfuming the thin air around us.

      The buildings were also more spread out than they had been in Edgewood. Planted fields and wooden pens filled with grazing animals dotted the space between some of the buildings in the city, and beyond the city I could see even more extensive agricultural fields. I was also surprised to see long rows of glass buildings on one side of the red brick road: greenhouses.

      Brightbirch seemed so different from Edgewood already, and I wondered then whether all of the Little John bases served different purposes. If Edgewood had been an administrative hub, then what was Brightbirch’s purpose? Growing food? Providing a peaceful retreat?

      Whatever it was, I was suddenly feeling more calm and collected than I had been just minutes before. The city was definitely beautiful, with all of the greenery and animals around.

      But, I remembered ominously, the enemy might be here with us somewhere, plotting their next move.

      “Robin!” I heard a familiar voice shout. And then, almost before I had time to register what was happening, a young man with tan skin had pushed through the crowd in front of me and was suddenly holding me in a tight embrace.

      “Henry,” I breathed in shock. Then I wrapped my arms around him in relief. Hope’s father had survived the attack.
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      “Henry,” I said again, still shocked by his sudden appearance. Seeing the Edgewood crowd looking so small and vulnerable on the tarmac had made me start bracing for the worst-case scenario when it came to my friend.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay,” he said, his face nuzzled into my hair.

      “I’m happy that you’re okay, too,” I said, pulling back to look him in his eyes.

      I had so many burning questions to ask him about what had happened in Edgewood, but for now I was just glad to see him.

      “I always worry when you disappear on a mission,” he replied. “We made a promise to each other to get Hope back. And I need you alive for that.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I told him confidently. I needed to believe that we would get through this and find Hope again, even if the odds were against us.

      “Good,” Henry replied. “Because I want my family together again.”

      His eyes softened and his smile faded slightly, and I noticed that his eyes were drawn to my lips, even though I wasn’t speaking. My heart fluttered, but more out of nervousness than anything. My mind went back to Jace. How could I tell Henry that I wanted our family back, too, but that it was going to be a new, blended family from here on out?

      Because no matter what, I wanted Jace to be a part of it.

      Luckily, the rest of Team Hood approached, and I didn’t have to go into it.

      “Henry, what happened in Edgewood?” Nelson asked quickly.

      Ant, Abe, and Jackie crowded around to hear the answer. Henry glanced back at me as if disappointed that we had been interrupted, but then he answered Nelson.

      “I wish I could say,” he replied. “But truthfully I didn’t see much.”

      The team was staring intently at Henry as he spoke, and I could see a flush rising in his cheeks.

      “But you were in Edgewood, weren’t you?” Ant asked.

      “Well, yeah,” Henry replied, sounding slightly uncertain. “But I was under an airship when it happened. My team and I were doing routine airship maintenance in the hangar. My shift was almost up, and it was getting dark.”

      I zeroed in on his statements, trying to make sense of them. If it was just getting dark, then that would’ve been while our mission was underway in the Helping Hands compound.

      “So did you see the projection go down?” I asked.

      But immediately after I had said it, I realized that some of the information that Nathan had shared with us might be classified. Did everyone know that the projection had been turned off from the inside, or did most of them assume that it had somehow been disabled or destroyed by the government’s attack?

      Who exactly was privy to the presence of a traitor?

      Nelson cast a sideways glance at me, and I could tell she was thinking the same thing. With a traitor somewhere in our midst, we were no longer at liberty to talk as freely as we had been before.

      Even with someone whom I trusted implicitly.

      But Henry answered casually. “I just heard alarms go off. When I got out from under the airship, I saw new ships hovering over Edgewood. Ships that weren’t ours. Then everyone started running.”

      My pulse quickened as I lost myself in his recollection. How horrifying that must have been for everyone in Edgewood! To be going about your day, maybe finishing up your team duties or making dinner for your family, and then looking up and seeing the enemy poised overhead.

      “How many ships?” Abe thought to ask.

      Henry shook his head. “Maybe five or six. I didn’t have time to count.”

      Nelson was furrowing her brow in thought, and I wondered if we were thinking the same thing: Why send so few ships? Was it because they knew that Nathan and most of the teams weren’t there, and so knew it wouldn’t be much of a fight?

      Henry’s face looked pained, as if he was dredging up a memory that he’d rather forget.

      “Everyone on the tarmac and in the hangar started running around. People were yelling orders. They were calling for pilots,” he said slowly, considering his words. “And even people who weren’t pilots but had flight experience. Anyone who could help. Our team was told to start firing up all of the airships that were left.”

      Many of the airships had followed us to the Helping Hands compound to aid in that mission—along with the people who knew how to fly them. Edgewood had been vulnerable . . . and primed for an outside attack.

      “What about the government ships?” Jackie asked.

      “They just . . . started firing,” he replied flatly. “Indiscriminately, it looked like. Over the main Edgewood buildings.”

      I closed my eyes to shut out the image that his words had conjured up in my mind: families, friends, and children in the brownstones or out in the streets, directly beneath those powerful weapons.

      “People started racing to the hangar from the main street. We got a lot of airships up and running, and we were helping people board. And the surveillance team was providing cover,” Henry said.

      Cover?

      “I guess they had access to big ground-based weapons that none of my team knew about,” he continued. “Maybe Nathan told his mission teams and you guys already knew, but we sure didn’t. Anyway, these big guns and launchers came up out of the ground around the city and were shooting back at the government ships. So we got as many people as we could on the airships, and then we got out of there. Once we were in the air and getting away, I heard a big explosion from behind us. Rocked the ship. I didn’t see it, but people were saying then that Edgewood was gone,” he finished.

      A silence fell over us as we soaked in Henry’s words. Finally, a thought occurred to me.

      “What about the surveillance team?” I asked.

      “We wouldn’t have survived without them,” Henry replied. “They stayed behind so that we could escape.”

      “Wait . . . all of them?” Nelson asked, her eyes wide with surprise.

      Henry nodded. “At least everyone who was in the surveillance room.”

      My heart sank. A whole team was gone. I remembered back to my brief trip into the surveillance room for the executive interrogations. All of those team members in the surveillance room . . . just gone.

      I looked around our crowd once more and realized for the first time that Piper was nowhere to be seen.

      “Piper?” I asked.

      “No one from the surveillance team got out,” Henry replied. “I could hear our pilot talking to Piper on his comm link as our ship was taking off. Piper stayed behind with the rest of them.”

      My mind went right to Nathan, horrified. Piper was one of his oldest and dearest friends, according to Corona. How was he going to take the news of his loss, on top of the crushing betrayal of harboring a government spy? I turned to look over the crowd at Nathan and was surprised to see that he was already looking at us.

      Or it looked like he was looking at us. But I noticed with unease that his eyes were narrowed and sharp with suspicion. And he wasn’t so much looking at us as he was staring at Henry individually. I turned back to see whether anyone or anything was positioned behind Henry, but no. Nathan had been staring directly at Henry. But why?

      Suddenly a figure was rushing at us, but I noticed who it was with relief.

      “Where is Jace?” Rhea asked breathlessly.

      “Rhea!” I shouted in return. I lunged forward and grabbed her in a bear hug, ecstatic to see her. Jace would be so relieved! “Thank goodness! How did you escape?”

      “Our coding teacher helped. Now what about Jace?” Rhea asked again, pulling away from me. She obviously had only one thing on her mind for now.

      “He’s fine! I’m sorry, I’m just so glad that you’re okay!” I said. I pulled her in again for another hug, and this time she hugged back tightly.

      “He’s in the hospital,” I said as I pulled away. “But he’s fine.”

      “Then why is he going to the hospital?” Rhea asked with concern.

      I looked back at her intently. I didn’t want to be the person to share the news about Kory with her. Thankfully, we were interrupted again.

      “Guys! So glad to see you all. Have you seen Jace?” Denver said as he approached, Alf close behind him.

      I breathed another sigh of relief. Denver and Alf were on the surveillance team, but they wouldn’t have been in the surveillance room itself, so they had been able to escape. Jace had lost someone very dear to him, but mercifully it looked like that was the only loss he would have to experience. At least for one day.

      “Where’s the hospital?” Rhea asked, staring back at me. Even though she was young, she had been through a lot of loss and trauma in her short life. So she seemed to know instinctively that something was amiss.

      I glanced back down over the city of Brightbirch. One tall white building seemed like an obvious choice. But I couldn’t be sure. Denver and Alf looked like they caught on to my dilemma.

      “Come on, Rhea. We’ll figure it out. Let’s get moving,” Alf said, and they started off together toward the city.

      I started to follow them but then stopped. I knew Jace was hurting, and I wanted to be there to support him, but Jace’s clan was like a family. I didn’t know if it was right to immediately insert myself into their grief. Especially since I knew that Cloyd wouldn’t want me there. Would my presence just be a distraction?

      I decided to let them have some time before I went to see Jace. Denver, Alf, and Rhea didn’t even know that Kory was dead yet. They would need time to come to terms with that fact. And I wanted to be respectful of that. But even if I couldn’t be there for him just now, I promised myself that I would be there for him soon.

      As I watched them run off, I was somewhat comforted knowing that Jace would feel immense relief upon seeing the rest of his tribe alive and well. It was one good thing in the face of a terrible loss.

      I turned back to the group and thought about what Rhea had said about her escape. They had been saved by her coding teacher—Robert. The revelation surprised me. He definitely didn’t seem like the hero type.

      Nathan began to move away from Corona and toward the center of the crowd, and I watched him intently as he walked. It looked like we had all been waiting for this moment, as the crowd hushed and all eyes were drawn to Nathan.

      I had never known a person who was as comfortable and gregarious in front of large crowds, whether in times of celebration or great duress. I had heard Nathan welcome us to parties, comfort us after losses, and rouse our spirits before dangerous missions. Every time, he had spoken so clearly and eloquently that it felt like he had been born to be an orator.

      Which was why watching him walk through the crowd felt so alien to me now. His shoulders were slumped, his eyes jaded. And when he finally spoke, his tone was flat.

      “A Brightbirch delegate will be here to receive you shortly. Please wait for their arrival.”

      I felt like I could hear an audible whoosh as we all sighed in exasperation together. That was it? After everything that we had just been through?

      Then Corona was beside him and they were walking into Brightbirch alone. Many of us were staring after them as they left.

      “Nathan isn’t usually like this, right?” Henry asked timidly.

      I looked back at him and remembered the suspicious look that Nathan had cast him.

      “No,” I said simply. It was all I wanted to say on the matter, at least for the time being.

      Henry seemed to be focusing in on something over my shoulder, so I turned around to look. Silver, the blue-haired young woman on Henry’s maintenance team, was waving him over to their group. Henry waved back.

      “Guess we’re getting into our groups,” Henry said. “I’ll catch up with you guys once we get settled in.”

      Then Henry walked away, leaving just our congregation of Team Hood members left.

      “Do you think he knew about the projection being shut off from inside?” Nelson asked once we knew Henry was out of earshot.

      “I was wondering the same thing,” I replied. “I didn’t want to say anything that Nathan might be trying to keep under wraps.”

      “Do you think Nathan would do that, though?” Jackie interjected. “Wouldn’t you think he’d want us all to know there’s a government agent here so we can watch what we say?”

      “Unless he doesn’t want the agent to know that he knows,” Ant said.

      I wrinkled my nose. That made sense, but would Nathan really think the mole felt undetected here to begin with? Surely they would’ve realized they were making their presence known when they turned off the projection. So why wouldn’t Nathan want us all to know that we needed to watch what we said and who we trusted?

      “Maybe Nathan doesn’t want us to start turning on each other,” Jackie offered.

      Abe laughed sarcastically. “Little late for that,” he said. “I, for one, am going to be looking sideways at pretty much everyone.”

      “It’s not our job to find the mole, anyway,” Ant added. “So it’s not like we’ll need to be questioning people.”

      “After all, how can you ask about a mole if you might be talking to him?” Abe finished darkly. And then, almost imperceptibly, I saw him glance back toward Henry.

      I whipped toward him, my eyes wide.

      “You don’t mean Henry, do you?” I asked, my heart beating wildly in my chest. Nathan’s suspicious stare. Abe’s question. The team’s reticence to say too much. Did they think Henry, my friend and the father of my child, was the mole?

      Abe looked abashed and then looked down at the ground. “No, of course not,” he replied weakly. “I just mean in general.”

      But I didn’t find his response convincing.

      Did they all think Henry was the mole? Even after he had saved us and sacrificed his identity in the process? I had been surprised to see Henry at that truck stop, too, but was it really so miraculous that we had run into him when we needed help most?

      I didn’t have a good answer to that question, though. Because deep down, I wasn’t so sure.
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      The sudden sound of a loudspeaker crackling to life startled me, and I turned around to find the source of the noise.

      A tall blond man was standing in front of the crowd now, poised to speak. He raised the speakerphone to his lips.

      “Welcome to Brightbirch, Edgewood teams,” he said in a chipper and youthful voice. “We’ve been expecting you. I’m Luka, the operations team lead here on base.”

      I looked over the man as he spoke. He was young, close to my age or only a few years older, but at that point I was no longer surprised to see young people in leadership roles in Little John. In fact, with the exception of Nathan, Corona, and Piper, the general age of Little John seemed to skew young.

      “We had short notice about your arrival, so your bunks may not be what you’re used to. Please keep in mind that we are working on more permanent lodgings and hope to have those available for you soon,” he continued.

      Beside me, Ant and Abe were exchanging quizzical glances. I knew what they were thinking. Just what kind of bunks were we to expect?

      The crowd was shifting anxiously. We were all ready to make our way into Brightbirch, no matter what they had set up for us. Anything was better than standing aimlessly next to a hangar. We were hungry, tired, and afraid. Any hospitality would go a long way in terms of increasing morale.

      “Follow me,” Luka finally said.

      It was like music to my ears.

      The crowd lurched forward, and soon we were walking down a worn footpath toward Brightbirch.

      I was still struck by the beauty of our surroundings. The birch trees shone in the light of the bright morning sun. Even from a distance I could see ruby-red cardinals flitting about in their thin top branches. The lush grass beneath us was dewy with melting frost. And, to my excitement, I heard the not-so-far-away whinny of a horse. I was liking Brightbirch very much already. It seemed a lot closer to my solitary home in the woods than Edgewood ever had.

      Ahead of us, Luka was continuing to speak back at our crowd as we walked. “Brightbirch is a fairly small community. As you’ll see, the majority of our base is dedicated to agricultural efforts.”

      As we got closer to the town, the planted fields and stables and greenhouses suddenly started to make a lot more sense. Brightbirch was a farm.

      I sped up and walked around the side of the crowd to get closer to Luka as he spoke, hoping to confirm my theory. The rest of Team Hood followed suit.

      “Can I ask you a question?” I asked once I had reached his side.

      Luka lowered his speakerphone and looked over at me as he walked.

      “Sure,” he said cheerfully.

      “You say it’s an agricultural base. What exactly does that mean?” I asked.

      “We supply Little John bases and scouts with their food and other natural goods,” he replied.

      I looked over Brightbirch again. We were walking down a slope from the hangar and tarmac to reach the lowest point of the valley, where the main buildings were nestled. And although we were close to the red brick road of the city, the angle still gave us a nice overview of the entire base. So this was where we were getting all of that amazing produce from. I wondered then if all of the bases had specific purposes like that.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said after a pause.

      Luka raised the megaphone again to speak to the crowd.

      “You’ll see some family homes to your left. Most of us on base work in the greenhouses or on farming teams. Feel free to introduce yourselves and ask questions when you get the chance. Everyone is friendly,” he said.

      I looked to my left to see several small wood frame homes. A young girl was waving to us from the porch of one of the houses. I waved back.

      “And here’s our main stable,” Luka said as we passed a huge open area surrounded by a wooden fence.

      In the distance I could see a humongous red stable that looked like it could house thousands of animals. Pastures stretched out from the stable, dotted by horses. There were also huge herds of dairy cows and sheep grazing throughout.

      “Our administrative building is here on the right. Our base leader, Fiora, is officed here,” Luka said, gesturing broadly toward a large wooden building. It also looked like a house, albeit larger and more elaborate than the others. Hanging ferns and potted plants crowded its wraparound porch. A stone fountain in its yard gave off the soft, pleasant sound of dancing water.

      “What’s Fiora like?” I asked Luka.

      “Great lady. Has a background in horticulture and animal husbandry,” Luka said. Then, under his breath, he added, “But she has kind of a weird thing for exotic pets.”

      I smiled. Fiora sounded interesting.

      We passed several rows of greenhouses, which Luka made sure to draw our attention to, and I saw the blurry outline of people working through the humidity-fogged glass walls. I could also smell the sweet scent of fruit wafting toward us as we passed.

      “And finally, the hospital,” Luka said as we approached the tall white building I had seen from our vantage point beside the hangar. It was much smaller than Edgewood’s hospital, with only one small wheelchair ramp leading up to its single front door. The building was dotted with rectangular windows in a way that made it look more homey than sterile.

      My heart skipped a beat when I thought about Juno, Jace, and Kory being in there somewhere. Cloyd, Rhea, Denver, and Alf were probably in there now as well. I thought about breaking off from the group to go and check on the rest of our team, but I still wasn’t sure whether they’d had enough time together to process Kory’s loss before the rest of us started visiting. They were undoubtedly grieving deeply, and although the rest of us were also horribly pained by Kory’s death, we hadn’t had the type of connection to him that his other tribesmen had. And Juno was probably still recovering herself.

      It was still hard to walk past the hospital without rushing in to support Jace and check on Juno.

      We continued on until we were faced with an odd sight: a pretty meadow, complete with little bunches of blooming yellow flowers, filled with popped tents.

      Oh. Luka hadn’t been lying about the lodgings.

      “And here is where I leave you,” he said into the megaphone. “Please help yourself to food and feel free to explore the city. But be careful not to wander too far from camp. This is bear country.”

      I looked quickly back at him, and he winked at me, but I didn’t think he was joking about the bears.

      And then he turned on his heel and walked back to the main part of Brightbirch without us.

      I looked around at Team Hood, gauging their reactions to our new temporary housing. We were at the forefront of the large crowd, but it was pretty clear that we didn’t know what we were doing here. Then Ant indicated that he had something on his mind.

      “Did he say food?” he asked.

      At that, our crowd moved toward the tents and started exploring them. Many Edgewood citizens had stopped to claim tents as soon as we started walking into the campground, but I wanted to be farther away from the group. It made the similarity to my old home in the woods even stronger. I walked to a scattering of tents in the back corner, farthest from the road, and the team followed. We passed a few picnic-style tables laid out with breakfast foods on our way. While I was looking at the food, my stomach grumbling, I almost ran into a tall, pale man who was stepping into a tent himself.

      “Rio!” I said excitedly. I was so happy to see that he had made it out of Edgewood okay. But Rio only forced a faint smile in response.

      “Where’s Lux?” Nelson asked behind me.

      Rio shook his head slowly, and I caught my breath. She hadn’t made it. Did that mean that everyone in the hospital had been lost? My heart sank at the thought.

      “Rio, I’m so sorry,” Jackie said. The rest of us nodded in sympathetic agreement.

      Rio was obviously overcome with emotion and in no mood to talk. He nodded, as if to thank us, and then stepped into his tent.

      Team Hood kept going, our gait a little slower and heavier after hearing the news about Lux.

      

      When we got to the tent in the back corner I peeked my head into one to find that they were surprisingly nice. They were roomy on the inside and seemed like they would house two people comfortably. A pair of rolled-up sleeping bags in each tent confirmed the occupancy.

      “Good thing we’re no strangers to roughing it,” Nelson said.

      “I like it,” I replied honestly. “Feels kind of like camping with all of your friends.”

      “Yeah, and a bunch of hungry mountain bears. Oh, and a traitorous government spy! You’re right, Robin! Totally fun,” Abe added.

      Even though I realized he had meant it as a joke, I also knew that he was right. This wasn’t a casual getaway with friends. We were refugees. And we were probably still in danger.

      “Guess we should pick our new abodes, then,” Abe said. He stepped into a tent and then popped his head back out. “This one work for you, brother?”

      Ant glanced over at Jackie and shifted uncomfortably.

      Suddenly the realization dawned on me that Ant wasn’t as keen on bunking with his brother as he used to be. When Abe realized that as well, his eyes narrowed.

      “I see how it is!” he called out from the tent. “Picked your girlfriend over your brother!”

      “It’s not like that!” Ant replied. “We’ll be in the tent right next to yours!”

      “I had enough living with you for a lifetime back in the womb, anyway,” Abe quipped before retreating back into his tent in defeat.

      Nelson and I laughed at the spectacle before she turned to face me.

      “Guessing you’ll probably want to bunk with Jace. I’ll save a spot for Gabby in my tent,” she said.

      I blushed but nodded appreciatively. Jace was definitely the person I wanted to room with.

      I looked back over the small city of tents. Everywhere around us, people were pairing up and choosing places to sleep. Some of the teams had even pushed their tents into circles or lines, like little pop-up neighborhoods. Other people were lining up to snag plates of fresh food from the picnic tables. It looked like everyone was making the best of a bad situation together.

      Suddenly I saw movement out in the field beyond our tent city, and braced myself. Was it a bear? But as I focused, I saw that it was just a person dragging a tent out away from the others.

      That was strange.

      Jackie walked up next to me, watching as the unknown person settled their tent fifty feet away.

      “That guy is such a jerk,” she said.

      I looked over at her. “Did you see who it was?” I asked. They had their back turned as they pulled the tent away, so I hadn’t gotten a close look at them.

      “Yeah, I saw him when he started moving the tent. It’s Robert,” Jackie replied.

      Robert. I remembered back to what Rhea had said about him saving all of the schoolchildren. It still seemed so out of character.

      He retreated into his tent as we watched. Jackie turned back to join the rest of the team once Robert was out of sight again, but I stood transfixed. Why would he have gone out of his way to help those kids? He had always been so standoffish and even outright hostile. And from what we had heard back in Edgewood, he’d hated being part of the education team.

      But most importantly, I just couldn’t picture him as a hero. Robert, the guy who had broken Gabby’s heart and then humiliated her at our formal dance. Robert, who had lied about inventing software. Robert, who was always skulking around with a displeased sneer. Robert, who even now was trying to distance himself from the rest of us. Was I supposed to believe that he’d suddenly had a change of heart and become a courageous leader?

      I stared out at his solitary tent for a few more seconds before I turned to rejoin the team. Before I could take a step, Nelson approached me.

      “At least the bears will get to him first,” she said with a wink.

      I half-smiled in return, and Nelson frowned.

      “Is something wrong?” she asked.

      “It just doesn’t make any sense,” I told her. “Rhea said that Robert saved the schoolkids back in Edgewood. Does that seem like something he would do to you?”

      Nelson looked out at his tent. “Maybe his good side only comes out under pressure,” she said.

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes.

      “Well, what do you think happened?” Nelson countered.

      Just then, Gabby’s petite figured bounced toward us.

      “As glad as I was to see my family, I hope you guys knew enough to save me a spot in one of your tents,” she said with a smile. “I need a break already.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun rose to the middle of the sky as the morning turned to afternoon, and the chill in the air was replaced with a gentle and comforting warmth. Somehow the food was even better in Brightbirch than it had been in Edgewood, and Team Hood was now contentedly lounging around after a big breakfast.

      But, sitting on the soft grass between our tents, I was feeling unbearably restless.

      A sense of casual relaxation had settled over all of us, but reality was sneaking back in. Nathan and Corona must’ve been in the administrative building consulting with Fiora, the Brightbirch base leader. Obviously, Nathan trusted the safety of this new base enough to bring us all here after a costly attack on Edgewood. But I didn’t feel safe in Brightbirch at all. Sure, it was picturesque and seemed remote and small. But there was a good chance that we had brought the enemy here with us. And, without a plan or any intel on the situation, I had no idea if efforts were even underway to root that person out.

      How could we know that the mole wasn’t in their tent at this very moment, sending Brightbirch’s coordinates to the government?

      I looked back out into the field at Robert’s tent.

      Suddenly, Nelson plopped down beside me. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you had a lot on your mind,” she quipped.

      “Doesn’t this feel unwise to you? Like we’re just waiting around for another attack?” I asked her.

      Nelson shrugged. “I get that. And yeah, I’ve been kind of uncomfortably checking the skies for airships.”

      I looked up into the clear sky. The projection defense over Edgewood had caused a strange, glittering appearance in the sky above us at all times. But I didn’t see that here. It didn’t seem like Brightbirch possessed nearly half the defenses that Edgewood had, possibly due to how spread out it was or the laid-back nature of its business, but the lack of obvious protection was only making me more nervous.

      “But I trust Nathan. And if he brought us here, it must’ve been for a good reason,” Nelson finished.

      “But what if that reason was desperation?” I rebutted. “What if we just needed fuel and had nowhere else to turn? And now we’re just gambling with our own base plus all of the people in this new one?”

      Nelson didn’t answer. Instead, she started anxiously tugging at the grass beneath us.

      I looked over at our team members sitting and enjoying a leisurely afternoon after a dangerous mission and horrible news from Edgewood. I didn’t want to take this moment away from them. They deserved the chance to sit and decompress a little. But I couldn’t sit still any longer. I didn’t want to sit around while we risked our safety and the safety of all of these people.

      We needed answers. We needed a plan.

      We needed Nathan.

      I stood, but as I started to walk away, a hand tugged at me. I turned to see Nelson.

      “I know where you’re going. And you know I’m going with you,” she said resolutely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      “Doesn’t this situation feel a little familiar to you?” Nelson asked.

      I sighed. It was starting to feel like Nelson and I were constantly chasing Nathan down for answers. That was one of the unfortunate parts about being a Little John member. Unless you were a team lead or a base leader, you couldn’t really expect a constant line of communication with Nathan. But I didn’t want to sit around and wait for news. Maybe it was because we had first known Nathan as an Operation Hood tech and not a shadowy anti-government billionaire in charge of a major operation, but I couldn’t help but feel like we had already been through enough to deserve answers.

      As we walked, however, I started wondering if that was true. I was shaken and concerned after the Helping Hands mission, losing Kory, and finding out about Edgewood. But did I really deserve answers any more quickly than the people who had been under fire in Edgewood themselves? If he did tell me something, could Nathan trust that I wouldn’t accidentally give it away to the wrong person? And was it right to barge in on him right after the huge losses of both an entire base and one of his oldest friends?

      My pace slowed the more I thought about it, and Nelson seemed to catch on to my hesitancy.

      “Maybe we could go visit the hospital first,” she offered gently.

      I looked up the narrow brick road to see the small hospital before us. Jace was probably still inside. I knew he’d be with his friends and the little family he had, saying their goodbyes to one of their own. I didn’t know whether he was done grieving in relative privacy with his family and his closest friends, or whether he was ready for visitors. But if he was, I wanted to offer him whatever support I could. And if he wasn’t ready yet, there was another person in that hospital who might’ve wanted to see me, too.

      Juno.

      I had so many questions for Juno. I could still see the faraway look of surprise and recognition in her eyes when my mask had finally disintegrated back on the airship as we escaped the Helping Hands compound. Maybe I imagined it, but maybe I didn’t. Maybe she recognized me.

      Maybe she was my mother.

      I turned back to Nelson. “That’s a good idea,” I said.

      Little John had just suffered possibly its worst loss ever, and Nathan was probably still grieving his personal losses as well. It wouldn’t be right to barge in now and expect special treatment. I had to trust that Nathan had our best interests in mind and would involve us when we needed to know more.

      Besides, if it took too long, I could always hunt him down another time.

      We turned off of the brick road toward the hospital.

      

      The building was bright and airy on the inside, lit by numerous windows. It was small and quaint, but that made sense. Judging from its layout and purpose, Brightbirch probably experienced fewer injuries from things like missions or combat. Patients here, as far as I could tell from seeing the base, were probably kids who had fallen out of trees playing or people who had been bucked off of horses.

      At any rate, they probably weren’t accustomed to the types of catastrophic injuries that the Edgewood members had come in with. Which made me suddenly very nervous about Juno. Had they even been able to stabilize her, if they weren’t used to those sorts of injuries? Had they had the right equipment, or supplies? Was she okay?

      The nurse at the front desk greeted us warmly.

      “You must be part of that new crowd,” he said with a smile. His voice had a pleasant twang to it, as if he should have been wearing a cowboy hat and not scrubs. “Who can I help you find?”

      “Well,” I started, “we’re actually here for a couple of people. A woman named Juno and a man named Kory.”

      The nurse’s eyes darkened.

      “The man came in deceased,” I added matter-of-factly. I didn’t want the nurse to think we didn’t know yet. And truthfully, I was also trying to prepare myself for that reality. Even if I hadn’t known Kory as well as I knew Nelson or Jackie or Ant and Abe, he still felt like family. And it was hard to accept that he was actually gone.

      Just saying those words brought hot tears up to the surface. I quickly wiped them away. I wanted to be a support for Jace at this time, and I couldn’t do that if I was breaking down right next to him.

      The nurse nodded and stood, gesturing for us to follow him.

      We entered a small elevator together, and to my surprise, the nurse pressed a button to take us into the basement. But after a quick downward trip, the doors opened, and I immediately understood why.

      We were in the morgue. It was darker and colder in the basement, and the smell in the air was discomfortingly chemical. Formaldehyde.

      I realized suddenly that the nurse hadn’t told us whom we were seeing first. I expected Kory to be down here, surrounded by his friends, but what if Juno was down here too? A hard lump formed in my throat, and I tried unsuccessfully to swallow it down.

      The nurse walked us to a white door and then turned to face us.

      “He has some visitors currently, so I’d knock before going in,” he said in a soft tone.

      He. The word brought out a lot of emotions in me. Firstly, it was definitive proof that it was Kory who was behind this door, not Juno. So Juno might’ve survived. But secondly, hearing the nurse refer to Kory as if he were still alive made me feel desperately sad. Kory was still here with us, behind this door, but he was also gone forever. And it was hard to face that truth.

      “The woman is on the second floor. When you’re done here, take the elevator up, and the nurses upstairs will help guide you,” the nurse said. Then he nodded kindly, a hint of sympathy in his eyes, and walked back to the elevator, leaving Nelson and me alone in the hallway.

      “Do you think it’s okay for us to be here?” Nelson asked, fidgeting uncomfortably.

      I was wondering the same thing. “We’re here for Kory,” I said after a pause. Of course we would defer to Kory’s closest friends’ wishes, but I couldn’t imagine them barring us from saying our final goodbyes to a team member.

      I knocked gently but firmly, and waited. When Rhea opened the door, her face was tear-streaked, like I’d imagined it would be. But to my surprise, she was also smiling.

      “Robin,” she said warmly. Then her eyes drifted over to Nelson.

      “Oh, this is Nelson,” I said abruptly. “She’s on our team, too.”

      Rhea smiled at Nelson and then opened the door wider to let us both in. Inside, Jace, Cloyd, Denver, and Alf looked like they were in the middle of casual conversation. Jace was even laughing. But there were tears in every eye in the room. And between all of the friends, with his eyes closed as if he was just napping, lay Kory.

      Jace looked up at me when I entered the room and smiled broadly. He walked over to me and pulled me into a tight embrace.

      “Robin,” he said softly. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Of course,” I replied, tears beginning to form in my eyes.

      “You’re just in time to hear some more embarrassing stories about Jace and Kory getting into a fistfight once!” Denver yelled over the room.

      Alf and Rhea chuckled, but Cloyd’s smile seemed to have faded some at our arrival.

      I looked at Jace in surprise. “Fistfight?” I asked. It seemed like a weird thing to talk about at a time like this.

      Jace rolled his eyes. “We were eight! But Kory always swore he’d tell the story at my funeral someday, so we figured he’d want it in reverse too.”

      I smiled slightly. It was nice to think of Kory and Jace as little kids being kids. But the thought was permeated by a deep sense of loss.

      “Hey, Nelson,” Jace said as we walked farther into the room. He gave her a friendly hug and then shut the door behind us.

      The conversation had lulled a bit with our arrival, so I said the first thing I could think of.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      I immediately felt dumb for saying it. It seemed like such a trite thing to offer. But I didn’t have the words to properly communicate the sympathy I felt for this small band of survivors, or the pain I myself was feeling at Kory’s loss.

      Jace came up beside me and squeezed one of my shoulders. “Thank you, Robin,” he said. “I’m so glad that you came. Kory loved you.”

      The tears spilled over and down my cheeks, and Jace continued.

      “But being all together has helped us remember all the good times, too. And that’s how we did funerals back at home.”

      “A celebration of life,” Rhea added. “It’s what our parents would’ve wanted.”

      I smiled now through the tears. Kory’s death was a crushing blow, without a doubt. We had all been close to him, largely because of his magnetic personality and overwhelming good humor. And after our time together during the Helping Hands mission, I felt closer to Kory than I ever had. But this wasn’t just about loss and sadness and grief. And although the atmosphere in the room had surprised me at first, it made perfect sense now.

      All of us being here was also about coming together to remember a wonderful friend. Kory had been a funny, loving, vivacious person. And he always would be. Not even death could take that away.

      But even with that in mind, I never wanted to go through this with another team member. And I was worried that, if the mole was now in Brightbirch, I wouldn’t have a choice.

      I looked over at Nelson to see tears forming in her eyes as well.

      But then Cloyd cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. And he spoke the first words to me that he had in quite some time.

      “Thank you both for coming and showing your support. But if you don’t mind, we want to have a little privacy before we say goodbye to our friend.”

      His words made me feel like I’d had the breath knocked out of me. Even at a time like this, Cloyd’s dislike of me could rear its ugly head. Jace looked over at Cloyd sharply. He opened his mouth to speak, but I spoke first.

      “We’re grieving our friend, too,” I said strongly. But then I softened my tone. “But I know you guys were particularly close. I respect that. So please let us know if you need anything.”

      I had been shocked by Cloyd’s words, but I knew immediately that I didn’t want to make a difficult situation harder for Jace or his friends and sister. So it was better to just make our exit than to allow a fight to break out over our presence. As much as I wanted to tear into Cloyd, I knew that this wasn’t the time or place. Especially since I wanted to support Jace.

      Jace looked back at me with a mix of gratitude and sympathy, and I smiled gently in return. Nelson and I turned to make our exit, but Rhea stopped us at the door.

      “We’re going to have a traditional funeral for Kory, Robin. And he would want all of his team there,” she said. She glanced back purposefully at Cloyd, who somewhat abashedly looked down at his shoes.

      I reached out and grabbed Rhea’s hand, squeezing it.

      “We wouldn’t miss it,” I told her confidently. Cloyd would just have to deal with that.

      Nelson and I moved through the doorway, closed it softly behind us, and walked back to the elevator at the end of the hall before either of us said anything else.

      “What’s his problem?” Nelson asked as the elevator doors opened for us.

      I shrugged. “It wasn’t worth getting into it today,” I said. Whatever Cloyd’s problem was, we would hash that out later. Right now, it was time to focus on something else.

      I paused briefly before pushing the button for the second floor. Was I ready for this? I didn’t know whether Juno was my mother or not, but really, I was afraid of finding out either way. If she wasn’t my mother, it’d be a crushing disappointment. But all of the signs pointed to this woman actually being the one.

      So why was I so reluctant to get my hopes up?

      Then again, if she was my mother, was I ready to face that, either? What if Juno had never wanted me and didn’t care to see me again? What if she was disappointed with the person I had grown up to become?

      “Robin?” Nelson asked, interrupting my thoughts. “Is everything okay?”

      I snapped back to reality. My finger was hovering over the button for the second floor, but I hadn’t pushed it yet. With a quick exhale and a rush of courage, I pressed down, and the elevator started with a lurch.

      My heartbeat quickened as we moved up through the hospital building. This was it. It was time to find out whether Kory had died helping me save my mother . . . or a stranger.

      When the elevator doors opened, we saw the busier, brighter, above-ground portion of the hospital. There was a long hallway that curved in both directions around a small nurse’s station. A vase of colorful flowers sat perched on the counter by the nurses and computer monitors they worked on, while an old man ambled down the hall with his walker. A small family was entering a patient room together with a fruit basket. Another helpful nurse greeted us immediately.

      “Juno?” I asked.

      The nurse furrowed her brow.

      “A woman who came in with the Edgewood team. Gunshot wound,” I added. But my heart was sinking. If they didn’t know her by her name yet, then maybe she wasn’t speaking.

      “Ah,” the nurse said. Her smile didn’t fade, which gave me hope that the news wasn’t too bad. “She just had some medicine, so she’ll be asleep for a few hours, but you’re welcome to go in and see her for a few minutes.”

      I sighed and nodded in agreement. Guess I wouldn’t be finding out any big news today. Still, I was overwhelmed with relief that Juno had survived and was recovering.

      The nurse walked us down the bright hall back to a small, naturally lit room, the faint noises of hospital machinery echoing out into the hallway. As we approached and began to peek inside, the nurse smiled warmly again and gestured for us to go through the open door. Nelson and I stepped in slowly.

      Juno was lying back in her bed, in deep slumber. Her chest rose rhythmically under a small tangle of wires while a machine in the corner of the room beeped lazily. Her light brunette hair fell limply around her face and down to her shoulders. I was so grateful that she was alive and healthy, but for the first time I realized how gaunt she actually was. Her high cheekbones were prominent under the thin, pale skin of her face. And just over her hospital gown, you could see her delicate-looking collarbones.

      “She looks like you,” Nelson said.

      I turned back to look at her and forced a smile. I didn’t want to get my hopes up yet, but I thought I could see the resemblance, too. It was nice hearing it from someone else.

      I walked to the bed and stood over her briefly, taking in all of the resemblances that I thought I saw: the shape of our eyes, the thin bridge of our noses, and even the smallness of our ears. Who was this brave woman who had done so much to help me back in the detention center?

      And had she really recognized me like I thought she had back on the airship?

      I knelt down and grabbed one of her thin hands. If only she were awake to talk to, to question. I had waited almost two decades for this moment. And now it looked like I’d have to wait a little more.

      Still, I was just happy that I had the chance to speak to her. I knew I’d never get that chance with my biological father, but maybe I still had the opportunity to have a relationship with my mother.

      I just wasn’t going to get it right away. I squeezed Juno’s hand gently.

      “Let’s leave her to her rest,” I said as I stood. There would be time to speak to her again soon. For now, she needed to focus on her recovery.

      Nelson and I took the elevator down to the first floor again and walked out of the hospital building together. We paused when we reached the brick road, unsure of what to do next. Nelson suddenly reached for her pocket.

      “Forgot to give this back to you on the airship,” she said. She pulled my phone out of her pocket and handed it to me. “You’ll probably need that.”

      “Thanks,” I replied, shoving the phone into my own pocket.

      “They’ve probably put lunch out by now,” Nelson said. “If you want to go back and check it out.”

      I looked back at the tents and then down the other side of the brick road, toward Fiora’s office. I couldn’t talk to Nathan, or Juno, or spend time with Jace like I wanted to, but I did want to take some time for myself just to think. I had a lot of emotions to work through.

      “I’ll be there soon,” I said.

      Nelson nodded. Then she turned and began to walk back to the rest of the team. I watched her go for a few seconds before I starting walking up the road in the opposite direction.
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      Fiora’s verdant office building was up ahead on my right, the lush, sweet smell of the planted flowers crowding the wraparound porch even stronger in the warm midday sun. I took a deep breath in and then examined the building for any sign of activity. It wasn’t my intention to interrupt an official meeting. I just wanted to explore the town a bit and take some time to myself to think. Still, I couldn’t help but hope that someone was going to step outside and make themselves available for questions. But aside from the flowers swaying gently in the breeze and the running water in the fountain, there wasn’t any movement. I sighed.

      A high-pitched whinny caught my attention, and I turned to my left to look into the open field across from Fiora’s office. The stable sat picturesquely in the distance, and the open area was still dotted with grazing animals. But now a lone animal had ventured up to the fence beside the road. I walked over.

      A stately horse stood behind the wooden rails, looking straight at me. She was a beautiful golden-yellow color, like a springtime daffodil, with a white mane, socks, and diamond. I walked over to her and placed my hand against her muzzle.

      The soft, wrinkly feel took me back to my childhood. My siblings and I had loved spending time in the stables near our neighborhood where we learned to ride. I had started taking equestrian classes early, at our prestigious boarding school, and still remembered throwing my arms around my father’s neck in excitement when I opened my first shiny, black pair of riding boots.

      The horse exhaled warmly against my palm.

      I wondered then if Jace had any experience with horses. Maybe we’d have one or two when this was all said and done. It was a pleasant thing to imagine: Jace lifting Hope up to place her on the broad back of one of our horses while she giggled in nervous excitement. A silly dream, perhaps, but it was nice to imagine.

      To my surprise, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and peered at the bright screen. The call was from a number that I didn’t recognize.

      Robin, please meet us in the admin building. Come alone. –Corona

      I stared at the message for a few long seconds while I tried to understand. Why was Corona messaging me? Nathan had always been the one to reach out to us with official business before. And what business could we have now that wouldn’t involve the rest of the teams? I looked back at Fiora’s building. Were they looking at me through a window or a camera at this very moment?

      And why did they want me to come alone?

      I stuffed my phone back into my pocket and made my way across the road to Fiora’s building. A small wrought-iron fence cordoned off the yard of the building, and I swung its short gate open and walked through the grass to the porch.

      The wood creaked under my weight as I approached the front door. I briefly considered knocking, but I decided to just try the handle instead. It turned easily, and the door opened.

      My first step into the house sent something small and furry skittering away from my feet, and I yelped in surprise and fear. But it was gone before I could focus on it, around a staircase in the middle of the dark room. My eyes adjusted in the dim building. I had entered a parlor lit by flickering candles and dim, wall-mounted lanterns. A large wooden staircase stood before me, with a worn carpet runner leading up to the top, and a dusty-looking sitting room was on my right. To the left there was a small kitchen with a wooden table and chairs. Two cups of coffee sat on the table and grew cold.

      So it was basically a house. I wondered what to do next. But luckily, I didn’t have to do any guesswork. I had made my presence known.

      “We’re upstairs, Robin,” Corona’s voice called out. “Come on up!”

      Each stair creaked beneath me as I made my way up, and I examined the framed pictures along the wall as I went. One picture showed a young woman on a horse, her long blonde hair flowing behind her and her lips painted bright red. It looked like an older picture. The same woman graced several more photos: standing beside a cow with a blue ribbon tied around its neck, smiling broadly while holding up two tiny piglets, and crouching beside a large rabbit sitting in the grass. I cocked my brow. Whoever the woman was, she seemed interesting.

      A hallway stretched across the length of the second floor of the house. One door was open, so I walked through it and into another large, dim room. Inside, another furry blur raced between my feet and out into the hallway. I gasped again, unable to contain myself.

      “Never mind the ferrets, dear,” a wizened female voice said. “They think they have the run of the house.”

      As my brain tried to make sense of the words, my eyes settled on an older woman seated behind a desk and began taking in all of the details. I immediately recognized her as the woman from the photos. She still had the same long, curly hair—now an ashy gray color—and the same bright lipstick. She was sitting back in a wooden office chair with a velvet cushion in her lap. Atop the cushion sat a fat and fluffy Persian cat.

      There was a wooden stand beside her desk with a colorful macaw perched upon it. And against the wall was a lit terrarium with a large, striped snake coiled inside. I remembered what Luka had said about Fiora’s fondness for exotic pets, and suddenly the ferrets started to make sense.

      “Robin, this is Fiora,” Corona said, standing from a plush velvet loveseat beside the desk. “She’s Brightbirch’s leader.”

      For the first time I also noticed Nathan sitting in a large leather chair. He didn’t greet me beyond a curt nod.

      “Robin, I’ve heard lovely things about you,” Fiora said. She stood from her seat, unseating the displeased-looking cat, and walked around her desk to shake my hand. Gold chains tinkled melodically on her wrist as we shook.

      Corona walked up to us and smiled maternally at me.

      “Corona,” I sputtered. I had so many things that I wanted to say, but I was having a hard time putting them into words. “I’m so glad that you made it out safely.”

      Corona moved forward to hug me, and I hugged her tightly in return. I had felt a real fear for Corona’s safety when Nathan told us about the Edgewood attack. Even knowing that she had survived it, I had still worried that she would be the same type of broken and despondent person that the attack had made Nathan. But seeing her as her usual, graceful self was deeply relieving.

      After Corona pulled away, a strange silence followed. Hadn’t they called me here for a reason? I wondered if the subject matter was uncomfortable for them to bring up. During the pause in conversation, I continued to look around Fiora’s office. There were more framed pictures in the office, mostly of Fiora at fairs with prize-winning animals or holding assorted exotic pets, and I stared at them in awe.

      “I see you’ve noticed some of my many friends,” Fiora said proudly.

      “It looks like you’ve had an impressive assortment,” I replied.

      “She definitely has a knack with animals,” Corona said. Then, in an obvious attempt to rope Nathan into polite conversation, she added, “Wouldn’t you agree, Nathan?”

      Nathan gave her a look and nodded. “I’d agree,” he said flatly.

      Corona’s and Fiora’s eyes met, exchanging a knowing look.

      “Umm,” I said, hoping to cut some of the tension, “I got your message, Corona.”

      “Yes, thank you for coming on such short notice, Robin,” she said. “Why don’t you take a seat?”

      I looked over at the only empty seat apprehensively. It was right next to Nathan. Nonetheless, it was the only option, and I sat rigidly beside him.

      “Nathan,” I started anxiously. He turned to look at me. “Is Piper here on base?”

      No one had definitively confirmed for me that Piper had died. But since he wasn’t here and Henry believed that he had been left behind at Edgewood, the fact seemed sadly self-evident.

      “Gone,” Nathan replied tersely.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      Nathan’s eyes softened. A melancholy half-smile graced his face briefly.

      “Thank you, Robin,” he said gently.

      “Robin, we brought you here to discuss something somewhat sensitive,” Corona interrupted timidly.

      At Corona’s words, Nathan’s face seemed to instantly harden again. It gave me an uneasy feeling.

      “Okay,” I said, hoping Corona would continue. But instead, she looked uncomfortable and abashed. Nathan plowed ahead.

      “Robin, how much contact did you have with Henry before running into him back at that truck stop?” he asked. His eyes were focused and cold. His tone was steady.

      Henry? They had brought me here to ask me about Henry?

      “I-I,” I started, stuttering over my words. I could feel myself faltering. “I hadn’t spoken to him in years.”

      Nathan’s eyes didn’t move, and his expression remained unchanged.

      “We only ask because we’re implementing some new security measures,” Corona said quickly. “It’s for the good of Little John. We certainly aren’t making any accusations.”

      But weren’t they? Nathan’s stare began to appear ominous and threatening to me. Was I being interrogated? Did they think Henry alone was guilty? Or, I thought uneasily as I looked into Nathan’s distant gaze, were they accusing me of . . . assisting him? It was a horrible thought to consider. But as Nathan stared coldly at me, I couldn’t help but wonder.

      Surely Nathan didn’t think I could be involved in the betrayal. Did he?

      “What did he say to you when he recognized you?” Nathan asked.

      My mind was drawing blanks. I tried to remember back to that day, when we were desperate to escape the Authority agents on our tails, but my mind was fogging over in my confusion and unease. It had felt fortuitous to run into Henry, sure, but it didn’t seem completely unbelievable at the time.

      “He seemed really surprised to see me,” I finally said. “Just like I was surprised to run into him.”

      “Do you think he was lying?” Nathan asked.

      I shook my head in disbelief. “Lying about what?”

      “Like he was actually expecting you? Like he was waiting for you,” Nathan replied.

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Henry helped us. He sacrificed his old identity for us, knowing that it would put him in great danger,” I said. Strength was beginning to return to my voice.

      “The government might’ve been offering him a new one in exchange for his assistance,” Nathan retorted.

      “I don’t think there’s any way that we could have been trailed to that truck stop,” I replied. “And how could they have known we would stop there? How could they have known so much about my life so quickly? They had only just gotten my identity.”

      My voice had been gradually rising in volume and intensity as I spoke. I had given up everything to join Little John and fight the government, sacrificed my identity and my safety. I had postponed finding my daughter. I had risked my life and lost one of my friends. And this was how much Nathan appreciated that?

      “Never underestimate what this regime would be willing to do,” Nathan replied. “Or who can’t be trusted.”

      Anger was beginning to bubble up inside of me. Just because Nathan had trusted the wrong person didn’t make us all so naïve.

      “When was the last time you spoke to him?” Nathan asked, seemingly unperturbed by my obvious discomfort.

      “When our daughter was taken. He left,” I said. Nathan’s questions were starting to feel intrusive, and my tone was starting to reflect my displeasure.

      Nathan’s eyes narrowed again, and I felt immediately like I had just given him even more cause to be suspicious of Henry’s character.

      “He was just a kid. We were just kids. He’s not a bad person,” I said.

      “Of course not,” Corona interjected. She cast Nathan a glare before turning her attention back to me. “Robin, like I said, this isn’t about accusations. It’s just about heightened security.”

      “And rooting out moles,” Nathan said. I stared back at him defiantly.

      “If you want to root out the mole, you should start with the obvious choice,” I shot back. I knew I was being brash and disrespectful, but the words were pouring out of me in my emotional state. “Like Robert.”

      Nathan’s brow furrowed. Corona looked puzzled and uncomfortable.

      “Thank you, Robin,” Corona said. “We’ll be sure to—”

      “What about Robert?” Nathan interrupted.

      “He had access to Pandora’s Box before we joined Little John. He claimed it was his own software. And Piper himself didn’t trust him,” I replied.

      Nathan’s eyes grew wide. “How did you know about Pandora’s Box?” he demanded.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Corona quickly cut me off.

      “That’s enough. Robin, thank you for coming. We’ll make sure to talk to Robert when it’s the right time,” she said, glancing over at Nathan. “As well as many other Little John members. But this isn’t the time. And we don’t want you to think that this is about accusations.”

      Nathan and I held eye contact, both of us communicating an obvious truth: Yes, it absolutely was.

      I broke our gaze and stood to leave but stopped before I reached the hallway. Might as well get this out of the way now.

      “Nathan, as long as we’re talking about the mole, what is being done to keep us safe? What is the plan moving forward? What about our missions? What about Helping Hands?” I asked strongly.

      “Robin, we assure you, Brightbirch is safe for the time being. And you will be involved in the next steps for mission work. Please trust that,” Corona said firmly.

      I stared at Nathan before I left. His gaze was strange, like it held a mixture of regret and stubborn determination. But I was so hurt by the situation that it was hard to sympathize with his position. Of course I wanted to help him find the government agent. And I understood that it could’ve been anyone on base, even a trusted friend. But was it really worth shelving our important Helping Hands mission entirely? Couldn’t the mission and the mole investigation happen at the same time?

      But with that parting look, I turned and left the room. There was no arguing with Nathan at the moment, not after our tense confrontation.

      A ferret sat still at the bottom of the stairs, watching me with its beady black eyes. I stooped down and scratched the serpentine mammal behind its ears, and it flipped over onto its back and began clawing at and biting my fingers in play.

      Nathan’s suspicions of Henry aside, Brightbirch was a beautiful place. And Fiora and Corona seemed like a strong team. Little John would be okay through all of this. I had to believe that, because Little John was more than just a community of fighters. It was an ethos, a belief that our country could be what it once was again.

      Even if Nathan was too focused on enemies within to focus on the many enemies Little John had on the outside.
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      As I walked aimlessly along Brightbirch’s brick road, I thought more and more about Henry. I remembered our naïve romance, his stumbling courtship, and the first nervous embraces we shared whenever we were safely out of sight. It had felt so exciting and rebellious to love a boy I knew my parents would disprove of.

      But it had also roused something new in me: a feeling of injustice. The more I fell for Henry, the more I had begun to wonder exactly why he was considered an unsuitable suitor. After all, it wasn’t his fault that he’d been born into poverty. I had been born into poverty too, but back then the redistributions were more sporadic and uncertain than they would later become. So, for whatever reason, Henry’s birth was allowed, or overlooked enough to keep him with his parents, whereas I was scooped up and sent off to vast wealth.

      But why did that make us inherently different in the eyes of my adoptive father? Even then, at sixteen years old, I remembered wondering how that could be fair.

      So in a way, it was Henry who gave me my first taste of anti-regime revelation.

      I also remembered the pain I had seen on Henry’s face when the nurse came back into our hospital room to take Hope away forever. Even though my pain felt insurmountable, all-encompassing and all-consuming, I had seen a very similar emotion reflected back in Henry’s dark eyes. I knew that he had loved Hope.

      Just like I knew he still loved her now.

      All of these memories tossed around in my head like waves in a storm as I tried to contemplate Nathan’s suspicions. Could Henry, my first love and my daughter’s father, truly have chosen to betray his family and friends in such a terrible way? Could he have forgotten the love that we shared and the injustice that was done to our daughter enough to be willing to fight on the side of the government?

      Or had he never had a choice to begin with? That, at least, was easier to imagine than Henry actively choosing to deceive us in the name of the regime.

      I couldn’t picture him changing so much in the two short years since I had last seen him. But I also trusted Nathan and his judgment. And I myself had been shocked to see Henry at that truck stop—at such a fortuitous time—providing us with exactly the escape we needed.

      Did I believe that level of coincidence was possible?

      Something large and furry ran across the road a few yards away, and I squinted at the animal as it dove into a field of tall grass. It was a fox. Its poofy, black-tipped tail disappeared from sight, heading away from the small city and back to the birch forests. I could definitely see why Fiora had been drawn to this base. The fox seemed like it would have been as at home on her lap as it was in the mountainous woods. I wished that I had been able to speak more to her when I was in her office, partly because I was embarrassed by the interaction she had witnessed. But also because she seemed like a solid leader. She had been well spoken and available even in the face of Nathan’s dark turn, and I wondered whether she and Corona might be able to step up together and fill the hole that Nathan was threatening to leave. At the very least, she was an interesting character.

      But I worried about her safety. I was worried about all of us, including the kind nurses in the hospital and the small families that worked in the fields and greenhouses. Corona sounded so confident when she said Brightbirch was safe. But how could she truly be sure of that? Especially when Nathan obviously believed that the mole was right under our noses here in Brightbirch.

      Some combination of the pleasant weather, the beautiful scenery, and the tumult in my mind kept me slowly walking through and around Brightbirch for some time. And so I was surprised when I reached the tents and instantly smelled the wondrous scent of a hot dinner. Sure enough, the picnic tables were now lined with pots and platters. I walked up and grabbed a plate, excited. As I reached for the lid of the first pot, a familiar voice spoke to me.

      “Only open that if you like your greens,” Alexy said, scooping a huge pile of crusty roast potatoes onto her plate.

      I smiled. It was good to be reunited with Alexy, even if our last interaction on the airship had been a tense one.

      “We commandeered a corner of tents,” I told her as I spooned big florets of broccoli onto my plate. “If you and Zion want to join us.”

      “Thanks. We definitely will,” she replied. “We’ve been doing some hiking since we landed. Trying to keep our minds occupied without our usual team duties to keep us busy.”

      I nodded. I knew the feeling. It felt like Little John should constantly be moving forward, getting closer to our main goal—as well as our own personal goals of reuniting with our family members—so any lull in the activity made me feel anxious and restless.

      I looked over the tent city, wondering if everyone was feeling like Alexy and I were. Brightbirch would’ve been great if we were all celebrating the regime’s fall by taking a vacation, but as it stood the tranquility of the mountains almost seemed to be mocking us. How could a part of the country still be so peaceful and beautiful when there were so many factory towns full of pollution and suffering and early death? Brightbirch citizens were enjoying a quality of life that was almost unheard of for most UNA citizens, and that was if those citizens were lucky enough to avoid lobotomy, execution, or having their children stolen from them and practically sold.

      “Have you seen Jace?” I asked, trying to pull myself away from the unpleasant thought of human misery.

      Alexy cocked her head back toward our tent corner, implying that he was already there, and I snatched a crusty piece of French bread and began to head in that direction.

      “Thanks!” I shouted back over my shoulder.

      I walked through the camp to the back corner to see the team quietly sitting together on the grass, leaning over plates of hot food. My heart lurched when I saw Jace. Now more than ever, seeing his impressive form managed to make me feel butterflies.

      He looked up as I approached and smiled warmly, patting the soft grass beside him for me to sit.

      “Hey,” I breathed out as I lowered myself to the ground beside Jace.

      “Hey,” he echoed back softly.

      I noticed that his eyes were looking heavy and tired with sadness. His normally even skin tone was still blotched from crying.

      “Where’d you go off to after we split up?” Nelson asked, holding up a forkful of salad. “I thought you’d be back sooner.”

      I remembered the altercation in Fiora’s office and suddenly wanted to talk to my friends about Henry and the confusion I felt in response to Nathan’s harsh words. But I didn’t want to put more stress on Jace and the other cavemen on an already awful day. I also didn’t want to face any of my team members being swayed by Nathan’s convictions. So I kept it to myself.

      “I went on a walk and looked at the horses,” I replied. A half-truth. “I even saw a fox.”

      “I’m not used to all of this wildlife,” Abe added.

      “Now that’s a lie. Trenton was overflowing with wildlife,” Ant retorted. “Just think of all the rats and roaches you’re forgetting about.”

      Jackie shivered as if she had just remembered something that was better forgotten.

      At that moment, Rhea bounded over to us from a row of tents not too far away from ours. She looked impatiently at her brother.

      “You’re not done yet?” She sighed. “My friends and I had two helpings and dessert.”

      I chuckled at the mental image of Rhea and her girlfriends absolutely inhaling food. But looking back at Jace, as he pushed peas aimlessly around his plate, my smile faded. He probably wasn’t in much of a mood to eat.

      “We’ll go soon, Rhea,” he replied. “We have to wait for everyone.”

      I looked quizzically at Jace. Then the realization dawned on me that I might’ve missed an important conversation while I was away in Fiora’s office.

      “We should go before it gets dark, though,” Denver added gently.

      For the first time I noticed that there was a small wooden box beside Jace, nestled tightly against him as if it were very precious.

      Kory.

      Suddenly I didn’t feel very hungry either. When Rhea had invited us to a funeral, I wasn’t expecting it to be so soon.

      “You don’t have to wait for us,” Jackie assured Jace softly. “We’re ready whenever you guys are.”

      Rhea smiled at Jackie and then knelt down beside her brother. “We can’t keep him anymore,” she said. “His parents are probably waiting for him.”

      A fat tear spilled out of Jace’s red-rimmed eyes and down into the scruffy hair on his chin.

      I had wondered if everyone from Jace’s tribe really handled death as casually as they seemed to back in the morgue. But it looked like they were actually a lot more like the rest of us than I had thought. Granted, I was still relatively new to the art of grieving. I knew loss, sure, but I didn’t yet know much about the finality of death when it came to the people I loved. Jace, unfortunately, was probably an expert in the matter.

      I put down my plate and placed a hand on his knee.

      “We’re ready whenever you are,” I told him.

      His watery eyes looked up to meet mine. “I guess I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” he finally said.

      Our group began to slowly stand and gather, and I watched as Jace picked up the small box of cremated remains, holding it gently but firmly in his grasp. Then he led the way as we walked away from the tents and toward the gray forest.

      The sun lowering in the sky brought with it an icy mountain chill. I caught up to Jace, shivering slightly, and then felt one of Jace’s warm, heavy arms slumping over me. I pressed gratefully against his warm figure.

      Walking into the birch forest felt like stepping into another world. It reminded me of home in certain ways, like the sounds and smells of any woods, but the color and the way the dying light reflected off the white birch trunks felt completely foreign. I wondered whether the forest that Kory and Jace had grown up in was similar to this one or more like the warm pine forest on the outskirts of Trenton that I was used to.

      Was this where Kory would want his final resting place to be? I trusted his closest friends to know the answer to that question.

      “Did you get a chance to see Juno?” Jace asked softly. Even at a time like this, he was still thinking of me and what mattered to me, and my heart ballooned with love for him.

      “She was still recovering,” I replied.

      “We’ll go back to try again soon, then,” he said.

      I thought of introducing Jace and Juno and allowed myself to revel in that small glimmer of hope.

      “I think this will work,” Cloyd’s gruff voice suddenly rang out over our group.

      We all stopped. We had reached a little clearing in the woods beside a trickling stream. The slope of the earth had begun to tilt upward as we walked farther into the woods, and I noticed now, looking up through the white trees, that we were near the base of one of the lesser mountains that surrounded Brightbirch. Bubbling beside us, the small stream sent fresh water down into a few small pools. The silence of the dusk was only broken by the soft splash of water, chattering songbirds, and the faraway rhythm of a woodpecker.

      I didn’t know for sure about Kory, but I thought that I definitely would’ve been happy to call this my final resting place. It was stunningly beautiful and perfectly calm.

      “I think you’re right,” Jace replied.

      He stopped and removed his arm from my shoulders. I stood back and joined the rest of our team as we made a small circle around Jace. It was obvious to all of us that he would be speaking.

      Jace held on to the small wooden box and exhaled deeply. His eyes closed, as if he was listening to someone speak from far away, and then they opened again, and he looked at all of us in turn.

      “Thank you for coming,” he began.

      Even the noise of the woodpecker melted away as I homed in on his words.

      “We’re here today to honor Kory, taken too soon. Kory was our friend and brother. He joined this mission because he genuinely wanted to help. And with his sacrifice, we can definitively say that he did help. He gave his life to further a cause that he deeply believed in.”

      I tried to mute the sound of my sniffling. Tears were beginning to flow freely from my eyes as I thought back to spending those last few hours with Kory before he died.

      “But while we are grateful to Kory for his sacrifice, we must also remember that it shouldn’t have been necessary. The regime never should have put Kory, or any of us, in a position to lose our lives to better the future. And so we vow to Kory to pick up his mantle and carry on this fight, in his name.”

      I felt a rush of indignation at Jace’s words. He was right. Kory had given up his life for something he believed in, but it never should have happened. We couldn’t lose sight of that.

      “But now for Kory, at least, the fight has ended. He can finally rejoin his parents and all of our families in rest, and we ask that he watch over us and keep us safe as we continue on in his memory.”

      We remained standing in enraptured silence as his words settled over us.

      “Does anyone have any stories or memories of Kory that they’d like to share in remembrance as we say our goodbyes?” Jace asked.

      “He taught me how to lay traps,” Denver said with a smile. “Then he set one off on me when I wasn’t looking.”

      We laughed together, our faces still wet with tears.

      “One time he climbed all the way to the top of an apple tree because I said I wanted the very best one,” Rhea said, wiping a tear off of her cheek.

      I smiled at the thought of Kory being so helpful and eager to please. Then I decided to share one of my last memories of Kory, as well.

      “He—”

      “We should probably get this show on the road,” Cloyd interrupted.

      My mouth hung open in surprise and hurt after my words were cut off. I knew Cloyd didn’t care for me much, even if I didn’t understand why, but I didn’t expect him to silence me at Kory’s funeral.

      The air over us suddenly became thick with tension as eyes turned to me and then Cloyd in shock and discomfort.

      I was already trying to convince myself that now wasn’t the time for a conflict and that his bad behavior was probably related to his grief and sadness when Jace’s words cut through me like a hot knife.

      “Cloyd,” Jace said, and I braced myself for what was coming next. “What is your problem?”

      Oh, no. I couldn’t think of a worse time to hash this out. But Cloyd and Jace both were strong-willed and currently deeply emotional. It suddenly seemed to me like a perfect storm.

      Cloyd stared back icily. “My problem?” he shot back. I felt unsteady on my feet. This wasn’t going to be good. “Okay, Jace. Sure. I’ll tell you my problem.”

      I could tell from his tone that he was out for blood. I knew he was about to say something that he would never be able to take back. And because of that, I wanted to grab Jace and run away with him, far away from Cloyd. I wanted to step into the middle of the circle and yell at both boys for doing this at such an inappropriate time. I wanted to turn around and leave alone so that I wouldn’t have to witness or hear what I knew was coming. But instead, like everyone else, I stood frozen.

      “My problem is that our lifelong friend is dead because you were more concerned about taking care of your girlfriend than looking out for Kory,” Cloyd spat out.

      And I felt the air being sucked out of me.
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      Time stood still around us. Somewhere the woodpecker was still hammering away at a tree and the spring was still bubbling with life, but all I could hear was the roar of my pulse in my ears.

      I wanted to sink down into the ground, far away from what Cloyd had said. But there was no escape. I was trapped here in this nightmare.

      Jace stood perfectly still, his eyes somehow looking simultaneously hurt and afire with rage.

      “Cloyd,” Alf managed to squeak out with uncertainty.

      But Cloyd wasn’t backing down. “No, it’s time someone said it,” he replied defiantly, not taking his eyes off of Jace.

      “But we don’t feel that way,” Denver said. “Cloyd, it was an accident.”

      “An accident?” Cloyd guffawed. “Jace has been prioritizing this girl over all of us for weeks now. This wasn’t an accident. It was reckless neglect! You told Kory to keep an eye on Robin during this mission. I know you did. But who was there for Kory when he needed it—and how was he supposed to take care of himself when he was busy looking out for your girl?”

      “And why couldn’t you have saved him, then?” Rhea piped up, stepping between Cloyd and her brother. “You were on that mission just like Jace was! At least he was there for him in the end!”

      “This is none of your business!” Cloyd shot back.

      His anger, which was now directed toward Rhea, snapped Jace into action.

      “If you need a scapegoat for your guilt, keep it directed at me. Leave my sister out of it,” Jace replied dangerously.

      Scapegoat? Guilt? This was starting to feel like a horrible window into an ongoing conversation that didn’t include the majority of us. But all I could do was stand there. Even with Cloyd’s attempt to make it personal, I knew that this wasn’t my fight. Still, it was hard to see Jace looking so angry and shocked by the accusations, especially at such an inopportune time.

      Cloyd took a menacing step forward, and I braced myself for an all-out brawl. Denver and Alf seemed to be preparing themselves to step forward as well. But then Cloyd shook his head and turned to walk away from our group. His footfalls were padded by the soft forest bedding of yellow birch leaves as he retreated.

      I watched Cloyd go and then turned back to Jace, trying to read his emotions through his eyes. I wanted desperately to run up and hug him, to tell him that Cloyd didn’t mean that, and to remind him that we were here for Kory. But it felt strange to do that in the immediate wake of Cloyd’s searing accusations about our relationship. And truthfully, I was so shocked and bewildered by the encounter that I could barely think, much less move.

      Jace, his face blank, lifted the wooden box’s lid.

      A gust of wind whipped through the woods with poetic timing, and, with a flourish of his arm, Jace released the ashes inside to be carried away to the mountains. Kory’s ashen remains danced off into the dusk, glittering slightly in the sunlight, and with them the last earthly parts of our friend and team member. They were headed to their final resting place now.

      Another tear dropped down my cheek. Kory was fully gone from us. And now we were splintering under suspicion and blame-shifting. I looked back at Jace just in time to see him offer one last sentiment and then turn and walk off without us.

      “Goodbye, Kory.”

      

      “So . . . is that how you guys always do funerals?” Ant asked.

      Jackie, Nelson, and I shot him simultaneous glares that made him physically flinch.

      Jace’s figure had descended down the birch-laden slope far enough that we could barely see him now, and we had wordlessly chosen to give him a wide berth before we started to follow him. It seemed apparent that he wanted some space. But Denver, Alf, and Rhea still stood with us, likely as frozen as we were by the unfortunate turn that Kory’s funeral had taken.

      “Normally it’s a little more about good memories,” Alf finally replied.

      “At least Kory probably would’ve laughed at how badly we botched it,” Denver said hopefully.

      But Rhea’s troubled face didn’t look convinced. I stepped toward her and put my hand on her shoulder, and she placed her hand over mine and looked up at me appreciatively. But the shadow of pain and doubt on her face remained.

      “How could Cloyd say that?” she asked sadly. “He knew how much Jace cared about Kory.”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond. If I was being honest, I’d tell her that Cloyd was just a big jerk. But he was probably like family to Rhea, so I minced words.

      “Grief can bring out the worst in people sometimes,” I replied.

      Rhea looked away and nodded like she was well aware of that fact. And I realized sadly that she was probably thinking about her own reaction to her brother after their parents passed.

      “For the record, Robin,” she went on, “I don’t feel that way. I’m glad Jace has you.”

      And then she looked back up at me and smiled slightly, with tears in her eyes. I smiled back and then pulled her into a hug.

      “Let’s get back to base,” she said.

      I nodded in agreement. As beautiful as those woods were, they had been slowly growing darker and colder. In more ways than one. Getting back to our tents, and Jace, felt like the right thing to do. Even if Cloyd would also be there.

      We walked back slowly and quietly, staying together in our group. I tried to keep Luka’s warning about bears out of the forefront of my mind, but when a loud and sudden rustling sounded to our left, I quickly convinced myself that we were about to be face-to-face with a bloodthirsty grizzly. Instead, a mule deer gracefully bounded away from us and into the dark cover of the woods.

      I chuckled in spite of myself. It was strange being in such serene surroundings when in reality things were chaotic and scary. And now we were dealing with divisions within our own group. I knew that Cloyd and Jace’s relationship had become tense and chilly for some reason, but now that it had boiled over, I worried about what it meant for our entire operation. Could this sort of thing—this distrust—happen on a larger level? Was the presence of the mole enough to bring this same sort of fear and anxiety out in everyone? Would we all start turning against each other until Little John fell apart?

      My mind was still tumbling with questions when our small tents came into view. I didn’t foresee an easy night of sleep ahead. And, I suddenly realized, I hadn’t gotten the opportunity earlier to tell Jace that I had saved a spot for him in my tent. My heart sank. What if he was lying alone somewhere right now, with no one there to comfort him? What if he was still out walking in those woods trying to clear his mind? Maybe I should’ve fought against my better instincts and stayed right beside him when he left those woods.

      Jackie must’ve seen me scanning the tents anxiously.

      “I’m sure he’s okay,” she offered gently. “He’s a pretty tough guy.”

      I nodded. But tough or not, I wanted to be there for him if he was hurting. And I knew he was hurting.

      The team began to offer their goodnights and slip away into their tents, then, and I walked on alone to the tent farthest from the others, preparing to toss and turn alone for the remainder of the night. But my breath caught when I opened up my tent and found that I wasn’t alone.

      “Jace,” I breathed out in relief.

      The tent was dimly lit by an electric lantern, and Jace was lying in his sleeping bag on his back, his arms behind his head, staring straight up. He looked deep in thought. At my entrance, he slowly looked toward me and forced a half-smile.

      “Hey, Robin,” he said softly. “Hope you don’t mind me bunking with you.”

      I shook my head. “I wouldn’t want you anywhere else,” I replied. And it was true. Jace belonged with me. I had known it from almost the first time I saw him. “But how did you know it was mine?”

      “Because it’s the farthest from the rest of the camp. Reminded me of your old home,” he replied. I smiled at how well he knew me.

      Jace pulled one of his arms out from under his head and patted the sleeping bag beside him. I stumbled slightly as I struggled to get my heavy boots off, but then I was down on the soft ground beside Jace and slipping into my own insulated sleeping bag. I moved to be closer to him and then lay still and quiet.

      Jace broke the silence.

      “Robin, I’m really sorry about what happened,” he said. I turned to look at him. Why would he have anything to be sorry about?

      “I shouldn’t have let him speak to you that way,” he finished.

      I peered over at him, but his eyes were still turned up, looking at the top of the tent.

      “Don’t be sorry,” I replied resolutely. “I know it’s a hard time for all of you. That wasn’t your fault.”

      Jace sighed. “No, it was. I knew something was up with Cloyd. The way he acted around you, the way he started to distance himself from all of us. I should’ve taken the time to address it privately before it spilled out in front of you and everyone else.”

      “Jace,” I tried to start. I needed him to know that this wasn’t his fault and that I was okay. I knew Cloyd didn’t care for me. And while his reasoning did confuse and hurt me, I was a big girl. I was going to be okay. It was Jace I was worried about.

      “Robin, no,” Jace interrupted. “You didn’t deserve that. And I shouldn’t have let that happen.” He suddenly turned to face me, his honey-colored irises swimming under the watery sheen of tears. “I’m sorry.”

      I looked deeply back at him. There was no use in trying to allay his guilt or fears when it came to my well-being. I could see now that he truly loved me, and that he was more hurt about how I had been treated than anything else back in those woods. So, in the absence of words, I did the next best thing.

      I leaned forward and pressed my lips against his, softly, but with an undercurrent of hunger and passion so strong that it was hard not to twine my fingers into his hair and pull him on top of me.

      He kissed me back with the same passion that I felt. But all too soon he was pulling away.

      “I love you, Robin,” he said. Then he turned onto his back again. “Sleep well.”

      I lay there achingly. “I love you, too,” I managed.

      But inside, I felt torn and unfulfilled. There was a deep hurt inside of Jace that I would never be able to remedy. That was between Jace and Cloyd.

      And as I turned around to try to fight through my thoughts enough to sleep, I wasn’t convinced it would happen anytime soon.

      Nonetheless, I found it was a lot easier to sleep in Brightbirch than it had been anywhere since I left home, definitely easier than in Edgewood. Soon I was being gently awakened by melodic birdsong all around us.

      Until another, less relaxing sound became obvious: the angry buzzing of my phone against the tarp-like fabric of the tent floor. I picked it up to peer groggily at the bright screen.

      Team meeting. Please come to the administrative building in fifteen minutes. –Corona

      The message took a few moments to sink in. I still wasn’t used to seeing Corona’s name on my phone. But my confusion quickly turned to action when it sank in.

      It was finally time to discuss next steps. I looked back at Jace just in time to see him reading a message on his phone.

      “Corona?” I asked him hopefully. Corona’s directive to “come alone” the day before had left a bad taste in my mouth after it ended so poorly. So I was hoping that everything we did moving forward, we did as a team.

      But Jace didn’t even have to respond. I could see the answer in how his eyes suddenly focused and how his body language changed to reflect strength and action. He had been waiting for this, too.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      We stepped out of our tent at the same time as many of our team members. With a few quick glances at each other, we saw that we were all on the same page. It was time to get some answers.

      “Please tell me we at least have time for breakfast,” Gabby playfully whined, placing a hand to her stomach.

      We walked in a group to one of the quaint wooden picnic tables scattered throughout the camp. It was early enough that a Brightbirch team was still laying out food as we approached.

      “Hope you guys are hungry today!” a kindly older man said as he set out baskets of fruit.

      “This is the best food I’ve ever had!” Abe replied. “We’d eat even if we weren’t hungry.”

      The older man smiled. “It’s the air and the soil and the sunshine of this place,” he said. “Makes everything taste better, like it used to.”

      Like it used to. I looked hard at the man. He was old enough to have known a life before the regime, before the pollution that came with the money-grabbing surge in factories and the deregulation of clean air laws. And I had been adopted as a baby by a wealthy family, so I knew that type of luxury, too. But many of the people in Brightbirch probably hadn’t ever experienced clean, fresh food until they came here. And while that was amazing for us, it bothered me deeply to know that there were still so many people who were surviving on Nurmeal alone. I wanted to change that.

      I was ready to continue this fight. It was time to band together and end this.

      With a ripe red apple in hand, I started toward the administrative building with the rest of the team. We walked briskly and with purpose, reaching Fiora’s office building quickly. I passed the familiar wrought iron fence and fountain, stepped up to the front door, and pushed my way inside.

      The rest of the team looked slightly perplexed as we entered, but I knew exactly where to go. They followed me up the stairs and into Fiora’s plush, exotic office.

      I was immediately struck by how full the room was. It looked like anyone and everyone who had been involved in the Helping Hands mission—and survived—was crammed into the office together. Zion and Alexy had beaten us here, having arrived with their respective teams. Sy and Bridge were speaking in a corner of the room beside the snoozing macaw. Cloyd was here as well, standing among the combat team with a darkened look on his face. Corona, Nathan, and Fiora were in the center of it all, speaking in a tight circle at the head of the desk. Team Hood pushed into the room just in time.

      As the room started to shush itself and await the address from Nathan, I stared at him intently. He looked as reclusive as he had the day before. Something inside of him had broken with the attack on Edgewood and Piper’s death. There was no denying it.

      It was Corona whose presence suddenly commanded silence and attention as she clasped her hands in front of her and straightened up, pushing her shoulders back and lifting her chin to look over the room at all of us.

      “Edgewood teams,” she began in a strong and sure voice. “It’s time to talk business again.”
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      A vibratory hum rang through the crowd when Corona called the meeting to order.

      “We’ve called you here together to discuss our latest mission into the Helping Hands detention center. And”—she paused, the first flicker of uncertainty passing across her face since I had spoken to her the day before—“to go over some updates on our bases.”

      I watched her intently as she spoke. Nathan was standing behind her, his expression faraway but otherwise blank, like he was wrapped up in his own thoughts. Fiora was standing on the other side of Corona with the trace of a hospitable smile on her face. She looked like she understood the gravity of the situation but wanted to put us at ease. It struck me that she would make a very good, if slightly eccentric, grandmother. As I looked them over, Corona was suddenly interrupted.

      “Are we finally going to get confirmation about what happened during the Edgewood attack?” a male voice rang out. I looked around to see Zion staring down a young combat team member who was standing with balled fists.

      “Stand down,” Zion growled at the man.

      “But don’t we deserve answers?” another man asked from the huddle of the flight team.

      “Yeah, and not just random rumors about some sort of traitor,” a woman said.

      The room erupted into angry and tense conversation as team leaders tried to rein in their subordinates. But when Corona held a pale, long-fingered hand aloft, the room silenced again.

      “You deserve answers,” Corona said. “That is true. And you will get them. But first we are going to discuss our most recent mission.”

      “That’s not important! It can wait,” the young man from the combat team spat out.

      Zion looked like he was primed to come to blows with the man as he began to stride angrily toward him. But Jace’s voice rang out instead.

      “Our friend lost his life on that mission,” Jace said strongly, staring at the combat member. “So for some of us, it’s pretty important.”

      Zion stopped in his tracks and, with the rest of the room, looked at Jace. But Jace’s eyes never strayed from the young man he had been speaking to. The combat member dropped his eyes to the ground and went quiet.

      “Thank you, Jace,” Corona continued. “No one is denying that there are serious concerns that need to be addressed regarding Little John’s bases. But this is important, also, and we need to discuss it.”

      Jace looked at Corona and nodded silently, and she went on.

      “Our knowledge that the government and Helping Hands are working together on this is due in no small part to the tech teams and their tireless work on Artemis. So first I’d like to offer a special thank you to those parties,” she said.

      We applauded lightly in a show of appreciation to the tech teams, and I looked over at Nelson and Gabby in particular as I clapped. The girls positively beamed with pride.

      “Of course, we’d be remiss not to thank our ground team as well. Unfortunately, one person did not return,” Corona said.

      I felt the familiar sting of tears threatening to spill over the rims of my eyes at this reminder of Kory.

      “In his absence, we nevertheless thank Kory for his selfless sacrifice,” Corona said. “And we vow to continue in his memory.”

      Jace cleared his throat, fighting back tears, and I looked ahead to see Cloyd shifting on his feet, his eyes downcast.

      “But we were fortunate to have one of our volunteers return safely. And so, Robin, we thank you for your service,” Corona said, looking at me warmly.

      A roar of applause rang out, and I looked around the room dumbly, realizing that everyone was looking at me. Jace applauded and smiled at me, choking down his personal sadness to show me support. Even Nathan’s face was graced with the hint of a paternal smile. Cloyd clapped halfheartedly, still looking at the ground.

      After the applause tapered off for a second time, Corona went on.

      “As you all know, the mission to the detention center was planned to discover what Helping Hands was. And, thanks to the bravery and sacrifice of all of our teams, we think we now know. Helping Hands, with help from the government, is rolling out a new workforce of lobotomized persons.”

      Another smattering of voices filled the room. This was the first time that the details of my conversation with Nathan had been made public knowledge. I briefly thought back to the horror of seeing a surgeon wielding crude, sharp tools over a man strapped onto a gurney, and I shut my eyes tightly to try to rid myself of the image.

      When Corona held her hand up, the room instantly went quiet again.

      “I know that this news is distressing. Nathan, Fiora, and I were similarly disturbed to hear of this development. A positive to this, if it is possible, is that this program seems to be relatively new, and so a minimal number of people have been fed into this awful machine so far,” Corona said. “However, even one person is too many. And we have since learned that the operation is expanding.”

      I furrowed my brow in thought. Where were Nathan and Corona learning new things about Operation Guidance? Was this new intel from the Artemis Protocol?

      “It seems that the detention center we infiltrated was likely a test run for the government. Because we know now that the regime is already in the process of building new holding centers in other parts of the country. Helping Hands is being expanded to provide welfare services in additional factory towns. And that means that many more people will fall victim to this horrible procedure,” Corona continued, her words sounding dark and heavy.

      A long pause followed this revelation. Edgewood team members stared at Corona and Nathan or looked anxiously at one another. No one spoke. What was Corona getting at by sharing this information with us? Granted, I was happy to receive it. The news made me feel terribly concerned about the state of lower-class citizens, even more so than I already had, but I was glad to have more information about the mission that had cost us so much. But what were we supposed to do with this information?

      “That’s all I’ll say for now. Until we’re ready to discuss next steps,” Corona finished.

      It felt like a punch to the gut. I was hoping we’d be called together to discuss a plan, even if that plan was in the preliminary stages.

      “What about Edgewood?” a female medic asked.

      All eyes turned back to Corona as we awaited her answer.

      “I’m sure at this point you’ve all heard the rumors about a mole betraying us,” she said.

      I looked around the room. No one looked too surprised by this statement, and so it was safe to assume that she was correct.

      “Unfortunately, we do think that is exactly what happened,” Corona continued.

      Another anxious babble rose from the crowd. Although I had already heard this information directly from Nathan, many team members were likely having this suspicion confirmed for the first time—and if they were anything like me, that news was causing severe distress and anxiety.

      Or, if they were like Nathan, maybe it was shaking their very belief in our organization as a whole. I still had faith in Little John, but I got the distinct impression that Nathan was feeling like the mole was indicative of a changing tide within our group. Why else would he have become so withdrawn after the Edgewood attack?

      “What are we going to do about it?” Bridge, the lead medic, asked.

      His question might have been directed at Nathan or Corona, but no one else in the office seemed to care. Because suddenly many people were suggesting things and asking additional questions at once, even shouting over each other.

      “We need to interrogate!”

      “We should have alibis established and confirmed.”

      “We should split up among the bases.”

      “We’re not safe all together like this!”

      “What if they’ve already ratted out the location of Brightbirch?”

      Corona put up her hand again, but this time it was in vain. People continued to yell out, the pitch of their voices sounding more distraught and confused.

      “We have to evacuate the base before the government shows up!”

      “How are we supposed to survive an aerial attack in tents?”

      “We’re sitting ducks!”

      I looked at Corona anxiously, but it appeared that she had lost her platform completely. Terror had descended over the room.

      “ENOUGH!”

      An angry man’s voice boomed over us and then echoed for long seconds in my ears. It was Nathan. He had stepped from Corona’s side to stand at the forefront of the crowd. But instead of delivering any further words, he looked over at Corona to silently encourage her to continue.

      Nathan might not have been the bastion of support that I needed him to be, but he certainly wasn’t dropping the ball when it came to Corona.

      “Thank you, Nathan,” she said weakly, struggling to find the voice she had used to address us before the outbursts began. She took a deep breath before she went on. “As I said, we do think that the integrity of the organization was compromised from within. And we are taking steps internally to investigate this occurrence. But in the meantime, we have to ask something great of you all.”

      I leaned forward involuntarily as I wondered what she was going to ask of us. What more could we give? We had risked our lives, and some of us had even lost them. We had walked into enemy territory, surrendering ourselves to people who would’ve been glad to see us executed, all in the name of a Little John mission. We had been uprooted from our government-sanctioned lives to become underground agents. And then many of us had left the only home we had known with Little John and trusted Nathan enough to come to a new and unknown place with no guarantee of our safety.

      What did Corona need from us now that we hadn’t already given her?

      “We need you to understand that, due to the circumstances that we find ourselves in, we can’t share classified information with the entire group anymore,” Corona said. “It’s not how we want to proceed, but it’s for the good of us all. And it’s temporary.”

      I knew, from the way that the atmosphere suddenly shifted, that the room would’ve quickly descended into chaos again if Nathan hadn’t just put us all in our place. Corona’s statement was certainly worrisome, to say the least. She was asking us to accept that we couldn’t all be trusted. And while I understood the reason why, it still stung to hear it worded that way.

      It wouldn’t do anything to bring the base closer together in our shared cause. If anything, it was likely to divide us further.

      “How can we know that we’re safe here?” Alexy suddenly asked.

      “I can vouch for that,” Fiora said, stepping forward. “Brightbirch was equipped with certain emergency measures. You’re quite safe here.”

      My mind went back to Henry’s comments about the Edgewood attack. Apparently humongous weapons had been hidden in the ground around Edgewood, so “emergency measures” in Little John bases didn’t seem implausible. But even so, they hadn’t saved Edgewood. So there was no guarantee of safety in Brightbirch either.

      “But . . . we can’t know any details?” a young male medic asked in follow-up.

      Corona nodded gravely. “That information is classified, correct. For the safety of our base.”

      Another hum of displeasure vibrated through the room, and Fiora stepped forward again.

      “I know this isn’t ideal for many of you, but please know that we are thrilled to have you all here with us. And really, there are few better places to be temporarily stranded,” she said with a genuine smile.

      “And temporary is the key word there,” Nathan added. They were some of very few words that he had spoken during our meeting. But it seemed that when he wasn’t being a showman wielding a thousand words, he was using his words only when they really mattered.

      The group idled awkwardly as we awaited some final directives or parting words. But it was starting to become apparent that we would all be left feeling unfulfilled in that regard until Nathan and Corona determined whom they could trust. And so, slowly, people began to stand and make their way toward the door.

      “Please keep your devices nearby for messaging purposes. We will be in touch as soon as we can,” Corona said over the din of the shuffling.

      I kept close to Jace as we passed through the office and back toward the exit. The excited anxiety I had felt before our meeting had disappeared into a cloud of smoke. Like Fiora had said, I felt “stranded.” And to make it worse, even being with the team wasn’t helping that right now.

      With perfect timing, Cloyd brushed past Jace and me to make his way ahead of us in the crowd. He didn’t look back. But Jace seemed to be keenly aware of his presence, and his entire figure tensed up as Cloyd passed.

      It seemed that we were becoming more and more divided—both as an organization and as a team. And I didn’t think that was going to work out well if we found ourselves in danger.

      The government had already succeeded in dividing us. If they attacked us again, I wasn’t sure we’d be strong enough to survive.
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      “So Nathan doesn’t trust any of us and we’re all doomed. Great meeting!”

      Abe was probably being a little dramatic as we sat around eating lunch back at the tents, but his summation of our meeting didn’t seem too far off base to me. At least the part about suspicions certainly rang true.

      “Do you think the mole was in that meeting with us?” Jackie asked, sounding unsure.

      The silence that followed spoke more than words ever could. There was absolutely no way to tell, and we didn’t even have a guess. The meeting had contained a good portion of the surviving Edgewood members, which certainly made it a possibility. But all of those present had been away from Edgewood at the time of the attack. So if they hadn’t been in Edgewood to manually turn off the projection, that meant they hadn’t acted alone.

      Could there have been more than one traitor? If so, was it two or three rogues? Or was an entire faction of Little John infiltrated?

      Suddenly Nathan’s deep suspicion and despondency made a lot more sense. If I started thinking about the mole too deeply, it felt like I was being pulled into a dark hole of conspiracy and possibility, and I didn’t like the way that felt.

      It had to have been even worse for Nathan, who had not only spent a huge portion of his life cultivating and managing Little John but had also lost people about whom he cared deeply in the attack itself.

      “No,” Jace finally answered. We all turned to look at him and awaited his explanation. He looked back at each of us in turn. “I don’t have any proof of that, obviously. I just don’t think anyone who risked their lives for Little John in previous missions would suddenly be so willing to tear it all down.”

      “I wish we could know definitively that none of the mission team members are responsible, so we wouldn’t have all these new confidentiality requirements,” Nelson replied. “It makes people feel like they’re not trustworthy, and that’s not good for the organization as a whole.”

      “Having a secret government agent walking among us isn’t good for the organization,” Ant replied. “A little suspicion should be just fine.”

      “I agree with Jace,” I said, trying to sound slightly more sure than I actually felt. “How will we be able to trust each other on future missions if we’re under the impression that any one of our team members might be trying to kill or imprison us? There’s a big difference between caution and outright paranoia.”

      “So we should just blindly trust everyone?” Abe asked, his face screwing up into a look of disbelief.

      “Isn’t that the same as blindly suspecting everyone?” Nelson interjected.

      “Well, only one of those options could get you killed,” Gabby said softly.

      We all looked at her. She had been uncharacteristically quiet since we arrived in Brightbirch, so hearing about her suspicion was disconcerting. Gabby was such a carefree and bright individual. It was strange to imagine her suddenly having such a dark outlook on the situation. Then again, she’d had a lot to lose back in Edgewood. Maybe more than any of us.

      I looked around uncomfortably, scanning the people nearest to us. I had been doing it since we got back to our little row of tents.

      I started when Jace placed his hand on my knee.

      “Don’t worry. I haven’t seen him in a while,” Jace said quietly.

      I blushed. I hoped that the fact that I was desperate to avoid Cloyd wasn’t as obvious to everyone else as it was to Jace.

      I tried to smile reassuringly at him. I didn’t want him to have to worry about my feelings on top of everything else that he was currently dealing with.

      “Just looking out for bears,” I joked.

      Jace chuckled. It was good to hear him laugh again after the tension of the past day.

      “So,” Jackie started. “What are we supposed to do while we’re just hanging out here?”

      “Alexy said there’s some good hiking,” I said, only half serious.

      Jackie rolled her eyes.

      “We could always just keep going,” Nelson said. We turned to look at her. Keep going? What did she mean? Leave Brightbirch and keep fighting the government alone?

      “You mean, like, go rogue?” Gabby asked timidly.

      Nelson shook her head. “I mean we could do a little investigative work ourselves. Keep our minds busy.”

      Suddenly it clicked in my head.

      “You want to find the mole,” I said.

      A wry smile crept up one side of Nelson’s face, and she nodded.

      “Sounds like something the mole would suggest!” Ant quipped.

      Jackie elbowed him hard in the ribs, but Jace was nodding slowly and then smiling a mischievous smile.

      “Actually, I think that’s a great idea,” he said.

      “You guys can’t be serious. How do you think Nathan would react if he found out we were running our own investigation behind his back?” Abe spat out, his eyes wide.

      I thought about my private meeting with Corona and Nathan. They said they would be talking to a few people individually, myself being one of the unlucky ones. How was their investigation even going? Had they talked to Robert yet? Or Henry? Even if they had, it didn’t seem like they had gotten anywhere, judging by our most recent meeting. Nathan was obviously despondent over the betrayal, and Little John seemed to be stalling until we knew more.

      So could they really blame us for wanting to assist?

      “What Nathan doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” I said suddenly, surprising even myself. I planned on remaining loyal to Little John, and I knew that meant we’d have to be a little patient while the leaders decided on our next steps. But that didn’t mean we had to be completely stagnant. It was our best chance of keeping Little John moving forward. After all, I wasn’t just doing this for the noble cause of saving our country. I was also here for personal reasons.

      I wanted my daughter back. And staying motionless in Brightbirch wasn’t getting me any closer to that goal.

      “We should figure out a plan,” Nelson continued. “I’m thinking—”

      “Of getting everyone into trouble? Sounds about right for you guys,” a voice interrupted. I knew who it was before I turned around, although I was praying I would be wrong.

      But sure enough, Cloyd was standing tall and proud behind us when I looked. I tried not to make eye contact. He obviously wasn’t here for me.

      Denver and Alf were standing at either side of him, their usual goofy smiles plastered on.

      “Cloyd told us all about your super-secret meeting,” Denver said playfully. “Guess we weren’t cool enough to be invited, since we were back in Edgewood patrolling the perimeter and not on a high-priority mission.”

      “Yeah, when do we get to join the rest of you Team Hood cool kids?” Alf jumped in with a smile.

      Jace was staring intently at Cloyd. But his face was so expressionless that I had no idea what he was thinking. When Cloyd’s gaze met Jace’s, it seemed to me like they were wordlessly communicating something to each other. But what was it?

      “Doesn’t matter who gets invited to some meeting,” Jace said, still looking at Cloyd. “We’re all one team.”

      Cloyd’s eyes glistened a bit, as if he was getting emotional.

      “Jace, can I speak to you?” Cloyd asked. His tone was flat. “Alone?”

      Jace’s eyes kept the same emotionless glaze, but his head tilted down in a curt nod. Then he stood. The rest of us were silent and still as Cloyd and Jace walked away from us, back toward the mountains, together. We watched them quietly walk for some time.

      “Don’t worry,” Denver said after a long silence. “They’ll work it out.”

      “Or kill each other,” Alf added with a jester-like smile.
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        * * *

      

      I watched the path back from the mountains as the sun traced the highest part of the sky and began to descend. It had been hours since they left, but there was still no sign of Jace or Cloyd. Alf’s joke was starting to strike me as more and more possible.

      “These new Team Hood missions are flying by,” Jackie said sarcastically. “First lunch and now dinner. Glad we’re doing such important anti-regime work.”

      “At least Jace and Cloyd are making some progress,” Nelson quipped, following my gaze toward the mountains.

      If they were making progress. Who knew what they were out there talking about? I was getting sick of waiting around and wondering, but we didn’t want to start planning our mole investigation without Jace’s involvement.

      I realized then that there was something I could do. Juno. I still hadn’t been able to speak to her to determine her true identity. If I currently couldn’t make headway in Little John missions, I could at least move forward in my own personal one.

      I was standing and walking away before most of the team had time to process what I was doing. When Nelson finally thought to ask me where I was going, I kept my answer short and sweet.

      “Going to the hospital. Back soon!” I called over my shoulder.

      It was a familiar route at this point. I passed the misty greenhouses and several fields of rolling pastures before I reached the white hospital building. It was early evening, and a chill was returning to the air. But suddenly, as I realized just what it meant to be confronting Juno’s identity for the first time, it felt like that same chill was settling into my bones and blood as well.

      My old fears resurfaced. If Juno was awake, and she was my mother . . . What if she didn’t want to see me again? What if she didn’t care much about having lost me? What if it had been a relief to her when they took me away?

      There were two people I had wanted to find so deeply that it bordered on obsession: my mother and my daughter. I might’ve finally found one of them. And that was such a huge step for me that it was hard not to be terrified.

      The same kind nurse greeted me at the reception desk when I arrived.

      “Back again? Do you remember where to find her?”

      I smiled faintly at his recognition and thoughtfulness and nodded. I knew exactly where I was going.

      I took the elevator up to the second floor, involuntarily holding my breath along the way. By the time the elevator doors had opened onto Juno’s wing, my heart felt like it was ready to beat out of my chest. I was here. This was it.

      I walked down the hall to her door and knocked gently with my knuckles.

      A cheerful woman’s voice rang out.

      “Come in!”

      My heart leapt into my throat. Was that Juno? Or a nurse?

      I pushed the door open slowly and peered inside.

      Juno was sitting up comfortably in her bed, lit with an angelic haze as the setting sun’s orange rays penetrated the room. She struck me as graceful and beautiful, especially given the circumstances of her arrival in Brightbirch. Seeing her sitting up and safe tugged my heart in an unexpected way, and I tried to remind myself not to get too excited. I didn’t even know who this woman was yet.

      But all of that hesitation and doubt melted away when Juno smiled at me and placed one of her thin hands over her heart. With the other hand she began to beckon me forward. But most of all, it was the look in her eyes that suddenly made the entire journey and experience so far in Brightbirch more than worth it.

      She was looking at me with recognition again, just like she had when my mask had disintegrated after the Helping Hands mission. And this time, she was also looking at me with joy and excitement.

      “I’ve been waiting for you to come back,” she said breathlessly, tears beginning to form in the corners of her eyes. “I knew you’d come back someday. My Elyse. My daughter.”
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      I stood frozen, unsure of how to proceed.

      Elyse? Had she mistaken me for someone else? She looked so sure and excited to see me, like she knew me then and had always known me somehow. And, while I felt that same inexplicable recognition deep inside of me, it was hard to accept that it was genuine.

      What if I was just setting myself up for failure and disappointment?

      Juno’s arms were still stretched out toward me, and I had to make a decision. So I cautiously stepped forward. But when tears began to spill out over Juno’s cheeks, my reticence melted away. Looking at her, with her eyes so full of love and excitement, finally broke down the wall that I had built up over my heart to protect myself from any further loss. I rushed toward Juno and embraced her, wrapping my arms around her as her child, and accepting for the first time that I had found her.

      I had found my mother.

      We wept together for a while, Juno’s hands stroking my hair and wiping my tears away as the emotion poured out of me. Almost twenty years. That was how long the government had kept us from having this moment together. But no matter how hard they had tried, they could never stop us from fighting to find one another.

      And we finally had.

      When the tears slowed and we started to pull away from each other, I had the chance to speak to her as my mother.

      “They call me Robin now,” I said with a tearful smile.

      Juno nodded, her face still beaming with joy. “Robin,” she repeated. “Then that’s what I’ll call you, too. Even if in my heart you’ll always be Elyse.”

      Elyse. So Juno and Culver had named me after all, even if it didn’t show up in the redistribution records. I wondered why it wasn’t on the paperwork. But there would be time for that later.

      “How did you know it was me?” I asked in a soft voice. Juno made room for me to sit beside her on her hospital bed, and we sat together and held hands as we spoke.

      “You never forget your child, Robin. I would know you even if you were a hundred years old,” she replied, squeezing my hand.

      I thought about Hope. Would I know her immediately, as Juno had known me? And Juno had been so willing to call me by the name my adoptive parents had given me, but the name Genevieve, given to Hope by her new parents, filled me with woe and anger. Would I need to call my own daughter by her new name to make her happy?

      “Before we fill each other in about our life stories, would you mind telling me where I am?” Juno asked, her smile widening. We laughed together at the ridiculousness of it all.

      “It’s called Brightbirch. I’m new here, too,” I replied. “But we’re all a community of like-minded people.”

      Juno stared at me quietly, patiently waiting for me to continue. I thought about what Nathan would want me to tell her, and what would be too sensitive to share. Obviously, Juno knew that we were anti-regime and that we had airships and advanced tech at our disposal, since she had seen all of that firsthand.

      “We’re just trying to fight for what we believe in,” I finished.

      Juno smiled knowingly at me. “Well, I’m sure it’s a pretty secretive organization,” she said. “But thank you for sharing what you could with me. I had a feeling you’d be a fiery personality from the moment I laid eyes on you. So this doesn’t really come as any surprise.”

      I smiled. I had gotten the same impression from Hope even when she was just minutes old. It must run in the family.

      “It was actually your father’s observation,” Juno said, her smile fading slightly and belying a deep undercurrent of sadness for the first time.

      “Culver,” I said without thinking.

      Juno’s eyes widened. “That’s right,” she replied in surprise. “How did you know that?”

      I thought about Nathan again. I was sure he expected a high degree of information lockdown, particularly now that we were already weakened by betrayal. But I had gotten this information through Nelson and her investigation to begin with. And this wasn’t some stranger we were talking about. It was my mother.

      Then again, a close relationship with me hadn’t helped things when it came to Nathan’s trust in Henry.

      “I did a little digging on my own,” I replied.

      “So that must’ve been how you found me,” Juno said.

      I nodded, but Juno’s eyes suddenly looked downcast.

      “I hope you don’t think I wasn’t looking for you, too,” she continued. “I had been saving money since they took you away. I squirreled away every cent I could spare trying to get enough money to get out of Millville and start looking high and low for you. I didn’t have much of a plan, but I knew I had to start somewhere, or I’d never find you.”

      My heart hurt for her as she spoke. How could I have doubted that she would want to see me or look for me? She had been hurting all of these years in the same way that I hurt for Hope. And I felt guilty for not trusting that she would’ve felt that way about her child.

      “But money was so tight after your father died. It was all I could do to keep a roof over my head and food on the table. And then Helping Hands came and took us all away, to a place that was somehow even worse than Millville had been,” she said. “But it was a blessing in disguise, since that’s where you found me.”

      Tears started to run freely over her thin, high cheeks again as she placed a hand lovingly on my face. I placed my hand over hers and relished the feeling of being so close to her after so long.

      “I knew enough to start looking for you in Millville,” I replied. “But it still doesn’t feel real that I’ve actually found you.”

      “I know the feeling,” Juno said with a smile. “I just wish your father could’ve been here for this.”

      “What happened to him?” I asked.

      Juno’s smile melted away again, and I could see her eyes glazing over like she was being sucked back into a memory that was just as vivid as real life. I prepared myself for the worst. Did I really want to know what had happened to Culver?

      “Agents,” Juno said softly. “The day they came to take you away. A man from the Ministry came with half a dozen armed Authority agents with him. But Culver didn’t want to give you up.”

      She looked down at her hands in her lap. I reached over and grabbed one, trying to provide her some level of support. But Juno didn’t elaborate further, and I knew not to press her. Perhaps there were some details that I was better off not knowing.

      But if agents had killed Culver then that meant . . .

      “You fought back?” I asked dumbly. I couldn’t imagine that they would’ve risked their lives for me. I knew how dangerous that was firsthand, and even as much as I loved and wanted Hope, I hadn’t fought back for that very reason. I didn’t want to lose my life then, because it meant I’d lose my chance to get her back at any point in the future.

      “We could’ve made it, too. We had you for almost two whole months when they finally found us,” she said.

      Two months. The amount of time before I’d been adopted. So I hadn’t been in a holding center that whole time, like I was afraid of. I had been with my parents.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Juno straightened up in her hospital bed as she prepared to tell me the story of my birth, and I held my breath in anticipation. After all these years, I’d finally know what had happened when I was taken from my parents by the regime.

      “Culver and I met in school in Millville,” Juno began. “Back when it still had a school, that is. Your father was always a dreamer, but especially when he was a kid. He used to say that Millville was too small for him and that he was going to explore the world. He asked me to come with him.”

      Juno smiled as she remembered my father. I tried to picture them together, young and full of optimism, but I had no idea what my father even looked like.

      “We fell in love. And even though we never did get out of Millville, I like to think that he was still happy. We worked in the factory together and had a small apartment. Everything was as perfect as we could’ve expected it to be, under the circumstances. But I wanted more . . . One day I finally asked your father why he had never asked me to marry him. We had been together for years at that point. And I knew he loved me and wanted to be with me forever. So why no marriage? Of course, I didn’t expect a ring or a ceremony. I just wanted to be Mrs. Juno Wright. But when I asked him, I was surprised at his answer.”

      I breathed in, realizing that I had been involuntarily holding my breath in excitement. I sat enraptured, waiting for her to go on.

      “He said that marrying would make us more conspicuous to the government, that they would be keeping closer tabs on us. And he didn’t want that. Because he wanted to have a child. And we were going to keep that baby.”

      Juno closed her eyes while I tried to process what she was saying. They had me on purpose? I knew that back then the CRAS wasn’t as widespread as it would eventually become, since Henry had been allowed to stay with his poor parents shortly before I was born, but Juno had to have known that they were at least at risk of losing me.

      “I knew the government was ramping up their”—Juno sneered and placed a mocking emphasis on the next word—“redistributions.” She looked down again before continuing. “But we were so naïve and impetuous. We thought maybe we wouldn’t be chosen by the CRAS, or that we could hide the pregnancy. So when I knew why Culver had been putting off asking me to marry him, I fell in love even harder. And soon we got our wish. We got you.”

      She smiled and placed a hand on my shoulder. I smiled back, but inside I couldn’t help but wonder: Was it worth it to her? To get me if it meant losing the love of her life?

      “When we found out you were coming, we still had hope that you wouldn’t be taken from us. But all of the pregnant women we knew were having their babies taken at that point. Wage decreases had sunk the entire town even further into poverty than it had already been, so we knew our town was marked—and that the CRAS might come for you. So I wore bulkier clothing and didn’t tell anyone, not even my closest friends. When it was no longer a possibility to hide my growing bump, I left the factory altogether. When we knew you were coming soon, Culver and I just picked up and left, pretending that we had gotten jobs in another factory town. Culver had been building a small cabin deep in the woods outside of Millville for months in preparation for your arrival. It was small and kind of drafty, but your father had spent a lot of hours late at night building it. He was quite the handyman. We had a garden and a fireplace and even a little crib that your father made.”

      Culver, my father, had made me a crib with his own hands. It was a far cry from my worst fears of having not even been wanted.

      “And then one day you came. I labored for hours, and your father was there beside me the entire time. When I thought I couldn’t do it any longer, he was still there, telling me how close we were to finally completing our family. I’ll never forget the love in his eyes when he looked at you for the first time. And I’ll never forget the love I felt for you myself. But I should’ve known that it would never last.”

      The faint beeping sound coming from Juno’s monitors started to pick up, and I looked over to see that her pulse was quickening as she spoke.

      “Because that was the first time that I had ever felt complete. It was the first time that I ever saw a future for myself and felt a purpose and a meaning in life outside of manual labor. And this regime couldn’t handle that. I should’ve known that they would never let someone of our status and background be happy and in love together as a family. And one day, sure enough, they came. I don’t know how they found us. Maybe it was the smoke. Maybe it was the rumors from Millville. But they came and they took you. And Culver tried to stop them, so they took him away from me too. I thought I’d be arrested, but I think the agents took pity on me. Or maybe they figured that keeping me alive and forcing me to return to my old life would be the worst punishment of all. And they were right.”

      And then the tears that came from Juno weren’t tears of happiness or nostalgia. They were tears of raw pain. Her shoulders slumped forward in her sudden grief.

      “I buried your father after they left. But then I didn’t know what to do. I thought about staying out there and just freezing to death in the cold or letting myself starve. I couldn’t imagine going on without you or Culver. But after several days alone out in the cold, I realized that if I let myself roll over and die, then I definitely wouldn’t ever see you again.”

      Of everything that Juno had described, that was the emotion that I could relate to the most. I too had wondered what to do with myself after they ripped Hope away. How do you keep going when everything you love is suddenly lost?

      “But there was a chance, if I could keep going, that maybe one day I would find you. So I went back to Millville. I went back to work in the factory as if nothing ever happened. And for almost twenty years I carried around a hole in my heart.”

      Juno leaned forward and wrapped both of her arms around me again. And then she whispered one last thing into my ear.

      “Today, it was finally filled again.”

      I could no longer hold it back. With the end of Juno’s story, my tears flowed over, and the outpouring of grief and disbelief and love and joy overwhelmed both of us all over again.
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      Juno and I spent some time together in silence, just appreciating being reunited, and then continued telling each other about ourselves and our lives. I learned that Juno was an only child who had always wanted to have a big family. I told her about the Sylvones, my adoptive parents, and all of my adoptive siblings. She was pained and angry when I told her how I had been kicked out of the lap of luxury and sent packing to a hard life of Nurmeal and factory work.

      “They kicked me out after I got pregnant with my daughter,” I had told her of my adoptive parents. I hadn’t wanted to tell her too much about them, since it might be painful for her to hear. I, for one, didn’t want to know too much about Hope’s adoptive parents, Mavis and Michael Preston. I preferred to think of them as villains and not real, feeling people. It made it easier to imagine taking Hope back from them.

      “I can’t believe our government allows things like that to happen. Why rip you away from people who love you just to place you with people who would cast you aside like that?” Juno asked furiously.

      I thought of Hope and nodded. Money was important, sure. We had to be able to afford to feed and clothe and house our children. But why take those children away from their poor parents and place them with the rich as opposed to helping the parents? What was the point? Was it just to save money? And if so, was money more important than the love a parent could provide?

      What incentives were the government offering the rich? Why were they so willing to take children that weren’t even theirs? Could Hope’s adoptive mother love her as much as I did? Even so, why take her away from me if I could provide her the basics and love and protection?

      “Is your daughter here?” Juno asked timidly.

      I could tell by the reticence in her voice that she already knew the answer.

      “Not yet,” I replied hopefully. She probably wouldn’t ever be in Brightbirch with me, but I had to believe that she’d be back with me someday. And then it wouldn’t matter where we were. “I lost her to the CRAS. I’ve pretty much been looking for her ever since.”

      “I never thought I’d see you again, but here you are. So I know we’ll find her, too,” Juno said with a smile. “I can’t believe that I’m a grandmother! I can’t wait to meet her.”

      I smiled back. It was a beautiful thing to hear. I tried to think about a life with so much of my family back together again. I thought of Juno holding Hope up in the air, cooing over her granddaughter. I thought of Jace looking lovingly on. I thought of Hope running over to me, giggling, and jumping into her mother’s arms. My heart expanded ten times over.

      We weren’t there yet, but I had never been more resolved. We would get there eventually. No matter what it took.

      Juno looked at me intently, as if she was trying to determine something.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “You look so much like your father,” she said, reaching toward me to tuck a strand of dark blonde hair behind my ear. “Your hair color, your eyes. I can see so much of him in you.”

      It shouldn’t have come as a surprise to me, since I obviously didn’t get my hair or eye color from Juno, but I hadn’t considered it previously. It made me feel closer to Culver in a way. And it also made me wonder what Hope looked like now. Had her dark hair lightened since I last held her? Did she have my straight hair or Henry’s curls?

      I couldn’t wait to find out.

      At some point when we were sitting quietly together, I noticed Juno grimacing in between breaths and had to remind myself that she had just been seriously injured only a couple of days prior. We had been so excited and happy to be in each other’s presence that I had forgotten all about the fact that we were sitting in a hospital room.

      “Are you all right?” I asked with a renewed sense of concern. I had cared deeply about her even when she was just the woman from Millville who had stood up for me in the face of serious pressure. Now that I knew she was my mother, my concern for her ran even deeper.

      Juno exhaled painfully but managed a smile. “I’ll live,” she replied. “And frankly, I feel better today than I have in almost two decades.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “But you’re hurting,” I said. “Do you need me to call a nurse?”

      As if on cue, a kindly older woman walked in wearing nursing scrubs.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said upon entering. “I didn’t know you had a visitor.”

      “It’s quite all right,” Juno said warmly.

      I smiled at her kindness and hospitality. They were a sure sign of a good person. My adoptive parents had always treated servants and assistants like sub-humans, rarely bothering to address them unless it was to bark orders. But Juno spoke to the nurse kindly, like she was her equal and not a servant. Most of the poor people I had met were that way. I guessed it was an unexpected perk of growing up in poverty: You valued all human life, since no one had ever made you feel like you were worth more than anyone else.

      “I’m here to give you your pain medicine. You need more rest,” the nurse explained, obviously giving me a hint that it was time to leave.

      “No, I’m fine—”

      “You need your medicine,” I said, unwilling to let her suffer for my sake. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back before you know it.”

      Juno looked slightly defeated, but her physical discomfort was obvious. So I stood and allowed the nurse to approach with a syringe, and there was no more arguing from Juno.

      When I leaned down to hug my mother, she spoke softly into my ear.

      “Promise you’ll be back.”

      I pulled away and looked into her eyes. There was a fear there that I hadn’t expected but which suddenly made a lot of sense. Juno had just found her daughter after nearly twenty years and was terrified of losing me again. I could empathize. If I ever brought Hope home, I knew I’d probably feel the same way.

      Maybe the only thing scarier than never getting your child back was getting them and then losing them again.

      I squeezed both of Juno’s hands.

      “I promise.”
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      The sun was going down on another day in Brightbirch, and the mountain chill was back in full force, making me shiver as I walked the brick road back to our tent dwellings. I wondered if Jace had returned yet from his mysterious conversation with Cloyd. I wanted to see him as soon as I could, to tell him all about Juno. But I definitely didn’t want to see Cloyd yet.

      As I walked, I thought back to the meeting that morning. My phone had been entirely silent since, so if things were being decided between the Little John leaders, they weren’t involving Team Hood yet. The stagnation was a troublesome reality, which was why Team Hood’s decision to investigate on our own seemed so important. But even though Little John as a whole didn’t seem to have made any progress, I felt happier and more fulfilled in my own goals. I had finally learned who Juno really was. I had learned about my birth and the details of my redistribution. I had started developing a bond with my mother that I knew would only grow over time. And even though I would never be able to see or speak to my father in person, I felt more connected to him than I ever had.

      But I was still acutely aware of not having made any real progress when it came to getting my own daughter back. And not even the thrill of having found Juno could make me forget that fact.

      “Robin?”

      I whipped around to look in the direction that the voice had come from, my heartrate picking up. It was almost completely dark outside, and as far as we knew, there was an enemy among us who was willing to sell us out or kill us. Tensions were high. And I realized for the first time how scared that made me when I was alone in the dark.

      But there was nothing to fear. The voice came from Henry, who was standing by himself a few feet behind me. I had been so lost in my thoughts that I hadn’t even heard him approach.

      “Henry,” I breathed out in relief.

      “I hope I didn’t scare you,” he began uncertainly. Even in the growing darkness, I could tell that he looked the worse for wear. His eyes were sunken, as if he hadn’t been sleeping much recently.

      “No, you’re fine,” I assured him. “I scared myself. Are you okay?”

      He began to trace circles into the brick road with the toe of one of his boots and looked down. “I don’t know,” he answered quietly.

      I was struck by his honesty. Henry had never been a particularly emotional or vulnerable guy, even in the immediate aftermath of losing Hope. So his admission was a startling one.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked him with genuine concern.

      “I’m not sure,” he replied.

      The answer was less than satisfying, but I waited for him to elaborate. When he remained silent, I took a step toward him.

      “You know you can always talk to me,” I said gently. The night was quiet and still, and we were alone on the road. It was as safe a space to speak as any.

      “I know,” Henry said. “I guess I’m just not sure how to explain it.”

      I kept my eyes trained on him, a sense of unease beginning to wash over me, like I knew what he was going to say.

      “Do you trust me?” he asked.

      My eyes widened. I hadn’t been expecting that question and sputtered slightly over my response.

      “I-I,” I began. I stopped and tried to gather my thoughts. “Of course.” But I knew from the delivery that my response wouldn’t be very assuring.

      Henry looked wounded, and I tried again.

      “Henry, I trust you. I’m sorry, I just wasn’t expecting that question. Why are you asking?”

      “I feel like I have a magnifying glass on me,” he replied. “Like everyone is side-eyeing me. Like—”

      He paused ominously, a darkness passing over his face.

      “Like people think that I’m the mole,” he finished.

      Finally, he had said it. My fears were realized. All of that time, even after my conversation with Nathan, I still thought that maybe the suspicion I felt from my friends and team members was all in my head. But Henry had just confirmed otherwise, and he was feeling the pressure, too.

      “Who makes you feel that way?” I asked.

      “Well, I noticed your team was pretty tight-lipped around me last time I saw them. Like maybe they doubt that we could’ve run into each other so randomly back at the truck stop. And now even my own team members have started distancing themselves.” He shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m just imagining it. But I’m feeling isolated and confused.”

      “Has Nathan talked to you?” I asked. I immediately regretted it.

      Henry’s eyes widened with surprise and then narrowed in confusion. “No. Why would he?”

      I tried to cover my tracks. I didn’t want Henry to know that Nathan had said anything to me when Corona had called me into Fiora’s office for the private meeting.

      “Well, if people are really suspecting you, then Nathan would probably have asked you some questions himself. If he hasn’t, then maybe it’s a good sign,” I replied. I hated lying to him. But I also didn’t see any good in confirming his suspicions. It would just make him feel worse.

      Henry didn’t look convinced.

      “Robin, is there something that you aren’t telling me?”

      I looked deeply into his eyes. The only light around us now came from the stars and moon, but out here in the middle of the wilderness that still made for a surprisingly bright evening.

      “I trust you, Henry,” I finished resolutely. Maybe I wasn’t telling him everything. But I did trust him. And that was all he needed to know for now.

      “Thank you,” he said softly.

      It broke my heart to see him looking so worried and pathetic. Especially since I knew that his instincts were accurate. People were suspecting Henry. And as much as I wanted to fight it, I didn’t know how to feel about it.

      Maybe a little part of me suspected him, too.

      “Do you want to walk back to the tents with me?” I asked. Henry wasn’t in the tents that Team Hood had pulled together, but I thought I could at least provide him some company to get back to the rest of our group.

      “Thanks,” Henry said. “But I think I need some more time to think before I go back.”

      I nodded. I could understand that feeling, since I had been thinking the same thing since we arrived in Brightbirch. The beauty and isolation of the base was a double-edged sword. On one hand, it was incredibly peaceful. But that type of quiet could sometimes amplify the anxieties bouncing around in your head.

      Or at least it did for me.

      “Well, I’ll see you around, then,” I said.

      Henry nodded and turned to continue walking along the brick road away from the tents. I watched him briefly as he walked. But I knew he wanted to be alone, so soon I was back on my path toward the Team Hood corner of Brightbirch’s tent city.

      Numerous firepits had been built among the tents when I got back. Little stacks of thin logs and kindling were burning brightly in the cool night, surrounded by rings of rocks. Families and teams and couples sat together to enjoy the warmth of the firepits.

      I was delighted to see that Team Hood had a sizable firepit of its own. But as I approached, I was less delighted to see that there were only two people there, their faces eerily lit by the orange flames.

      It was Jace and Cloyd.

      My heart leapt into my throat. What should I do? There was no way to get past them and into my tent without being seen. I decided to turn around and try to get away from the situation entirely. I could go take another walk or see if there was still food left on the picnic tables. I just wanted to do anything to get away from what was very likely a hostile scenario.

      But before I had the chance to escape, Jace looked up and made eye contact. Then, to my despair, he waved me over.

      Ugh. Today had been emotionally exhausting enough. And now this?

      But Jace and Cloyd were both looking at me expectantly, and I knew that I didn’t have any other option. So I swallowed hard and tried to look as confident as I could before I began to walk toward them.
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      As I approached the men, I tried to read their expressions to better understand what I was getting myself into. Jace’s face was as kind and handsome as it always was. If anything, he somehow looked even more attractive in the soft glow of the crackling fire, and his honey irises were alight with a reflection of the flames. Cloyd’s expression was harder to read. His eyes were red-rimmed, as if he had just been crying. I wasn’t sure yet what that meant, or what that meant for me specifically. Was I about to get an apology? Or a stern talking-to about my “theft” of Jace?

      The team had carried over a few pieces of wood to create a little circle of seats around the fire, and I took a seat across the fire from Jace and Cloyd, feeling like I had positioned myself for an interrogation. Then I waited. Jace had called me over here, so I was going to make him talk first.

      To my surprise, it was Cloyd who began our conversation.

      “Robin,” he began softly, “I want to apologize to you for my behavior.”

      I sucked in my breath and held it there, waiting for Cloyd to continue.

      “And not just for last night. For the past few weeks, as well,” he said. “I’ve been a real animal. And you didn’t deserve any of that.”

      It was nice to hear. But after weeks of Cloyd’s hostility, I was having a hard time believing that he could change his mind so quickly.

      “Thank you,” I responded simply, looking down. What else was there to say?

      “I don’t blame you for doubting that,” Cloyd said.

      I looked up and held eye contact with him across the fire. I wasn’t going to argue. I did doubt it. It was hard to have trust in his sincerity, especially after his behavior at the funeral. He had been so full of hatred just twenty-four hours before. What had changed?

      “But I do mean it,” Cloyd said. “And I’ll prove it to you if you’ll give me the chance.”

      Neither of us broke our stare. I was certainly willing to give him that chance. Mostly for Jace, who was looking at me with a loving gaze. If Cloyd meant something to Jace then he meant something to me, too.

      “Of course,” I replied with a nod.

      Cloyd half-smiled. Then he stood and turned to Jace.

      “See you in the morning, brother,” he said. Jace smiled and shook his hand. Then Cloyd turned back to me. “Goodnight, Robin. Keep an eye on this big lug. Don’t let him get into any trouble.”

      I smiled, happy to get a little humor out of Cloyd to lighten the mood.

      “I always do,” I replied.

      Cloyd smiled in return. Then he turned and walked back to a tent and went inside, leaving Jace and me alone by the fire.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked, standing to go sit beside Jace on the other side of the fire. I wanted to ask about his conversation with Cloyd, but first I wanted to know whether or not we were going to be interrupted.

      “Everyone retired for the night,” he replied. “You were gone for quite a while. It’s pretty late.”

      I looked up at the bright moon. Time must’ve slipped away from me during the tumult of the day.

      “I guess you’re right,” I said. And then, before I could ask about Cloyd, Jace spoke.

      “How did it go?” Jace asked.

      I smiled. He knew me so well that I didn’t even have to tell him where I had been. “Really well,” I replied.

      “I knew when we first saw her,” Jace said with a grin. “You look like her. And you’re both magnets for getting into trouble.”

      I laughed. I didn’t mind being compared to Juno at all. In fact, I loved the idea that people could see our similarities. It made me feel even closer to her.

      “I want you to meet her soon,” I said. I couldn’t believe that I finally had the chance to introduce them to each other. It was like finding pieces of a puzzle that was finally coming together.

      All that was missing was Hope.

      “I’m excited to meet her,” he said, reaching over and placing a warm hand on my leg.

      I took his hand and held it tightly. It felt good talking about Juno, but I had other things on my mind as well. “What happened with Cloyd?” I asked.

      Things had certainly changed in the hours since I had been gone. What had Jace and Cloyd said on their walk into the mountains that could’ve given Cloyd such a change of heart?

      “Before I tell you what he said, maybe I should explain some things about Cloyd,” Jace began.

      I nodded, signaling for him to continue.

      “Cloyd had a family once,” Jace said. “Before the raid. And he lost them when the agents came. He lost his pregnant wife. And I knew he felt a lot of guilt for that, but I didn’t know exactly why until today.”

      My chest tightened. I knew that the regime was ruthless and that Jace and his friends had suffered some terrible losses during the raid, but it was still a shock to hear just how much they had all suffered. I squeezed Jace’s hand again in a show of support.

      “I thought his guilt was because he couldn’t save them. But all this time he blamed himself for the entire raid,” Jace continued. “You see, Cloyd was the one who initially met with Nathan’s scouts and enlisted us to work with him. And when the agents found us, Cloyd thought it was because we had opened ourselves up to the outside through Nathan. Before then, we had never even spoken to outsiders, and that had kept us safe and hidden. Cloyd was afraid that the scouts had somehow been tracked back to us, causing the raid. And he blamed himself for that.”

      Suddenly I felt a sympathy for Cloyd that I never had before. Not only had he lost a wife and his unborn child, but he placed the blame for the entire raid—all those deaths—solely on himself. That must’ve been a huge burden to carry. I even remembered how his original screenname, from back before we had ever even met Nathan, had mentioned being a dad. I wondered why I hadn’t made the connection before. But while I could imagine his pain, I still didn’t see how it was connected to me.

      Jace seemed to anticipate the question. “And apparently when he saw us together, it reminded him of what he lost. He was bitter,” Jace said. “And I have to give him a lot of respect for admitting that. It doesn’t excuse it, but I think he’s genuine in his apology. I forgive him. And it’s up to you if you want to.”

      I was touched by Jace’s insistence that the decision to forgive was my own. Cloyd’s behavior had hurt me and caused me undue stress over the past few weeks, but understanding why he had been so upset with the relationship that Jace and I shared helped me realize that it wasn’t as simple as it seemed. And I was ready to move forward as a team once again.

      “I forgive him,” I told Jace.

      Jace smiled broadly. “Thank you,” he said.
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      I awoke with a start the next morning. Something was wrong. I was groggy and confused, but I knew somehow that there was danger nearby. I just couldn’t understand why I thought that in the early morning haze. Then it hit me.

      Airships. I could hear airships coming down on us.

      Jace startled awake at the sound seconds after I did, and we exchanged wide-eyed glances of fear.

      “We’ve got to get out of the city,” Jace said breathlessly. “Get to the mountains.”

      I jumped up and threw on my boots. I tried to stay clear-headed so that we’d have a chance at survival. If we were being attacked, we’d need to move quickly and keep Team Hood together.

      I couldn’t bear to lose any more team members.

      But when we stepped outside of the tent, the fear of an attack melted away. Dozens of people were standing outside of their tents in the early dawn and watching as airships came down over the Brightbirch tarmac. It wasn’t an attack. Judging from the lack of airship fire and alarms in the city, this was an approved landing.

      Someone was arriving.

      Nelson was already out of her tent, walking over to Jace and me.

      “Who do you think would be showing up here?” I asked her. Had another base been attacked and evacuated? If so, were we even closer to being discovered than when we arrived?

      “I have no idea,” she replied. “We might not even find out, with Nathan being as tight-lipped as he currently is.”

      “It’s a small base,” Jace interjected. “He might not be able to hide it.”

      I nodded slowly. That was true.

      The rest of the team was exiting their tents now, including Cloyd. True to his word, he offered me a small smile when we made eye contact. I returned the favor. It might take a while to build a relationship with him, but it was apparent that we were both willing to try for Jace.

      Suddenly Gabby stumbled out in a panic.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked in a high-pitched voice, looking around madly at all of us. “I thought I heard airships.”

      “Everything is fine,” I assured her. “If we were under attack, I doubt they’d start with the tarmac.”

      Gabby exhaled, and I watched as the color returned to her face.

      It looked like everyone was out of their tents at this point, anxiously watching the airships touch down in Brightbirch. But when I looked over and saw a lone tent out farther in the field behind us, I realized that not everyone was concerned.

      Robert hadn’t even exited his tent. So many of us had run out of our tents in fear because we were constantly anticipating an attack. But not Robert. Was that because he knew there was nothing to worry about all along? After all, if he was the mole, he would know exactly when to expect an attack.

      Jace followed my gaze.

      “Haven’t seen much of that guy around,” he said. “Not that I miss him.”

      “I wonder what he’s doing out there all by himself,” I replied.

      “I agree with you, for the record,” Jace said. “He’s highly suspect. We should start with him when we begin our investigation.”

      I nodded. We needed to start with Robert. And if I was right, we’d be ending our investigation with him, too.

      “Another stressful day in paradise,” Ant said as he walked over to us. “Guess we finally need to take Alexy up on that hiking. If I don’t start moving, I’m going to lose my mind.”

      I wasn’t excited about another aimless day in Brightbirch either, so it seemed like as good a time as any to start our mole investigation. I wanted to start poking around Robert’s tent and questioning Rhea about his apparently heroic acts back in Edgewood. But first I decided to check my pocket in the vain hope that maybe we’d have a mission update or meeting request from Nathan. Finding my pocket empty, I realized that I had left my phone in the tent in my haste to get outside. I walked back inside to retrieve it.

      When I got to it, I saw that, just as I had feared, there were no new messages. But as I was slipping the device into my pocket, I was startled by a sudden vibration.

      Leader meeting at the admin building. Come ASAP.

      It was from Corona.

      My pulse quickened. This must’ve had something to do with the landings. I was ready for Team Hood to be at the forefront of some actual Little John movement.

      I stepped back out of the tent with my phone in my hand. It looked like Jace was reading his message as well, and I strode over to the rest of the team.

      “It says to get there as soon as possible, so we better get going,” I said.

      “What says that?” Jackie asked.

      “Corona just messaged us,” I responded. Maybe they hadn’t checked their phones yet.

      “I don’t have anything,” Denver said, looking at his phone.

      “Me neither,” Abe added.

      What? I picked up my phone again to look at the message. Leader meeting. Did that mean not everyone was invited? I suddenly felt very stupid for assuming. But why would I have gotten a message if the rest of Team Hood didn’t? I wasn’t a leader. I turned to Jace. He flashed his phone at me to show that he had gotten the message from Corona.

      “So are just you two invited?” Gabby asked in a crestfallen tone.

      “Why’s Nathan playing favorites?” Ant asked sullenly.

      “Yeah, I thought we were finally together as one team,” Alf said.

      I was starting to feel uncomfortable. I didn’t mean to sow any division between us. I had just assumed that we had all received the same message.

      “We are together as a team.”

      I looked over to see that Cloyd was speaking now. He had taken a position at the head of our little group.

      “Jace and Robin might just be the appointed delegates. That doesn’t make us any less of a team,” he finished.

      The rest of the group stood slack-jawed in the face of Cloyd’s statement. They must not have realized yet that we had smoothed things over the night before. It was probably a strange change of pace for the rest of them.

      “Thanks, Cloyd,” I said. I didn’t consider myself a leader among the group. But Jace and I had spent more time with Nathan and Corona than anyone else on the team, and that probably led to some sort of appointment to team leaders. I hoped that the rest of the team would understand.

      “He’s right,” Nelson added. “We’re just lucky to have ears in that meeting at all. I’m sure we’ll get whatever information we need from Robin and Jace.”

      I nodded. I didn’t have any intention of leaving the rest of the group high and dry. We were a team, after all.

      “So then what are you guys waiting for?” Abe asked with a grin.

      I looked over at Jace. As soon as possible. Abe was right. We needed to get moving.

      “Let’s go,” I said. It was time to get more information about what we were doing here in Brightbirch. And it was time to find out who had arrived.
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      It was hard to focus on any one thing while Jace and I walked to the administrative building. Too many topics were running through my head. I thought about the conversation that I’d had with my mother about my birth story. I thought about Henry being ostracized by people who suspected him of being the mole. And I thought about Cloyd’s pregnant wife who was lost in the raid on their secluded home.

      It had been an eventful couple of days, and I felt completely overwhelmed. I didn’t think I had the mental capacity to take on any more stressors, but now we were headed to a leader meeting with Corona after a mysterious landing of multiple airships. Luckily, Jace seemed to understand that I wasn’t necessarily in a chatty, lighthearted mood.

      A few other Edgewood team leaders were walking in front of or behind us on the road toward Fiora’s office building. I noticed that Bridge, Sy, and Zion seemed to have also been invited to the meeting. It was a weird feeling to think that Jace and I had somehow been elevated to the same leader status as these others. We hadn’t even been part of Little John for very long. The only logical reason for our inclusion that I could think of was that we had been out on outside missions recently. Still, I felt guilty that Nelson hadn’t been invited. Of all of us, I felt like she was the one who had done the most to get us where we were.

      So I promised myself that even if Nathan demanded that we keep the details secret, I was going to be forthcoming with her about the meeting. She deserved to know.

      “Do you have any idea what we’re going to be talking about in this meeting?” Jace asked.

      I shook my head. “It must have something to do with the ships that landed,” I replied. “Unless they made some headway in the mole investigation.”

      It seemed like the most reasonable answer. I couldn’t imagine that they would already have a new mission lined up for us when there were so many security concerns on base to take care of first.

      “That’s what I’m hoping, too,” Jace added.

      We walked on in silence for a few more paces.

      “Have you thought about your name?” Jace went on as we walked.

      “My name?” I asked, confused. Why would I be thinking about my name? I was thinking about a hundred other things at the moment.

      “Yeah, I mean your surname,” Jace replied. “Sylvone. I was just wondering. Have you thought about taking Juno’s name instead?”

      I turned to look at him as we walked, trying to clear the mental space in my head to take on another confusing thought.

      “No, I guess I hadn’t,” I replied.

      “Oh. I didn’t mean to imply anything. It’s obviously your choice,” he said reassuringly.

      Robin Jones, I thought to myself. Or I could be Robin Wright if I took my father’s name.

      Or if I really wanted a change . . .

      “My first name was Elyse,” I said.

      Jace looked at me with a gentle smile. “Elyse,” he repeated. “That’s a beautiful name. What do you think of it?”

      “Truthfully, I haven’t much,” I replied. “I’ve had a lot on my mind.”

      “Of course,” he said. “Well, I just want you to know that I’ll call you whatever you want to go by.”

      I smiled at him, feeling my heart fill up with love.

      But could I actually change my name? I thought about the three names that I had held in my life so far: Elyse, the name my parents had given me. Then there was Robin Sylvone, which my adoptive parents had chosen. And finally, Robin Hood. That name still seemed the most fitting, since it was a name I had gotten to partially choose for myself when I took the reins to my own future.

      But I didn’t necessarily feel like Robin Hood anymore. Robin Hood had been my name when I was in hiding. It was the name I had chosen to represent the shadowy way we had to work when we were reuniting families on an individual basis as well as we could. It wasn’t the name of the person I was now. It wasn’t indicative of the person who was ready to step out of the shadows and take on the regime directly, in any way I could. So, in a way, the name no longer fit.

      “What about Robin Elyse?” I asked Jace.

      The question surprised even me. It seemed to slip out of my mouth before I had the chance to think about it. But it felt fitting. Robin may have been the name the Sylvones had chosen for me, but I had adopted it and made it my own. And I could honor my parents by taking my birth name as my surname.

      It made the two halves of me feel whole, for once in my life.

      “I love it,” Jace replied. “Robin Elyse. It’s beautiful. Like you.”

      I leaned over and pressed my head against his shoulder as we walked. If Jace liked it, then that was the icing on top.

      “Well, we’re here,” he said abruptly.

      I looked up to see that we were standing in front of the administrative building already. I hadn’t even noticed.

      “Time to get some new information,” I replied. “Or at least, I hope that’s what we’re doing.”

      Jace and I pushed through the wrought-iron gate again and into the lush yard. The front door was propped open by a potted fern. If I didn’t already know that there was a top-secret anti-government meeting going on inside, I would’ve thought it was just a sweet old lady’s house.

      Jace and I took the creaking stairs up to Fiora’s office and entered. There were already quite a few people sitting around in the plush velvet and leather chairs, which looked and smelled like they were over a hundred years old. Jace and I took seats to the left of the large wooden desk, next to a few colorful terrariums and a bookcase full of old books in various languages.

      I looked around the room to take in all the details. This was my third time in Fiora’s office, so most of it was fairly familiar to me at this point. The snoozing parrot and spoiled Persian cat were still hanging out on their respective perch and pillow, but I did notice a crackling fireplace for the first time, on the far side of the office, opposite the bookcase. Fiora, Nathan, and Corona were nowhere to be seen. And while I did see a few people whose names I did not know, I assumed that they were Brightbirch team leaders. So I had no idea whether any of the people in the room had been on the airships that had landed this morning.

      Zion came in after us and clapped Jace on the back.

      “I see you two got a promotion,” he said teasingly. Then, in a more serious and sincere tone, he continued, “About time.”

      Jace nodded and I smiled. It did feel nice being considered a “leader,” for whatever reason. But with Nelson and the team excluded from the meeting, it also felt strangely incomplete.

      A few stragglers were still walking in and finding seats around us, but none of the executives had shown up yet. Luka, the blond man who had originally given us our tour of the base, took a seat beside me.

      “Remind me of your names again,” he said to Jace and me as he sat. “I recognize you from the Edgewood teams, but I’m terrible with names.”

      “I’m Robin and this is Jace,” I replied.

      “That’s right,” Luka said. “And what team are you on?”

      Jace looked over at me with a knowing smile.

      “Well, we’re kind of a specialty team,” I replied.

      Luckily, we were interrupted before I had to explain further. Fiora and Corona walked in from a door to the left of the desk. Fiora was wearing riding pants and boots like she had just been training for an equestrian event. She was also wearing fuchsia lipstick, which lit up her bright, warm smile as she looked over all of us. I was instantly reminded of why I liked her.

      Corona looked similarly well-off in a tailored pantsuit. Her outfit was much more modern and muted than Fiora’s, giving the two of them an anachronistic contrast.

      Fiora took a seat at the head of the desk with Corona standing beside her, and then three more people walked into the room from the same door: a bald, dark-complexioned man in a fitted suit and trendy spectacles; a uniquely thin and tall woman wearing a fur coat, slacks, and high heels; and a short, portly man in a busily patterned short-sleeved button-up. I almost chuckled. They all looked like caricatures of rich people, and I wondered if they were the people who had arrived on the airships. And since there were three people and there had been three airships, I wondered if they all came from different bases.

      If so, maybe these were base leaders.

      The door closed behind the three newcomers as they came to stand beside Corona at the head of the desk, and I peered around the room once more, coming to a startling realization. Nathan wasn’t here.

      Corona stepped forward with her hands clasped before her in a graceful and authoritative way.

      “Welcome,” she began.

      I looked over at Jace to see if he had the same thought I had. He looked back at me and confirmed my suspicion when he silently mouthed a sentence at me.

      No Nathan?

      I shrugged with a furrowed brow. I, too, was confused. Where was he? Wasn’t he pretty much the most important leader in the entire organization?

      “We’ve called you here today because you are our leaders for our mission teams, and we have some important mission information to impart,” Corona continued. “Plans need to be set into motion to keep Little John moving forward and out of the government’s reach. But to start, we need to decide on a course of action. That’s why we’ve brought you together. To put some possible plans to a vote.”

      I raised my eyebrows involuntarily. We were voting on how to proceed? Being a leader seemed to have its perks.

      “But before that, I want to allay any fears you may have had about the airship landings this morning,” Corona said. “I’d like to introduce you to some trusted friends.”

      The bespectacled man stepped forward first.

      “Evers is the base leader at Greengate. He and his teams handle the financial aspects of our organization, namely managing transactions and the coffers.”

      My eyes widened. It made sense that Nathan wouldn’t have been able to keep Little John’s riches in a bank, given the nature of his business and his focus on confidentiality, but it was still surprising to think that he had to keep all of his money in some vault somewhere. What would happen if Greengate was attacked?

      Evers nodded and then took a step back, and the thin woman stepped forward.

      “Liza’s teams manage the bulk of our outside scouts and recruitment efforts. She is based out of Sweetwater.”

      Liza had small, suspicious-looking eyes and thin lips. It didn’t look like she was much for smiling or niceties. She glanced over us listlessly and then stepped back into formation.

      The portly man stepped forward with a strange gait that could’ve been drunkenness or confidence. He was wearing dark sunglasses inside, even though the room wasn’t well lit, and his sparse ring of dark hair, encircling a shiny bald spot that took up most of the top of his head, was gelled down. Still, his smile seemed genuine and kind.

      “Finally, Arlo handles Little John’s business endeavors,” Corona said. “He’s our public face when we need one.”

      “Otherwise, Mr. Evers wouldn’t have any money to manage,” Arlo said in a deep voice. Then he mock-curtsied before stepping back in line. A titter of laughter spread over the room at his antics.

      I looked over the trio with great interest. It was strange to see the different faces of Little John all at once, particularly when it seemed like confidentiality was of the utmost importance. But it also made sense that if we were going to proceed, we’d have to start involving the organization at large. After all, Little John’s finances, business interests, and recruitment efforts would probably all be involved in any large-scale missions. And maybe now more than ever, it was important to share information face-to-face, to avoid messages falling into the wrong hands.

      “Now that you have met the crew, I’d like to establish a few ground rules,” Corona went on. “First and most importantly, the information that is shared in this room does not leave this room.”

      My stomach dropped. That was what I had been afraid of. I didn’t want to keep anything from Team Hood, and I saw no reason to. Corona was obviously concerned about information being relayed back to the mole, but then again, how did she know that the mole wasn’t in this very room? I was confident that the mole wasn’t back with the Team Hood members.

      Although, suddenly and with a rush of anxiety, I realized that I couldn’t be a hundred percent sure of that fact. And at that, I became torn between trusting my friends implicitly and acting cautiously. I didn’t want to make the mistake of putting my faith in the wrong person and causing damage to the organization. Or worse, putting my friends in danger. But I also felt that if I distrusted everyone, I was letting the mole win. What if one of their goals was to divide Little John and thus weaken it?

      I felt like I had to make the conscious choice to trust that the mole was not a Team Hood member, or else the fractures would start to tear us apart. And, in that regard, I wasn’t sure I could follow Corona’s orders.

      “Second, we’re all leaders here. Please don’t feel like your vote matters less than anyone else’s. But with that being said, for security purposes we will occasionally need to take the discussion offline and convene with base leaders only,” Corona said.

      Which made it even less convincing that I needed to keep anything from Team Hood. Obviously, if there were “security concerns” within the team leader meetings, that meant Corona was admitting that we couldn’t be sure the mole wasn’t in this room with us.

      “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, I wanted to make sure that we’re all as knowledgeable as we can be going into this leg of our missions,” Corona went on. “I know many of you received some degree of education, and that probably included a history of the current administration. And I’m here to tell you that it was all propaganda and lies. So whatever you know of Burchard, please forget it. And we’ll share the truth with you.”

      I held my breath. The truth? How much worse could it be? I had certainly had some civics courses in our fancy boarding school, and while of course the regime was painted in a very positive light, it was still a dark story to anyone with a sense of empathy. Burchard had taken over after the 2082 crisis. A ballooning in government spending, mostly on military and defense, had popped, sinking the populace into a severe depression. The value of the dollar dropped to mere pennies. Hostile foreign powers took advantage of the situation by lending trillions of dollars to the United Nation of America, knowing the interest would practically exceed the gross domestic product of some of the countries. The country was in a horrible state.

      Burchard ran on a classist, anti-welfare platform that blamed the depression on the poor and promised to cancel all of the UNA’s debts to “predatory” lenders. When he was elected, diplomatic ties with foreign countries were either severed or severely damaged, the CRAS was instituted to “relieve” the poor of the burden of children, and taxation of the rich was basically halted. Instead the government relied on “administrative fees” from adoptions and heavier taxation of middle and lower classes for its existence. The government claimed that the country was in a steady state of improvement. But as the lower class’s wages dropped lower and lower, the flow of taxes dwindled. Now, thirty years later and with the original Burchard dead and his son, Jackson Burchard, in charge, things were bad. And the government didn’t care if the poor were suffering.

      “Jackson Burchard is merely a puppet. A cabal of ultra-rich officials are actually running the show now. And their only concern is building their own personal wealth. The UNA’s coffers are basically an open expense account for private jets, six-story homes, and luxuries for the top government executives. And since they are no longer making much money on public taxation, that means they are making money doing something else. Something that they aren’t telling the public about,” Corona said.

      The room was silent as we listened to Corona and tried to understand what all this meant. We already knew the government was openly making money off of stealing children and adopting them out to the wealthy, as well as taxing the lower classes into utter destitution. Was Corona saying that there was something even worse than that, something that the government was hiding? If so, we weren’t dealing with a government anymore.

      We were fighting real-life monsters.
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      “This is our end goal: to discover this secret source of income and then destroy it. If we can cut off the money supply, we might be able to cripple the government enough to attack. It’s our only chance.”

      The room was dead silent when Corona finished her remarks. The fact that the regime wasn’t able to support itself through taxation anymore and must have been involved in some form of money laundering to support itself was disturbing enough. But whatever it was had to be bad. I thought back to the warehouse mission from the early days of Operation Hood, and the auction site we’d stumbled upon. Was the government selling children to make money? Were they getting this extra income from selling lobotomized people to factories through Helping Hands? Or was it some awful combination of those things, and maybe even other horrors that we hadn’t yet discovered? The possibilities were endless and terrifying.

      “I’m sorry,” Luka timidly began, “but did you say that we were going to attack the government? Surely you don’t mean a head-on attack.”

      Corona nodded. “That’s one of the options we have been discussing, yes.”

      “It’s a suicide mission,” Sy said. “We don’t have enough people.”

      I was surprised to hear that he didn’t have faith in the mission, due to his close relationship with Nathan. But, then again, Nathan wasn’t here. Maybe Nathan didn’t agree with any of this and Sy knew that.

      “So then, what are the other options?” Jace asked.

      It was a smart question, and a way to avoid getting entangled in an argument over logistics too early in the planning.

      “Infiltration,” Corona replied. “But that’s a long game. It took years just to get into one holding center in Smally. It could take decades to get people high enough into the regime itself to give us anything.”

      I thought about Aurora. That was one person who was already there and able to provide us information. But they would obviously need many more double agents to do any real damage. And Corona was right; that wouldn’t happen overnight.

      “Any others?” Bridge asked.

      “Expansion,” Corona replied. “Taking Little John out of the shadows and trying to turn the tide of public opinion against the government. If we can make this a national movement, rather than a single organization’s operation, then maybe it’ll be an easier battle.”

      “But turning the public against the government will be a battle all on its own,” Fiora said. “Personally, I think it’s the right choice. But I don’t want anyone to think it’ll be easy.”

      “So that’s three choices,” I said. “Is that all?”

      “No.”

      I looked behind me to see that Nathan had entered the room. He still looked worn down and stressed out, with bags under his eyes and none of his usual charisma and bravado, but it was undeniably relieving to see him in the meeting.

      He looked at me as he entered, since he was answering my question, but then he began to speak to the entire room.

      “We have a final option,” he continued. “Disbandment.”

      My heart sank. So much for the relief I had just felt. Was Nathan honestly suggesting that we give up?

      “Temporary disbandment,” Corona added. “For safety’s sake.”

      “But how are we safer if we’re stagnant?” I asked incredulously. “Aren’t we already in danger as is? If we stop making progress—”

      “You wouldn’t be in danger anymore,” Nathan interrupted, “because we’d dissolve the bases. You’d go back to your old lives.”

      “Until we call you back. Just until this storm blows over,” Corona interjected again.

      But it didn’t sound like Nathan was even interested in regrouping at all. Only Corona was talking about a reunion. Nathan was talking about splitting up, and it sounded like he wanted it to be permanent.

      Was this the same man I had entrusted with my life and my future? Was this the same man who had once been so sure that we should fight and that we could win?

      What had happened to the Nathan that I thought I knew?

      “Some of us don’t have lives to go back to,” I said coldly. “Some of us gave up our identities to be here.”

      “You would get new identities assigned to you so that you can go back to work,” Nathan replied.

      Go back to work? In the factories? That was a death sentence. How could Nathan earnestly be suggesting this right now?

      Did he even care about us?

      “It’s just another option to consider,” Corona said, playing peacemaker per usual. “We’re just giving people that choice. We’re going to vote on these options as a team, in true democratic fashion.”

      But it seemed obvious what Nathan was voting for. And that was filling me with dread and uncertainty. If Nathan’s choice was to “disband,” then why should we have any faith in his ability to continue to lead if we chose one of the other options?

      “Then let’s vote,” Jace said strongly.

      I looked over at him and saw that his jaw was tight with tension. I knew he felt the same way I did. Our faith in Nathan was being shaken, and we were no longer confident in our leader. And that was a horrible thing.

      “Very well,” Corona replied. “We’ll be casting private votes to avoid any pressure. Write your vote out and return it to us. We’ll tally them, discuss, and then call you back.”

      Liza grabbed a small pile of paper scraps and pens off of Fiora’s desk and began to pass them around the room. Jace and I each got ours and immediately wrote out our votes. Mine was easy. I scribbled it out hastily but legibly, pouring my hopes into it.

      Expand.

      I felt like it was our best choice. We needed to get the public on our side and keep fighting. There was no way I could ever return to factory life, not after feeling like I was actually making a difference and fighting for what was right. And I felt confident that the rest of Team Hood would feel similarly about that.

      There was no going back.

      “The meeting is adjourned. Please fold up your votes and bring them to the desk before you exit,” Corona said.

      Jace and I stood and walked to the front of the room with our votes. I placed mine down on the desk in front of Corona, Fiora, Evers, Liza, and Arlo, and so did Jace. Then we turned and headed for the door. We passed Nathan as we left and, briefly, our eyes met. I saw something surprising in his gaze. It looked almost apologetic, like he knew he was disappointing us. But I didn’t return the gentle look. I was angry, and I was disappointed. And Nathan needed to know that.

      I felt sympathy for him. I knew his faith in his team was shaken, and I knew that he had lost a dear friend and almost lost the love of his life. But we had lost a friend, too. I had almost lost my mother. We were just as afraid and confused as Nathan was, maybe even more so. So he needed to get back to being the leader that we needed.

      And I wanted to hold him accountable for that. But I wondered what good it would do. Corona and Fiora had both known Nathan for much longer, and they also had authority. Even if Jace and I were team leaders now, I didn’t feel like I was in a position to march up to our leader and demand things of him. As much as I wanted to.

      We quickly made our way down the wooden staircase and through the front door. I was ready to get away from the stress of the meeting so that I could speak with Jace. I felt like we both needed the opportunity to discuss the details openly and honestly.

      When we exited the admin building, Jace turned right instead of left, surprising me. I’d thought we would be returning to the tents and the rest of the team.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, following him.

      “Getting far enough away from any other ears,” he replied.

      I looked back over my shoulder. That was smart thinking. Almost everyone else was walking back to the tents, leaving us alone to talk.

      “So,” I started, “what did you think?”

      “I think Nathan has lost all faith in us,” Jace replied.

      “I agree,” I said. “But I don’t know what we can do about it.”

      “At least we have Corona,” Jace said.

      He was right. Without Nathan, I was worried that Little John would fall into chaos. But Corona had stepped up and was taking the lead. For now, at least we had her.

      We walked along the road back toward the tarmac. It was an overcast, chilly day in Brightbirch, and the weather reflected how I was feeling inside. From the early morning fright of hearing airships and thinking that we were under attack to Nathan’s suggestion of entirely disbanding Little John during our meeting, it had been a whirlwind of a day.

      “What about being sworn to secrecy?” I asked. “I don’t feel comfortable not sharing details with the team.”

      Jace sighed. “Yeah, but I also don’t want to lose our place in the meetings. And if it gets out that we’re leaking information, they might stop inviting us back.”

      I inhaled deeply. I hadn’t considered that. Jace was right, but it still seemed unfair to me that we had to keep information from our friends and team members. What harm could it do? I had to believe that no one from Team Hood was the mole. I had known all of them for long enough to trust their motives and their characters. I knew that Corona and Nathan couldn’t be sure of that, but I was.

      Even if I wasn’t able to come to the same conclusion about Henry.

      Jace and I walked for a while longer in silence until we finally looped around and began to head back to the tents. Walks with Jace, even when they were ambling, never seemed aimless. It was always just nice to be in his presence.

      But after we passed the admin building and the stable again, I noticed that he had stopped before we got to the tents.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “I’m not ready to face the team yet,” he replied. “I don’t know what to tell them.”

      I nodded. Jace was right in that we didn’t need to jeopardize our new position in Little John. It was the only way that either of us would be getting any new information for the foreseeable future. But I was deeply conflicted about keeping things from our teammates. Suddenly I didn’t feel ready to go back to the tents so soon either.

      “We could take a little hike,” Jace suggested weakly.

      I smiled. Or . . .

      “Follow me,” I said. I had a better idea.

      

      When the elevator doors opened up onto the second floor, Jace was still visibly nervous.

      “She’s going to love you,” I told him reassuringly. How could Juno not love Jace? He was a perfect gentleman, and he had saved our lives. She would instantly see that.

      “I don’t know,” he said, staring at his feet as he shuffled down the hospital corridor. “I’ve never had to do this before. What if she thinks I’m not good enough for you?”

      “Then she has impossible standards,” I said with a smile. I put one arm around his waist and squeezed.

      Juno’s door was open, but I knocked gently anyway to make sure it was okay for us to walk in.

      “Elyse?” she said excitedly.

      Jace and I walked in.

      “I’m sorry, Robin,” she said quickly. “I really will learn to call you by your name. Old habits just die hard.”

      I smiled at her and shook my head. “Don’t worry about it.” And I meant it.

      Juno smiled back at me and then turned her attention to Jace.

      “I remember you from the Helping Hands center,” she said, her smile never wavering. “You helped save my life. I can’t thank you enough.”

      Jace smiled politely. He seemed to have relaxed slightly since we had arrived. “Of course, ma’am,” he said.

      “Please, call me Juno,” she said.

      Seeing Jace and Juno together filled me with a happiness that was hard to explain. On one hand, nothing in our orbit was currently safe or certain. And it sounded like we were about to either embark on a new and very dangerous mission or, perhaps even more dangerously, disband entirely. To top it all off, I still didn’t have Hope back. And no picture of family could ever be complete without my daughter. But, on the other hand, I had never felt so much love and family in one room before. I had never once felt the type of love that I got from Juno from my adoptive parents. And the romantic love that Henry and I had shared paled in comparison to the love I felt for Jace. So even though it was an incomplete picture with an uncertain future, it was still the most beautiful thing I had ever experienced.

      Jace followed me as I moved toward Juno’s bed. I pulled two chairs up beside her, and Jace and I sat.

      “I want to thank you as well,” Jace said to Juno once we had gotten situated.

      I turned to look at him. Thank her for what?

      Juno cocked her head and smiled. “Well, you’re welcome. But what did I do to earn your thanks?”

      “You brought this amazing woman into the world,” Jace replied.

      The love in my heart spilled over. I couldn’t wipe the humongous smile off of my face as Juno reached across her hospital bed and grabbed Jace’s hands into her own.

      “Of course,” she replied. “It was my pleasure. And I’m so happy that you two found each other.”

      Maybe Nathan was losing faith in all of us. Maybe Little John was going to disband, with no guarantee of reunification. Who knew? But I did know that the love I felt in that room—between Jace and me, and between Juno and me, and now even Jace and Juno—was worth fighting for.

      And I wouldn’t be done until I had Hope there too, to complete the picture.
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      I wasn’t excited about getting back to the team, and that was a strange and uncomfortable feeling. Usually I couldn’t wait to be around Team Hood. But after our meeting with the leaders, and Corona’s request for confidentiality, I was feeling unsure about speaking to my friends.

      Because Jace had been right—if we weren’t careful, and word got back to the leaders that we were leaking information, we could lose our spots in the meetings. And that wouldn’t help Team Hood, either.

      The air was thick with the smell of impending rain, and we hadn’t seen the sun all day. There was an electric feel around us: an incoming thunderstorm. As we approached camp, the clean scent of rain gradually gave way to the intoxicating smell of another hot picnic spread. I would’ve known the smell of still-warm baked goods from a mile away. My stomach grumbled in anticipation.

      Maybe I could quiet my mind with something to eat.

      The team was sitting around another roaring fire when we approached. Everyone looked to be enjoying the food and the invigorating air before a storm.

      “Finally!” Gabby said as Jace and I walked up and took seats on the logs around the firepit. “We were starting to wonder if you guys got sent on a mission already, without us!”

      I chuckled at the thought. In all honesty, I would’ve jumped at the opportunity if Corona had presented it. But it felt like we were far from that.

      “Did they explain the airships from this morning?” Nelson asked. She looked tense, as if it had been on her mind since we left.

      “Yeah, they were Little John ships. Nothing to worry about there,” Jace replied.

      Nelson waited as if she was expecting more information, but Jace looked away. As I watched the exchange, I realized that it was going to be difficult not to share details without explaining why.

      “What took you guys so long?” Alf asked.

      Jace looked at me, obviously letting me decide how much I wanted to share about our experience after the meeting.

      “I introduced Jace to my mother,” I said.

      Half a dozen jaws dropped.

      “Wait a minute . . . Your mother?” Ant asked. “You mean the woman from the Helping Hands mission?”

      I nodded and smiled. The team might’ve suspected as much previously, but they hadn’t had it confirmed yet, and I was thrilled to finally share the news.

      Nelson, who knew more than anyone else about the matter, was smiling from ear to ear. “I’m so happy for you, Robin,” she said.

      Suddenly the sound of logs crackling on the fire was drowned out by cheers and congratulations from my friends, and I felt tears welling up in my eyes. Most of us were looking for family members. That was what had drawn some of us to Operation Hood in the first place. Now, after so many years, I had finally found my mother, and I knew that I would be just as happy for my friends when they found the people they had lost, too. It was wonderful feeling like progress was finally being made.

      “Hope she wasn’t too disappointed with your taste in men,” Denver quipped.

      “Jace is a stand-up guy,” Cloyd interjected. “I’m sure she recognized that.”

      I looked over at Cloyd and smiled. “You’re right,” I replied. “She did.”

      Cloyd smiled back. Our relationship had already improved by leaps and bounds since he had apologized. It was obvious that he cared enough about Jace to really try to fix things between the two of us, and I knew he had to push through a lot of personal pain in doing that. I respected Cloyd, and, for the first time that I could remember, I was glad to have him on the team.

      “That’s awesome, Robin,” Jackie said. Then she changed gears, thrusting me back into the situation that I had been trying to avoid. “How did the meeting go?”

      The group got quiet and all looked toward us, awaiting our response, and I looked back at them uncomfortably.

      “They didn’t have any new information to share,” Jace said. “We just talked about possibilities for moving forward and were told we’d regroup.”

      “What types of possibilities?” Abe asked.

      “Corona asked us not to share until things start moving forward,” Jace replied. “Cited security concerns. But we’ll let you guys know something as soon as we’re cleared.”

      The group went silent again. Jace had summed things up nicely, but I was feeling uncomfortable again as we waited for the team to respond. They hadn’t initially been very happy when we got called to the meeting alone to begin with.

      “We understand,” Nelson said.

      “Yeah, it’s better to have part of Team Hood in the meetings than to be totally shut out,” Jackie added. “We can wait for the information.”

      “You guys can do the boring parts, and we’ll jump in when the action starts,” Ant said with a grin.

      I smiled and exhaled, deeply relieved at this turn of events. I had been so worried about the rest of Team Hood feeling left out when I should’ve known that we were all in this together and that they knew that as well as I did.

      “Well, since we can’t discuss the larger picture yet, why don’t we talk about our mole-hunting mission instead?” Abe suggested.

      “Have you guys figured out how you want to start on that?” Jace asked.

      “We’ve started putting together a list of suspects,” Nelson said.

      My eyebrows shot up. So they had made some progress while we were gone. I was thrilled to see this list of potential traitors so that we could get started on our investigation, especially since the meeting this morning hadn’t given us any updates on the official investigation, which gave me the impression that Nathan and the base leaders hadn’t really gotten anywhere in their search.

      And Team Hood doing its own inquiry meant that we could put a magnifying glass on Robert.

      Nelson retreated to her tent briefly and then came back with her computer. She sat down on a log and fired it up, indicating that the rest of us should gather around her. I stood and moved to look over her right shoulder. She pulled up a document with bullet points. It was the list of names.

      “Okay, so just to start: Robert,” Nelson said.

      “That’s an obvious one,” I replied. “He’s a known liar and has a pretty clear disdain for most of us, and Piper seemed to be on to him over something back in Edgewood.”

      I was already convinced. Who else could it be?

      “I agree with your points,” Jackie said. “But, to play devil’s advocate, he did save all of the schoolchildren back in Edgewood. Which doesn’t seem like something a government agent would do.”

      “Unless he was trying to throw us off the scent,” Jace replied.

      “Yeah, and maybe he was able to save those kids because he anticipated the attack,” I said. “We need to talk to Rhea about it.”

      Most of the younger schoolchildren seemed to be bunking with their families in Brightbirch, but Rhea had taken up residence in a section of tents with friends her age. She stopped by often to check in on Jace and the rest of us, but never stayed. We were going to need to find some time to speak to her in depth about what she saw from Robert during the attack.

      “I think you guys are forgetting the main reason to suspect Robert,” Gabby suddenly said. “He’s a huge jerk.”

      I smiled. That was a pretty good reason.

      “Isn’t that the truth,” Ant replied, throwing a gangly arm around Gabby and pulling her in for a hug. “Anyone who’s mean to our friends is a traitor in my eyes!”

      Gabby laughed and playfully pushed Ant off of her.

      “So who’s next?” I asked.

      “Well, since all we really know about the traitor is that they were able to turn off the projection from within Edgewood, that means the best place to start is with people on the surveillance team,” Nelson said. “But we don’t know who they are.”

      “But didn’t the surveillance team . . .” I trailed off, unsure how to phrase what I was trying to say.

      “Yeah, as far as we know there were no survivors. Maybe there was more than one person working with the government, or maybe the mole was a casualty of the attack,” Nelson replied. “It seems unlikely, but it should definitely be noted.”

      I thought about the possibility that the mole had been lost in the attack. Nelson was right. There was definitely a chance of that. Otherwise the traitor would’ve had to find a way into the surveillance room to turn off the projection, and I had seen firsthand how difficult it would be to break into that place. Even tougher to get out with enough time to escape before the whole thing went wrong.

      They could have put themselves in danger and sentenced themselves to death . . . but was the government so callous as to treat even their double agents as expendable? I knew they didn’t value human life much, but I thought they would’ve valued a set of eyes inside an organization that they had been fighting for years.

      “Okay, who else?” Jace asked.

      “Well,” Nelson replied in an uncertain tone, “that’s pretty much all we have for now.”

      I sighed. It was far from an exhaustive list. But I understood why it was so short. We had been relatively new to Little John when Edgewood was attacked, and there were a lot of people there. And so far, with the little information that we had access to, we only had reason to suspect a few select people. And with so few leads, maybe an investigation wasn’t even a realistic task.

      Although, if I was being completely honest with myself, there was at least one other person who should’ve been on that list.

      “So unless you guys have anyone to recommend—” Nelson began.

      “Henry,” I said softly.

      The entire team turned together to look at me. I didn’t look back at any of them. Instead, I stared straight ahead at Nelson’s laptop screen.

      “Henry,” I repeated.

      Nelson was looking up at me over her shoulder, but I didn’t make eye contact with her. After a few seconds, she turned back to her laptop and slowly typed in his name.

      “Are you sure?” Jace asked. “I know he’s your friend and that you two have a history.”

      “I’m not sure,” I replied, still staring at Henry’s name on the screen. “But this is a list of possible suspects, and I know that it wouldn’t be complete without his name on it. I trust Henry, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t ask some hard questions about why he was where he was at the exact moment that we needed him.”

      Jace reached over and squeezed my shoulder. “We’ll investigate everyone fairly,” he said. “But my money is still on Robert.”

      I nodded. I felt the same way.

      The fire was starting to burn down into coals now, and the first drops of rain had just started falling. Nelson closed her laptop.

      “To start, I think we should designate tasks. Jace can ask Rhea about Robert at the school. Robin can talk to Henry. And I’ll try to figure out whether anyone else would’ve been in the surveillance building. But maybe we should start really looking at this after this storm,” she said, glancing up at the clouds.

      I looked up at the dark, cloudy sky. The storm was fast approaching.

      “You’re right,” Cloyd said. “We’ll be soaked if we stay out here too much longer.”

      As if on cue, the sky opened up and the rain started to pour down. The team quickly split up and dashed back to their tents to escape the onslaught. Jace and I managed to make it into our tent before we got completely drenched. Still, rain dripped off of us and onto the slick tarp flooring of our tent once we got inside.

      The storm was fierce. It pounded the top of our tent with rain and lashed the sides with wind. I realized with displeasure that Team Hood probably wouldn’t be regrouping until the next day if the rain didn’t let up.

      I shivered in the tent, my wet clothes pressing coldly against me. I looked over to see Jace staring at me with a grin.

      “What?” I asked.

      “How long are you going to suffer in those wet clothes?” Jace asked.

      I blushed. “I guess you’re right,” I replied. “But I don’t have anything dry. And I feel like I’d be just as cold without them.”

      Jace stepped toward me, so closely that I could feel his body heat radiating off of him, and placed a hand on my cheek.

      “I’ll keep you warm,” he said softly.

      Then time began to melt away as he leaned in and pressed his lips against mine. He pulled the hem of my shirt up from my hips and over my navel as the rain beat ravenously against the tent.

      I never did get cold.
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      I awoke in Jace’s arms sometime before sunrise. Jace was still snoozing peacefully beside me.

      But for whatever reason, I had awoken instantly and was terribly restless. Maybe it was the excitement of the past few days, or the anxiety of remaining so still in Brightbirch. Either way, I knew that I wasn’t going to be getting any more sleep.

      Rather than waiting in bed until the sun came up—even if Jace’s warm, bare chest was exceedingly comfortable—I made the choice to go for a solitary walk to clear my head. The rain had stopped, and I wanted to see and smell the early morning after a storm.

      I dressed quietly and then set off outside, careful not to wake Jace. The smell of the wet grass instantly refreshed my senses, and I decided to journey to the stables to see if the yellow horse was out grazing again.

      I walked slowly over the red brick to the stables, enjoying the cool wetness of the air. But as I approached the hospital, I began to feel anxious and on alert. It was dim outside, and the landscape was alive with the noises of songbirds and awakening animals, but I thought I heard another sound over the others: footsteps.

      Before I got to the stables, my suspicions were confirmed. A dark figure was walking toward me, on the opposite side of the road, with their head down and hands in their pockets. It didn’t look like they had even noticed me.

      But when we got within ten yards of each other, the other person suddenly looked up and locked eyes with me.

      It was Robert.
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      His gaze looked tired, and, if I was seeing it accurately in the dim early morning light, also strangely despondent. But once he noticed me, his eyes narrowed in anger instead.

      I became aware that we had both stopped walking once we noticed that we were no longer alone. It felt like a standoff. It was dark and still and quiet in Brightbirch, and we were standing just yards away from each other, with no one else around on the empty road. One of us would eventually have to make a first move.

      I took the initiative.

      “Good time for a walk,” I said, trying to sound as casual and friendly as I was able to.

      Robert undoubtedly saw right through it.

      “What are you doing out here?” he spat out, not moving from his position. “Are you following me?”

      I guffawed out loud, unable to hide my dislike of the guy. At best, he was a lying jerk who had broken the heart of someone I cared deeply about. At worst, he was a traitor who had cost many people their lives.

      “Why would I be following you?” I asked, trying to mask my disdain. Who did Robert think he was? Although, after I gave his accusation a brief moment of thought, I realized that following Robert might actually be part of the Team Hood mole investigation at some point. After all, he was the prime suspect so far. But Robert didn’t know that.

      Or did he?

      He didn’t respond, just remained perfectly still and continued to glower at me. I wasn’t intimidated by the likes of him. I had gone up against agents and enforcers and armed guards while under the employ of Little John. If Robert thought that I was scared of him, he was sorely mistaken.

      “Then why are you out here?” he finally asked again.

      “Same as you,” I replied knowingly. “Enjoying the weather. Enjoying the solitude.”

      “I’m not here for the weather,” he said quickly and venomously.

      “Then you’re just here for the solitude?” I asked. “You don’t get enough of that already?”

      I couldn’t help myself. Everything in me was screaming that the person responsible for the attack—for poisoning Nathan’s trust, for killing innocent people in Edgewood, and for weakening our organization and mission against the government—was standing right in front of me. I was angry, I was confident, and I definitely wasn’t afraid. I wanted him to know that.

      Robert didn’t speak. Instead he suddenly started forward toward me. I braced myself, wondering if I was about to be attacked. But he walked right past me, moving quickly, with his hands still in his pockets, obviously done with our conversation.

      But I wasn’t done yet. I had no idea when, or if, I’d have the opportunity to speak to him alone again, so I needed to get him to talk as much as I could. Maybe, if I asked the right questions, I could get him to slip up and admit something. Then I could go to Nathan and Corona with evidence as opposed to just instinct and blind suspicion.

      “Where are you going?” I asked as he passed me, pivoting in my place to keep him in my line of view.

      “That’s none of your business,” he shot back.

      “What is your problem?” I asked angrily.

      I wasn’t doing a good job interrogating him. But I had no idea what to ask him or even what to say to keep him from storming off. And I was clouded by my personal dislike of him. I wanted to push down my own opinions and emotions to try to do some investigating for Team Hood, but I was having a hard time removing myself from the situation.

      To my surprise, Robert stopped and turned back to look at me.

      “My problem?” he repeated, his eyes glimmering furiously as the sun began to peek out over the horizon and light us with fiery orange light. “You want to know what my problem is, Robin?”

      I stayed silent, struck dumb by his sudden fury but also not wanting to say anything that would keep him from continuing. Maybe he was about to say something that I could use against him.

      “Okay, sure,” he went on angrily. “I’ll tell you my problem. My problem is that you and your friends are dead-set against me. My problem is that someone, and I think it was one of your team, is trying to convince Nathan that I’m a traitor. My problem is that I am now under the microscope for no reason other than the fact that you guys don’t like me. My problem is that you won’t just leave me alone. That’s my problem, Robin.”

      My eyes went wide as he went off on his tirade against me and the rest of Team Hood. I didn’t know what to say next. Robert knew that I had aired my suspicions of him to Nathan. What was I supposed to say?

      “What’s your evidence against me, Robin?” he went on.

      The confidence I had felt just moments earlier had melted away. Suddenly I was second-guessing myself. What was my evidence?

      “You lied about Pandora’s Box,” I said, trying to gather my thoughts. “You said it was your own software, but it wasn’t.”

      “Yeah, I lied,” Robert replied. “I lied because I had a crush on a girl and I wanted to impress her. Would you have me executed for that?”

      “But you didn’t even like Gabby. You just used her! You said it yourself,” I replied. I hadn’t forgotten the hateful words that Robert had used against my friend at Edgewood’s formal dance. I could still see sweet Gabby crying in her evening gown.

      “Gabby never once told me her age,” Robert replied. “She’s a child, Robin. And when I saw her in person and realized how young she is, I felt deceived. So I said some rude things. Is that why you think I’m a traitor? Because I didn’t want to date your friend?”

      I shook my head. Robert was talking circles around me, and I could feel all of my “evidence” unraveling. My face started to feel hot as I struggled to think of things to say. Suddenly a lightbulb went off over my head.

      “I heard you fighting with Piper in the Edgewood schoolhouse,” I said, my voice rising again as some of my confidence came back. Surely that was a good reason to doubt Robert’s intentions. “And now he’s dead. What did you do to make Piper so angry with you?”

      “Your friend got promoted to an elite tech team despite the fact that I’m much better and have more experience. Gabby is just a girl. I’m an expert. So yeah, I went off on Nathan when he made that appointment and passed me over. Piper reprimanded me,” Robert said. He was talking quickly and angrily, and it was more than I had ever heard him say. “So you better have something else, Robin. Because so far, your evidence, and your whole reasoning for making me a pariah among my team members, is that I lied to impress a girl, I was rude to your friend, and I got in trouble once for talking back. Is that it?”

      The silence after he finished speaking was deafening. It was morning now, and I knew that people would be waking up soon and heading out to do their team duties. I didn’t want to be spotted on the road, getting yelled at by Robert. And I also wasn’t feeling as sure in my convictions as I had been just minutes before.

      Was I the bad guy here? Was my evidence against Robert really that weak?

      I still didn’t speak. I didn’t know what to say. Robert wrinkled his nose in disgust and left me with one last parting shot.

      “Next time you want to ruin someone’s life, maybe try talking to them first,” he said coldly. Then he turned and walked away back toward the tents.

      I stood motionless as he walked off, lost in a fog of self-doubt. Had I let my personal dislike of Robert cloud my judgment to the point that I wasn’t seeing reason?

      And, even more importantly, if Robert wasn’t the mole . . .  then who was?

      My phone buzzed in my pocket—probably Jace or Nelson, wondering where I had gone so early in the morning. I wasn’t looking forward to sharing the details of my Robert “investigation” with them.

      But when I pulled my phone out of my pocket and peered at the screen, the conversation I had just had with Robert completely left my mind.

      It was Nathan.

      Leader meeting NOW.

      My pulse began to race. It wasn’t even six in the morning yet. What could possibly be so urgent?

      I was close to the administrative building already, so it only took a few more minutes before I was pushing open the front door of Fiora’s office building. A familiar smell hit my nose as I walked in: hot coffee.

      I noticed that multiple half-drunk cups of coffee were sitting on the table in the kitchen to my left as I entered the building. Several of the glasses were sporting lipstick rings. It looked like someone had been up all night. But no one was around.

      I made my way up the creaking stairs. Before I entered Fiora’s office, I noticed the harsh sound of panicked voices from within and strained my ears to listen.

      “—could be killed, Nathan. What do you expect from me?” A woman’s voice was speaking in a tone that sounded like it came from between sobs. Corona.

      “We have to stay calm. I won’t let that happen,” Nathan replied.

      “We never should have put her in this position,” Corona said.

      She began to weep. I felt uncomfortable listening to such a raw expression of emotion, but I was also anxious to know what was being discussed. Who were they talking about?

      “I can’t do this meeting,” Corona said. She sniffled. “You’re going to have to do this.”

      “Go have a seat in the parlor, dear,” Fiora said. “We will handle it.”

      The parlor? Was Corona going to come through the office door and see me standing here eavesdropping? I didn’t want to risk it. I knocked gently to announce my presence.

      A second passed before Nathan’s voice rang out.

      “Come in!”

      I pushed open the heavy oak door to see Nathan and Fiora standing alone. Corona must’ve exited through the door to the left of the desk. But why did she leave?

      “Robin,” Nathan greeted me tersely. “Please have a seat.”

      I grabbed a chair in front of the desk while more people began to stream into the room. Nathan and Fiora were whispering to each other as people got settled. Jace walked in and took the seat beside me, looking relieved to see me.

      “Where were you this morning?” he asked as he sat.

      “Investigating,” I replied simply. I would have to explain that later.

      Nathan wasn’t wasting any time today. As soon as the base leaders entered the room, moving to take places at the head of the desk with Nathan and Fiora, he began to speak.

      “We’re going to keep this brief,” he began. “Votes were tallied, and the choice we’re moving forward with is to expand the organization.”

      A rush of murmurs rang out over the crowd. This was big news. Was Nathan just going to gloss over it? Why keep things brief? And what on earth had upset Corona so much?

      Nathan held up his hand, commanding silence.

      “We will need to discuss this in more detail later, but the plan for now is to try to get a broadcast out to the public with information about us and the truth about the government. It will then be in the public’s hands, and we will have to hope and pray that they make the choice to join us,” Nathan said. “We’re going to need them if we want any of this to work.”

      Nathan was speaking harshly and going through a lot of information very quickly. My heart was in my throat. Little John was going to go public? This was big news. How could Nathan not stop to discuss this a little more?

      “But before we can plan that, we need to discuss an emergency mission,” Nathan said. “A recovery mission.”

      I could feel my heart beating in my throat. Nathan’s words were almost drowned out by the sound of my blood rushing between my ears. Who were Nathan and Corona talking about? What had the government done to strike at Little John now?

      “Who was captured?” Jace asked.

      Nathan cast a sad glance toward Jace, his eyes and body looking tired. Betrayal and loss had weakened the Nathan we once knew. And now, something else was troubling him terribly.

      And it was going to be up to us and this mission to remedy it.

      “I had a feeling that our government agent was starting to arouse suspicion, so I had cut contact with her for her own protection,” Nathan said. “But I must’ve been too late. They’ve discovered that she’s working with us and have arrested her and charged her with treason.”

      I felt lightheaded and sank back farther in my seat.

      “Aurora is set to be executed,” Nathan finished darkly. “Unless we can save her.”
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      “We’re already weakened after losing Edgewood. And now you want us to risk another base and many more team members?” Luka asked. “For one girl?”

      Nathan’s sad countenance quickly changed to anger.

      “One girl?” he repeated incredulously. “That one girl was captured trying to communicate important news to us. That one girl has risked her life from within the government’s grasp for years to help further our mission! That one girl is worth hundreds of you!”

      The room was entirely silent after Nathan’s voice bellowed over us. Luka looked abashed and hung his head.

      But, to my surprise, Nathan also looked ashamed after his outburst.

      “Forgive me,” he said. “But Aurora is more than a team member to me. And she’s a lot more than just one girl. Aurora is one of our most dedicated assets, and she has been risking everything to help Little John for years because she believes in its end goals. Many of our most important missions, including the Artemis Protocol, would never have gotten off the ground without her help. On top of that, she is a dear friend, and I have lost enough dear friends for a lifetime. Surely you understand why I’ve made this decision.”

      The room was quiet. After Nathan’s flash of anger, no one else dared to question his motives.

      “We know how important Aurora has been. But we have to consider, Nathan, that maybe they’re—” Liza began from the front of the room.

      “Setting a trap?” Nathan finished for her. He turned around to face Liza, Evers, Arlo, and Fiora at the head of the desk.

      Liza stared back at Nathan, and then nodded. The base leaders looked as frightened and unsure as the rest of us.

      “Of course they’re setting a trap for us,” he replied. “But that isn’t going to stop us. We just have to be smarter than they are.”

      Nathan turned to look back at the rest of us. When he spoke again, his tone offered a shimmer of the personality and leadership that I had known before.

      “I’m afraid that I haven’t been much of a leader recently,” he said sadly. “I know this. I allowed my fears and my anger to control me.”

      I held my breath as he spoke. I hadn’t been anticipating so much honesty from him. Truth was, I hadn’t expected much from him at all after the past few days. I had truly worried that his ability to lead had been so damaged that it would never recover. But the more he spoke now, the stronger his voice became.

      “But this team, and this base, and everyone that came from Edgewood, knew better than I did. You stayed loyal, and you came here for Corona, prepared to fight. And fight we will.”

      His voice was rising to a beautiful crescendo now as his strength came back to him. He had begun to walk closer to us and gesture using his hands again. I felt like I was watching the life come back to a man who had been on the brink of death.

      “This mission will be dangerous, and there is a good chance that not everyone who leaves for Chanley will return,” he continued.

      Chanley. We’d have to head into the capital city to take back Aurora. I knew she was an asset and that she had risked a lot for Little John, but so had the rest of us. Nathan never would’ve planned an entire mission like this if one of Team Hood’s members had been captured. And he was right; going into that city after Aurora—no matter who she was—was going to be incredibly dangerous. We had just lost Kory. Were we now going to lose more of our team members?

      “And so I will not command anyone to go. But if anyone will help me, if anyone feels that Aurora deserves to be rescued even with the risk it poses to us, please stand and let me know now.”

      I thought back to some of my experiences with Aurora. She had gotten the identities for Jace and me to explore Millville to find my mother. She had done the same dangerous task again when Kory and I needed to get into Helping Hands to discover what the regime was really doing to the evacuated factory town folk. And she had been a huge part of the Artemis Protocol, and without that mission I might never have found Hope.

      The more I thought about it, the more I realized just how much I owed Aurora. She had risked so much to help all of us, and if we didn’t get to Chanley to save her, she was going to be killed for what she’d done. But now we had the chance to pay her back.

      I stood so quickly that my chair almost fell backward. Jace was right beside me, standing tall and proud and ready to go with me to Chanley to get Aurora back. I knew Jace would always make the brave and selfless choice, but he was probably as moved by how much Aurora had helped us personally as I was.

      Nathan’s eyes turned to us and softened with paternal affection. Maybe he hadn’t expected us to volunteer after the past few days of coldness and suspicion on his part. But if Nathan was ready to be a leader again, then I was ready to go with him to Chanley.

      Sy stood, then Zion, then Bridge, and then Luka. Soon the entire room was standing. We were all in this together.

      We were going to Chanley, and we were going to get Aurora.

      Nathan looked over all of us, and a smile spread slowly over his lips. Maybe something that had briefly been lost was coming back to him. Maybe his suspicion and hurt were melting away and he was remembering what having trust in us, in all of Little John, felt like. Or maybe he was just happy that we stood any chance at all of getting Aurora back. Either way, it was good to see him smile again.

      “I’m so happy to take all of you,” Nathan said. “I’m happy to have you all on my team.”

      “So what’s the plan?” Sy asked.

      “The plan has two parts,” Nathan replied. “We will have to start with our expansion mission first.”

      “Why is that?” Bridge asked.

      I was glad that he had asked. I was also curious. Wasn’t the situation with Aurora critical? Why were we waiting to go to Chanley?

      “Because Burchard doesn’t know it yet, but he is about to give me a worldwide platform to share the truth about his regime,” Nathan replied. “They’ve scheduled a public execution for Aurora, and that is happening tomorrow night. We’re going to be rescuing her directly from the executioner’s platform, so it will undoubtedly be televised. Just imagine: a primetime TV slot, and we will swoop in and save a life. The news will go across the entire country and probably the world. And we want the public to realize that we are the good guys. Even if they don’t join us outright, we’ll still benefit if they start speaking out against the regime, because it will be one more battle to stretch Burchard even thinner. And we need the public to stop working against us by assisting the government any further.”

      A public execution? It seemed to me that the government was overly fond of killing people while others watched, since they had threatened public executions against Operation Hood members in the past, before we had even known about Little John. Killing defectors for all to see was obviously a not-so-subtle threat against others.

      Wrong us and this will happen to you, too.

      The thought of rescuing Aurora from the execution was a sobering one. We had rescued friends from being executed before, but not while they were already on the chopping block. Whatever venue the government was planning to bloody with an execution would be packed to the brim with spectators and government agents. There would probably be an arsenal’s worth of weapons there, waiting for our arrival.

      “How are we planning on expanding?” I asked.

      Anything that was supposed to help us in our battle was welcome. But I couldn’t see how we’d be able to turn the tide of public opinion so quickly, and we had so much at stake.

      “We need to disseminate information before the execution. Let the public know just what the regime has been hiding,” Nathan replied. “If the public turns on Burchard then it will isolate them further and make them easier to defeat. It will also help draw international attention to our plight.”

      “What truths are we sharing?” Luka asked.

      “The truth about Helping Hands. The truth about the child sales. The truth about the misuse of funds. Every unsavory and illicit thing that we have access to so far,” Nathan said. “The public needs to know all of it.”

      I was shocked. Yes, the public needed to know. But what could we possibly do to convince an entire nation that the regime that they had elected and placed their faith in was a malevolent entity?

      “Why would they believe us?” I asked.

      “Because we have a smoking gun,” Nathan replied with a grin. “They won’t have a choice.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but the sound of a door opening interrupted my thought. Corona had entered the room from the parlor to the side of the desk, her eyes red and watery as she looked over all of us. It was obvious that she had been crying, and it looked like maybe she had been crying for quite some time. I thought back to the lipstick-ringed coffee cups sitting in the kitchen. Had she been up all night?

      “It’s so good to see you all here,” she said, her voice weak and thin. “We’re counting on you to bring our Aurora back. I know you will succeed. There is no other option.”

      I was touched by Corona’s seeming affection for Aurora, but also confused. How close was she to Little John’s government agent? I couldn’t imagine Corona shedding those kinds of tears over me, even though I did think that she cared about me. What made Aurora so special?

      Corona opened her mouth as if she was going to say more, but then she became overcome with emotion, dropping her head into her hands and beginning to sob. I started to move forward to comfort her, but Nathan beat me there, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her in close so that she could cry into his shoulder.

      When it was obvious that Corona wouldn’t be able to go on, Nathan spoke again instead.

      “I’ve had my connections working on phase one since late last night. I believe they’re putting the final touches on it now. It will begin today, very soon, and it will be big. You’ll know more when it happens.”

      I could tell from his tone that he was hastily wrapping up our meeting to go and support Corona in private, but now I was also wondering whether he had other things to tend to.

      And those things must’ve been really important if they were interrupting a meeting like this.

      “But how will we know?” I asked.

      “Trust me, Robin,” Nathan said. “You’ll know.”

      I wasn’t sure whether this statement was meant to be ominous or motivational.

      “We’ll adjourn for now. I recommend that all of you enjoy the beauty of Brightbirch and the comfort of friends and good food for the rest of the day. After losing so many recently, I can’t help but remember that you never know when it will be the last time you’re able to do so,” Nathan said.

      The room was silent as the implication of his statement sank in. Some of us could be experiencing those joys for the last time.

      “We leave for Chanley tomorrow. You’ll have more details as they become available to us. Meeting adjourned,” he finished.

      Then he cradled Corona close to him and walked her out of the office and into the parlor. The base leaders followed them.
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      “How are we supposed to just know?” I asked Jace as we walked back to the tents.

      “I haven’t figured that part out, either,” Jace replied. “But if it’s that obvious, at least we won’t have to shield the rest of the team from it.”

      I nodded. Jace was right. If we would know as soon as the information got out, then it was safe to assume that everyone else would, too.

      “Do you think he means the news?” I asked. “Like we’ll all have access to this through news sites online?”

      That would’ve been a good medium for the middle and upper classes to see, and even some of the lower classes, but the poorest in the country would have no access at all. Which might be where paper flyers would come in handy.

      “That’s what I was thinking, too,” Jace said. “But that doesn’t make sense. I never even go to news sites anymore because they’re so heavily skewed in the regime’s favor. Burchard himself might as well have been writing all of the stories.”

      That was what made the whole mission so confusing. How would we expand Little John with anti-government information if there were no channels available for us to disseminate that news? The regime controlled all of the broadcast stations and all of the websites. Even the print news that the poor had access to was regime-circulated. Those news sources weren’t going to be sharing any type of story that was critical of the regime.

      And how were we going to get them to even believe us?

      “Nathan said we would know when it happened. That it would be big,” I said slowly, trying to process my thoughts as I spoke.

      “He also said it would happen quickly. I guess we’ll know pretty soon,” Jace responded.

      We were approaching the tents, now, all of them set up together like a mini-Edgewood. Except, of course, for Robert’s lone tent far out in the pasture.

      Robert. I suddenly remembered my conversation with him before the early morning leader meeting.

      “Jace,” I began, preparing to discuss my lingering doubt with him. But as we walked through the tent city, Jace was focusing hard on the people we passed. I began to look around and notice why.

      Every single person we passed was on their phone or their computer, staring intently with mouths agape. Some were watching alone, while others gathered in huddles to stare at one device. A few people were listening through headphones while they watched, but many others were listening to some sort of news broadcast that was playing out loud. The farther through the tents we walked, the more obvious it became that everyone was listening to the same thing.

      Nathan had been right. I knew that it was happening.

      “We’ve got to get to the team to find out what everyone is seeing,” I said.

      Jace and I took off jogging to our corner of the field. Sure enough, the team was gathered around Nelson’s computer and watching the broadcast together.

      “What’s happening?” I panted as we ran up.

      Nelson put her fingers to her lips to shush me. She beckoned for us to come around and look at the screen, and Jace and I walked to the back of the screen and began to watch.

      It was Nathan. Nathan, dressed in a smart business suit, was talking directly to the camera, like an impassioned news broadcaster. He was talking about Helping Hands.

      “What is this on?” I asked.

      “Everything,” Nelson replied in an awed tone. “Every single public channel. Every government website.”

      When Nathan finished talking about Helping Hands and the detention centers, how Little John had breached its security to find thousands of factory workers trapped in drafty barracks with barely enough food to eat, another man appeared on the screen. He was a middle-aged man, balding and portly, dressed in ill-fitting clothes. His eyes never looked at the camera. In fact, his eyes didn’t seem to be able to focus on much of anything. He looked very unwell. A bit of drool hung from his lower lip, and he stood hunched over and swaying slightly, as if he was barely able to stand on his own.

      “This is Perry,” Nathan was saying. “Perry is from Bakersville and has worked all of his life in textile factories. When his factory closed down, he had no way to feed or shelter himself. Until he was approached by a welfare organization called Helping Hands.”

      But it was hard to focus on Nathan’s words when Perry was so obviously unwell on the screen. I kept staring at his face, trying to understand what the disconnect was.

      What was wrong with him?

      MRIs and X-Rays flashed on the screen as Nathan continued to speak about the strange, disconnected man beside him. My heart began beating wildly and it suddenly all made sense. I hadn’t yet seen much of what lobotomization did to previously well-functioning people. It had practically zombified him.

      “Perry was lobotomized by the regime. He was lobotomized in the Helping Hands detention center and then sold to a factory as free labor. Only able to say his name and completely unable to work, he was released onto the streets. Our scouts found him and took him in,” Nathan said. “Your government did this. The Burchard Regime did this. And we can prove it.”

      Nathan then pulled out an identity scanner, the type that was only supposed to be possessed by agents and regime officials. The average person would never have had access to that device or the information it could scan. And that information, as Nathan showed it to the camera, was shocking.

      The screen was now displaying the ID scanner’s screen, which we had seen before on missions. But it would’ve been alien tech to most citizens. It was a simple documentation screen, complete with a small identifying photo of Perry. But that was almost all of what was displayed there. All of Perry’s other information—his name, date of birth, and last known address—had been wiped, replaced only by a number: 0001462.

      Gasps could be heard all around us as people watched the broadcast. There was only one entity that could have changed the information you got when you scanned an ID: the regime.

      I could only imagine how the public at large was taking it.

      “We can’t let the government get away with this,” Nathan said. “Will you stand with us and hold them accountable? Or will you allow this to happen to more and more poor people? Will you allow all of your goods to be made by permanently altered wage slaves? Will you allow the continuing theft of children? The selling of children? The lack of law and order and justice? Will you allow this?”

      My heart was beating in my throat. Would this work? Would the public see this? Would they be swayed?

      “Will you allow this?” Nathan continued. “Or will you rise up and stand with us?”
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      “What happened?” I asked Nelson. The recording had ended, and the screen was black.

      Nelson fiddled with her keyboard and pressed her fingers against the touchscreen of her computer. But nothing would come up: no websites, no news channels, nothing.

      “Public access has gone dark. The government’s websites and news sources. They’re all down,” Nelson replied.

      There was a dark awe in her voice that made me feel exhilarated and also terribly nervous. Obviously, Nathan had somehow infiltrated multiple broadcasts and websites at the same time—which meant our tech team was capable of that type of advanced hacking.

      “Did you know about this?” Jace asked. “You or Gabby? You guys are on the tech team.”“No,” Nelson said, shaking her head slowly. “No, he must’ve had another team working on this. I didn’t even think we had this capability.”

      “So then maybe Nathan took the initiative to expand pretty personally. He must’ve gotten started early,” I said, looking over at Jace.

      “Expand?” Jackie asked. “Did you guys know that this was going to happen? Is this part of the leader missions?”

      There was no use hiding it now. Everyone in the country knew about Nathan and Little John at this point. They had seen a lobotomized person on camera, and Nathan had offered some pretty convincing evidence to implicate the government when he showed the scanned ID. It was obvious that we were ramping things up, and we were doing it at breakneck speed. So what was the point in hiding things any further?

      “Yeah,” I replied. “We didn’t know exactly what he was going to do, but we knew that he had a plan. And his plan is to expand Little John. To get the public on our side.”

      “Do you think it’ll work?” Abe asked cautiously. “I mean, we know that the regime lobotomized that guy. We know that Nathan is telling the truth. But is the middle class going to believe it? They’re the ones we need on our side now. The poor are too weak to fight. The rich are too spoiled. We need everyone from the middle.”

      “I can speak to that,” Nelson said. “I came from a solidly middle-class family. And even back then, when I was a kid, my parents knew that the regime was bad. But all the news was suppressed by the government. Now that this has gotten out, I feel like they’ll finally have the evidence and the motivation they need to take a stand.”

      “You guys are nuts,” Ant said. “Why would they suddenly fight? They know that uprisings would be crushed.”

      “But maybe we don’t need them to fight,” Gabby responded. “Maybe we just need them to believe us so they’ll start speaking out. And then they’ll stop working against us by trying to turn us in to the government every chance they get.”

      “Pretty sure we’re going to need some of them to fight,” Denver piped up. “Otherwise we have no way to take down an entire government. We just don’t have the numbers.”

      “Yeah, Nathan has impressed me many times with his money and his reach, but there’s no way he has some secret army stashed away that could defeat the UNA’s entire military,” Alf added.

      I didn’t know anything about the military, other than the fact that it was big. I certainly didn’t know anything about war. But Little John didn’t strike me as a warfare group. They were hackers, spies, and orators. Those were their strengths, not battle. So Denver and Alf were right. How was Nathan going to talk his way past a whole army?

      How could we win?

      “What did we miss before we got here?” Jace asked.

      “Nathan accused the government of selling kids and Jackson Burchard of siphoning federal funds. He had some docs to back it up. Pretty serious accusations,” Cloyd said.

      “Yeah, if the government hated Little John before, they’re really going to hate Nathan and his organization now,” Abe added.

      “How did you know to turn that on?” I asked.

      It had looked like every single person in the tents had been watching the broadcast. How did they all know to turn it on? And how many others had seen it?

      “Everyone got a text at the same time,” Gabby said. “It was the government emergency alert system. Except it was telling us to go watch the news. Nathan must’ve been behind that as well.”

      I suddenly pulled out my phone. I hadn’t noticed in all of the commotion, but I had gotten the alert too, just like Gabby said.

      “So pretty much anyone with a phone has seen this,” Jackie added. “And even the poor usually have phones, with the exception of the very poor. So almost every adult in the country just watched it.”

      Nathan had found a lobotomized person, put together a polished broadcast, hacked the government news sources, and managed to send out an alert through the federal messaging system?

      And now that the public had this information, what were they going to do with it?

      The entire community was abuzz with news, gossip, and conversations about the broadcast for the next couple of hours. The feeling among the Edgewood tents was electric. Maybe it was becoming apparent to everyone that Little John had just taken a giant leap forward.

      It was feeling that way to me.
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      “I’m nervous,” Jace said as he walked up beside me.

      I had been standing at the outer edge of the tents, staring out into the birch forest that led up to the mountains and using the solitude and the chilly breeze on my face to clear my head.

      “You get nervous?” I teased, looking over at him with a wink.

      He nudged against me playfully. “Even cavemen get nervous, Robin. You should know that by now.”

      I turned back to the mountains. I did know that. But it was nice to be playful and casual with Jace on what might’ve been our last day together in Brightbirch.

      “Do you think that Nathan will call us back soon for planning?” I asked. It was afternoon now, and every second that ticked by was taking us closer to our mission and Aurora’s execution. “He must’ve broken up that meeting so he could arrange the broadcast. But now that that’s over he should be calling us back, right?”

      “It can’t be much longer now,” Jace replied. “We don’t have the time to waste.”

      I looked down at my phone again. Still no texts from Nathan or Corona. I was starting to feel restless and anxious while we waited around for further directions. At the very least, I wanted to hear some sort of plan. After all, Nathan must’ve understood that he would’ve just angered the very people who were holding Aurora.

      But I didn’t think the government would pass up an opportunity to publicly execute a traitor. They needed to scare the public by showing them what happened to defectors, and they’d also want to strike a blow against Little John.

      As I considered the plan in Chanley, my thoughts began to drift to something more personal.

      “Hope is in Chanley,” I said softly.

      I wasn’t sure why I had said it. But it had been on my mind since Nathan proposed the mission to rescue Aurora, and I felt like I needed to say it out loud.

      Jace looked over at me. When I didn’t move or turn away from the mountains, he grabbed both of my shoulders and gently turned me toward him.

      “We’ll get Hope, Robin,” he said reassuringly. “Even if we can’t get her tomorrow, I promise that we will get her.”

      I nodded, trying to convince myself that he was right. But I couldn’t help but feel like I was risking the possibility of ever seeing my daughter again with every dangerous mission that Little John planned and I volunteered for. I believed in Little John, and I wanted to fight for the things that it stood for. I also wanted to help Aurora, since she had done so much to help us on our previous missions. But I didn’t want to risk never knowing my daughter.

      Then again, I also felt like the missions—to take back Hope and to see Little John’s plans to their ends—were intertwined. Reclaiming Hope was going to be nearly impossible without Nathan’s help because the Prestons were so wealthy and powerful. Even if I somehow managed to get Hope back, where would we go in a country that was still ruled by Burchard? They’d hunt us forever, and we would be running for the rest of our lives.

      I needed Little John to succeed if Hope and I were ever going to live normal lives.

      “Robin,” Jace began.

      I must’ve been wearing my fear on my face, because I knew that he was about to try to comfort me. But we were interrupted when the phone still in my hand began to buzz. My heart leapt into my throat as I looked down to read the message on the screen.

      Come now for Chanley planning.

      It was time. Nathan was ready to tell us the plan for the Chanley attack. I looked up at Jace expectantly.

      There was a shimmer of fear in his eyes as well. Was he thinking of Kory? We had both learned on our last mission that we weren’t impervious to loss. It was a hard and painful lesson. Even though we had all known going into this that death was a possibility, and maybe even a likely event, we hadn’t been fully prepared to lose one of our own.

      But we didn’t have time to focus on that now. It was time to find out what Nathan had planned.

      We walked quickly and purposefully to the administrative building, and I wondered about the details of the mission as we walked. Was it just leaders attending again? Would only the leaders be going to Chanley? It seemed like we would need a lot more people to infiltrate the capital city and thwart an attempted public execution.

      No matter what, if Nathan was back in fighting form and ready to lead, I wanted to be involved. I had been so concerned about Nathan’s suspicion taking over and leading to the dissolution of Little John that having the leader I knew and trusted back made me feel like we were going to finally move forward.

      I had been waiting for that. I was sick of being stuck on a strange base with the threat of another attack constantly looming over us, of not doing more to help the children who were still being snatched away from their parents, of giving up on the Helping Hands mission when we knew how much was at stake, and of letting Burchard and the regime claim victory over us after destroying a base and sowing discord amongst us.

      But mostly I was ready to move forward because the further we got in our missions, the closer I felt to finding Hope.

      We walked up the stairs of the administrative building and into Fiora’s office to see the base leaders as well as Nathan, Corona, and a few of the team leaders sitting around. It looked like we were walking in right as the meeting was starting.

      “Okay, let’s get started,” Nathan said, nodding at Jace and me as we found our seats. “The execution is tomorrow. We don’t have much time to prepare.”

      “The attempted execution,” Corona corrected him.

      “Of course,” Nathan replied. “Forgive me.” Nathan and Corona exchanged a tense look before Nathan continued to speak to the entire room. “Tomorrow, the government will try to threaten every person in this nation by attempting to execute a brave young woman who was fighting for justice. We aren’t going to let that happen. We are going to swoop in and take back our Aurora. We are going to humiliate the regime in front of the nation and the world. And by the time we’re through, news will have reached every person on this planet that people are standing up to Burchard and that he and his administration will now be held accountable for their actions.”

      Jace squeezed my knee. Maybe he was feeling the same sudden rush of confidence that I was. Nathan sounded very sure about the mission. It was a far cry from the defeatism he had been radiating since we landed in Brightbirch.

      “What’s the plan?” Evers asked. “Do you need money?”

      “Or a team of scouts?” Liza added.

      “Or one of our combat teams?” Zion asked.

      Nathan shook his head. “Every agent that the government has at that execution is going to be looking for us. We can’t be at all conspicuous. And without Aurora, we don’t have the protection of scannable identities. So we need a small team of spies.”

      Spies? We didn’t have a spy team, as far as I knew. Then again, maybe that was the type of thing that I wouldn’t know about.

      “I have scouts in and around Chanley,” Liza said. “They would be very discreet, and most of them have working identities.”

      “We need seasoned team members. I need people who have been on missions before and understand the danger and how to keep their cool under that type of pressure,” Nathan replied. “This is a delicate mission. If we mess up in the slightest, we will lose Aurora and more than likely any team members who are in the capital city.”

      “Then what do you suggest?” Arlo asked. “How will we be able to rescue this girl if everyone in Chanley is looking for us?”

      Nathan smiled mischievously. “We have to be invisible,” he said.

      “The mini-airship,” I said aloud.

      “That’s right,” Nathan replied. “It’s as close to invisible as we can get. But we’ll still need to have a small team on the ground for a diversion.”

      “They’ll be expecting that,” Evers said.

      “You’re right. But they won’t be expecting the airship to come down right over Aurora and pull her up,” Nathan said.

      “What is the diversion?” Luka asked.

      Nathan stared at Luka briefly before sighing. “I have recently been reminded how divisive rampant suspicion can be. I don’t want to operate like a divided organization anymore,” he said. “But at the same time, there is very likely a mole here at this base, and, for safety’s sake, I do have to keep some of the details under wraps until it’s imperative that they are shared.”

      Luka nodded respectfully, and I understood as well. As long as Nathan was mostly back to his former self, I was happy enough.

      “You’re getting pretty close to the mission, though,” Arlo said. “At what point will it be considered imperative?”

      “After we embark tomorrow, I’ll explain,” Nathan replied. “For now, I just wanted to discuss an overview of the mission plan and make the appointments.”

      “Appointments to the mission?” Bridge asked. “Aren’t we all going?”

      “We need four on the ground and two in the airship,” Nathan said. “Everyone else will be on watch and escape ship duties.”

      “Who will be on the teams?” I asked. I was still feeling torn about the scenario. I wanted to go and help bring Aurora back, but I was also afraid of losing my chance to reclaim Hope and live out my days with my family.

      Then again, if we didn’t keep fighting the regime and trying to correct the injustice of child redistribution, I might never get Hope back anyway.

      “Well, since you’ve all volunteered, we’ll have to make appointments,” he replied. “And Robin, since you asked, I’d like to invite you to the ground team.”

      My heart fluttered. I had a feeling it would happen, and I wasn’t going to decline it. I nodded in agreement.

      Nathan turned to my side to look at Jace. “Jace, I’ve heard great things about your piloting skills. I want you on my airship team,” he said.

      I quickly looked over at Jace. His face looked strained and confused, but he nodded anyway. I knew what he was thinking, because I was thinking the same thing. Why couldn’t we be on the same team?

      “Who is the other pilot?’ Sy asked.

      “She’s not here, but I’m choosing Alexy from Edgewood. She may not be a team lead, but she’s one of the best pilots I’ve ever seen. I’ll speak to her after this and brief her on the situation,” Nathan said.

      “Who else is on the ground team?” I asked.

      “We’ll have Luka, Zion, and Bridge on the ground with you,” Nathan replied. “They all offer different skills and strengths that we’ll need on this mission. And I’ll have Sy with me on the escape ship.”

      I looked around at Luka, Zion, and Bridge in turn. It seemed like a good team, but we would need to be better than good if we were going to succeed.

      “That’s all for now,” Nathan said. “We’ll meet again tomorrow morning.”

      And then, as we began to stand to leave, Nathan offered a final sentiment.

      “And tomorrow evening, we will walk together into the lion’s den.”
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      “Nathan?” I asked as the team members began to file out of the room.

      Nathan turned around to receive me with a warm smile. “Robin,” he began. “I trust you know that I have work to attend to.”

      “I know,” I replied. “I was just hoping to ask you a quick question.”

      He looked at me and then to Jace and nodded for me to continue.

      “Nathan, how did you do it?” I asked. “How did you do all of that work so quickly?”

      The question had been nagging at me. Why was Nathan just now choosing to use such impressive technologies if we’d had access to them all along?

      Evers, Liza, and Arlo looked at Nathan briefly and then left through the parlor door, leaving Jace and me alone with Nathan and Corona.

      “I take it that you’re talking about the broadcast?” Nathan clarified.

      I nodded. “But not just the broadcast. The infiltration of all of the news sites and the use of the federal alerts system,” I replied. “How? Did we always have that capability?”

      And if so, could we have used it before? Was there a chance that Kory’s life could’ve been spared if Nathan had taken advantage of these technologies earlier?

      Nathan smiled. “These things are more on a need-to-know basis, Robin.”

      I stared back at him. I’d had a feeling he would say that. That was why he hadn’t explained any of this in the Chanley planning meeting just now. There was still a mole within Little John, so I couldn’t blame Nathan for keeping some details to himself.

      I nodded and began to turn to leave. But to my surprise, Nathan continued to speak.

      “Do you know why I was so worried about the mole in Edgewood, Robin?” Nathan asked.

      I turned back to Nathan in confusion. Of course I knew why he was upset about the mole. We had been betrayed. Lives had been lost. And we still didn’t know who the traitor was or when they would strike again.

      Nathan stared at me as I tried to think of a way to phrase that.

      “I wasn’t just worried about the single instance of damage that the mole had inflicted on one of my beloved bases. And I wasn’t just grieving for my friends and team members,” he said, his tone darkening. “I was also grieving the unexpected and degenerative diagnosis we had received.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Diagnosis?” I asked. “What do you mean?”

      “Betrayal is a cancer,” Nathan went on. “It grows. One traitor in an organization can quickly multiply. They can begin to recruit others. When a traitor burrows their way into the body of an organization, they slowly tear that thing apart.”

      “But what does that have to do with the broadcast?” I asked.

      Nathan had acted like he couldn’t answer the question after I asked it originally, but why else would he have kept us here? Jace was standing still beside me, listening as intently as I was.

      Corona walked up behind Nathan. “A mole is only a cancer when it is working against you,” Corona said. “When the mole is on your side, it is a garden that can grow. We planted seeds in Smally, Robin. Those seeds are germinating.”

      A lightbulb flashed in my head.

      “The team of executives?” I asked. “Did they help us get access to these systems?”

      Corona nodded.

      “But they work in a holding center,” I said, shaking my head in confusion. “How were they able to access the alerts system or the news sites?”

      “You’re right, they’re not in charge of broadcasting or alerts, but they are executives. They make appointments just like we did here today. They hire people themselves, and they also whisper into the ears of other executives who hire. They can have people fired and replaced. They can refer their friends for other executive or clerical roles. They can influence the regime,” Nathan said, a smile forming on his lips. “The cancer has spread.”

      “Cancer to the government,” Corona clarified. “But a garden of roses to us. The roses are spreading and blooming and slowly choking out the weeds.”

      I smiled as I remembered the team of executives Little John had planted in Smally. I had almost forgotten about them. I had thought that by getting them into Smally, we had just given Little John some extra ears and eyes in a building in one branch of the government. But if they were making hiring decisions and rubbing elbows with people across the regime, maybe they were doing more than I thought. If they had been “influencing” well enough to allow Nathan to do the type of work that he had done already, then perhaps they were going to be a big help moving forward. And not just for Aurora’s rescue mission, but for the war against the regime that was to come.

      Maybe we weren’t up against an unbeatable foe after all.

      “But when they took Aurora, some of those roses grew thorns. She was their friend. A regime can’t keep killing indiscriminately forever. Eventually the people will rise up,” Nathan said, his smile fading and his eyes intense. “We never meant for Aurora to be found out, but her capture and the cruelty the regime has displayed in dealing with her has galvanized some internal changes, according to our plants.”

      I held my breath. Nathan had been doing this for decades, but only in the past few days had I been hearing him make allusions to the start of some kind of end battle. I trusted Nathan, and I believed that he knew what he was talking about. And that made me nervous.

      “I tell you this because I trust you, Robin. But also because you deserve to know,” Nathan said. “You’ve risked your life for me before. You, too, Jace. And I’m honored that you two were willing to do it again on this rescue mission.”

      Jace and I nodded in unison.

      “Now go. We’ll be meeting again in the morning. You’ll know more then,” Nathan finished. He turned with Corona to head through the parlor door while Jace and I left through the office door that led to the stairs.

      When we got to the porch, Jace turned to me.

      “Guess that explains how Nathan was able to do everything so quickly,” he said.

      “Do you really think he has that many people in the government now?” I asked in response. “Enough to override entire systems like that?”

      Jace shrugged. “You know firsthand how charismatic and convincing he can be. Maybe he had already started this expansion before Edgewood was even attacked.”

      I was quiet for a while as we went on, considering just how little we actually knew when it came to Little John’s executive decisions.

      “It would’ve been nice if he had actually picked a pilot,” Jace said, changing the subject as we walked back to camp. “So that I could be with you on the ground team.”

      “But he did pick a pilot,” I said, nudging Jace. “He said it himself before. You’re a natural.”

      “I’m a rookie,” Jace replied. “Combat and groundwork, those are my strengths. And besides, I wanted to be with you. To protect you.”

      I turned to look at him. “I appreciate that, but I don’t need protection.” Or rather, I did. But I didn’t want it to come at the expense of Jace’s safety.

      “You’re right,” Jace said. “Maybe I’m the one who needs protecting. If you got hurt, I’d be lost. I need protection from that.”

      I leaned my head against his shoulder as we walked, and he wrapped his arm around my waist from the side. But something about his body language had changed after his last, ominous statement. Maybe he was realizing again just how much danger we were about to volunteer for.

      “Robin, I’ve been meaning to ask you something for a while,” he said, somewhat timidly.

      I stopped. With the tonal shift Jace displayed, I knew he was about to say something very serious. I wanted my full attention on him.

      He turned to face me. “I can ask while we’re walking,” he said. But he seemed nervous and uncertain.

      “No, ask me now,” I said. I wasn’t budging on this. The shift in Jace’s demeanor was making me anxious and concerned. I wanted to hear what he was so worried about.

      “Well,” he began, looking over my head and running one of his hands through his hair, “I was wondering what you thought about . . . marriage.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Marriage?” I repeated.

      Jace nodded solemnly.

      “I guess I’m not totally sure,” I replied. Honestly, I had thought about it a few times, and with Jace in particular. I had pictured myself marrying Jace and bringing Hope home to create our own little family. But something about what Juno had said previously really stuck with me. “Why give the government another way to track and classify you?”

      “Well, there are other ways to marry. You don’t have to use a stamped piece of paper or an electronic record to do it. Like back home, we had a special ceremony to bind two people. The government can’t track that,” Jace said.

      I looked at him and began to feel myself blushing and getting weak in the knees.

      “Is this,” I asked slowly, “a proposal?”

      Jace chuckled, still visibly nervous. “It’s a proposal proposal,” he said. “To see how you feel about it in general.”

      I stepped closer to him, enjoying his sweet display of vulnerability. When I was almost pressed against him, I reached my hands up and pulled his face down to meet mine. Then I planted my lips against his in a lingering kiss. For years, since losing my adoptive parents and siblings and then having my child ripped away, I had been searching for a real family. And it felt like I was finally getting close to that beautiful dream.

      Jace’s face was flushed when I pulled away.

      “I’m already bound to you, as far as I’m concerned,” I whispered. “But I do love a good ceremony.”

      Jace smiled and then pulled me in close again.
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      Smoke billowed from the coals of the fire after Jackie poured a pitcher of water over the flames, extinguishing them. The night suddenly grew much darker.

      “I wasn’t finished with that!” Abe protested. “It’s too early for bed.”

      “We’re keeping Robin and Jace up. Don’t you think they have a big day tomorrow?” Jackie shot back. “They need their rest.”

      We had spent the rest of the day with our team members, enjoying good food and good company. I always kept Nathan’s words of wisdom in mind the night before a big mission. You never know which day will be your last, so enjoy it while you can.

      The team knew that we had a meeting planned for the morning, but I had kept Nathan’s word and his confidence in all other matters. I didn’t want to betray his trust now and risk losing our position on the leadership team.

      So instead we just focused on being together.

      “Have you guys ever thought about what we’ll do when this is all over?” Jackie asked.

      “You mean when Little John’s missions are complete?” Ant clarified.

      Jackie nodded. “I mean, I hadn’t even thought we’d ever see that day until recently. But with everything that Nathan is doing, maybe we will actually see a light at the end of the tunnel.”

      “And go back to our old lives?” Abe asked. “Sounds terrible. I’d rather be here.”

      “Well, if Little John succeeds, then maybe we’ll have new lives to return to,” Nelson added. “Maybe everyone will have new opportunities.”

      I smiled as I considered that type of future. It was a beautiful thought.

      “What about . . . us?” Gabby asked. “Will we still be friends?”

      “As long as we still have family to find, I’ll be here to help,” I replied. “And then after that I’ll still want all of you guys in my life.”

      Gabby smiled.

      “Once Team Hood, always Team Hood,” Jace added.

      After the fire died down and the conversation grew quieter, Jace and I said our goodnights and then made for our tent together.

      “This is the hardest part,” I said to Jace as I slipped my boots off.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “Trying to sleep before a mission day,” I replied. “It’s almost impossible.”

      “Well, really we’re sleeping before a meeting day,” Jace replied. “Since Nathan said we aren’t leaving until tomorrow afternoon. Try to see it that way.”

      I smiled at him as we slipped into our sleeping bags. He did have a knack for helping me relax when I got wound up with anxiety and stress.

      A good quality to have in a husband, I thought. And I turned to my side and drifted off to sleep on that positive note.
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      Like it did so often, the buzzing of my phone served as an alarm clock.

      Jace was already awake and dressing. “I already read the message,” he said. “It’s time for the final planning meeting.”

      We walked through the tents, our boots collecting the early morning dew from the grass. It was a somber journey. I looked over all of the tents and families and teams and wondered if it would be the last time Jace and I would ever see these people. Several Team Hood members were already standing in line to get breakfast. As Nelson waved at us, I tried to stay positive. We had promised to help each other find our daughters. But what if we never got that chance?

      My thoughts were interrupted as soon as we reached the main brick road of Brightbirch.

      “Ready for today?” Zion asked as he joined us. Alexy was beside him.

      “As ready as we’ve ever been,” Jace replied.

      Zion turned to look at me as we walked. “Glad to have you on my team again, Robin,” he said. “Hopefully we can trust these two to maneuver that airship.”

      “I taught Jace everything he knows,” Alexy interrupted with a smile. “He won’t let us down. And if he does, I hear the federal prison in Chanley is one of the nicest in the whole nation.”

      I shot her a look. I couldn’t even entertain the notion of losing a team member on this mission, much less the man I loved.

      “You know I’m kidding!” Alexy replied. “They wouldn’t arrest us anyway. They’d kill us on the spot.”

      “Maybe we could keep the jokes to a minimum this morning?” Jace suggested.

      “Who’s joking?” Alexy replied.

      We made it to the administrative building just in time to see Nathan, Bridge, Luka, and Sy walking out together. I was confused that they weren’t in Fiora’s office for the mission talks, as it was where I was expecting to meet.

      “Fashionably late?” Sy teased.

      “We came as soon as we got the message,” Zion replied. “Where are you guys going?”

      “To the tarmac,” Nathan replied. “It’s time to go to Chanley.”

      My heart stopped. Already? Had they planned without us this morning?

      “I thought we weren’t leaving until the afternoon,” Jace said.

      “Yes, and if the mole was in the room, now he or she thinks that, too,” Nathan replied with a smile. “So if they were planning on messing things up for us here on base or in Chanley, I’ve now thrown a wrench into their plans.”

      I blinked dumbly at Nathan in my shock.

      “Sorry for the ruse,” he continued. “But it’s good to be kept on your toes every once in a while. Trains you to think quickly.”

      “Wait, are we really leaving now?” I asked. I hadn’t said goodbye to the team. I had been planning to visit Juno before we left, too.

      “I always tell you to live each night before a mission like it’s your last,” Nathan replied.

      Well, then don’t tell us we have an additional morning as well, I wanted to shout. But it was too late anyway. We were leaving for Chanley now, and I would just have to hope I’d get the chance to see all of my friends, and my mother, again.

      It felt deeply unfair, especially now that I knew how painful losing a team member truly was.

      “What about the planning?” Alexy asked. “I wasn’t at any of the meetings.”

      “It’s a good distance to Chanley, and we’ll all be riding together,” Nathan replied. “There will be time to talk on the way. Now, let’s go.”

      Nathan and the rest of the team leaders walked out of the administrative building’s overgrown yard, and we followed as they passed us. Soon we were all out on Brightbirch’s road, heading toward the tarmac. I looked around at our small team. Was this everyone? Just us against the entire capital city?

      But before I had time to ask, we were nearing the tarmac. There would be no more time for such questions now.
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      Jace laid his hand against the cool metal of the mini-airship. It was strange seeing it in the belly of a larger airship, and its presence was nerve-wracking. It meant that we were on our way to Chanley and would be getting up close and personal with the Authority again.

      And we hadn’t even heard all of the plan yet.

      “Admiring your valiant steed?” Nathan quipped as he approached us.

      “I’m just hoping I remember my lessons,” Jace replied, lifting his hand up off of the airship.

      I could sense that Jace was nervous about the mission. I didn’t want to say anything to him, but I was still confused by Nathan’s team appointments. Jace was a proven fighter but was new to the airship controls. Why place him there as opposed to the ground team?

      “I have faith in you,” Nathan told Jace. “And I have faith in Robin. I wouldn’t have chosen you two for this mission if I didn’t.”

      “But how are we going to do this?” I asked.

      I needed to know what Nathan had faith in. I was good at hiding and blending in, sure, so I could see why Nathan had chosen me in that regard. But I didn’t know what the plan was, and because of that I didn’t know if I was going to be able to succeed.

      “I chose each of you for your skills, Robin,” Nathan replied, turning directly to me. “Skills that I have seen each of you display in previous missions. I know for a fact that Jace is a remarkable pilot, even if he doesn’t have much experience. I’ve observed the same from Alexy. And I know that Luka and Zion have proven themselves in combat.”

      “That leaves Bridge and me,” I said.

      Bridge and Luka had walked over to us to listen while Alexy and Zion manned the airship, and Nathan looked over at Bridge and nodded.

      “Bridge is better under pressure than anyone else,” Nathan said. “If things go south then he’ll be able to think on his feet to provide medical assistance, which might save all of your lives. Besides, he’s not bad with a weapon, either.”

      Typical Nathan vagueness, but I assumed that if Nathan had chosen Bridge then he was a lot better than just “not bad.”

      “Then that just leaves me,” I said. It was starting to feel like everyone was here for a reason and had a distinct purpose. But what was mine? What could I do to help this mission?

      Nathan took a step toward me. “I’ve seen you on missions as well, Robin. In fact, you’ve saved my life before.”

      The room was absolutely still and quiet as Nathan spoke. I hadn’t told many people about what had happened in the control room at Smally. And it seemed like Nathan hadn’t either.

      “And what I need from you is your aim,” Nathan finished.

      “My aim?” I repeated, confused.

      “You’re a quick thinker and a good shot, Robin,” he replied. “Especially under pressure. And I need someone like that in Chanley.”

      I was taken aback. I had shot people, that was true. It wasn’t a fact that I was particularly proud of. And I knew that I had better aim than people had expected me to have. But that didn’t make me some kind of virtuoso.

      “Who am I going to be shooting?” I asked cautiously.

      I had come to save Aurora, and I knew that it meant that people would die. But I had never been a fan of shooting people, as my recurring nightmares back in Edgewood had proven.

      “Well, since we’re on our way now,” Nathan started, “it’s definitely time to start discussing the mission.” He raised his voice to reach the front of the airship. “Zion and Alexy?”

      The two turned from their controls to face Nathan.

      “Are you two at a point where you can hit the autopilot?” he asked.

      Alexy looked at Zion and then back to Nathan. She nodded and pushed a few buttons on the control panel, and then the two of them walked back to join us.

      “Chanley is the capital city of the United Nation of America, which I assume you all know. But you might not know the layout,” Nathan said.

      I listened intently. I needed to know this, and not just for the Aurora mission. I would have to come back here someday for Hope.

      “The government leaders are situated in several buildings in the capital proper, which is strictly a government district and is surrounded by high walls. There are some residential zones within those walls, but outside of the capital are the wealthiest suburbs in the country. Everyone who lives in and around Chanley is wealthy and protected, since it’s filled with regime authorities and the ultra-elite. We’re going into a hostile environment, to say the least. And every agent present at the execution this evening will be looking for us,” Nathan went on. “So let’s not let them find us.”

      “How are we going to stay hidden? I don’t have a working identity,” I told Nathan nervously. I knew he knew that already, but I wanted to know how we were planning to work around that.

      “Neither do I,” Luka added.

      I glanced at Jace and Alexy, who were also shaking their heads. We’d all given up our identities when we came to work for Little John. None of us had a scannable ID, which meant we’d all be caught if there were agents with scanners in the crowd.

      “They won’t be scanning identities. This is a heavily publicized and hyped-up public execution in Chanley’s square. There will be far too many people there to scan them all,” Nathan replied.

      That was good to hear. I wasn’t going all the way to Chanley to be tossed into a federal prison when they figured out who I was, and who I wasn’t. I still had too much to accomplish.

      “Seems dangerous to try to rescue someone during a public execution with that many people present,” Alexy said.

      “Except none of those people are going to be there to help the government,” Nathan said. “Of course, that doesn’t mean they’ll help us, either. They’ll just run, back to their mansions and their legacies. It’s not the crowd we have to worry about. It’s the agents.”

      “And how will we do that?” Jace asked.

      “You’ll all be going in dressed in your best, to blend in. And since we won’t have to worry about individual security checks, you’ll be able to carry weapons and wear your second-skin suits as well. And the five-hour masks,” Nathan said.

      I was relieved to hear that we weren’t going to have to go in as vulnerable as we had been in the Helping Hands detention center. If we had only been wearing our second-skin suits there, Kory would probably still be alive. And while we were still at risk of losing more team members, the armor was a good sign.

      “Aurora will be on a platform over the crowd, if I remember correctly how Chanley likes to do their public executions,” Nathan went on. “The ground team will take out as many agents as they can. We will take out the executioner. Then Alexy and Jace will open the doors of the airship over Aurora and pull her up, before flying low enough for the ground team to access the ladders as well. Then you make it back to the escape ship together.”

      Nathan stopped and looked around at all of us.

      Was that . . . it? He made it sound so simple.

      “How will we position ourselves to take out agents and the executioner?” Bridge asked.

      “There are four of you, and there are three main entrances to the public square, where agents will be positioned. The fourth person will take out the executioner,” Nathan answered. “That will be you, Robin.”

      The team turned to look at me. I nodded at Nathan, even though I was feeling frightened and unsure. I had never faced a task like this before. Was Nathan that confident in my abilities just because I had saved his life once and managed to aim accurately while on a moving motorcycle before? But it was too late to go back now, and Nathan obviously thought I was the best person for the job.

      “How do we get in?” I asked.

      “There’s a car waiting for you outside of town. You’ll drive in together and enter the public square like all of the other spectators. The only difference is that you won’t be there to watch Aurora die. You’ll be there to save her life,” Nathan said.

      “Nathan,” Alexy said suddenly, cocking her head toward the airship windshield.

      “Ah, of course,” Nathan said. He was beginning to look more and more tense and nervous as we approached our final destination. “You and Zion go ahead and get back on the controls. I’ll help everyone else get prepared.”

      Alexy and Zion walked to the front of the airship and turned autopilot off.

      Nathan turned back to the rest of us and spoke flatly and with a blank expression. I could see the fear in his eyes. “Welcome to Chanley.”
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      Once the mini-airship had been flown out of the main cabin, we found ourselves standing outside in the late afternoon.

      “Have you ever seen anything like that?” Jace asked.

      We were looking at a luxurious cherry-red convertible sitting on a dirt road a few hundred yards off the interstate.

      “We had one,” I replied. “But ours was blue.”

      Jace looked over at me in shock. Only it wasn’t Jace’s face anymore. It was the face of a younger, plain-looking man who was dressed in fineries befitting a Chanley citizen.

      “It certainly matches these dumb clothes,” Alexy said, her face also obscured by a mask. She was pulling at the petticoats of her lilac-colored dress in distaste. “Why do we have to wear these again, if we’re going to be on the mini-airship?”

      “Precautions,” Nathan replied, standing in the open hatch of the main airship with Sy. “If something happens and you find yourselves out in the crowd, you’ll be glad to have a disguise.”

      We were all preparing to set off on our short drive to Chanley together, and the atmosphere was fraught with tension. Jace in particular seemed unhappy to be leaving me on the ground team while he was in the relative safety of the mini-airship.

      “Everyone dressed and ready?” Nathan asked.

      We nodded. We were definitely dressed, but I wasn’t so sure about feeling ready.

      “It’s a straight shot to Chanley. Follow the signs. Have the car valeted and then take your positions in the square,” Nathan said. “We’ll be here when you return.”

      Nathan paused then, and we all looked over at him, expecting him to go on. But instead he was standing and staring out at us with a stoic expression. I wondered what he was thinking. Was he concerned for our safety on this mission? Was he worried we wouldn’t be able to save Aurora in time? Or was he proud of what we were doing?

      But he didn’t say anything else. He nodded at us, and then the airship hatch shut and the finality of our decision set in. It was time to head into Chanley, the capital city of our enemies, and try to snatch a Little John member back from their grasp.

      “Hope at least one of you guys knows how to drive,” Alexy teased.

      “You just worry about that ship of yours,” Zion replied with a wink. “I’ll be driving this little beauty.”

      “Men and their cars,” Alexy said to me, rolling her eyes.

      “When are you guys leaving?” I asked Alexy, looking between her and Jace.

      “Now,” she replied confidently. “We’ll keep an eye on the roads and see you guys into the capital, just in case something goes wrong and we need to swoop down and save you.”

      Alexy popped the hatch on the airship with the handheld remote and entered. Jace lingered by the hatch.

      “Be safe,” he told me.

      “I’ll do my best,” I replied.

      My heart had started to race as soon as we had landed. Even now, in Jace’s comforting presence, it wasn’t slowing. Probably because I knew he was about to leave without me.

      He leaned forward and gently kissed my forehead. When he pulled back, he placed one of his large hands against my cheek.

      “I love you,” he said softly.

      “I love you, too,” I echoed, my voice cracking at the end and threatening to give way to a sob. I was so afraid of losing Jace because I could no longer imagine a life without him.

      Zion sauntered over beside us. “How much longer is this romantic moment going to last?” he asked with a smile. “Because we have a mission to begin.”

      Jace smiled and then looked back at me once more with his loving, honey-colored eyes. Then he walked up the hatch and into the airship without me. It closed with a hiss and then, like magic, became invisible as the stealth mode was flipped on.

      “If only our car could do that,” Luka said, his mouth agape as he stared at the place where the airship had been. And maybe it was still there. It was almost entirely silent, which was going to come in handy when it lowered down over the executioner’s platform.

      “Let’s go,” Zion said. “I’m driving.”

      We piled in, uncomfortable in our fine clothes, and Zion turned the key in the ignition. He revved the engine, and we took off down the dirt road and back onto the interstate toward Chanley. I sat in the passenger seat, and Bridge and Luka sat in the back seat. It was much warmer in Chanley than it had been in Brightbirch, so the convertible top was a welcome feature.

      The wind blew through our hair, rustling our capital-appropriate ruffles and long skirts, for several wordless miles. The combination of nerves and the roar of the convertible made conversation almost impossible. But as we exited the interstate for Chanley and began to drive slower, the drive became more suitable for talk.

      “So this is where the bad guys live,” Bridge said as we drove under a large marble arch with CHANLEY carved into it. The roads in the city were paved and new, so our convertible was able to drive smoothly over them. People walked in groups, dressed in their best, along the wide cobbled sidewalks beside the road. Stately trees, lampposts, and topiaries lined the roads. White government buildings stood tall on either side of us as we headed to the public square.

      “Sure looks like Chanley people like watching executions,” Luka said. “They’re all dressed up.”

      “Well, they think they’re hanging a traitor,” I replied.

      “So you don’t think Nathan’s broadcast worked on these people?” Zion asked me.

      “Who knows?” I replied. “If it did, they’re probably too smart to show it. Chanley is the last place you’d want to seem unpatriotic.”

      The crowd grew thicker as we approached an entrance to the square. Just like Nathan had predicted, there was a large group of agents watching as people entered. They were gathered into groups and talking amongst themselves as they looked ominously out over the spectators.

      They were looking for us.

      “Agents,” I said, narrowing my eyes to stare at the group of armed men.

      A valet attendant approached Zion as our convertible slowed to a stop up against the sidewalk that led into the square. A line of cars went on before and behind us, and rich people were stepping out and handing their keys to the well-dressed valet drivers.

      “Here for the show?” the teenaged valet asked.

      Zion looked over at me with a knowing glance. “We sure are,” he replied.

      We stepped onto the sidewalk of Chanley and began to walk into the square along with the rest of the crowd. I counted the agents as we passed them.

      “Seven,” I said aloud, quietly.

      “I’ll take this entrance,” Luka said.

      “Have you ever shot seven men before?” Bridge asked.

      Luka shook his head no. “Not at the same time,” he said. “So let’s hope Alexy and Jace are quick about this.”

      As I entered the square, I saw that Nathan was right. There were three entrances, each with roughly the same number of agents. The executioner’s platform was positioned against the back of a government building. It was empty so far. But the square itself was full of thousands of rich people, talking and laughing as if they weren’t about to watch a woman die. Or as if they were excited about it.

      “I’ll take the east exit,” Zion said. “Which leaves the south exit for you, Bridge.”

      Bridge nodded.

      “I guess you’ll be heading to the front and middle, Robin,” Luka said.

      I looked into the crowd, my heart racing wildly. I was going to be in the most vulnerable position of us all. There would be throngs of people around me, and when I took out my gun and aimed at the executioner, I would immediately become a target. Would the agents have time to home in on me if Zion, Luka, and Bridge didn’t take them all out? Or would the crowd be brave enough to turn on me first?

      And how would I escape if the crowd latched on to me?

      The rest of the ground team had daunting tasks of their own. From what I could see, it looked like they were going to have to shoot or otherwise occupy seven or eight agents apiece. But even though I had only one target, I was worried that it would be the toughest shot of them all.

      Zion’s hand came down on my shoulder.

      “We have faith in you, Robin,” he said. Luka and Bridge nodded beside him. “Shoot true. Good luck.”

      I nodded and then turned back to the crowd.

      My team had faith in me. Nathan had faith in me. But did I have faith in myself?

      Because if I missed, Aurora would die.
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      The air was thickly scented with fine perfume as I walked through it. Women were made up heavily, their hair piled on their heads in elaborate up-dos or spilling down their backs in ribbon-tied braids. The men were smoking cigars and laughing boisterously. Quite a few revelers had brought their servants with them to pour their libations and hold their parasols to shield them from the sun.

      And I hated them. All of them. Being in Chanley reminded me of being back around my parents and their friends, people who were pompous and shallow and cared only about appearances. People who would adopt dozens of children that they never truly cared for, just because it made them look richer than their neighbors. These were people who had come here to watch a young woman die. So I hated them.

      I thought back to my conversation with Zion in the car. Maybe some of these people had been swayed by the broadcast and just weren’t able to show it in a Burchard stronghold like Chanley. After all, there were Authority agents everywhere. It wasn’t feasible for people to walk around holding up anti-Burchard protest signs here, at least not without risking their social statuses and freedom. But everyone I passed looked happy and carefree in the warm afternoon sun, which made me wonder if maybe I was wrong. There was a good chance that these people were too content and removed from the plight of the poor to even care.

      Maybe these people couldn’t see reason or feel empathy anymore. Maybe all of the money had buried their souls.

      “Surely you don’t believe any of that,” I heard a man say very close to me as I approached the platform. I tried to push their conversation out of my head . . . until I heard his friend respond.

      “They showed that guy’s scanned ID,” the friend replied. “It was completely wiped. Who else would’ve done that?”

      My heart stopped. Were these people discussing Little John? I lingered where I stood, trying to keep my eavesdropping from looking too obvious.

      “Maybe he was born that way,” the first man said.

      “You just don’t want to admit it,” his friend shot back.

      “Even if you believe that Nathan guy,” the first man said, “then what can you do? You want to wind up like this girl?”

      The first man who spoke turned to look at me, spurring me to keep walking.

      So maybe some of these people were more conflicted than they appeared, like I had thought.

      I reached the front of the crowd and looked back at the square’s entrances. I couldn’t see any of my team members, but I could see the large gatherings of agents. I took a deep breath. This was madness. Was rescuing Aurora worth this risk?

      I thought back to the work that she had done to keep Little John team members safe on their missions. Even Team Hood had benefited from those things. And Nathan obviously cared for her on a personal level.

      In that sense, I wanted to help. I wanted to pay Aurora back for all the risks she had taken to help us before. Still, I was afraid. And how would Nathan feel if he lost Aurora and his rescue team?

      Was it worth it?

      A wild cheer rose from the crowd, and I turned back to the platform to see that three people were walking toward us: a man and two women. One of those women was an attractive, dark-haired young lady, dressed in prison garb, with her hands bound in front of her. Aurora. Her eyes were red from crying, and she had a bloody lip that, even from far away, appeared to be quivering. Her steps were slow and timid, and her shoulders occasionally convulsed with sobs as she approached the crowd. She was a woman slowly walking to her own death. My heart ached for her.

      The man’s role was also obvious. He was very large and intimidating, wearing all black and carrying a device that would’ve been familiar to anyone who had watched a public execution before. It was called the electric gallows, and it was basically airship tech thrust upon an old-fashioned execution technique: a powerful hovering mechanism that attached around the neck like a collar and had the capacity to drag people into the air, hanging them. So he was undoubtedly the executioner. But then who was the other woman?

      She was short and plump and had black hair streaked with gray. She was wearing a pleasant smile, but because of the setting, that made me instantly dislike her. Who could smile so sweetly with a crying and terrified girl behind her?

      As they reached the edge of the platform, the unknown woman pulled out a microphone to address the crowd.

      “Citizens of Chanley,” she began, to raucous applause. She paused and waved for a few seconds, obviously enjoying the attention. “We bring before you today a confessed traitor,” she continued, pausing occasionally for effect, “and we sentence her to death by hanging. As your head of public relations, employed by the glorious Burchards, I am here to charge this woman with treason and explain to you, our good people, why we cannot tolerate this type of treachery.”

      More applause and cheers rang out. The head of public relations? I sneered at the thought. What kind of person would think that this was good PR?

      “This woman was found consorting with the traitor who interrupted our state broadcasts with lies and slander. We caught her speaking to the dangerous terrorist, Nathan, himself,” the woman continued, “and she has likely been sneaking him information for years. She has endangered you, and your children, and your legacies.”

      It was hard to mask my contempt for the hateful woman who was speaking. And her speech only got worse.

      “The legacies that you have built up and intend to pass on to your children, and their children, in perpetuity. She has risked your names and your power, and if she had her way, all of Chanley would be torn down to allow slums to be built. She would have the poor move in here and steal food from your tables and threaten your children as they walk to school!”

      I couldn’t understand how people could believe that. How was wanting the poor to have opportunities in life and be treated like humans equal to advocating for theft and intimidation tactics against the rich? No wonder the rich had been so poisoned against the poor.

      “This woman has endangered how our society must run in order for it to thrive,” the woman went on. Then she paused for dramatic effect before delivering her final statement. “And for this, she must die.”

      The executioner stepped forward as the crowd roared, and I turned to look around me. These people looked like they were out for blood. Were they going to run when they heard the sound of gunshots, or were they going to turn on us in a patriotic fervor? Fear began to grip me.

      Furthermore, the volume of the crowd was making it hard to hear anything. I didn’t know whether I should be waiting for a signal to take my shot. Would the rest of them begin shooting all at once? Would I be able to hear it? And who was supposed to shoot first? The rest of the ground team, or me? I cursed myself for not thinking to ask this important question before I had dived into this crowd.

      The executioner wrapped the electric gallows around Aurora’s neck, latching it in the front. Aurora bravely stared straight ahead, but tears were streaming down her cheeks as the collar weighed heavily down on her collarbones. It was obvious that she was preparing herself to die. The anxiety was settling into my very bones as I whipped around in the crowd again. Had the rest of the team started shooting yet? Was I supposed to shoot now? It was so loud in the square that I wasn’t even sure I’d be able to hear gunfire. But the agents were all still standing at their posts.

      The executioner stepped away from Aurora and grabbed a remote to switch the collar on. It began to glow blue around Aurora’s neck, and her brave tears turned into terrified sobs. The crowd fed off her fear and only got louder and more bloodthirsty. Even if some of these people were swayed by Nathan’s broadcast, it was obvious to me now that some of them would never come around. They were too entrenched in the money and power that had been afforded them.

      And they would only respond to more violence.

      I fingered my weapon at my side, hidden in the folds of my fluffy pink dress. I felt lost. Should I shoot now? Were Alexy and Jace over the scaffolding like they were supposed to be? Were the ground team members behind me ready to start shooting?

      I closed my eyes tightly and tried to steady my nerves. Aurora was depending on me, and I had to get my head straight if I was going to succeed. The executioner was fiddling with his remote, and I knew that he was about to begin the execution. Then we would all have to watch poor Aurora kicking and turning blue as the collar lifted her into the air by her neck.

      Unless we could stop it.

      I drew my weapon and kept it hidden by my side. I wasn’t going to watch Aurora die. If I needed to shoot first, then so be it.

      But Aurora was going to live.

      “For the good of the regime!” the short woman suddenly yelled.

      The crowd screamed and clapped. The executioner began to maneuver the remote control, and, as I watched in horror, Aurora’s feet began to lift off of the platform.

      That was my cue.

      I dug my heels into the ground to steady myself, whipped the gun from my side and up in front of me, and aimed. One eye closed, and my breathing stopped. It all happened so quick that I didn’t even have time to see if anyone around me had noticed. Then I squeezed the trigger.

      Aurora’s feet dropped back down to the platform, thudding against the wood. But everything else was silent. The executioner looked at Aurora, who was staring back at him in confusion, and then he looked down at his device. It was an exploded, tangled mess of metal and cords. Then the executioner looked out into the still, silent crowd. The people around me had stepped back, leaving me in an open circle, still standing there with my gun drawn. The executioner locked eyes with me. Fire burned in his glare, hot and red with rage. But then the flames went out and he fell over. I had shot right through the device and into his chest. And still everything was silent.

      Then pandemonium set in.

      Quick pops of gunfire began to go off all around me, and I whirled to look at the groups of agents. Some of them were falling, and others were shooting indiscriminately into the crowd. Then thousands of people were screaming and running all at once.

      Aurora looked down at me from the platform, her eyes wide with shock. The square was emptying out quickly, but gunfire still rang out behind me. We needed to escape now, we needed . . .

      The airship appeared silently over Aurora’s head like magic, and a hook was lowered. Without asking questions, Aurora slipped her bound hands over the hook, and then she was being raised into the airship.

      “No!”

      I looked over at the other woman on the platform. She was red-faced and screaming furiously.

      “Stop them! Get them! They’re terrorists!” she screeched.

      People were still running wildly through the square, but the crowd had thinned out considerably. I could see Luka, Zion, and Bridge engaged in a shootout behind me. The second-skin suits were deflecting bullets, but the remaining agents were gaining on the ground team. And more agents were streaming into the square.

      “Let’s go!” I screamed.

      Aurora had made it into the airship safely. But what about the rest of us? Bullets were raining down all around us, and we were all still in the precarious position of being traitors in a government stronghold.

      If we didn’t get out almost immediately, we were all going to be captured or killed.

      And I didn’t know which was worse.

      Suddenly the airship flew toward me and lowered another line. I fumbled under my petticoats, looking anxiously for the rappelling hook that was hidden somewhere inside, my heart pumping wildly. Curse this dress! Where was that hook?

      Finally, I grabbed hold of it.

      A bullet hit me high in the side of my chest before I could even latch the hook onto the rope. The force of the shot knocked the wind out of me, doubling me over in pain. I let go of the hook, and it disappeared back into the frilly maze of petticoats beneath my skirt.

      “Robin!” Jace’s voice screamed from inside the ship. I looked up to see him in the hatch. “Hurry!”

      I struggled to suck in air. I could barely breathe, much less think. Black-and-red fireworks seemed to be going off in my brain as my lungs struggled to get oxygen in. But slowly my senses returned. If I didn’t get this hook out and onto the rope, I was going to die here. And it might doom all of my friends, too. So I took in a deep, painful breath and managed to find my hook again. Slowly, achingly, I attached myself to the rope.

      The airship lifted me up off of my feet and moved quickly toward the rest of the ground team while I hung limply like a rag doll. I knew I needed to get up into the safety of the cabin, but I was still in so much pain that I could barely hold on, much less begin climbing up. Bullets were striking the hull of the airship, though, and I held my hand up over my face to deflect the sparks.

      I felt the airship stop moving as we hovered over the rest of the ground crew. I kept my eyes closed against the bullets and sparks and tried to take deep breaths. I had to find the strength to start climbing soon, or I would just be shot again, perhaps lethally this time. But every ragged breath caused fiery pain to shoot through my chest where I had been struck.

      When I opened my eyes again briefly, more rappelling ropes were dropping down around me for the other ground team members. I could hear them shouting and shooting down below me. I closed my eyes again and reached one hand up higher on my rope to begin moving up to the ship. I shuddered with pain as I pulled myself upward and looked up at the airship miserably. It was still so far away. There was no way I’d be able to get to the cabin in my state. Which meant I’d either have to hang on for dear life, a sitting duck for agents to fire upon, or someone would have to hoist me up.

      I could hear Luka, Zion, and Bridge attaching their hooks beneath me. Maybe if they worked together, they could help me get into the cabin for our escape.

      But suddenly I could also hear dozens, maybe hundreds, of agents streaming into the square. The gunfire sounded like an unending roar.

      “Come on! Hurry!” Alexy was screaming from inside the cabin.

      “There’s no time!” Zion screamed back. “We’re all on! Just go!”

      My heart lurched into my throat. Just go? Without getting us into the cabin?

      And then the gunfire was drowned out by the sound of roaring wind. The mini-airship was flying at high speed through the air, towing the four of us on our ropes behind it. I held on to the rope as tightly as I could. There had been no time to pull any of us up before the ship took off. So we were all holding on for our lives, bracing ourselves against the rush of wind.

      The airship was moving so fast and getting so high in the air that we weren’t at much risk of being shot anymore. Now we were at risk of falling to our deaths if the ropes or hooks malfunctioned.

      The flight felt like a terrifying eternity of hoping and praying that we would be able to stay connected to our ropes. I didn’t open my eyes the whole way back to the escape ship. I was tired and overwhelmed, not to mention wounded from gunfire, and I didn’t want to see the ground rushing by beneath me. I knew we were high up in the air at this point. But as nervous as I was, I was willing to bet that Alexy and Jace were even more nervous in the hull of the mini-airship. If they slipped up, all of us would fall to our deaths.

      I was just ready to be back in Brightbirch and preparing for the next step. I didn’t want to be flying through the air anymore.

      I was so relieved when the airship began to slow down and then lower to the ground. Not only did that mean that we were finally going to get off of these ropes, but we also must’ve reached our main airship safely. But we wouldn’t be out of the woods yet. We still needed to escape.

      The airship lowered us slowly, and Luka, Bridge, and Zion all quickly hit the ground and began to unhook themselves. But when my feet touched solid earth, I almost couldn’t stand on my own. I fumbled to get the hook unattached, feeling weak and dizzy.

      “Robin, are you hurt?” Zion asked as he helped me unhook myself. “Bridge!”

      Bridge rushed over to us. I was shaking my head.

      “I’m fine,” I said. The voice sounded far away, and my vision was starting to blur. “I’m fine.”

      “Robin!” Jace called from the mini-airship.

      I couldn’t answer. I was feeling like I might faint.

      “I need to sit,” I said weakly.

      Bridge and Zion helped me lower myself to the grass.

      “We don’t have time to sit here,” Bridge said. “We’ve got to get you into the airship so I can look at your wound.”

      “Are you all right?” Nathan asked as he rushed over to me. I looked to see Sy’s face fraught with concern in the hatch of the larger airship.

      “She’s been shot,” Bridge said.

      “It hit the second-skin suit,” I said weakly. “I’m fine.”

      But I wasn’t feeling well at all. The combination of the gunshot, the anxiety, and the flight had done a number on me.

      “Get her into the ship,” Nathan ordered. “We’ll fly the mini-airship in after you guys are all inside.”

      Bridge and Zion lifted me up and quickly carried me into the escape ship. Once inside, they laid me on a row of seats, and then Zion went back to assist the other teams.

      Bridge fetched me a bottle of water and held it to my lips. “You’re weak,” he said. “Drink.”

      I took a deep drink of the cold water and then lay back. I heard the mini-airship being flown into the hull but didn’t open my eyes.

      “Where is she?” I heard Jace’s voice shout out. Then I heard his footsteps pounding toward me. “Robin!” he shouted as he reached me.

      “I’m just faint,” I replied. “I’m fine.”

      I opened my eyes to look at Jace. He was tense and nervous, which I could see even though he was still wearing a different face.

      He looked over at Bridge, and Bridge nodded.

      “She’ll be all right,” he told Jace. “Taking a bullet in those suits pushes all the breath out of you. And then she was flying through the air hundreds of feet up. Makes for a loss of blood to the brain. But she’s fine now.”

      Jace looked back at me in relief. Then he grabbed me up in a tight hug.

      “Don’t scare me like that,” he whispered in my ear.

      I hugged him back, feeling my strength return. The bullet was going to leave a nasty bruise, but I was otherwise unharmed. And we had gotten Aurora back.

      The mission was a success. As long as we could get back to Brightbirch safely.

      “Ready yourselves for takeoff!” Sy shouted.

      The airship lurched and then began to rise.

      “Let’s move!” Alexy shouted from the control deck. “Before company arrives!”

      Suddenly the airship was shooting forward and away from Chanley. I braced myself to avoid putting strain on my injury. I had never been so happy to leave a place before.

      It seemed like everything was going to be okay. And we had saved Aurora.

      Then I realized that I hadn’t seen her since we got to the escape ship. I sat up slowly and painfully, Jace taking a step back, and started to look around the ship.

      I spotted her. She was crying and holding on to Nathan tightly in relief and gratitude, just a few yards away from us at the control panel of the ship. Nathan, to my surprise, also had tears in his eyes. I had never seen him display so much emotion.

      And then Aurora pulled back and looked at Nathan. “I’m so glad to see you,” she said through her tears, in a sweet, sing-song voice.

      “I’m glad to see you, too,” Nathan replied, wiping away a tear. “But no one will be happier to see you than your mother. Corona has missed you so much.”

      My jaw dropped. Jace looked over at me as if to confirm that I had just heard the same thing he had. But I was still staring straight ahead at Aurora and Nathan. And the more I looked, the more obvious it became.

      Aurora’s eyes, her nose, her lips. They all looked so familiar suddenly as I looked at her in the bright light of the airship cabin. I had seen all of them on someone else before.

      They were Corona’s features. Aurora was her daughter.
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      We landed back in Brightbirch that night without much fanfare. Nathan and Aurora had retreated to the cabin office for the flight from Chanley, leaving the rest of us out in the main cabin of the escape airship. But after changing out of our second-skin suits, we had been too exhausted and shell shocked to speak much. Zion, Luka, and Bridge had attempted some small talk when we took off but were quickly overcome by tiredness. They snoozed lazily in their seats while Jace and I quietly held hands in our own.

      I was tired as well, but much too wound up to consider sleeping. Though, the thoughts were so jumbled and loud that it was hard to focus on any one thing.

      When we stepped out onto Brightbirch’s tarmac, with Nathan and Aurora leading us, I was finally able to process my thoughts again.

      “Why do you think she never told us?” I asked Jace as we walked back toward Brightbirch’s main road. Nathan and Aurora were far enough ahead that we didn’t have to worry about being overheard.

      “You mean Corona?” Jace asked.

      “I mean, she started to tell me about her once,” I continued. “She told me that she and Nathan had found her, but by then she was already so entrenched in her new life that they made the decision to leave her there. But she never told us it was Aurora.”

      “It seems like she was trying to be as cautious as possible,” Jace replied. “Especially once she learned there was a mole in Little John. And even as secretive as she was, it didn’t work.”

      I thought about his response. It was true that Aurora was in a dangerous position, and I knew that Corona didn’t owe us sensitive information like that, but it would’ve been nice to know just how much was at stake before our rescue mission started.

      And were they going to tell us now? I had overheard Nathan speaking emotionally, and that was the only way I knew. Would they continue the ruse or announce Aurora’s true identity?

      The night was lit by the bright light of the moon and millions of twinkling stars, giving us the ability to see a good distance ahead, and I watched Nathan and Aurora in front of us. Even Aurora’s gait was similar to Corona’s. She had the long, graceful strides of a beautiful woman with a lot of money and clout. But I had seen my share of awfully rich people before, and Aurora didn’t seem like them. Her genuine smiles and the resilience she displayed after such a traumatic event made me instantly like her. I smiled as I watched her take in the sights of Brightbirch and talk to Nathan. Nathan seemed just as thrilled to have her here with us.

      And I couldn’t wait to formally meet her. She had risked so much to help us and had experienced the horror of a near-execution at the hands of the regime. And not only that, she had also worked closely with regime employees and executives in Chanley. I was only just coming to terms with having to go up against the actual regime in the not-too-distant future, rather than continuing to fight in the shadows. Aurora would undoubtedly be a huge help in that regard. She probably had a lot of sensitive information that could help us against Burchard and his ilk.

      And maybe she knew something about Mavis Preston, too.

      As we reached the administrative building, Nathan turned to look back at us. Aurora turned too, her blue eyes swimming with joy and gratitude.

      “We’ll reconvene in the morning, so keep an eye out for messages. But for now, return to your dwellings for food and rest. And thank you for your bravery and success,” Nathan said happily.

      “Yes, thank you. I can’t put my appreciation into words,” Aurora added, looking at each of us in turn. Her voice even reminded me of Corona’s.

      We briefly made eye contact, and I smiled at her. She smiled warmly in return, tilting her head down in a small bow of thanks. Then she turned to follow Nathan into the administrative building, leaving the rest of us staring after them.

      “Good job, Robin,” Luka said, patting me on the back.

      “I knew she’d shoot true,” Zion said with a smile.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Alexy interrupted playfully. “But don’t forget that you guys wouldn’t have been able to shoot your way out of Chanley. So it’s a good thing you had me and Jace.”

      We stood around for a few seconds in quiet but profound appreciation that we had all survived another dangerous mission.

      But I didn’t think the fact that we might not be that lucky forever was lost on any of us.

      “It’s pretty late,” Bridge said, looking up the road toward our camp. “I’ll see you guys in the morning.”

      We split up, and Bridge, Zion, and Alexy began the journey to the tents. Luka waved and turned the other way to head to the houses where the Brightbirch citizens lived with their families. Jace and I were left alone outside of the admin building.

      “Don’t tell me you’re not tired,” Jace said with a smile.

      “I’m always pretty wound up after a mission,” I replied.

      It was hard to just lie down and go to sleep after being shot by a government agent. With my second-skin suit off and the adrenaline of the mission starting to fade away, I finally thought to lift my shirt and peer at the sore spot on the side of my chest where I had been shot. Even in the moonlight, it was easy to see the large purple-and-black bruise.

      “Robin!” Jace half shouted in fear and surprise. “That looks terrible!”

      “It’s just a bruise,” I said in response. “Lucky we had those second-skin suits.” Without the suit on I obviously wouldn’t have been standing here at this moment.

      “There could be internal bleeding, Robin,” Jace admonished me. “We’ve been down this road before, with both you and Jackie. We need to get you to the hospital.”

      I looked up the road at the hospital building glowing off-white in the dim light. Juno was in there. But if I got admitted, they’d confine me to a room, and then Nathan would probably leave me out of any missions for the foreseeable future. I wouldn’t be with Jace and the rest of Team Hood in the tents. I wouldn’t get to hear intel from Nathan and Corona in our meetings. I would effectively be shut out of the base until I had recovered.

      And I couldn’t risk that. Not when we were so close to actually going up against Burchard and his regime directly.

      “I’m fine,” I said resolutely. “I promise, if I feel ill or faint at all in the morning, I’ll go. But we have too much to do now for me to just sit in a hospital bed.”

      Jace stared at me intently for a few moments, and I could tell he wanted to argue. But he seemed to think better of it.

      “Has anyone ever told you that you’re one of the most stubborn people on the planet?” he quipped.

      “Maybe a few times,” I replied with a mischievous smile. My side hurt, but not enough to keep me from flirting with Jace when the occasion arose.

      He wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me close. I grimaced slightly as his arm pressed against my side, and he gently eased his grasp.

      “So, have you considered my proposal any further?” he asked breathily.

      “I’ll consider if further when you actually propose,” I shot back. Then I twisted my fingers up into his hair and pulled his face down to meet mine.

      We walked back to the camp hand in hand.
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      There was no need for Nathan to call us to a meeting the next morning, because we were in a base-wide meeting the second we woke up.

      Jace and I stumbled groggily out of our tent, having slept in due to our late night, to see the camp abuzz with news. Judging from the conversations we could hear around us, it was obvious that everyone had seen the televised execution attempt the night before, which meant they had probably also seen the executioner drop before the broadcast would’ve cut out.

      And everyone knew it had been Nathan’s doing. Even the government, which at that point must’ve publicly and in no uncertain terms denounced the act and the organization. They knew that Aurora had been communicating with Nathan, and they had posted so many agents at the square that I knew they were on the lookout for us.

      But they hadn’t been prepared for the mini-airship. Or for the bravery and tenacity of a group of young people who were trying to make a difference.

      “Was that you guys?” Ant asked excitedly as we walked up to the fire.

      The leaves were changing in Brightbirch, and the mornings had been chillier, so there was already a fire in our pit before Jace and I woke up. I was glad to see it.

      “Robin, specifically,” Jace replied with no shortage of pride.

      “Wow, Robin, I didn’t know you were a sniper,” Denver added.

      “That’s because you haven’t seen her in action,” Jackie replied.

      I smiled, but the attention was making me feel uncomfortable. I tried to change the subject.

      “What happened after the executioner went down?” I asked, taking a log beside the fire.

      “The broadcast didn’t last much longer,” Nelson replied. “There was no word for over an hour. Then all of the news sites started putting out prepared statements about Little John and Nathan being terrorists and murderers.”

      “As if they weren’t about to murder an innocent girl,” Gabby interjected, rolling her eyes.

      “So what was Aurora like?” Jackie asked.

      “How’d you know we got her?” Jace asked back.

      Jackie gave him a look like he should’ve known better. “Well, for one, because we’re Team Hood and we’re good at what we do.”

      “But mostly because the news said so,” Ant interrupted. Jackie smiled and elbowed him.

      “She was—”

      I was cut off by the booming sound of Nathan’s voice over a megaphone.

      “Little John teams!” Nathan called out, drawing our attention to where he was standing at the front of the camp. Nathan, Corona, and the base leaders were standing at the forefront of the tents and looking out over our group. Brightbirch teams were streaming around them to join the Edgewood refugees and hear this message. Nathan was gathering all of us together in one spot.

      “Let’s get closer,” Cloyd said.

      We all stood and began to walk toward the front, along with lots of other Edgewood citizens. Anything that was important enough to bring Nathan to us, instead of the other way around, was going to be worth hearing.

      “I’m sorry for my absence,” Nathan said. “But thank you for your patience. As you have undoubtedly seen by now in your news broadcasts, Little John hasn’t been stagnant in the wake of the government’s attack on our base.”

      Cheers rose from our crowd, and I myself was clapping at that sentiment, proud to be involved in a group that wouldn’t roll over and die, no matter how much the government took from us.

      “You saw the news of Aurora’s rescue only because the government wasn’t able to stop broadcasting in time,” Nathan went on. “Otherwise that news would’ve been suppressed and hidden from you, just like so much other news is every day. Burchard and his regime want everyone to think that the United Nation of America is thriving and prosperous, filled with contented workers and no dissenters. But that’s simply not the case.”

      I looked over at Jace, who shot me a puzzled look in return. I was feeling the same way. Where was Nathan going with this?

      “I’m here to share with you the things that the government doesn’t want you to know,” Nathan said.

      More cheers went up from the crowd. I focused on Nathan and his executives. I knew this was going to be important, and I wanted to hear every word of it.

      Nathan put up a hand, and we were quiet again.

      “The government news sites would like you to think that nothing happened after our broadcast, but that’s a lie. The truth comes from my scouts, who tell me that the middle class has been staging widespread protests, and the lower classes have begun to revolt in certain factory towns,” Nathan said.

      My heart leapt into my throat. Protests? A revolt? No wonder the government didn’t want this information getting out. I had been afraid that Nathan’s broadcast had fallen on deaf ears, but this sounded like just the opposite.

      Maybe we were actually getting somewhere. Was Little John really going to accomplish its hopes of expanding so quickly? Or had the citizens of the UNA always been so ready to rise up?

      “For the middle classes, this might mean arrests and fines. It could mean damaging their social status or risking their jobs. And while that is still a sacrifice and a great show of bravery, it’s nothing compared to what the lower classes are experiencing at this very moment,” Nathan said darkly.

      The excitement and joy I had just felt quickly melted away. What did he mean by that? I thought of the friends I had made back in Trenton, friends who were probably all still slaving away in the factories. If they had tried to revolt, what had happened to them?

      “The government is showing these uprisings no mercy,” Nathan said.

      People in the crowd began to gasp and murmur. Jace was looking at me with concern and fear in his eyes. Ant and Abe looked at each other the same way.

      “People are dying. They are dying because they believe in our message but don’t have the means to fight. They have no weapons, no way to mobilize, and they barely even have their health. But we’re not going to let these people die on our behalf and without our assistance,” Nathan said, his voice rising to a frenzied crescendo. “From this point forward, Little John is no longer an organization working from the shadows. We will be an organization on the front lines. We will help our fellow man and fight the regime directly!”

      There was another round of applause that rose up from the crowd. But there was an obvious undercurrent of fear and suspicion. We all knew that Nathan was leaving something out.

      How could we move forward if there was still a traitor among us who was at constant risk of exposing us or our plans again?

      Nathan, ever observant, seemed to pick up on our trepidations.

      “I know that there is still doubt and discord here. I feel it, too. But a traitor can only work through fear and intimidation. And so, from now on, we will strip that person of their power. We will be an organization united by trust and purpose. And we will fight Burchard and end his evil regime once and for all!”

      The cheers from the crowd drowned out all other noise. There was no birdsong, or fires crackling, or wind rustling the birch boughs. It was only the single cheer of hundreds of people united. If Nathan could trust that we were succeeding in spite of the Edgewood attack, then we trusted Nathan.

      Looking at him, I felt more confident and prepared than I had since we had gotten back from the Helping Hands mission. I felt like we had a leader and a goal again. The regime would fall. The mole wasn’t going to divide us any further.

      We had our Nathan back.

      I turned to see all of our team members smiling and applauding Nathan. It looked like we were all feeling similarly. But as I looked around at the cheering and celebrating Little John members, I was struck with a feeling of unease.

      Even if Nathan was back to his full potential and the camp was uniting, it didn’t change the fact that someone in this group was probably still a traitor. And that person might ruin it all by inviting the government to a second base.

      Little John might not survive a second attack. And if Nathan was killed, that might mean losing everything. And that meant not just losing against Burchard, but also losing the chance of us ever reuniting with our lost family members.

      As I tried to look into each person’s face individually, scanning the large crowd, I realized something else that made me feel uncomfortable. I didn’t see Robert anywhere.

      And I didn’t see Henry, either.
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      I didn’t know how I felt about Robert or Henry. I distrusted Robert because my instincts told me that he was guilty. And I distrusted Henry because my instincts told me he wasn’t guilty but the evidence wasn’t on his side.

      And neither of them had been with the rest of the Edgewood teams for Nathan’s announcement. Why?

      The team interrupted my thoughts before I could get too lost in them.

      “How many uprisings do you think there have been?” Alf asked from his seat by our firepit.

      “If Nathan brought it to our attention,” Cloyd answered, “then I would assume that there have been multiple.”

      “That’s so brave of those workers,” Jackie added.

      “Brave, yes,” Abe replied. “But also stupid.”

      Jackie shot him a venomous look.

      “Those factory guards in Trenton were vicious,” Abe retorted. “They’d hurt you if you weren’t doing your job fast enough. So imagine how they would act if you started refusing to do your job and demanding better pay or breaks.”

      Ant shuddered. “I got beaten once for fainting from hunger. I was thirteen years old.”

      “But if people don’t start fighting, then nothing will ever get better,” Gabby said.

      “And they need help,” I said. “They don’t even have enough food. They definitely don’t have any strength or weapons to fight with. Little John needs to be there, or these people are just going to be killed off.”

      We got quiet as we all stared into our fire and considered that possibility.

      “Well, at least Nathan recognizes that now,” Nelson said. “And at least we got Aurora back safely. I bet she has a lot of good information that she can share.”

      “She obviously had at least some information that Nathan didn’t have,” I said.

      The team turned to look at me in unison.

      “Well, I hope so too,” Jackie replied. “But we can’t know that for sure.”

      “I think we can,” I replied. “Nathan had ordered Aurora not to have further contact with Little John, so he must’ve known she was in danger. But Aurora was caught talking to Corona. That’s how she got found out. So she must’ve had some important information to share if she was willing to risk it all like that.”

      Aurora seemed smart and capable if she had evaded capture for so long from within the government’s very grasp, so I didn’t think she would’ve been captured doing anything impetuous. She must’ve had a good reason. But I was impatiently awaiting the next meeting with Nathan so that we could figure out whether Aurora had some new information after all.

      “I wish we could’ve met Aurora,” Gabby said suddenly. She looked over at me, and her eyes lit up. “But you did! What was she like? I imagine her being so brave!”

      I shrugged. “Well, not many people are brave with the electric gallows around their neck,” I responded truthfully. Growing up rich, our family had watched televised public executions several times when I was younger. I shuddered to think of it. “But we know she’s brave just for the fact that she was willing to risk her life like that to help Little John.”

      “Yeah, but what was she like?” Gabby pressed.

      “Well, she was a lot like Corona,” I said.

      I paused. I wasn’t sure that Nathan or Corona was going to announce that information yet, and I knew they might have good reasons for keeping it under wraps.

      Jace glanced over at me as if waiting for me to continue but looked away when he realized that I wasn’t going to say anything else.

      “Well, hopefully we all get to meet her soon,” Nelson said.

      As if on cue, all of our phones began to vibrate or ring at once. I looked over at Jace in surprise. Maybe the leader meetings that the rest of Team Hood hadn’t been invited to were over now. Were we going back to larger team meetings?

      We all read in silence and then looked up at each other around the fire. It was obvious that we had all received the same message.

      Team meeting. Admin building. Come now. —Nathan

      “Finally!” Ant said, breaking the silence. “I was starting to feel a little left out.”

      We gathered our things and headed out of the camp quickly. It looked like almost all of the teams in Edgewood had been invited, leaving behind only the families and schoolchildren. If we were meeting in groups this large, that meant that Nathan might be planning missions again.

      And maybe he was planning something big.

      When we got there, the road was filled with people walking to Fiora’s office building. I wondered if we even had the room to sit with so many people in attendance.

      Jace reached down and held my hand as we walked.

      “This is a big meeting,” he said. “Think we’ll finally get formally introduced to Aurora?”

      “Doubt it’ll be a personal introduction with so many of us there,” I replied. “It’s probably more like a broad introduction of her to the crowd. But I’m planning on staying behind to meet her.”

      “They’ll probably explain all of her intel in the meeting, though,” Jace suggested.

      “I have my own questions for her,” I replied. And the questions I needed answers to definitely wouldn’t be addressed in the meeting. I wanted to know if she knew anything about Mavis Preston, my daughter’s adoptive mother. Had they worked together? Had she known her personally?

      We reached the admin building only to see that no one was going inside. A crowd of team members was standing on the porch and throughout the yard surrounding the old building. I squinted to look but didn’t see any of the base leaders as we approached.

      As we swung open the wrought-iron gate and entered the yard, I began to scan the crowd to see which teams I recognized. Bridge and his medic team were on hand, and so were Zion and the combat team. Alexy was there with the flight team. And I noticed Silver, too—the edgy, blue-haired mechanic who worked with Henry.

      But Henry wasn’t there.

      I still didn’t see Robert either, but that didn’t seem as out of the ordinary. After all, the teaching staff wasn’t involved in the mission work back in Edgewood. That probably hadn’t changed in Brightbirch.

      Still, their continued absence did nothing to quell my suspicions.

      I walked through the crowd and up to the porch. Luka was there with some other people I assumed were Brightbirch team members.

      “Why is everyone outside?” I asked Luka as I stepped up onto the wooden porch.

      “Door’s locked,” Luka replied. “I’m guessing they’ll be coming out to receive us.”

      “Probably trying to keep us from trampling Fiora’s house ferrets,” Zion quipped as he walked up to us. Then he turned to me. “Glad to see you here even after taking a bullet last night.”

      Gabby’s eyes grew wide, and she turned to look at me. “You got shot?”

      “Just a bruise, really,” I said, trying to reassure her.

      Nelson narrowed her eyes and spoke more sternly. “You need to have that checked out at the hospital, Robin. Just in case.”

      “I wasn’t going to miss this meeting,” I replied.

      At that, we heard the click of a deadbolt unlocking, and we turned and watched the door swing open. Fiora was standing there in equestrian wear and bright coral lipstick. She was wearing a big and hospitable smile, like always. To my surprise, I noticed that her macaw was perched on her right shoulder, its yellow eyes curiously peering out at the crowd.

      “Very glad to have you all, but unfortunately I just don’t think my old stairs could take that type of beating,” she said with a laugh. “So we’ll be holding our meeting out here. Much nicer being outside anyway.”

      She stepped out onto the porch and was followed by Evers, Liza, and Arlo.

      “Other base leaders?” Nelson asked me quietly.

      I nodded. Nelson had always been the smart and observant one.

      The door shut behind Arlo, and I furrowed my brow. Where was the rest of the executive group? Where were Nathan and Corona?

      And where was Aurora? I was hoping this meeting would be based around her intel, which might not be the case if she wasn’t in attendance.

      Behind me the crowd began to murmur and shuffle. I whipped around to see that the group had parted to allow Nathan, Corona, and Aurora through. They were walking up to the porch.

      I noticed again that Corona and Aurora looked alike, but the effect was magnified when they were together. They walked similarly, held their shoulders back in the same proud and graceful way, and had the same eyes and color of hair. I wondered if it was obvious to anyone else in the crowd.

      Nelson shot me a look, and I knowingly half-smiled in return. Observant indeed.

      “I see we’ve reached Fiora’s occupancy limit,” Nathan joked as he made it up the porch steps. I moved to the side to allow him room. Aurora noticed me and smiled and nodded in recognition.

      Fiora chuckled. “But it’s such a nice day that it shouldn’t matter too much,” she replied with her hands on her narrow hips.

      “A nice day in more ways than one,” Nathan said, still addressing Fiora but casting a quick glance toward Aurora and Corona. He turned to address the rest of us. “Teams! As you may have noticed, it is time to operate on a larger scale.”

      Jace cocked an eyebrow and looked over at me. I had a feeling he was wondering the same thing I was. Why was Nathan going from one extreme end of the spectrum to the other? Previously he had been too suspicious to trust even his most seasoned teams. But now he was risking inviting the mole to every meeting?

      “But we will no longer allow ourselves to be divided, and in that vein, I want to introduce you all to someone very special to us,” Nathan went on. He reached out his hand to beckon Aurora to come forward.

      Aurora was dressed elegantly in clothes that undoubtedly belonged to her mother, and had many of her mother’s graceful qualities, like clasping her hands at her front and doing small bows when addressed. But from what I remembered, Corona hadn’t actually raised Aurora at all. If I recalled correctly, Nathan and Corona had found Aurora after she’d been redistributed but had chosen not to recapture her to spare her the pain of losing her new family and friends. I remembered being struck by the selflessness and love of Nathan and Corona’s act.

      But I wasn’t choosing that path for myself yet. Hope was still young, only two years old. If I could find and reclaim her soon, I didn’t think it would do much damage in the long term. But if it took too much longer, that wouldn’t be true anymore, and I would have to consider the same painful decision that Nathan and Corona had made. I might also have to face a future where I could only love Hope from afar until she was old enough to make her own choices. My heart sank considering it.

      Aurora had reached Nathan’s side, and, without being prompted further, she began to speak. It was obvious that this wasn’t her first time addressing a crowd.

      “Little John members,” Aurora began in her clear and striking voice, “allow me to thank you for having me. And for saving my life last night. I owe you a great debt. A debt I hope to repay with information that was previously too dangerous to transmit.”

      The crowd was silent as we waited for Aurora to continue.

      “I worked in the Department of Records,” Aurora went on, “and as such I had access to identities, archives, and various financial ledgers. Before I was ousted, I came across an unusually cozy relationship between the regime and a mega-conglomerate of businesses called Preston Industries. If you’ve ever used fuel, had the unfortunate experience of drinking Nurmeal, or worn cheap blended fabrics, then you’ve dealt with one of the many large businesses under the umbrella of Preston Industries.”

      Preston. It was the last name of the family that had adopted Hope. But it wasn’t an uncommon last name, especially among the wealthy. So that didn’t strike me as particularly odd.

      “Like many businesses, Preston Industries pays zero taxes and is beholden to no regulations. But unlike other businesses, Preston Industries seems to be funneling money into the regime in other ways. Lots of money. I was discovered when I started doing independent research into the business practices and trusted the wrong person.”

      Nathan stepped forward to speak.

      “With Aurora’s latest intel and her guidance, we were able to do some digging from Brightbirch using the Artemis Protocol that is still in place. We were up all night with our research. And what we were able to deduce is that Preston Industries is effectively funding the regime, and it is likely that they have taken over the legislative branch almost entirely. Preston Industries began pumping money into the regime’s campaign even before they were elected, and we believe that Burchard promised Preston Industries the type of business deregulation and removal of worker protections that has sunk the country into the state it is in today, all so Preston Industries could profit.”

      So the regime itself could basically be considered one of the businesses under Preston Industries’ umbrella. I was shocked. Was the regime not as all-powerful as it seemed, then? Or could it be that the government and Preston Industries were the same entity?

      Because if not, what would they be without this giant company funding them?

      “But worse yet,” Nathan continued, “it would appear that not all of Preston Industries’ business dealings are made public.”

      I looked warily around at my team. They all looked as anxious as I felt hearing this news. What could Preston Industries also be doing that was even worse than what we’d heard?

      Nathan looked back at Aurora as if he was waiting on her to make the announcement. So Aurora must’ve been with Nathan last night as they made these gruesome discoveries, or maybe she had known it before she was rescued. I held my breath as I waited for the rest of the information.

      Aurora began to speak again, prompted by Nathan’s look.

      “It would appear that Preston Industries has gotten into the arms-dealing business, selling military-grade weapons to factions the world over who would overthrow democratic governments and replace them with regime-friendly tyrants.”

      My eyes widened. The regime was trying to increase their sway on a global scale? That idea was terrifying. Would all of the developed countries of the world soon be as money-hungry and awful as ours had become? Little John was having enough difficulty fighting tyrants in one country. If the regime spread like a cancer all over the globe, it might become unstoppable.

      Aurora looked over at Nathan as if requesting permission to continue, and I stared intently at her, knowing that there was more coming.

      Nathan nodded, and Aurora turned back to face all of us, looking deeply uncomfortable. Or possibly afraid.

      “That’s not all,” she said. “It would seem that Preston Industries has also been working with the regime to find a new revenue stream. And the regime was happy to oblige. From my position in the Department of Records, I was able to see some of this happening firsthand before I realized what they were doing.”

      Nathan placed a comforting hand on Aurora’s shoulder as her eyes began to water. Whatever she was about to say, it had obviously affected her on a deep and emotional level.

      “With the regime’s help,” Aurora continued, “Preston Industries has been able to make money off the sale of a new and in-demand product.”

      I closed my eyes, suddenly understanding what she was about to say.

      “Redistributed children.”
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      The team-wide meeting had adjourned shortly after Aurora’s awful revelation. No one had left in high spirits. With the regime’s dirty laundry now out in the open, the drive to move forward in our fight was at its strongest. I could sense that people didn’t just want to return to their camp like nothing was wrong.

      They wanted to fight. And they wanted to do it now.

      With everything that we knew, it was impossible to keep still in Brightbirch without some sort of plan.

      “Robin,” Corona said, interrupting my thoughts.

      I turned to see Corona and Aurora approaching me from the other side of the porch and smiled at both of them in greeting.

      When Corona reached me, she suddenly embraced me in a big hug. I grimaced slightly from the force on my bruised side, but Corona didn’t notice.

      “Robin, you and your team have done us a great service,” Corona said, pulling back to look at me. I noticed that she had tears in her eyes. “I just wanted to thank you in person.”

      Aurora stepped forward then.

      “I wanted to thank you, as well,” she said, sticking out her hand to shake.

      I turned to her and grasped it firmly. “You’ve saved our tails before too,” I told her. “We owed it to you.”

      Aurora shook her head. “I was working from the shadows and in secret to assist you guys,” she said. “But you and your team went out in the open and risked your lives. And your identities.”

      “My identity has been known for a very long time,” I assured her. “We’re just glad to have you here safely with the rest of us.”

      “And I wouldn’t have my daughter without you,” Corona added.

      I heard the rest of Team Hood, with the exception of Jace, collectively suck in their breath with surprise. I tried to feign a look of surprise as well.

      “Come now,” Corona said with a wry smile. “I’ve always known you to be a smart girl. No need to pretend you didn’t know.”

      “You two certainly favor each other,” I replied with a small grin. “But I also overheard Aurora talking to Nathan last night.”

      Corona looked over at Nathan lovingly. “Nathan treats Aurora like his own daughter.”

      “Aurora is my daughter, as far as I’m concerned,” Nathan said. “Even if I didn’t meet her until she was already grown.”

      Nelson spoke up then, obviously still awash in unanswered questions. “So how did you get Aurora into the capital as a plant?”

      “Actually,” Aurora answered, “I was already working for the regime. But I took advantage of my position and did a little digging into my own records. That’s how I found Corona.”

      “We had been waiting and hoping to hear from her,” Corona said with a faraway look in her eyes. “Ever since we first found her when she was a child. But when she grew up and we saw that she was working for the regime, we were afraid she would never want to meet us.”

      “Why did you?” Ant asked Aurora.

      “Perhaps like some of you, I had always felt like there was a hole inside of me somewhere. Like no matter what I did or where I went, there would always be some void that I couldn’t fill,” Aurora said. “And I finally realized that it was because I needed to know where I came from. So I found Corona and reached out to her in secret. And the second I heard her voice for the first time, it felt like that void had finally been filled. And I decided to dedicate myself to helping spare others that terrible uncertainty.”

      Corona reached over to stroke Aurora’s hair lovingly.

      I was touched by the family dynamic that the three of them shared. It gave me hope for my future relationship with my own daughter and Jace.

      And Henry. The thought spurred a question in me.

      “Nathan,” I asked, changing the subject. “I noticed that this wasn’t a . . . full meeting.”

      I wasn’t sure how else to phrase what I was trying to ask. I didn’t want to accuse Nathan of keeping any one person—or possibly two people—out of the meeting if perhaps there was another reason at play.

      Nathan stared back at me for a while, seeming to think about my question deeply. “Everyone I feel I can trust is here,” he replied darkly.

      So it was true. Nathan hadn’t invited everyone, and he had made that choice for a specific reason. But what was that reason? Did Nathan have definitive proof of something?

      Or had my possibly baseless accusations against Robert barred him from mission work?

      “Stay by your phone, Robin,” Nathan continued. “You and your team will be back here today.”

      Then Nathan, Corona, and Aurora turned and began to head into the administrative building, but not before Aurora could turn and cast me a sympathetic and understanding look. And then they were all inside, and Team Hood was left on the porch alone.

      “Corona’s daughter?” Gabby repeated incredulously.

      “No wonder Nathan was so intent on risking it all to get her back,” Nelson replied.

      I couldn’t think about those things right now. I had something else I needed to attend to. I turned and walked purposefully away from the administrative building.

      “Robin!” Jace called after me.

      “There’s just something I have to do,” I called back over my shoulder.

      I was set in the decision I had made, so I didn’t turn around. I quickly made my way back to the camps and to the section of the tents where I knew the mechanics were staying.

      I recognized a few faces as I walked up, but I didn’t see Henry. And before I could ask, Silver had spotted me.

      “What do you want?” she asked roughly.

      I turned to look at her. I kept eye contact, holding her gaze for a moment before I spoke. I wanted her to know that she didn’t intimidate me, if that was what she was trying to do.

      “Where’s Henry?” I demanded.

      She paused before answering, as if she was sizing me up. Then she walked to a specific tent, and I followed. She turned back to me and cocked her head toward it. I placed my hand on the hanging flap of the tent to open it, but Silver spoke again before I could go in.

      “He’s had a rough time of it,” Silver said. “Including among his own team.”

      I winced. Was Silver the only friend that Henry had left? He must’ve been feeling so alone. Silver went on.

      “So be nice. Any bad news you might have to share can wait.”

      Then she turned and walked away from me. I watched her for a moment. Maybe she wasn’t trying to intimidate me like I had thought. Maybe she was just looking out for her friend, knowing that he was being ostracized.

      I turned back to the tent and, before I opened the flap, cleared my throat and announced myself.

      “Henry?” I cautiously began. “It’s Robin.”

      There was no response or sound from inside. Perhaps he was sleeping.

      “Can I come in?” I tried again.

      Still no answer. I was starting to wonder if maybe I should try again later when a voice sounded from inside.

      “Okay,” Henry replied simply.

      I pulled back the flap of the tent, ducked my head, and stepped inside.

      Henry was lying in his sleeping bag facing away from me when I entered. He didn’t turn to greet me. I hovered momentarily over him, feeling uncomfortable and cramped, until I decided to sit cross-legged beside him.

      “Henry,” I ventured again.

      This time he turned to face me. “Hey, Robin,” he said flatly.

      He looked terrible. His eyes were bloodshot, like he had either been crying or hadn’t slept in some time. Dark, puffy skin under his eyes gave me the impression that it was the latter. His skin was sunken and sallow, and his cheekbones were prominent, as if he had lost some weight.

      “Henry,” I repeated, more sympathetically. “You look awful.”

      “Do I also look like a traitor?” Henry spat out, his voice rising. “Because everyone else here seems to think so.”

      I paused, taken aback by his outburst. “Has Nathan talked to you?” I asked.

      “No one has talked to me,” Henry replied. “In days.”

      My heart sank as I considered what he was saying. So Nathan hadn’t even interrogated Henry. He was just being ignored and excluded. How could that be fair or just?

      Henry suddenly sat up.

      “Leave with me,” he said, looking more alive than he had since I had entered his tent.

      “What?” I asked in confusion.

      “Let’s leave this place,” he said. “Together. There’s nothing here for us anymore. Hope isn’t here, and we’re no closer to getting her back. Let’s go. Let’s leave and go get our daughter.”

      I sighed. I had hoped that we were done with this conversation, but I also had to expect it after Henry’s rough days spent in Brightbirch.

      “You know I can’t do that, Henry,” I replied.

      He looked down and was quiet.

      “Let’s go talk to Nathan together,” I said. “I want you to work with us on our missions. You just need to give Nathan your alibi, and I’m sure it will be okay.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t come with me,” Henry said, turning away from me.

      “I’m not talking about leaving. I’ve already answered you about that,” I shot back, feeling myself getting frustrated. “I want you to come with me to talk to Nathan. Surely there’s something we can do.”

      “There’s nothing you can do,” Henry replied.

      I wasn’t getting anywhere. I remembered how stubborn Henry had always been. It would’ve been a nightmare if we had somehow wound up together in the end. Henry and I were both unrelenting in our wants and convictions. With Jace, I had a voice of reason and compromise instead of an obstinate wall.

      But this wasn’t about Jace or even about the love Henry and I had once shared. It was about talking to Nathan and getting him to see that Henry was innocent.

      I hadn’t been the friend to Henry that I should’ve been. I had been going back and forth between having faith in him and doubting his intentions. But I didn’t want to give up on him, especially not after seeing the condition he was in.

      Besides, we still had to find our daughter.

      I tried again. “If we could just talk to Nathan, we could fix this. If you could just explain to Nathan where you were and what you were doing, and if you have anyone who can corroborate that, then it’ll make it better.”

      “You don’t understand, Robin,” Henry said.

      “Then make me understand!” I yelled in exasperation. I didn’t want to play these word games with Henry. I was trying to help him.

      Henry turned and angrily looked at me. “Okay, Robin,” he said venomously, “how does this sound? I’m innocent because I was in the surveillance room at the time of the attack, right next to the projection controls?”

      I felt my blood turn cold.

      “You lied to me,” I said. “You told me—”

      “I know what I told you, Robin,” Henry cut me off. “I did it because I didn’t need anyone else thinking I was guilty. Didn’t work very well, did it?”

      “Does Nathan know?” I asked.

      “He didn’t,” Henry replied. “Until he started digging. Now I’m the number one suspect, I assume.”

      I thought of Robert. There were at least two suspects in Nathan’s eyes, and one of those was because of me. Was Robert feeling as alone and lost as Henry did? A white-hot guilt was spreading over me.

      “Why were you even in there?” I asked. “I thought it was restricted access.”

      “For work,” he replied earnestly, looking at me with pained eyes. “I swear it was for work. Piper had told our team lead the day before the attack that they were having some issues with the projection controls and asked for a mechanic. It was supposed to be standard maintenance stuff.”

      “Well, if you were ordered to go there, then Nathan can’t be too suspicious about your story,” I offered.

      “Yeah, except I wasn’t ordered to go,” Henry said sadly. “On the morning of the attack, I went to the hangar where we got our daily tasks and saw that my team lead had been assigned to projection controls. But his name was crossed off and replaced with mine, and I didn’t even think to ask about it. I just went in his place. Which probably makes me look even guiltier.”

      “Who changed the names out?” I asked.

      Henry shrugged. “It could’ve been the team lead. A guy named Bear. Or it could’ve been someone else. I have no idea. I didn’t see Bear that morning, and he didn’t make it out of Edgewood.”

      I was shocked by the news. So someone had reassigned the tasks to send Henry to the surveillance room at the time of the attack? And the only person who had the authority to do that, and thus could be questioned about it, was dead? Did that mean that Henry was being framed?

      Or was he lying?

      Henry turned away again, and we sat silently in the tent together. I didn’t know what to say. Henry was right about Nathan’s suspicions; none of the details were looking good for his innocence.

      And honestly, even I was more confused than ever. Was Henry still lying? Or was he finally coming clean?

      And if he was telling the truth, was he being framed by the real mole?

      “I want to be alone, Robin,” Henry finally said.

      I sighed. I didn’t feel good about leaving him to stew in his obvious stress and sadness, but I didn’t know what to say to him to make him feel any better. So leaving was probably the best option.

      “Okay, Henry,” I replied.

      I backed out of the tent and began the walk back to my own, Silver watching me suspiciously as I walked away.

      The team was sitting around the firepit eating lunch when I returned. But they weren’t alone. I noticed with surprise that a newcomer was eating lunch with the group.

      “Aurora,” I said as I walked up to the team.

      Aurora smiled graciously. “Hope I’m not intruding,” she began.

      “Of course not,” I replied. But why was she here? She had just been reunited with her parents, so it seemed strange that she was already out and mingling with the teams. Unless . . .

      “Actually, I came to speak with you,” she continued. “Do you have a moment to talk in private?”

      I looked over at my team members. Nelson shrugged from out of Aurora’s line of sight. So obviously Aurora hadn’t explained why yet.

      “Sure,” I said in response, trying to sound casual. “My tent is over here if you want to step in.”

      Aurora nodded and then stood to follow me. We reached my tent, and I held it open for Aurora and then followed her inside.

      “Thank you,” she said as she found a space to sit. “I’ll be brief.”

      “How can I help?” I asked.

      “I wanted to see what you knew about Preston Industries,” Aurora went on. “Through your dad.”

      “My dad?” I repeated, puzzled. “I never knew my dad. He was a factory worker.”

      “No, no,” Aurora interjected. “I mean your adoptive father. Edward Sylvone.”

      I shook my head, confused by the question.

      “I’m sorry,” I told Aurora. “But I don’t understand. My adoptive father worked for the government. I had never heard of Preston Industries.”

      “Your adoptive father is on the board. Has been for years,” Aurora replied. “I thought maybe he mentioned something about it around the dinner table.”

      My eyes went wide. Edward Sylvone, the man who had raised me and then kicked me out of his home when I was only sixteen years old, was on the board of Preston Industries? Did that mean that the government and Preston Industries were one and the same? Or was he more of a lobbyist for the government, there to request funds and offer incentives?

      I shook my head again.

      “I’m sorry,” Aurora continued. “I hope I didn’t upset you. I just wanted to see if you had any additional details. Either through your adoptive father or from doing research about your daughter’s adoptive mother.”

      Mavis? How would doing research about Hope’s mother lead me to . . .

      Preston Industries. It suddenly hit me. The company was associated with Mavis somehow. I shouldn’t have been surprised, knowing how rich Michael and Mavis Preston were. But it had still come as a shock to have it confirmed.

      Aurora sensed that the detail was new to me.

      “Nathan told me about your daughter,” she said. “I just didn’t know how much you knew.”

      “I don’t know anything about the Prestons. Except that I’m going to take my daughter back from them someday,” I replied. Although, I suddenly realized with unease that it was strangely coincidental that my father had worked on the board of a company owned by Mavis’s family. Could he have had some say in who adopted my daughter?

      Aurora nodded in understanding after I finished speaking. We were quiet for some time while I was lost in my thoughts about Mavis and Edward before she finally continued.

      “Mavis is a nasty woman,” Aurora said. “I’m sure your daughter will be very happy when she’s back with you.”

      “You know Mavis Preston?” I asked incredulously.

      I had been wondering all along and was waiting for my time to ask. And now Aurora had just offered the information freely. Could Aurora help me find Hope? I currently had no information on Hope’s adoptive family, other than their location and social status. I didn’t even know what they looked like.

      “Well, yeah,” Aurora replied. “You know her, too.”

      I narrowed my eyes and shook my head again. What was Aurora getting at?

      “Robin, Mavis is the head of public relations for the regime,” Aurora replied.

      My jaw dropped. Then that meant . . .

      “Back in Chanley before you rescued me,” Aurora went on. “Mavis was the other woman on the platform.”
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      Nathan’s text came as the dinner spread was being laid out. Not that I could see it from my tent, but I could definitely smell the food. I hadn’t left the tent since Aurora took her leave. I was too lost in my own thoughts to return to my team members and try to make casual conversation.

      But Jace wouldn’t let me spend the day alone, so he came in shortly after Aurora left.

      I told him everything. I told him about confronting Robert and the doubts I felt afterward, about my conversation with Henry concerning his alibi, and about the revelations that Aurora had shared. It was nice to talk to someone, but getting it all out in the open left me feeling mentally and emotionally drained. Aurora’s intel in particular made me feel like our end mission in Little John was going to be uncomfortably close to my personal history. Would I be going up against my adoptive father and my daughter’s adoptive mother in our attacks?

      Jace was kind enough to just listen, without offering his opinions or baseless reassurances. And so we mostly enjoyed each other’s company in silence after I finished talking.

      That is, until we got the text.

      Team meeting now. Same place. —N

      “Let’s go,” I said halfheartedly. I wasn’t sure I could take any more groundbreaking news in one day, but I knew how important it was for us to be moving forward.

      Jace and I stepped out of our tent and joined the rest of the team heading toward Fiora’s office. Nelson moved to walk beside me as we reached the road.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked, her voice ripe with concern.

      I nodded. “As okay as it can be for now,” I replied. “Just got some disturbing news about Hope’s parents. And my own adoptive parents.”

      Nelson waited for me to continue but didn’t press me when I chose not to.

      There were other people on the road with Team Hood, but it didn’t look like this meeting was going to be as large as the last one. It looked like these were mission teams, given that these were people I had seen before during outside excursions. Maybe that meant mission planning was underway.

      We reached the administrative building and found it unlocked, so we climbed the rickety steps up to the second floor and entered Fiora’s office.

      The usual suspects were already there: Nathan, Corona, Fiora, Evers, Liza, and Arlo were all standing around the front of the desk and waiting for the mission teams to arrive. But Aurora was there also, looking stunning in a form-fitting turtleneck dress. She smiled in acknowledgement of us as we entered the room.

      Team Hood took seats to the left of the desk, beside the terrariums and bookshelves that lined the wall that connected to the parlor. Fiora’s colorful macaw was preening its feathers on its perch, and her fat Persian cat was cleaning itself on the top of her desk.

      The combat, flight, medic, and tech teams were all in attendance, as well as Luka and some of the other Brightbirch leads. We waited anxiously as the last stragglers made their way in and found seats. Finally, Nathan looked over all of us and walked toward us to begin.

      “Teams, you’ll notice that this meeting is smaller than our last,” he said. “This is because in addition to sharing some new information today, we’ll also begin planning our next wave of attacks.”

      The word attacks reminded me just how much things were about to change. I was so used to Nathan saying that we would be planning missions. Attacks sounded much larger in scale.

      “But first we’ll discuss our news,” Nathan continued. “We’re receiving reports from our scouts about a steady increase in factory uprisings and rebellions. Factory workers in an eastern town called Lumley even managed to completely destroy the cannery they worked in. But as you can imagine, it didn’t go well for them in the end.”

      My stomach sank. I knew what that meant.

      “We were able to get some footage of one of these attacks from a scout in the Lumley area,” Nathan went on.

      Fiora’s bookcase suddenly rumbled to life and began to split down the middle, exposing a large black screen behind it. I was shocked. Even in quaint Brightbirch, Nathan’s wealth and tech-savviness were apparent.

      The black screen snapped to life and began to show shaky handheld camera footage from what appeared to be a hiding spot in the woods outside of a city. Branches, grasses, and leaves occasionally blocked the camera’s view, which was already very obscured by the darkness of night. But I could see the light of several burning fires . . . and a large crowd of dirty and bloodied people being rounded up in what looked like a poor factory town square. In the background, a huge factory, which must have been the cannery, was completely ablaze. And though they might have succeeded in burning down their oppressors’ factory, the factory people now looked injured and spent. Agents were aiming guns at them and demanding that they put their hands up. The square was littered with dead bodies and burning debris.

      And then the screen went black again.

      “What happened to the survivors?” I asked shakily when the footage ended.

      “There were no survivors,” Nathan replied ominously.

      The room went completely silent as the bookcase slid back to its original position.

      “After discussing this with the base leaders, we’ve decided that Little John needs to be involved immediately. We incited them, and we need to assist them now in their fights. Which is why we have begun funneling aid into various factory towns through scouts and secure drop-offs.”

      “What kind of aid?” Luka asked.

      “The things that they need to succeed. And to live,” Nathan replied. “Food, water . . . and weapons.”

      Several people in the crowd gasped, and Nathan held up a hand.

      “You must understand that we agonized over this decision. We knew that by arming these people, we were sentencing some of them to die,” he said darkly. “But the uprisings were happening with or without weapons, and with those weapons, they at least have a fighting chance.”

      There was no denying that. Little John had stepped out of the shadows and showed these people who they were really working for. They had shown them the truth of just how much the government valued their lives and their labor. And now they knew that at any time, their towns could be evacuated and they could be sent out for lobotomization. They weren’t going to wait around for it to happen. They were fighting it—and we needed to help them.

      “And the middle class?” a female medic asked.

      “The scouts are reporting a large number of protests there, too, particularly on college campuses. One turned violent only yesterday, resulting in two student deaths after a government anti-protest squad opened fire,” Nathan said. “But the backlash to that act led to even more protests today.”

      My heart was pumping quickly and solidly in my chest. It was starting to feel like the tide was truly turning, and like we might actually have the public on our side. If the protests were spreading, we had a better chance of changing the minds of more citizens and even getting international attention. And if the government was busy trying to squash uprisings, they wouldn’t be paying as much attention to Little John and their plans. Would we be able to take advantage of the situation and finally end the regime’s terrible reign?

      “We also have some news from Artemis,” Nathan went on. “Aurora was able to assist us in decoding some internal memos we’d saved that were in code. In them, we seem to have discovered why the government has been incentivizing multiple adoptions by the ultra-rich and lobotomization of the lower classes.”

      I looked over at Aurora and noticed that she was breathing quickly, as if reliving something that she would rather forget.

      “They’re experimenting with a super class of ultra-rich elites. They think the lower classes are only good for working without pay and reproducing. And if we don’t stop them,” Nathan said as he looked over all of us, “then they will push more and more of the country into destitution and unpaid factory labor.”

      “What are ultra-rich elites?” Jace thought to ask. “Don’t we already have that class in power now?”

      “There are only a few families in the country that could be considered ultra-rich,” Aurora answered, stepping forward. “Think of them as the top one percent of the top one percent. Families like the Prestons.”

      I felt nauseous hearing the name again. The Prestons were funding the government, and they had my daughter.

      I hated them.

      “But how can such a small percentage take over a whole country?” Nelson asked.

      “By hoarding all the money. By making it impossible for anyone else to afford basic necessities, thereby rendering the entire public completely dependent on the ultra-rich,” Nathan answered.

      “They’re already dependent on the rich,” Bridge added. “The poor can’t get much poorer.”

      “But the middle class can, and will,” Nathan replied. “Until there is no middle class anymore. Just the poor and the very, very rich.”

      Suddenly I remembered the team of executives who had been interrogated at Edgewood after the Smally mission. Mica, the fiery exec to whom I had personally spoken, mentioned at that time that even she was having trouble being approved for adoption. If a government executive, someone who was definitely in the upper-middle class category of society, couldn’t afford adoption, then the middle class was already feeling the heat—already being moved down in society rather than up, and losing access to things that they had previously been able to do. Would they start having more of their children confiscated? Would their wages slowly decrease until they were just as poor as the factory workers?

      “But it’s worse than all that,” Nathan went on. “Because it seems Helping Hands was just the tip of the iceberg with Operation Guidance. It’s being ramped up to be used on the middle class as well.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. So the lobotomization was going to spread beyond the poorest of the poor? What would be left if so many people were basically zombified?

      Nathan answered that question for me.

      “They will erase the middle class until the UNA is made up of a tiny percent of educated, wealthy elites and a horde of lobotomized slave laborers. That’s the utopia that Burchard envisions.”

      The silence in the room was deafening as the facts sank in. The Burchard administration wasn’t a political regime anymore; it was a murderous criminal syndicate. And it had to be stopped.

      “But following Aurora’s escape, it seems that the government finally thought to tighten their security controls. Artemis was officially locked out of the servers as of midnight last night. For the tech teams who worked tirelessly on instituting Artemis and then searching through all of the files we suddenly had access to, you should be very proud of yourselves. I know that I am. The Artemis Protocol was a complete success. But now we will have to continue without it,” Nathan said.

      I wasn’t sure what that meant precisely, but the tech teams looked surprised and displeased by this sudden news. Gabby and Nelson cast each other a worried glance at my side.

      “That doesn’t mean we don’t still have eyes on the inside,” Nathan replied cryptically.

      He glanced at me and smiled knowingly, and I thought back to our conversation after he managed to hack the broadcast and alerts systems. Nathan had made some new friends on the inside, it seemed, and those friends were probably even better than Artemis.

      “Then what are our next steps?” Rio asked from his seat with the flight teams.

      “To begin,” Nathan replied, “we’ll need to find a way to get all of this news out to the country. And on a consistent basis.”

      “More broadcasts,” Alexy suggested. “Worked the first time.”

      “And now the government will be on high alert for anyone who might tamper with those systems again,” Nathan said. “That won’t work.”

      “Our own channel, then? Or website?” Ant called out.

      Nathan simply shook his head. “It would never last. The government will be working hard to suppress anything they can.”

      “Then what?” Abe asked. “What can get past the government?”

      Nathan smiled. “Paper. Lots and lots of paper.”

      I was puzzled. How would we even do it?

      “We’ll paper this nation with news,” Nathan continued. “We’ll have to create a new team of journalists, editors, and publishers. We’ll have our scouts transmit so much paper to the poor and middle classes of this nation that the government won’t have the opportunity to suppress it all. We’re going to get the truth out, against all odds.”

      “But in every city?” Luka asked. “How would that even be possible? Are there enough scouts for that?”

      “We’ll start with the biggest cities and move down until the news is circulating through a large part of the population,” Nathan answered. “To build on what we’ve already shared in our broadcast.”

      “When?” I asked.

      “Immediately, while the broadcast is still fresh in their minds,” came Nathan’s reply. “I have presses being delivered here by scouts at this very moment. Team appointments will come shortly thereafter. But it will likely consist of several of our teaching staff and then some eloquent and educated volunteers.”

      “So is that our attack, then?” Cloyd asked.

      I looked over to see him looking tense and unsure. I felt the same way. An information attack wasn’t what I had been picturing when Nathan had called this meeting.

      “Don’t underestimate the power of a free press,” Nathan warned, “or the reach of a newly informed nation with an ax to grind.”

      Cloyd nodded in understanding. That did make sense. If protests and uprisings—which were soon to be armed uprisings—were already occurring, maybe additional news would ramp things up quickly. People might just need access to more truth. If they reacted like we hoped they would, Little John would benefit from the international attention and the government being distracted.

      “But it happens that I agree with you,” Nathan went on. “We do need to do a little more on top of that. Which is why we’ll also be attacking the source of the regime’s funding directly. We’re going to take out Preston Industries.”

      Nathan paused, and I wondered if he was about to start laughing. Surely that was a joke. How could Little John possibly go up against a mega-conglomerate of businesses that was undoubtedly worth billions and probably trillions of dollars? How else would it be able to effectively fund our entire government and still have the resources to manipulate elections and campaigns in other countries to seat more dictators?

      But Nathan didn’t laugh. He wasn’t joking.

      “How do you take down a business that is basically running the world?” Nathan asked, echoing our thoughts. “That’s what you’re thinking. And you’re right to wonder. But it just so happens that we have a convenient answer to that question.”

      Nathan turned to face Aurora, cueing her to take over.

      “He’s right. In two days’ time we will have our only opportunity to take out all of the Preston Industries executives at once. It’s the best chance we’ll ever have to topple the empire that they have built,” Aurora said.

      “But won’t they have safeguards in place to replace those executives?” Nelson asked.

      “I don’t think they have prepared to lose their entire leadership team at once, no,” Aurora replied. “But even if they were able to replace them all, it would take time. Preston Industries would be out of commission for a while. And we will be working during that off-time, when the regime is underfunded—and most vulnerable.”

      “How will we attack them all at once?” I asked.

      Aurora looked at me to address my question. “Before I was ousted, and while I was still doing some research on the company and its relationship with the regime, I discovered that they are holding an executive leadership summit at their headquarters. All of their leaders will be there: the founder and chief executive officer, the chief financial officer, operations officer, presidents, senior vice presidents . . . all the way down to the director level.”

      “Will that work?” Jace asked. “Will just killing the executives cripple the business enough to end the cash flow to the regime?”

      “Like Aurora said, it will definitely cause some downtime, at least. They’ll be crippled until they are able to replace everyone. That can’t be done immediately,” Nathan replied.

      “But what about the money?” I repeated. “Doesn’t the government have a stockpile that the loss of Preston Industries wouldn’t affect?”

      Nathan shook his head. “Preston Industries is able to keep Burchard in its pocket by holding the government funding hostage. The regime has no money that isn’t sitting in Preston Industries’ coffers at this very moment.”

      “But an attack on Preston Industries won’t eliminate those riches,” Nelson added.

      “No,” Aurora replied. “But an attack on all the executives at once will terrify the families that own that wealth, as well as the investors. Those elites probably think they’re untouchable and untraceable at the moment, and this will be the first time that Preston Industries has suffered a staggering loss. They’re going to get scared. With no one to argue or stop them, they’ll swoop in and take off with their riches. They’ll bankrupt Preston Industries, and with it, the government itself.”

      “How do you know this?” Luka asked.

      “Because I know them,” Aurora said resolutely. “I had a high position in the Ministry. I’ve been rubbing elbows with the ultra-elite for years. They are not a loyal constituency by any means. And the spoiled spouses and children and grandchildren of these executives have no incentive to put their money back into a regime that is failing—particularly if they think it might put their lives in danger as well.”

      “But is it failing?” I asked.

      “It’s already struggling with protests and uprisings. Once the rest of the nation knows about this, those will increase. And once they lose their business overlords and cash flow,” Nathan said, “they will officially be failing. And when they’ve lost their support, we attack Chanley directly.”

      “Chanley?” I asked in disbelief.

      Nathan nodded. “We’re coming to the end of this battle. If we can successfully attack Preston Industries, and I believe we can, then we will have to act quickly to take down Chanley before the regime recovers. This may be the only chance that we’ve got.”

      No one in the room spoke for a while. Perhaps we were all considering how dangerous this last wave of attacks was truly going to be. Or maybe we were trying to imagine how this could be possible, how Nathan could truly believe that we were close to toppling the entire regime.

      Or maybe, if they were like me, they were wondering what a world without Burchard would look like. What would our lives be like if Nathan was right and Chanley was about to fall?
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      The meeting with Nathan had adjourned on an anxious note. According to Aurora’s timeline, we only had two days to plan and then prepare for our largest attack yet. And if we succeeded, that meant we’d be taking on the regime next.

      I didn’t want to even consider what would happen if we failed.

      “At least we can rest easy knowing we won’t be appointed to the news team,” Ant said as Team Hood walked back to the camp together. “Never been so happy to be neither eloquent or educated.”

      “Why wouldn’t you want to be on the news team?” Gabby asked. “Seems cool. If I wasn’t already on two teams I’d ask to be considered.”

      “He said it will be mostly Edgewood teaching staff anyway,” Nelson added.

      “Which means our lonely friend Robert might finally make an appearance,” Abe said.

      I looked over at Jace. I hadn’t told anyone else about my conversation with Robert yet. Mostly because I still wasn’t sure how to feel about it. It felt like all of my suspicions about possible moles were being flipped around. Henry had delivered an absolutely terrible alibi that even he knew made him look guiltier than ever. And Robert had poked holes in all of the evidence I had against him, making me much less certain that he was the traitor.

      Who else did we have to be suspicious of? Or, better said, who didn’t we have to be suspicious of? With no real suspects, everyone was a suspect.

      Which wasn’t making me feel any better.

      We passed the stables on our right as we walked. I looked over and admired the rolling hills of the grazing pastures, dotted as per usual with dairy cows, goats, and horses. I stepped off the road and walked toward the wooden fence at the sight of my old friend, the golden mare with her white diamond and socks.

      I reached the fence and held my hand out, and the mare walked over and placed her muzzle against my hand.

      “Didn’t take you for a horse girl,” Abe joked as he walked up to stand beside me at the fence. “More of a wolf girl.”

      I smiled. “I appreciate all animals,” I said. “Mostly because they tend to be a lot nicer than humans.”

      A few other horses were ambling over to us now. They were magnificent animals, lean and muscular and beautiful.

      Nelson walked up to my other side. “If we’re not quick about getting back to the tents, I’m afraid that we’re going to get drenched.”

      She cocked her head back toward the mountains, and I looked up to see an ominous and dark thundercloud forming above the peaks. A storm was brewing.

      “Still looks far off,” Jackie said. She opened her mouth to continue, but a humongous crack of lightning silenced us all. The booming sound made us all duck as if for cover.

      It had sounded like an airship cannon attack.

      “Guess Nathan won’t be appointing you to his meteorology team anytime soon, Jackie,” Ant quipped.

      I laughed nervously. The lightning had given us all quite the scare. Except . . . not the horses. They were all standing still and calm by the fence, just as they had been before the lighting struck.

      “That’s weird,” Jace said, seeing the same thing. “The horses didn’t spook.”

      “They must be combat trained,” Nelson said.

      “Good, we need all the soldiers we can get,” Abe interjected. “Hope they’re good with guns.”

      Nelson rolled her eyes. “Trained for riding into battle, obviously.”

      Abe feigned disappointment.

      “Think that’ll ever come in handy?” Jace asked, furrowing his brow. “I mean, I don’t think horses will go up well against airships.”

      “Unless you need to make an inconspicuous getaway, like into thick woods,” I replied, reaching back up to pat the yellow mare one more time before we continued our walk to our campsite. The skies over us had begun to darken to the same color as the thundercloud, and I wasn’t in the mood to walk the rest of the way soaking wet.

      We quickened our pace to beat the rain. But even with the electric static of lightning in the air, I couldn’t help but pause as we passed the hospital. The first few drops of rain were already beginning to fall gently around us.

      “Robin!” Jackie warned. “The rain is almost here.”

      But as I thought of the new intel, our upcoming missions, and the timeline that Nathan had given us, I made up my mind.

      “You guys go ahead,” I said.

      The rest of the team began to walk quickly toward the camp, but Jace lingered, staring after me.

      “I’ll be okay,” I assured him. “Go ahead. I’ll be back soon.”

      Jace finally nodded and jogged to catch up with the rest of Team Hood. The raindrops were falling more solidly now, so I hurried up the steps and into the Brightbirch hospital. After a quick jaunt up the elevator and down the hall, I was staring into Juno’s hospital room again.

      Juno was standing next to her hospital bed and staring out the window toward the mountains. She didn’t hear me as I entered.

      “Mom?” I said, announcing myself. It was the first time I had called her that, and it felt strange but wholesome coming out of me.

      Juno turned and flashed a huge smile at me.

      “Robin!” she said, walking quickly to the door to embrace me.

      I hugged her back just as tightly, still in disbelief that I was actually here with my biological mother after so many years. When we finally pulled away from each other, Juno grabbed both of my hands and held them tightly.

      “I’m being discharged in a few days,” she said excitedly. “I’m not sure how your living quarters work here, but hopefully we’ll be close enough to be able to see each other more often.”

      I smiled, thinking of Juno pulling up a tent with the rest of Team Hood. Luka and the rest of the Brightbirch teams hadn’t made any allusions to the “permanent lodgings” we were supposed to be getting at some point, so I wasn’t holding my breath any longer.

      But the tents were warm and dry and charming, so I also wasn’t complaining.

      “How are things out there?” Juno continued. “With the rest of your organization?”

      My smile faded. “We’re planning some . . . missions for the near future.” I wasn’t going to use Nathan’s word—attacks—and risk frightening her. I knew she was already wary of losing me again.

      Juno narrowed her eyes. “Well, please be careful. The ward has been positively abuzz with talk about a botched public execution in Chanley. Word has it that this group was involved.”

      I nodded, trying not to give away just how involved in that mission I had been.

      Juno cocked her head to the side, undoubtedly picking up on the emotional turmoil that I was feeling. “Is everything all right?” she asked gently.

      It was a loaded question. Little John was quickly approaching its apex, which was more than all right with me. The sooner we could end our official Little John missions, the sooner I would be able to focus on getting Hope back and taking Juno somewhere safer. I was ready to put all of this dangerous work behind me. I was loyal to Little John, their mission, and their leader, but deep down I knew I wasn’t a soldier. I was a mother who wanted to get back home to my modest cabin and my wolves with my daughter and Juno and Jace. And there was always the risk that I could be killed or captured during one of the missions, which would stop me from ever having a future with my family.

      And I didn’t want to keep risking that.

      “Yeah,” I replied slowly. “Everything is okay. I just wanted to see you to tell you something important.”

      Juno looked confused and nervous.

      “What is it, Robin?” she asked, squeezing my hands again.

      I looked deep into Juno’s eyes, which were like mine and also different. I gripped her thin hands tightly in return. “How much I love you,” I said.
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      I left Juno’s room after the rain had let up a couple of hours later. Whatever happened in the next few days, it was nice feeling like Juno and I had been able to spend quality time together as mother and daughter.

      Just in case we never had another chance.

      Nelson gave me a knowing and sympathetic look when I approached the Team Hood tents a quick walk later. The rain had soaked the firepit, making fires in the campgrounds more or less impossible for the night, but the team was still sitting around on the logs drinking mugs full of hot beverages to stay warm.

      “There’s cocoa on the picnic spreads tonight,” Nelson said.

      “Thanks,” I replied. “I’ll go get something shortly.”

      “Got you covered,” Jace said, handing me my own mug. “Although, it’s probably not very hot anymore.”

      “Thank you,” I told Jace, taking the lukewarm mug into my hands. It was the thought that counted anyway.

      “How’s your mom?” Jackie asked thoughtfully.

      “Being discharged soon,” I replied, feeling hopeful. But then, giving the uncertain safety of the base some thought, I continued. “If there’s still a Brightbirch left for her to be discharged to.”

      We sat quietly for a few moments until I continued.

      “Aurora shared some interesting news when she was here yesterday,” I began. “About Preston Industries.”

      “Oh?” Jace asked, prompting me to continue.

      “Yeah, apparently it’s related to Hope’s adoptive parents and mine,” I said. “The Preston family that owns the business is the same family Hope was adopted into. And my adoptive father is on the board of the company.”

      “Does that mean he’ll be at the leadership summit?” Cloyd asked softly.

      I looked over at him quickly. The truth was, I hadn’t even considered that possibility. And suddenly I was trying to fight down the tears that were threatening to fall. It was hard to understand. I certainly didn’t feel affectionate toward my adopted father, but that didn’t stop me from feeling like he was a family member whom I had once loved.

      I didn’t think I could watch him die. And I definitely didn’t want to play a part in killing him.

      Cloyd seemed to realize that he had spurred some unwelcome emotions in me. “I’m sorry,” he sputtered.

      I shook my head. “No, no,” I said. “It’s fine. I guess I need to start considering things like that.”

      “How are you guys feeling about the Preston Industries plan?” Jackie asked. “Do you think it could work?”

      “Nathan seems pretty convinced,” Nelson replied.

      “Yeah, but I think it’s Aurora’s opinion that matters most here. She’s the one who knows these people personally,” Jace added. “And it sounded like she was fully on board with the plan.”

      “I guess we’ll find out soon,” Abe said heavily.

      There was another long silence before I changed the subject.

      “Apparently Hope’s adoptive mother is the head of public relations for Burchard,” I said.

      Nelson’s eyes went wide. She was also the first to put clues together. Mavis had introduced herself that way at the execution.

      “She was on the platform with Aurora,” I continued. “I had the chance to take her out then, and I didn’t.”

      “You didn’t know it was her,” Gabby chimed in. “That’s not your fault.”

      I looked down into my mug. “I don’t know if that would’ve been the right thing to do anyway,” I said. “There’s a good chance that my daughter loves her, even if Aurora says she’s not a very pleasant person. I just don’t know what to do.”

      “What do you mean?” Jackie asked with concern.

      I shook my head. “I just wonder how hard it’s going to be for Hope.”

      Nelson reached over and placed her hand on my knee. “You’ll know when the time is right, Robin,” she said. “There’s a reason why we reclaimed kids that were Hope’s age back when it was just us working as Operation Hood. It’s because they are so fluid and can still recover from returning to their biological parents.”

      I nodded, but I wasn’t convinced. What if Hope couldn’t get over losing the Prestons? What if she only wanted me to call her Genevieve? What if she never accepted me as her mother or, even worse, thought of me as her kidnapper?

      “This isn’t easy,” I finally managed to spit out. And then, despite my best efforts, the tears began to flow.

      Jace stood to come behind me and wrap his arms around me, while Nelson crouched on the ground to get closer to me. Gabby and Jackie ran over.

      And then, before I knew it, all of Team Hood was over and around me, hugging me. I let the emotions pour out of me, grateful for all of them at that moment, but especially grateful for Nelson. She understood the pain I was feeling in a way that no one else on Team Hood could.

      She was a mother just like me, straddling a fine line of morality as it came to our stolen daughters. How much longer did we have until it would be a cruelty to take them back from their adoptive parents? Would they remember us? Or would they fear us?

      Even if Little John succeeded and the regime was overthrown, and even if we both got our girls back and were able to return to society, could things ever be normal?

      Down on the ground beside me, Nelson leaned in and whispered something.

      “It was never going to be easy,” she said softly. “But they’re worth it, Robin. Our girls are worth it.”
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      Airships were touching down in Brightbirch again when I woke up.

      I stepped out of my tent in the gray, dewy morning to see them hovering over the tarmac, preparing for landing. But I was surprised that they weren’t the sleek, purple airships that we were used to seeing on Little John bases. They were older, bulkier, more commercial airships. I got nervous looking at them, but they definitely didn’t look like warships of any kind. So I didn’t think we were under attack.

      “The presses,” Jace said calmly beside me, answering a question that no one had asked out loud yet.

      I looked over at him quizzically.

      “The printing presses,” he clarified. “Nathan said he was having some delivered by outside scouts. I bet that’s them.”

      I looked back at the two airships coming down. That made sense.

      “You think they’re that big?” I asked Jace, still looking toward the tarmac. “Big enough to need two airships to transport them?”

      “Well,” Jace replied, “Nathan said he was going to paper the nation. Maybe one of those ships is just transporting the paper.”

      Jackie walked up beside us, stifling a yawn with one hand.

      “Hope Nathan has a lot of trust in whoever is landing those old things here,” she said.

      “If they’re scouts, then they’re Little John members just like us,” I replied. “Probably trusted, seasoned members. I’m sure Nathan’s careful when it comes to sharing the locations of the bases.”

      As we stood and looked over the camp at the tarmac, I noticed that one specific group in our campground had begun to stir with particularly energetic activity, like they were all leaving at once.

      “Which team is that?” I asked. “It looks like they just got summoned to a meeting.”

      Jackie furrowed her brow.

      “The schoolhouse team,” Jace said. “I recognize some of them from visiting Rhea.”

      “Then you must’ve been right. The airships must be bringing the presses. And those,” I said, gesturing toward the schoolteachers, “must be the new journalists.”

      We watched quietly as the team made its way through the camp and toward the road that would lead them to the administrative building. If our guesses were right, and if Nathan’s calculations were accurate, then they were about to become integral players in the battle that was to come.

      They were finally going to deliver the truth to a nation that had been blinded by ignorance and lies. And maybe when they saw that truth, they’d be ready to make the types of hard changes that would be required once Burchard was gone.

      Although, I still had no idea how that would work. What would happen to the UNA once its current regime was abolished? Who would lead then?

      Once the airships landed, they were out of sight, and we were just starting to turn away when Ant walked up, unaware of the conversation that we had just had. He bumped his hip playfully against Jackie’s and then stood beside her.

      “What are you guys all staring at over here? Because unless it’s the breakfast spread being unloaded, I’m going to be disappointed,” he joked.

      “Don’t you ever think about anything other than food?” Jackie asked him.

      “You, sometimes,” Ant replied quickly. “But otherwise just food.”

      Jackie grinned and pressed her hip against his again. I smiled while watching them. Jackie was similar to me: she had been so hesitant to accept love and romance when it came her way. Maybe she felt like I did. Perhaps she was worried to love again when she had lost loved ones before, just like me. I knew that losing Jace or Ant would crush us.

      “Think we’ll be hearing from Nathan today?” Ant continued. “Since apparently we’re leaving on a massive mission tomorrow.”

      “Maybe,” Jace replied cryptically. “Once he’s done with his current meeting.”

      And then Jace and I turned to head to the breakfast spread, leaving Jackie to explain our latest guesswork to Ant.

      “What if we don’t hear from Nathan?” I asked Jace as we walked. “He hasn’t been as forthcoming about plans since the news of the mole broke. It’s almost like he’s afraid of us knowing too much ahead of time now.”

      “He’s making sure information doesn’t leak beforehand,” Jace replied. “It’s a smart move. Particularly if he’s telling different teams different things.”

      I looked over at him in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, if it were me,” Jace answered, “I’d change up the details depending on who I spoke to. Just a little bit. That way, if information gets out, you can trace it back to one team.”

      I filled my plate to the brim at the breakfast spread for the first time in a long time. Living off of Nurmeal for years had shrunk my stomach down so that I needed less and less food to survive. But on the eve of our biggest mission yet, it seemed important to fill up and enjoy the food that was being offered to me.

      I carried my plate back to Team Hood’s firepit. Cloyd, who had taken over responsibility of maintaining the pit, had a nice fire roaring by the time we got back. He smiled at my overflowing plate as I walked up and took a seat on one of the logs.

      “Nice to see you finally eating like the rest of us,” he said with a wink.

      “Never know which day will be your last,” I replied, trying to sound casual instead of ominous.

      I managed to get a good portion of the food down before we got Nathan’s text calling us to our planning meeting.

      “He sure chooses inopportune times,” Alf complained as he stuffed the remainder of an apple turnover into his mouth and then stood.

      We all gathered our things and began to make our way through the camp just in time to see the school faculty returning from their meeting. I peered through their small crowd, searching. Then I spotted him.

      Robert. So he had been invited to the meeting with the rest of them. But what did that mean? Was Nathan so changed that he was ready to put aside all of his suspicion against Robert already?

      Or was Jace right? Was Nathan testing the waters, to see which parts would leak?

      Robert looked up and made eye contact with me as we passed each other. His face was a strange mix of anger and smugness. But there was also a hint of melancholy there as well, like he was lonely and downtrodden. It bothered me to see it.

      I couldn’t know for sure that Robert wasn’t the mole, but he had certainly made me doubt all of my reasons for believing that he was. And I felt guilty and confused about the whole situation.

      We continued on, watching as other teams began to gather and head for the meeting as well, and soon we were all heading to the admin building.

      We didn’t talk much during our walk. The gravity of the situation was weighing down on all of us, making light conversation impossible. The mission planning at Brightbirch had definitely ramped up quickly, and that was making all of us nervous. Especially since, following our Helping Hands mission and the attack on Edgewood, most of us had been feeling the sting of loss.

      Soon we were inside Fiora’s office and staring at the usual trio at the head of the desk: Nathan, Corona, and Fiora. Aurora was there as well. But . . .

      “Where are the other base leaders?” I asked Jace under my breath. It wasn’t like them to not be present for a meeting.

      The flight, medic, combat, and tech teams found seats around us. Several of the Brightbirch citizens, like Luka, were present as well. I also noticed a small team that I had never seen before and didn’t recognize. But I didn’t have too much time to consider it. As soon as everyone had found their seats, Nathan assumed his position at the front of the desk to call our meeting to order.

      “This will be our final meeting before we attack Preston Industries,” he began. “And I won’t keep you here long. For one thing, we’ll be leaving for Preston Industries after this meeting.”

      “But the executive summit isn’t until tomorrow,” Luka interrupted.

      “Yes, and they’ll be on high alert tomorrow for any unexplained air traffic. So we need to get there early,” Nathan replied. “To hide out and wait for them to gather.”

      Nelson looked at me warily. Suddenly I was very grateful that I had said my goodbyes to Juno early, in case it had been my last chance.

      “There are some details that are better kept secret until the last minute,” Nathan said with a grin, “but the details of our next mission are best shared now.”

      He stepped around the desk as he usually did so that he could stand in front of us unobstructed.

      “Thanks to Aurora, we know exactly where the meeting will take place. Preston Industries’ headquarters are big. There will be several interconnected buildings, many stories, and more offices and conference rooms than you could count. There are tens of thousands of people who will be sitting in that building, doing everything from scrubbing toilets to signing the checks that go straight to Burchard,” Nathan went on. “But we don’t want to kill them all. We only want to take out the people who are working directly with the regime. And because of Aurora, we can minimize the damage and attack the top of the west tower only, right where we know their conference room is.”

      “How?” I asked.

      “With firepower,” Nathan replied. He turned and looked to the small team of strangers I had noticed when I entered. One of them, a tall man with a shaved head and an eye patch, grinned mischievously at Nathan.

      “I don’t understand,” I continued.

      “Some of you may have noticed that our base leaders are no longer here. The other bases are large and just as important as this one, and those leaders needed to be with their teams to provide support and leadership,” Nathan said. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t share some resources with each other. And our most valuable resources are our teams. We happen to have gotten the explosives team on loan from another base for this particular mission.”

      The explosives team nodded and smiled out at the rest of us.

      “So it’s just us against the regime?” Luka asked.

      Nathan shook his head. “Little John is one unified whole. They will all be with us in individual ways throughout this mission and our final attack on Chanley. But we can’t have too many airships arriving at Preston Industries, or we will draw unwanted attention. This is a stealth mission. That’s why we’re just borrowing one of their teams for now.”

      “I’m guessing explosives play a big part in our attack, then?” Bridge asked.

      Nathan nodded. “In our attacks, yes. Starting with Preston Industries.”

      I wrinkled my nose. I could see how explosives would be necessary for attacking a city as large and corrupt as Chanley, but how would we “minimize the damage” and avoid killing innocent workers if we were using explosives for the Preston Industries attack?

      Nathan continued before I could ask.

      “Which is why we need a specialized team for this type of delicate work. Some explosives make a big mess, but some are more precise. We’re not in the business of killing innocent people,” Nathan said. “That’s what the regime does, and we’re not like the regime.”

      “So we’ll just take out that one little room,” the man with the eye patch from the explosives team interrupted.

      “This is Pyro,” Nathan said, gesturing at the man. “Explosives team lead.”

      “Pyro? That’s fitting! Did your mother give you that name?” Ant quipped.

      Gabby elbowed him hard in the ribs.

      “Just a nickname,” Pyro replied good-naturedly. “But I can prove how fitting it is.”

      “So how do we get the explosives into the room with the executives? Is someone going on ahead to plant them there?” Rio asked.

      “No, we’d never get in undetected. We’ll have to shoot the explosives in,” Pyro replied.

      “But won’t we risk killing innocent people if we have to shoot explosives into the building?” I asked. “We’d never be able to get close enough in the airship to shoot accurately.”

      “We’ll get closer in the mini-airship. Much better aim, too,” Nathan said.

      I looked anxiously at Jace. Would they be asking him to fly again?

      “Will this be another small-team mission?” Cloyd asked.

      “We’ll need a lot of backup, but yes,” Nathan replied. “The explosives mission itself will fall on a smaller team.”

      I was used to the small-team missions, having been on several myself. But I didn’t know anything about explosives, which gave me the impression that I wouldn’t be on the small team this time.

      “Then what happens?” Nelson asked. “If everything goes right and this mission is a success, what happens next?”

      “Then we attack Chanley,” Nathan replied. “Then we go after a regime that has no money, no diplomatic ties, and no support from its own constituency. We gather all of our powers together, and we take them out once and for all.”

      The room was silent.

      “But,” Nelson continued, “then what?”

      Finally, someone had said it. Nathan was moving quickly through his final plan to unseat Burchard. But so far there had been no talk about what was supposed to happen if the Burchard regime actually fell.

      What would we do then, in a country with no wealth at its base and no government or leader?

      “That’s a question for another time,” Nathan answered. “I understand the concern, but for now our mission is to remove a dictator. It’s not time yet to plan the next move.”

      Then when would it be time? Only after Burchard was gone? It didn’t seem right to me. Especially when the answer was right in front of us.

      “You should lead,” I said.

      Nathan turned to look at me. He stared for long seconds, until the silence in the room was deafening.

      “I’m not a politician,” he replied.

      “We don’t need more politicians,” I said emphatically. “We need a leader.”

      “Robin’s right,” Jace said suddenly. “If this works—attacking the mega-conglomerate and spreading the news of the regime—then people are going to look up to you and see you as their leader.”

      “They’d follow you,” Alexy said.

      And then the room was full of noise as the team members began to speak on Nathan’s behalf and cheer. People applauded and whistled. They were smiling and calling Nathan’s name.

      But the room became quiet again when Corona stepped forward.

      I watched her take her long, graceful strides to the front of the desk and stand beside her husband.

      “They’re right, Nathan,” she said softly. “I know you’ve thought about it and decided against it, but I think you should lead. It suits you.”

      She grabbed his hand and held it. Aurora stepped forward next and placed her hand on Nathan’s shoulder. Nathan looked up and between the two women, seeming to be turning the notion over in his head uncomfortably.

      “I know that this country is full of wiser people than me, including some in this very room. When the UNA is again a democracy, we will hold elections,” he said. “So that we can make sure the right person is leading us.”

      And then he pulled his hand away and turned back to face the rest of us.

      “It’s time to leave for the mission,” he said simply.
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      The flight to Preston Industries was shorter than I imagined it would be. Or maybe time just felt like it was moving faster as Little John picked up its pace. At any rate, it was still nightfall by the time that we landed. And now we were roaming around the airship somewhat aimlessly while we awaited further orders from Nathan.

      We had taken all the teams and the mini-airship on one large airship. Now we were hiding in a wooded area a few miles away from the corporate headquarters of a massive conglomerate of businesses that had been funding Burchard’s regime since it was only an election campaign. In the morning, a team would leave on the mini-airship with the hopes of ending the regime’s funding for good.

      But we still didn’t know who exactly was on that team or what the rest of us would be doing.

      “So, Pyro,” Ant began, “what’s your story?”

      I was glad that Ant had asked. We had all been making small talk for the last hour or so as Nathan worked with the tech and flight teams to chart a new and unexpected flight path back to Brightbirch after the mission, but Pyro was an intriguing stranger among us, and I wanted to know more about him. He had a chaotic, unhinged energy about him, like he was a lit powder keg himself. His movements were sharp and quick, like a bird’s, and his one good eye darted about the room ceaselessly while we talked.

      “Same as most of yours, I imagine,” he answered. His voice was raspy, and he spoke quickly, like there wasn’t enough time to get it all out. “Got snatched from my parents young and never quite forgave Burchard for it. So now I’m here to make him answer for his crimes.”

      “How’d you get into explosives?” I asked.

      Pyro stared at me for a while in a way that made me wonder if he had been offended by the question somehow. But then he simply pulled his sleeve back to reveal an arm pitted with deep, rolling scars—telltale signs of an old burn. It looked like his whole arm had been badly burned. To my surprise, Pyro was looking down at his arm with a grin.

      “My adoptive parents’ house burned down when I was small. They grabbed the paintings, and my mom grabbed her fur coats, but they left me. I made it out on my own, but not without a few marks,” he said. “I was terrified of fire for a long time. The fear almost made me crazy. But that’s the thing about fears. You can be victim to them forever, or you can face them and take control. I faced mine. Being a little crazy helped.”

      “Is that what happened to your eye, too?” Jackie asked.

      Surprisingly, Pyro chuckled and quickly pulled his sleeve back down. “No, I still had two eyes after the fire. But there’s a learning curve when you start getting into explosives. I figured that out the hard way.”

      Jackie winced.

      “Sorry to hear that about your adoptive parents,” I said. It was the part of the story that I could relate most to.

      Pyro shrugged. “If it hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t be here today. I wouldn’t be the explosives team lead. In the end it was all worth it.”

      I respected his answer. That was how I felt about the Sylvones. But I pushed my adoptive parents back out of my mind as soon as the thought occurred to me. I didn’t want to think about them right now, especially not when there was a chance I was about to run into my adoptive father.

      In a very unpleasant way.

      Nelson, Gabby, and Jace walked over then, and I took that to mean that the tech and flight teams were no longer busy. I turned around and saw that Nathan was still speaking to Sy at the front of the ship.

      “Are we about to get some final orders?” I asked Nelson.

      “He said we’d be retiring for the evening soon, so I imagine we will,” she replied.

      “Yeah, I’d like to know what I’m supposed to be doing here,” Abe said.

      “Well, Nelson and I already have our assignments,” Gabby said. “Watching the radar for incoming airships. And the medic teams are also staying behind to prepare for any injuries.”

      “What about the combat teams?” I asked. “Are they going?”

      “I think we’re just here in case things get messy,” Cloyd replied. “This mission is about pilots and explosives.”

      “Teams!” Nathan suddenly called out.

      We all stood quickly and headed to the middle of the airship, where Nathan was standing.

      “Our mission team will set off in the morning to attack the executive leadership summit shortly after it begins. The mini-airship doesn’t hold many people,” he continued. “So we’ll have to select a small and elite team that will travel from our landing spot to the building itself.”

      The room was quiet until Nathan continued.

      “But first for our main teams. Combat,” Nathan said.

      Zion straightened up, and his team stared ahead at Nathan, ready for their orders.

      “There’s a chance that the government will get to us before we can take off,” Nathan said. “Hopefully you’ll just be twiddling your thumbs on this mission, but if our mini-airship team gets captured then you’ll be there and armed to help them fight their way out.”

      Zion nodded.

      “Medic team,” Nathan went on.

      Bridge nodded in acknowledgement while his team stood behind him.

      “Same thing goes for you. Hopefully we won’t need you. But if there are injuries, we have you on board to assist,” Nathan said.

      That left only the tech and flight teams.

      “Sy’s team will be in charge of coordinates and airship cannons if it comes to an air battle. And flight team, I’ll let you guess what you’ll be doing,” Nathan joked.

      A few people in the crowd laughed nervously.

      “That leaves our mission team appointments,” Nathan continued.

      The room fell under a tense silence again as we waited to hear who would actually be taking the mini-airship to Preston Industries.

      “Pyro, I’ll need you aboard for your explosives expertise. You’ll be loading the airship cannons before the ship takes off. And I’ll want you with the team as counsel,” he said.

      Pyro nodded respectfully in recognition of his position, but his eye was twinkling in a way that revealed his excitement.

      “Jace and Rio, you’ll be on my controls,” Nathan went on.

      I inhaled deeply and glanced over at Jace. He looked stoic and prepared, but I was feeling anxious and unsure. It never got easier knowing that Jace was putting himself in danger on the front line, even if I knew it was a necessary evil.

      After all, the mini-airship might be invisible, but it was going to be stuffed full of explosives and hovering within range of a malevolent mega-conglomerate. That was dangerous enough, even if it couldn’t be seen.

      “We’ll need one person on our cannons. Since our pilots will have their hands full, and our explosives lead . . .” Nathan trailed off.

      “Doesn’t have the best aim,” Pyro joked, pointing at his eye patch.

      Nathan smiled and nodded. “And I think that additional person is an obvious choice, after her heroic efforts in Chanley.”

      The airship crew all turned to look at me. But I held my breath and waited for Nathan to confirm it.

      “Robin,” he finished.

      I exhaled. I’d had a feeling that it was coming.

      I looked around at Jace, Rio, and Pyro. We were a small crew from different teams and with different talents. And I trusted them. But I was still afraid.

      It was a paradoxical situation. With every mission I went on, I risked losing my life without ever getting my daughter back. But if I didn’t go on missions, I might not ever get her back anyway. Or if I did, we might not have anywhere to go in Burchard’s UNA.

      So I didn’t really have a choice.

      “Get some sleep,” Nathan said. “All teams will be needed tomorrow to support our mission team. And our mission team will need all of the help they can get. The future of the nation depends on us.”

      I furrowed my brow at his continuing lack of details. If we were going to keep risking our lives based on his plans, it would’ve been nice to at least know what those plans were.
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      “Robin?”

      I opened my eyes groggily to see Jace’s handsome face hovering over mine.

      I sat up in my sleeping bag in the airship cabin and looked around to see that no one else was awake yet. I had drifted off fitfully after Nathan adjourned our meeting, trying to get enough rest for our attack the next morning. But it felt like I had just fallen asleep when Jace woke me.

      “Jace, what’s wrong?” I asked sleepily, trying to conjure up some energy.

      “Everyone is going to be awake in a couple of minutes,” Jace said. “I set my alarm early so I could talk to you before everyone else woke up.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      He grabbed my hand and kissed it gently. Then he slipped something onto my finger.

      “I know I didn’t give you a proper proposal before,” he said as he adjusted to a kneeling position beside me. “So I want to do it now, while I still have the chance.”

      “Jace?” I asked in confusion. I looked down to see a braided loop of twine on my ring finger. My eyes went wide as I recognized what was happening.

      “Robin, if we survive this, will you marry me?” he asked.

      I sat in shock for a moment and looked at his sweet face as he knelt beside me. His eyes were so full of hope and an adorable anxiety that I knew was related to my answer. I wanted to stay in that moment forever, but I remembered that soon everyone else would be waking up. So I spoke without even thinking about it. I had known my answer since shortly after I met Jace.

      I had wanted this since then.

      “Yes,” I said. “Yes, of course I’ll marry you.”

      And then, just as dozens of phone alarms began to blare, I wrapped my arms around him. He pulled me up as he kissed me deeply. I didn’t care who saw or what they’d say. I just wanted to be with Jace and to tell everyone that I was his and he was mine now.

      Ant woke up and looked over at us.

      “Isn’t it a little early to be that in love?” he joked sleepily.

      Jace and I laughed and hugged. But we didn’t have the time to focus on ourselves then. Because if the alarms were all going off for people to wake up, that meant that it was almost time to leave for Preston Industries.

      “Pyro, load the cannons,” Nathan said as he walked into the main cabin from his office. “The meeting will be commencing soon, and we want to catch them before they separate for a break.”

      Pyro stood up from folding his sleeping bag and stepped outside of the airship. I gathered then that they had hidden the explosives outside for the night to prevent any kind of mishap. Which made me a bit nervous about the stability of the stuff. Was it going to go off unexpectedly in the mini-airship?

      “The rest of the mission team, if you could gather with me before you set off,” Nathan went on.

      Rio, Jace, and I walked over to join Nathan where he stood at the front of the airship.

      “You’re going to the top floor of the westernmost tower,” Nathan said as soon as we had all gotten within earshot. “You’ll know you’re there because that particular conference room has one wall that is all glass. You should be able to look in and see every one of them sitting around their conference table. That’s where you’re aiming, Robin.”

      I took a deep breath. I was going to have to look in and see all of those people before I killed them? As foolish as it was, I had been picturing shooting at a brick wall, not at the faces of other human beings.

      But I nodded to Nathan nonetheless.

      “Jace and Rio, the coordinates are preprogrammed to get you there and to get you back. Make sure the stealth is on the entire time. And move quickly,” Nathan continued. “We’ll need to get out of here post-haste after the explosion. Before any of the government’s airships show up.”

      Pyro walked in and headed over toward us.

      “Pyro, I don’t need to tell you how those explosives work,” Nathan joked. “So just make sure they’re at the proper distance from their target before they shoot.”

      Pyro nodded curtly. “Will do,” he said.

      “And Robin,” Nathan said, turning to look at me. “Pyro can tell you how dangerous these explosives are. We want to minimize the loss of life on this mission, which is tricky to do when you’re using bombs. So all I’ll say is . . . don’t miss.”

      He clapped his hand down on my shoulder. “It’s time, team,” he said. “Good luck.”

      Behind us, the rest of the flight team had been working to get the mini-airship out of the cabin of the airship and outside. I could see now that it was done and that it really was time for us to begin our attack.

      Pyro, Rio, Jace, and I were just stepping outside to begin boarding the mini-airship when the rest of Team Hood came flying out of the hull of the main airship to catch us.

      “You didn’t think you were going to set off without saying goodbye to us, did you?” Denver asked.

      Jace stepped forward. “This isn’t goodbye,” he said resolutely.

      “It better not be,” Cloyd said. “Because I can’t lose another brother.”

      “Robin, please be careful,” Jackie said.

      “We know you can do it,” Abe said.

      I took a deep breath and tried to believe that myself. I knew that Rio and Jace were good pilots, and I trusted that Pyro knew what he was talking about, too. The only person I didn’t have total confidence in was myself.

      There were so many ways that things could go wrong: We could kill people we weren’t intending to kill, or our explosives could be faulty, or we could do everything right and still get caught in an air fight against government airships if we didn’t escape fast enough. But I tried to focus on just my own role in the mission as Nathan’s words echoed in my head.

      Don’t miss.

      Jace and I shared a few hugs with our team members before we stepped back and waved our goodbyes. Then we walked onto the mini-airship and closed the hatch.

      Rio and Jace immediately went for the controls, leaving Pyro and me standing awkwardly in the middle of the small space. But it didn’t seem uncomfortable for Pyro at all. In fact, he looked right in his element.

      “Stealth on,” Rio said. “Readying for takeoff.”

      “Guess that means we should take a seat,” Pyro said with a smile. He jumped into his chair and then loudly clapped his hands once.

      I was barely strapped into my seat when I felt the ship lift up off the ground.

      “No going back now,” Pyro said with an almost maniacal laugh.

      I looked over at him and wondered if he was really the person to be in charge of an airship cannon full of explosives. But he was right: there wasn’t any going back now. And with that, the airship took off toward Preston Industries like it had been shot out of a slingshot. I held on to the armrests of the cabin seat tightly.

      “You two all right back there?” Rio asked cheerfully.

      “Better than all right!” Pyro shouted back enthusiastically.

      But I kept silent and dug my fingers into the armrests instead. I was used to flying at high speeds in the mini-airship by now, but I would never be used to flying into a mission that carried with it a high probability of injury or death.

      No matter how many times I did it.

      We arrived at Preston Industries within minutes and began to scope out the building. Preston Industries was headquartered in a very large complex with the nondescript qualities of a corporate office. Like Nathan had said, it had several tall towers with at least forty stories in each. Its parking lot alone was the size of some of the abandoned factory towns Jace and I had visited for our Helping Hands missions. One of the towers even had an airship landing pad situated on the top. I had never seen such a large facility.

      And, I thought with disgust, it was all aimed toward keeping bad people in power and taking money from the desperately poor to put even more money into the pockets of the rich.

      “That’s the west tower,” Jace said, pointing at a tower that looked to be at least a few stories taller than the others. The glint of sunlight coming off of a humongous window confirmed it. That was the wall of glass that led into the conference room.

      The conference room that we were about to obliterate, along with everyone inside of it.

      “Still on stealth mode,” Rio said as the mini-airship zipped over to the west tower.

      “Pyro, are we ready?” Jace asked.

      Pyro looked like a kid in a candy store. His chosen name definitely was fitting. I didn’t think I had ever seen someone so excited to destroy something.

      He smiled hugely and then said, “We’re all set.” Then he looked over at me. “Hope you’re a good aim,” he said. “We can’t get too close without getting a pretty big blowback from the explosives, and you need to aim at the ceiling of the room to avoid too much damage to the floors below.”

      I nodded. That seemed like a good-sized target, or at least much easier to hit than the heart of Aurora’s would-be executioner in Chanley.

      I could do this.

      Meanwhile, Rio was talking into a headset that I suddenly realized must be going straight back to the ground team. “Coming around on the west tower now,” he said.

      The airship moved quickly and quietly through the calm air around Preston Industries until we were merely yards away from the brick of the west tower. I could see every crack in the façade. And then, as we moved around to face the window directly, I could see something else, too.

      I could see their faces.

      There were dozens of people in that conference room. Men and women from old age all the way down to what looked like people only a few years older than me. They were dressed in their business best and seated around a huge glass conference table, drinking coffee and bottled water and taking notes.

      And I was being asked to kill them all. My stomach dropped, and I suddenly felt very sick.

      “Cannons activated,” Rio said.

      “Robin, the cannon controls are on the control panel,” Pyro said. “Go on.”

      I stepped forward, and Rio and Jace both moved slightly to get out of my way. My eyes traced over the control panel until I saw a device that looked like a small joystick. It reminded me of an old-fashioned arcade game.

      I grabbed it gently and tested the controls. The airship cannon was below the windshield, so I couldn’t see it as I moved the joystick, but a small video screen on the panel showed me where I was aiming via a camera that must’ve been attached to the cannon itself. I could see the conference room from the cannon’s point of view now, and red crosshairs on the screen moved as I fiddled with the joystick. It wasn’t particularly complicated.

      “That red X is what you point at whatever you want to explode,” Pyro said, his eye afire with excitement.

      I looked at the people inside the conference room from the cannon’s vantage point, through the red crosshairs. It was strange to imagine that I was going to cause so much damage and destruction with that red X.

      “Ready when you are, Robin,” Rio said. “Give us a countdown so Jace and I can get us out of here quickly as soon as you fire.”

      I moved the joystick around with both hands until I had it situated on a spot in the top of the conference room. I looked back and forth between the control panel screen and the people in the conference room.

      “Robin?” Rio asked again.

      Long seconds were ticking by. I hovered my thumb over the button to fire, but . . . I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t kill all of those people.

      I could feel Rio’s, Jace’s, and Pyro’s eyes on me. Did they think I was weak-willed? A coward? I knew Jace would understand, but the rest of Little John wouldn’t. Still, I didn’t think I could do this.

      “Robin, we have to go,” Pyro said. “Shoot!”

      My finger hovered over the button. These people were murderers, I told myself. They were thieves. They were liars. And they had elected a dictator knowing what he was going to do to our country. I began to move my finger down, when . . .

      Mr. Sylvone.

      My adoptive father walked into the room from a door in the back.
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      I watched him walk quickly and confidently to an empty seat at the table. I was close enough to see every detail: his expensive, well-tailored suit; his thin-lipped expression; and even his gold watch, which my adoptive mother had gifted him for Christmas when I was little. He looked like he hadn’t aged a day, so it was hard to believe that any time had passed since I last saw him.

      I’d known that there was a chance he’d be here, but I hadn’t really put any thought into it. Maybe because I hadn’t wanted to consider it—or what it might mean.

      Now my fears were realized. If I did my job for Little John today, it’d mean killing my own adoptive father.

      “Robin?” Jace asked.

      “Robin!” Pyro repeated aggressively.

      All I could do was stare at the only father I had ever known. The father who had taken me in, said he loved me, spent money on my upbringing and education and fancy clothes and seven-course dinners, and then kicked me out like I was nothing to him. And in my heart, I didn’t know how I really felt. Did I hate him? Or did I still love him?

      And either way, could I really kill him?

      I could hear Nathan speaking frantically through Rio’s headset. Rio listened and then turned to Pyro.

      “Pyro, take the controls,” Rio said firmly.

      But I gripped down on them tightly.

      “Robin, we have to do this quickly!” Rio said, his voice rising. “Pyro, do you think you can shoot?”

      “Turn off the stealth,” I said. My voice sounded strange and foreign to me, like it was coming from a place far away.

      “What?” Pyro asked in disbelief. “Are you nuts? This is a stealth mission. Give me the controls! I’ll just have to try to do it myself.”

      “Turn off the stealth,” I repeated. “I’m not going to do this unless they can see us.”

      I knew it was stupid. I knew it was incredibly dangerous. Turning off the stealth meant they’d be able to see us—and call reinforcements. It could cost us the mission, and our lives.

      But I wasn’t going to kill the man I’d called Father without him seeing me first.

      Rio was staring at me like I was a madwoman. Pyro’s mouth was hanging agape. Even Jace was looking at me with doubt. Nathan’s voice was still coming through Rio’s headset.

      “Why?” Jace snapped.

      “I can’t kill all of these people without letting them know that it’s about to happen,” I replied. My voice was shaky, but my resolve was solid. “They have to know that we’ve come for them.”

      “They’ll hit the panic button,” Rio said quickly, frustrated. “Government airships will be here in thirty seconds.”

      “The explosion is going to send airships here anyway,” I shot back. “This only shaves a couple of seconds off of our time.”

      I felt like Rio had something else to say in argument, but Pyro moved to the stealth controls so quickly that we barely had time to register what he was doing.

      “Whatever,” he said. “Let’s get this over with. I’m sick of waiting.”

      And with a flick of his wrist, he switched them off.

      Suddenly we were staring at our own reflection in the huge window of the conference room. I could see all four of us perfectly reflected in the glass: Pyro standing over me, Jace and Rio sitting, and me leaning forward with my hand on the cannon controls.

      And then, almost as quickly, every eye inside the conference room had turned to face us. There was a moment of confusion and then horror as they realized what was happening. But I was only looking at one person. I was only watching one of the executives who had betrayed this country, killing and enslaving millions to benefit only the rich. And it was personal.

      When my adoptive father looked through the glass, we made eye contact. In the span of two seconds, his face went from confusion to recognition. I could see that he saw me and knew who I was, even after all that time. And for a split second, I wondered if he had ever loved me. If even though he had thrown me out, there was still a part of him that saw me as his daughter. The next second, his face contorted into an expression of hatred. He knew who I was, he knew what I was here for, and he hated me for it.

      But now he’d finally face justice.

      “Three, two, one,” I said, probably too quickly, and then I pressed down to fire.

      “Move back!” Pyro shouted.

      He was cut off by the massive boom of an explosion. The explosive shot into the conference room, shattering the glass window, and erupted when it hit the ceiling. Flames and a massive whoosh of air sent our airship hurtling away from the building. Pyro and I flew back, but Rio and Jace were strapped in and didn’t take their hands off the controls.

      “Pull her up!” Rio shouted.

      I rolled to the back of the airship and looked up in terror as Jace and Rio pulled back on their controls as hard as they could to shoot the airship up into the air and away from the explosion.

      “Stealth on!” Jace shouted, taking one hand off the controls to flip a switch.

      “Get us out of here!” Pyro yelled from the floor beside me.

      And then the airship was rocketing away from the flames. I watched as fire and smoke poured out of the conference room until the airship had completely turned away and was racing for the ground team again.

      As the airship gained speed and got farther away from Preston Industries, Rio turned on me angrily.

      “What were you trying to pull back there?” he shouted. His face was red, and sweat was beading on his forehead.

      “Don’t raise your voice to her!” Jace yelled as he whirled to glare at Rio.

      Pyro started to lift himself up from the ground, but then shifted to face me where I was still sitting on the cabin floor.

      “Tell me why,” he said simply.

      Rio and Jace both turned from their argument to look at me.

      “My adoptive dad was in there,” I said quietly.

      The three of them stared back at me in disbelief.

      “I’m sorry,” I continued, slowly and hesitantly. “I know that was dangerous. I just . . . I couldn’t do it without them seeing us. I needed them to know that we were there and what we were about to do. I needed my adoptive father to see me, to know that he was finally facing justice. I couldn’t kill him sight unseen.”

      The airship cabin was silent after I finished speaking. Everyone looked shocked, but Jace also looked deeply sympathetic.

      “Robin,” Jace said softly. “Robin, I’m so sorry.”

      I shook my head. “It had to happen.”

      Rio turned back to the windshield and took the controls, his focus on getting us back to the ground team quickly. Jace was still looking at me.

      I stood up and walked to the cabin seats to sit down. Pyro stood and followed me, then he sat beside me and turned to face me. His eye was still hardened with anger.

      “That was stupid,” Pyro said simply. “I get why you did it. We all go a little nutty sometimes. But it doesn’t change the fact that it was stupid.”

      “I know,” I replied. “You’re right.”

      “Robin,” Jace began again.

      Rio interrupted us. “Preparing to land, guys,” he said. “We’re going to have to move quickly. Nathan says we’ve got company coming.”

      I sighed. I didn’t know if that was my fault or not. I knew that turning stealth off hadn’t been part of the plan, but I just hadn’t had it in me to kill my father without letting him see what was coming. It was supposed to be justice, not an ambush execution. I just wasn’t sure if Nathan would see it that way.

      Jace and Rio turned their full attention back to the controls. The landing was tricky, since they had to maneuver the mini-airship into the hatch of the main airship so we could all take off together. It was a very tight squeeze and would’ve been difficult for even the most experienced pilots. And as good as he was, Jace was technically still a rookie.

      I sat, still but tense, as we entered the main airship’s hull and gently touched down. Rio popped open the mini-airship’s hatch, and we all stood to disembark.

      The hull was bustling when we got off. The tech teams were frantically entering coordinates for what I assumed was a new flight path, and the flight teams were hovering over the controls, readying for takeoff.

      “Let’s move!” Nathan yelled from the front of the ship. “We’ve got incoming government airships, according to the radar. We have less than two minutes!”

      “Robin!” Jackie shouted as soon as she spotted me. “So glad you guys are okay.”

      “We heard that you made the shot!” Ant said. “Great job.”

      “Well, it’s probably not hard to shoot into a room full of monsters and criminals,” Abe added.

      I looked away.

      “Combat, medic, and mission teams need to get seated and strapped in!” Sy yelled out.

      I walked quickly to the cabin seats and started to buckle myself in. Jace sat beside me.

      “Robin, are you okay?” he asked.

      I knew he had been waiting this whole time to ask that. But I didn’t have a good answer for him.

      “I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head.

      “Preparing for takeoff!” Alexy shouted.

      “We’ve got one minute until we’re going to be in an airship battle!” Nathan called out. “Airships approaching on radar!”

      The airship rocked as it began to rise into the air. I gripped my armrests tightly again. I just wanted to get as far away from Preston Industries, and from the sight of my adoptive father in that conference room, as possible.

      “All engines go!” Alexy yelled again.

      And then the airship was flying through the air and back to Brightbirch.
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      We touched down in Brightbirch that evening without any more drama.

      “Guess we lost them,” Nelson mused.

      I nodded, though I wasn’t feeling so sure. It made me suspicious that enemy airships had been only “two minutes” away, according to Nathan, and seemingly hadn’t spotted us. But I trusted the tech and flight teams and knew that they had entered a convoluted flight path back for us, since it had taken much longer to get back than it had to get to Preston Industries originally.

      Which had given me that much more time to think about my adoptive father.

      Every time I closed my eyes, I saw his look of recognition morph into anger all over again. He had seen me and recognized exactly who I was right before I killed him. And that was a difficult thing to come to terms with. I felt like I had done the right thing, not only for Little John and our missions, but for the country as a whole. But I had once loved that man as a father, and I had loved his other adopted children and his wife.

      And I had just caused all of them great pain. Even if I had done it for the betterment of millions, it still felt like a cruelty to those few who had known and loved him.

      We disembarked quickly and were soon all out on the tarmac. Outside, it was a cool and dry evening, and the sky was streaked with the orange-and-purple colors of another beautiful sunset.

      “Meet in the admin building now!” Nathan yelled out over us.

      I couldn’t tell from the tone of his voice whether or not he was pleased with how the Preston Industries attack had gone.

      I walked beside the rest of Team Hood as we stepped off of the black asphalt of the tarmac and onto the grass of Brightbirch that led to the brick road I was so accustomed to.

      “What do you think this meeting is going to be about?” Alf asked of no one in particular as we walked.

      “Probably going over the attack,” Cloyd answered.

      “And maybe planning the next one,” Zion interrupted as he walked past us. And then, over his shoulder, he called back, “Nice flying, Jace. And nice shot, Robin.”

      “Yeah, nice shot,” Alexy said as she followed Zion past us. “But maybe next time you could do it without the extra flair?”

      She winked at me and smiled as she said it, but I knew that turning the stealth mode off had caused undue stress for the team back on the ground. It had put a pause on the original shot and shaved valuable seconds off of our escape. Which, even if we had gotten away okay, I realized was still dangerous.

      “What does she mean by that?” Gabby asked.

      “I turned off the stealth,” I replied. “I couldn’t ambush those people like that. I wanted them to see what was happening.”

      “Oh,” Gabby replied softly as she looked away.

      We hit Brightbirch’s main street and kept walking toward Fiora’s office.  It was only when we made it to the admin building and began to walk up its creaking stairs to the second floor that I realized how tired I was. I wanted to get back to camp already. But I was also anxious to hear what Nathan thought of our latest mission firsthand.

      Nathan came into the room behind the rest of us. Fiora, Corona, and Aurora were already at the head of the desk, and Nathan walked up to take his usual place beside them.

      “Team,” he began, “Preston Industries has been terribly wounded, if not altogether destroyed, and that should mean that Burchard will be extremely vulnerable. We need to act fast.”

      That was all he had time to say. After he finished his last sentence, a massive noise sounded that physically rocked our building. Nathan was thrown to the ground, and the rest of us, who were sitting, only barely managed to keep seated.

      In the immediate aftermath of the explosion, the silence was almost unbearable. I looked around madly to see what had happened. An airship fuel tank bursting? The explosives left on the tarmac going off?

      What could have possibly caused an explosion of that magnitude?

      Nathan’s eyes looked wild and alert. He leapt to his feet and took off down the stairs without a word.

      “Stay seated, teams!” Fiora called out to us.

      I was already halfway down the stairs as she was saying it.

      “Robin!” Jace called out after me.

      By the time Nathan tore out of the front door, I was already hot on his heels.

      “What was it?” I asked as we got outside.

      Nathan didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. One of the greenhouses was alight with fire. People were streaming out of their houses and the hospital to see what was happening. I knew the same would be happening back at the tents. Suddenly, alarms began to sound throughout Brightbirch, shrill and urgent. A great plume of smoke was rising from the greenhouse into the purple sky. And, with horror, I realized that Nathan was staring at the source of the flames.

      Half a dozen dark airships were hovering over the city.

      Brightbirch was under attack.
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      The realization that we were being attacked may have dawned on me slowly, but the government was working fast. Another blast of cannon fire sent a second greenhouse up in flames.

      Nathan turned around quickly and saw me. But I wasn’t the person he was looking for.

      “Robin, get to the airships for evacuation,” he shouted as he ran back up the stairs past me. I knew he was going back for Corona and Aurora.

      Jace and the rest of Team Hood were making their way down the stairs as Nathan was rushing past them.

      “It’s an attack,” Nelson said breathlessly as she looked into the sky.

      “We’ve got to get to the ships,” I said.

      Before we had time to move, the rest of the teams, including Nathan and his family, were on their way back down the stairs, coming right at us.

      “Medics to the hospital! Aid the wounded! Tech and flight teams, get to the airships and ready them for base evacuation! Combat teams to the armory to arm yourselves!” Nathan shouted.

      Zion and Cloyd turned to run with the rest of the combat team to the armory in the airship hangar. Alexy and Rio and the flight teams followed them quickly.

      “Let’s move, tech teams! This is not a drill!” Sy yelled.

      Nelson and Gabby turned to look at us fearfully.

      “Be safe,” I managed before they too had turned and were running with their team to the airships.

      “Let’s go, medics!” Bridge cried, rallying his team.

      They were turning to race off for the hospital when Bridge noticed that I was among them.

      “Robin, no,” he said firmly.

      “I have to get my mother,” I protested.

      Another explosion shook the ground beneath us. I wasn’t leaving Juno, and we didn’t have much time.

      “You’ll only be in the way!” Bridge shouted back. Then, seeing the distress in my eyes, he lowered his voice. “My team is trained for hospital evacuations. You have to trust us.”

      And then he took off with the rest of the medics, leaving behind Team Hood, Nathan, Corona, Aurora, and Fiora.

      “Nathan, get as many of my people out with you as you can,” Fiora said urgently. “Please.”

      Nathan looked back at her desperately, and I got the sense that some revelation was being wordlessly shared between the two of them. But then she was running back to her office, and Nathan turned to face us.

      “Brightbirch’s defenses have failed, and if we don’t get to those airships quickly, then they’re going to be government target practice,” he said firmly. “I need you to get back to the camps and tell them where to go. Can you do that?”

      I wanted to know more. How had the defenses failed? What were those defenses? But the airships were breaking formation above and around us, spreading out to cover more ground. Nathan was right: we wouldn’t have long. If the government started firing down on the airships, then all would be lost. There would be time to ask questions later.

      I nodded and started to run. We had to get back to the camps to spread the word. Everyone needed to get to the airships.

      Jace ran up beside me, and I could hear Ant, Abe, Denver, Alf, and Jackie running behind us.

      “Robin, we’ll be too slow even if we run as fast as we can the whole way,” Jace yelled. “And we’re about to have company.”

      He pointed at an airship, and I turned to see that it was dropping a ladder. It looked like the government wasn’t just destroying everything in its path. They were also coming down in person—presumably to try to capture us alive.

      And we couldn’t let that happen. But I didn’t see what Jace was getting at.

      “What choice do we have?” I asked. I was already struggling to keep up the pace, even though we still had the better part of a mile left to run.

      Jace ran off the brick road.

      “Jace!” I yelled after him. But then I saw where he was going.

      The grazing fields.

      “Just like Nelson said,” Jace shouted over his shoulder. “They’re combat trained.”

      I looked into the field to see a dozen horses gathered at the wooden fence near the road. They were trotting and whinnying to get out of their enclosure.

      Jace approached the fence and began to kick at one of the wooden fenceposts. His huge stature and work boots made short work of it, breaking it in half in just a few kicks. Then he used his hands to tear down the connecting pieces until there was a sizable opening in the fence. Big enough for the horses to get through.

      “If you know how to ride, jump on. If not, go tell the Brightbirch citizens where to go!” he yelled. And as a roan stallion galloped through the opening, he wrapped his hands into its mane and launched himself up onto its back. The horse and its rider turned to head toward the camps.

      The golden mare came trotting out next, and I mimicked Jace’s moves until I was up on her broad back. I didn’t even have to think about it. We didn’t have the luxury of second-guessing plans at that point. The survival of hundreds of innocent people depended on us getting to the camps and telling them the plan.

      “Come on!” I yelled at the rest of the team.

      Jackie looked at me like I was insane as I kicked the mare, urging her to catch up with Jace. Crazy or not, it was the fastest way to get to the camps. As we took off, I turned around to see the rest of the team making their way to the Brightbirch houses.

      I could barely hear the pounding of hoofbeats on the brick over the cacophony of noise that was rising up all around us. People were running down the brick road, both toward and away from the tarmac, as they struggled to find shelter from the airship fire. The Brightbirch alarms were still blaring, and the airships were now spaced out over the base, with one hovering ominously over the camp.

      Jace dug his heels into his horse’s sides, and the animal shot forward. I knew why he was hurrying, as it was the same reason I had tried to follow Bridge.

      Rhea. This was the second base attack that she had been in, and Jace was worried that her luck would run out.

      I was worried about Juno for similar reasons.

      Jace galloped his horse wildly through the people and tents as he headed toward the schoolchildren’s section.

      “Move!” he shouted as he weaved around to avoid colliding with panicked people. “Get to the tarmac! Get out of the way!”

      People, as well as loose cows and horses, were running all around in search of an escape route, and I noticed that some of them were heading into the woods for shelter. Anyone who went into the woods could be left behind and captured or killed after evacuation, and the thought terrified me.

      “Get to the tarmac for evacuation!” I yelled to the people around me as I followed Jace.

      We quickly reached the corner of the tents that housed younger kids and schoolteachers.

      “Rhea!” Jace shouted desperately.

      I looked behind me to see that no government airships had made it to the tarmac yet, probably because the base was so spread out, and the ships seemed to be targeting the crowds and buildings instead. The flight and tech teams likely had Little John’s airships readied for takeoff already.

      If we could just get the passengers there in time.

      “Rhea!” Jace shouted again.

      “Jace!” a small, scared voice answered. Rhea ran out of one of the tents and up to Jace. “Jace, I’m scared!”

      Jace reached down, and Rhea grabbed hold of his arms so he could pull her up and onto the stallion.

      “Spread out and share the message!” I shouted.

      I galloped away to another corner of the camp and heard Jace yelling behind me.

      “Get to the tarmac! We have to get to the ships!”

      I was desperate to keep the panicked people from running into the woods. A government airship was already poised over the birch trees there, and I knew that those people would be lost to Little John if they didn’t come with us to the tarmac.

      As the crowd began to get the message and turn and head away from the woods, I noticed that the sudden surge of people heading in one direction was bound to attract attention. The airships had been firing down on a base that was a mess of swarming people heading in all different directions. But as soon as they became a huge crowd of people all pointed toward the same end of the base, the government was going to notice and start trying to head us off.

      And that wasn’t our only problem.

      A ladder was dropping from the airship closest to the camp. This time, I could see agents actually dropping down from it. And, in horror, I realized that they were going to come down right behind Jace and Rhea.

      “Move!” Jace was screaming at people around him as they ran to the brick road while trying to shield their heads. “We have to get out of here!”

      “Jace!” I screamed, trying to get his attention.

      But it was too late. An agent fired at Jace and Rhea, striking their horse in its flank. The horse whirled and then buckled, flopping to the ground and tossing its riders in the dirt before stumbling back upright and dashing away trailing dark blood.

      “Jace!” Rhea cried out in terror from the ground.

      She looked unhurt but stunned. Jace, on the other hand, had been momentarily disoriented enough for an agent to leap on top of him.

      I dug my heels in and raced my mare toward him. He was on the ground as the agent attempted to handcuff him, and if they got those cuffs on him, then I wouldn’t be able to get them off again, even if we could get away from the agent. I couldn’t let that happen.

      But I got to him just as another agent was arriving, this time for Rhea. Rhea kicked and thrashed as the agent wrestled her onto her stomach to cuff her as well.

      I leapt off of the mare and made a beeline for Jace. I kicked the agent wrestling with him in the head, but he grabbed my other leg and pulled it out from under me, dropping me to the ground.

      “Robin, help Rhea!” Jace shouted when he saw me. He was underneath the agent, but he also looked stronger and larger than his counterpart. If getting pushed to the ground had knocked the wind out of him and given the agent the upper hand, the agent was going to be in trouble once Jace regained his strength. I didn’t want to leave him, but I knew that Rhea needed help more than he did.

      “Get off of me!” Rhea was screaming at the agent as he pulled her hands back behind her.

      I looked around wildly. I couldn’t overpower the agent, and I didn’t have a weapon on me, so I was going to have to improvise. I looked down to see a firepit beneath us. Picking up a heavy and mostly unburnt birch log, I raised it over my head.

      The log came down with a solid thud on the agent’s head, and he toppled over. Rhea looked at me in fear, with a twinge of appreciation.

      I whipped around but saw that Jace had already overpowered the agent he was grappling with. He brought his fist down just once, hard, on the agent’s temple, and then the agent lay still on the ground. Jace grabbed the agent’s gun and then jumped up and raced over to Rhea and me.

      “Rhea!” he cried out in relief. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m okay,” she managed.

      “We have to keep going!” I said, reaching down to grab the other weapon.

      The crowd of Edgewood citizens was making its way to the tarmac as quickly as it could, but agents were still dropping down all around us. I jumped back up on my horse. I paused, feeling panic take over when I realized that we couldn’t all ride one horse to the tarmac together. Then I noticed a few of the other horses from the paddock running amid the crowd, and Jace raced over to one and leapt on.

      He galloped back to us, stopping to pull Rhea up and onto the horse with him.

      “Ride fast,” Jace yelled. “And shoot at anyone who gets too close.”

      He kicked his horse, urging it toward the tarmac, moving in the same direction as the rest of the crowd.

      I was about to follow when a blast of airship cannon fire sent me flying off of my horse.

      All I could hear in the immediate aftermath of the explosion was the ringing in my own ears. My vision was blurred, and my head felt foggy as I opened my eyes and tried to understand what had just happened. Before I could think, an agent was on my back and pulling my wrists around to cuff me.

      There was no fight in me. I could barely breathe or think after hitting the ground so hard. I could feel the cold steel of the cuffs beginning to press into my flesh as the agent fought to get them on, but I could barely struggle against him. Suddenly, though, the pressure on my back was lifted away, and with great difficulty I turned to the side to see what had happened.

      It was Henry. He had knocked out the agent who was cuffing me, and now he was extending his hand to lift me up off the ground.

      “Henry,” I said breathlessly and weakly.

      “It’s okay, Robin,” he replied. “I’ve got you. Let’s get to those ships.”

      He pulled me up and helped support me as I struggled to stand. There was still the sound of yelling and alarms and fires burning and cannon fire all around us, but the world seemed eerily quiet as the blood rushed back into my head.

      “Henry, I—” I began, finally finding the strength to stand on my own. But then another sound rang out, much closer and more alarming than the others.

      As Henry dropped to the ground, I recognized what it was: gunfire.

      “Henry!” I shouted as I fell to my knees beside him. I turned to see an agent with his gun still smoking in his hand. But then, as I watched, he dropped to the ground too. I turned in the opposite direction to see the combat teams racing up to us with their weapons drawn. They were taking down agents as quickly as they could to allow the crowd to continue to the airships.

      But it didn’t matter for Henry.

      I turned to him and tore open his shirt to reveal a dark, bleeding wound in the middle of his chest.

      “Henry, no,” I whimpered, the tears beginning to fall down my cheeks. I knew well enough that Henry didn’t have a survivable wound, but this was Hope’s father. We had promised each other that we would find our daughter together and raise her as best as we could. I couldn’t give up on him and leave him to die. “Henry, you have to get up. You have to stand. The medics can help you if we can just get to the ships.”

      Henry’s eyes were listless as he struggled to focus on me. When he finally seemed to register my presence, he spoke simply and with great struggle.

      “Find Hope, Robin,” he said. “And tell her that her daddy loved her.”

      His eyes closed again. He exhaled once more, and then his chest stopped moving for good.

      A wail that I didn’t know I had in me suddenly poured out. But before I knew what was happening, someone was over me, pulling me up by my arms and shouting that we had to keep going. I didn’t even realize it was Jace until he pulled my face up to look at his.

      “I’m sorry, Robin,” he said. “I’m so sorry. But we have to keep going, or we will die, too.”

      For some reason I couldn’t understand I tried to fight Jace so that I could stay there beside Henry. Maybe I thought I could still save him. Maybe I didn’t want to leave his body lying out in the open around so much death and fear. But Jace picked me up and forced me to keep going.

      “You have to do this, Robin,” he shouted. “You have to do this for your daughter. You’re all she has now.”

      And with that I suddenly understood. Just like me, Hope would never have the chance to know both of her biological parents. But she could still know her mother. So I cast one last look at the tall, gangly boy whom I had once loved so dearly, and then I turned back toward the tarmac and started to run again.
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      The combat teams were holding the agents off well enough for us to get our crowd up to the tarmac, but I knew it wouldn’t be long until the government airships made their way to us to thwart our escape. We were moving quickly, even though we were now on foot, but it felt like time was standing still.

      Henry was gone. Even if everyone else in Brightbirch could be saved, I had lost my first love and the father of my daughter. The loss felt huge and painful to me. And we still weren’t out of the woods.

      We ran up onto the asphalt of the tarmac just as a government airship seemed to have caught wind of our escape plan. In no time, it was raining fire down upon one of the large airships that was hovering just outside the hangar while it waited for people to board.

      “Jace, the airships!” I shouted, pointing at the commotion.

      We would have no chance for escape if the airships went down. There was nowhere to run or even to hide. Escape by air was our only chance of survival.

      “Let us worry about that!” a familiar voice shouted as two people ran past Jace and me into the hangar. It was Rio, and I noticed with surprise that he was running with Pyro, the explosives team lead. But where were they going?

      “Robin, we’ve got to get to another airship!” Jace called out over the noise.

      “Where’s Rhea?” I asked suddenly. I hadn’t seen her since Jace had come back for me after Henry was shot.

      “She went ahead with the camp crowd. Hopefully she’s on one of these ships already,” he replied tensely. “With the rest of the team.”

      A sonic boom sounded, and I instinctively covered my head, worried that an airship was firing down upon us this time. But instead, the government airship seemed to have been struck by a tremendous force. It had caught fire and looked to be crashing toward the tarmac only a hundred yards from where we stood. I braced myself for the impact and ducked as it landed in a heap of flames on the asphalt, splintering and cracking the black surface all the way to where we were. The force sent me and many others tumbling to our knees.

      “What happened?” I shouted, trying to reorient myself and stand upright again.

      Jace leaned down to pull me up. “Explosives,” he said simply.

      Rio and Pyro.

      Jace pushed me toward another airship that was loading up with citizens, but before we got up the hatch, I looked up to see the mini-airship zipping overhead at a high speed, undoubtedly with Rio and Pyro and a host of explosives on board. My heart leapt into my throat. We might have a chance to escape if they could keep the government airships at bay long enough.

      But the explosion had sent all of the enemy airships zooming toward the tarmac to assist. And two very brave people and the mini-airship looked to be our only line of defense.

      Jace and I ran up into the hull of our airship, knowing that we were still in danger. Rhea raced over to Jace almost immediately.

      “Jace! I’m so glad you’re okay,” she shouted as she leapt into his arms.

      Jace looked similarly relieved to see her, but the tender look only lasted seconds before Jace’s expression went steely again with anxiety. We still had to get away from the government airships.

      “Is that everyone?” Alexy shouted from the airship controls. “We need to take off!”

      Jace looked out onto the tarmac. “No one else coming!”

      The hatch began to close as Jace, Rhea, and I pushed into the crowded cabin.

      “Hold on to whatever you can!” Alexy yelled back.

      The airship began to rise up quickly and unevenly, almost sending many of us toppling down. All of the cabin seats were already occupied, so all we could do was hold on to each other to try to stay upright.

      “Here we go!” Alexy’s voice rose above the sound of the airship engines. And then the airship shot forward and away from Brightbirch.

      I had no idea how long we were in the airship or where we were going. I was despondent at the loss of Henry and the possible loss of everyone else we cared about in Brightbirch. I recognized Alexy, Silver, Luka, and some of the mechanic and Brightbirch teams on our ship, but I didn’t see any of Team Hood or the medics. So I had no idea if our friends or my mother were still alive.

      Once I felt like we were a safe enough distance away, and Alexy was no longer doing evasive maneuvers in the sky, I finally allowed myself to do a more thorough examination of the crowd to see if I recognized anyone else.

      The large group was eerily silent, save for the occasional sob, groan, or whimper. Many were injured, and I thought all of us were probably afraid and unsure whether all of our friends and family had made it out alive.

      As I walked around, I saw a young mother cradle her crying toddler on one side of the cabin, his little knees bloodied with scrapes from a hard fall. I saw an older man weeping alone on the other side. How many people had been lost?

      How many friends had I lost? I didn’t see any Team Hood members anywhere, and I was getting panicked.

      “Henry?” a voice suddenly rang out close behind me.

      I turned in confusion to see Silver standing there, her eyes wide. There was a dried trail of blood on the side of her face, all the way from her blue hair down to her angular jaw. I realized that she was asking me a question, one that I didn’t want to answer.

      I shook my head, tears welling in my eyes.

      Silver gasped quietly, but she did not cry. She looked too dazed to fully process the news. Instead she just nodded in acknowledgement and then turned and walked away.

      I made my way back to Jace slowly and dejectedly.

      “Did you find anyone?” Jace asked. Rhea was sitting beside him, her face grimy from soot and dirt. Her tears had cut clean, pale paths down both of her cheeks.

      She looked up hopefully at Jace’s question. I looked down and didn’t answer.

      “Well,” Jace said slowly, obviously trying to muster up strength for me and his sister, “they’re a capable bunch. I’m sure they got onto one of the other escape ships.”

      I nodded. But inside I was still deeply concerned for their wellbeing. And I was worried about Juno.

      We spent the rest of the flight almost entirely silent, exhausted and overwhelmed by the experience. When the airship finally did touch down hours later, I had no idea where we were. Honestly, I didn’t care, as long as my friends and my mom were there.

      “All right, Nathan says to disembark here,” Alexy yelled as the airship hatch lowered.

      Nathan. So that was at least one person we knew had made it onto one of the other airships. But who else had made it with us to this location?

      Jace, Rhea, and I stepped out of the airship first, since we were closest to the hatch. The bright sunshine of a new day was shining outside. We were on a large, flat surface carved into the rock of what looked to be a sizable mountain. I could look out over the ledge to see miles and miles of forest. We were on one of many tan-colored, rocky mountains. But what were we doing here?

      Jace and I watched as two other airships landed on the same rocky ledge. I squinted at the sky but couldn’t see any other ships. Was this all of us? Brightbirch didn’t have nearly as many airships on base as Edgewood had, but I couldn’t believe that only three ships would’ve made it out. Unless the rest had been shot down.

      The rest of our airship’s passengers were unloading onto the flat surface and milling around as we waited for our next orders. There was nowhere to go, except off the edge of the steep cliff. I couldn’t fathom what Nathan had planned for all of us.

      After the other airships landed, we were a humongous crowd of displaced survivors all looking for our friends and family. I found Juno first.

      She ran off of the second airship shouting my name.

      I raced toward her, and her face lit up as soon as she saw me. Soon we were entwined in a tight hug.

      “Oh, my girl,” Juno said through tears into my hair. “I was so worried that I’d lose you after just having found you.”

      Tears wet my cheeks as I considered that possibility. I had been afraid of the same thing.

      “I think we’re safe now,” I said as I pulled back. “But wait here. I have to see if my friends made it out.”

      I passed Zion as I walked to the third ship. He must’ve come off of Juno’s ship before her.

      “Cloyd?” I asked breathlessly.

      “He’s fine,” Zion answered. “Made it out with the combat teams.”

      “Did you see any of the other Team Hood members?” I asked.

      Zion shook his head, and I continued on to the third ship, beginning to feel frantic as I searched for them. But then a familiar voice rang out.

      “Robin!” Jackie shouted in relief as she spotted me in the crowd. Then, looking around me, she added, “Where’s Jace?”

      “Safe,” I responded, snatching her up in a big hug. “So is Rhea. I’m so happy to see you!”

      Ant, Abe, Denver, and Alf came off the airship behind Jackie, and Nelson, Gabby, and the tech team followed them. Jace ran up beside me, and Team Hood embraced in a joyous dogpile, Gabby’s family waiting beside us for their daughter.

      “I can’t believe we all made it!” Nelson said in relief. But the words hit me like a dagger in the heart.

      Not all of us.

      Nathan, Corona, and Aurora disembarked last. I wanted to rush up to Nathan and question him, but I knew that we were all thinking the same thing, so surely Nathan was about to make an announcement of his own accord.

      And sure enough, a silence fell over the huge and bustling crowd as he walked through us to stand at the far edge of the ledge. Without even noticing, I had begun to follow the crowd as they trailed behind him. We were all desperate to hear what he had to say. What was the plan now? What were we going to do? Were we safe?

      Could we ever be safe?

      When he reached the other side, he turned to face all of us. I tried to study the expression on his face. Would this attack sink him back into his despair and distrust? Would he finally force Little John to disband so that some of us may survive?

      “Edgewood and Brightbirch citizens,” he said, but then, rather unexpectedly, he stopped. He seemed to reconsider what he had just said, and then continued. “No, you are not citizens of those bases anymore. And truthfully, you aren’t citizens of the United Nation of America, either.”

      The crowd was silent in confusion. My stomach dropped. Was he finally disbanding us for good?

      “We aren’t citizens of any place that hasn’t been co-opted and destroyed. We aren’t beholden to any base or city or state or even country that seems to be worth fighting for anymore.”

      I felt hot tears stinging the rims of my eyes and looked down at my feet. The government had finally done it. They had finally removed all of Nathan’s faith in his own organization. I could feel that his abandonment of us was nigh.

      “We are refugees and, to Burchard, refuse. He has been trying to cleanse his country of us once and for all. And perhaps he has finally succeeded. Or, perhaps, we still have a little fight left.”

      I suddenly looked back up.

      “Of course, I can’t make that decision for all of you,” Nathan went on. “It’s your choice to make. But if you choose to follow me for this final phase of our organization’s mission, then I promise that I will offer all of the assistance that I can.”

      And then he turned and walked toward the mountain. We all watched him in silent anticipation. What on earth was he planning on doing here with all of us? Where could we go even if he wanted to fight?

      And then he pressed the side of the mountain with his fist. A small, tablet-sized piece of mountain suddenly flipped over to reveal a pad for Nathan to lay his hand on. When he did, a great rumbling threatened to send us all crashing down off of the mountainside. But instead, the sheer wall of the mountain itself opened up, splitting and pulling to the side like elevator doors, and revealed a humongous cavern beyond. Nathan stepped in, and the crowd anxiously followed.

      When I made it in, my eyes took time to adjust to the light before finally I saw it: a base. A fully stocked base lined with row upon row of cots. The cavern was a magnificent cave stocked with supplies and, more importantly, the most massive arsenal I had ever seen.

      Along every wall, from the floor to the ceiling, high in the air, were shelves of guns, ammunition, explosives, and mechanical parts that looked like airship and armored car attachments. It was like stepping into an armory for an entire nation state. The room blinked with red and green lights against the natural backdrop of the cave. There were tall computers and rows of printing machines, probably for seismic activity as well as general surveillance, and a massive spiraling metal staircase went from the ground floor upward, seeming to reach the top of the mountain itself.

      I had never seen anything like it.

      “Find your friends, find a bed if you need to, and eat something. Anyone who is coming with me on our final journey should know that we won’t be here long. I’ll be in touch shortly with more information,” Nathan finished. “Tech team and medic team leads, please meet me upstairs now.”

      The rest of us walked slowly and anxiously into the cave. Once we were all in, the mountain doors shut behind us with a sound of steam hissing.

      “Finally, a base that doesn’t look like it can be blown up so easily,” Ant mused.

      He was joking, but he was also right. I could see why Nathan wouldn’t want an entire base—or now, two bases—crammed into a single space unless it was a worst-case scenario, but it was somewhat comforting not to be in an open space. I had had enough of running and airship fire for at least the next few hours.

      Team Hood walked together to a table of military-style rations.

      “Guess we’re no longer getting the fresh produce of Brightbirch,” Gabby said sadly as she held up a tin container of ready-to-eat spaghetti.

      We grabbed food and walked back to the row of cots. We tried to carry on some casual conversation as we ate, but it was obvious that none of us were feeling particularly chatty. I was still thinking about Henry and, at the back of my mind, seeing my adopted father back in Preston Industries before I fired the explosives.

      After a few minutes, Juno walked up to us.

      “Mind if I join you?” she asked. “I guess I’ve officially been discharged from the hospital.”

      I forced a smile at her joke. “Of course.”

      She sat down beside us and pulled something out of her pocket.

      “The strangest thing happened a minute ago,” she began. “I found this in my jacket pocket. I guess someone slipped it in there when we were outside in the crowd.”

      I looked down to see what she was holding. It was a tiny gift, about the size of a ring box, wrapped up with a bow. It had a tag hanging off of it that clearly read, To Robin.

      I wrinkled my nose in confusion.

      “I didn’t think it was right to open it, so I’m giving it to you to open,” she went on.

      She held the gift out, and I took it from her. It was light, almost like an empty box.

      “That is strange,” I said. “But thank you for bringing it to me.”

      She nodded.

      I stood up and walked away with the tiny gift in my hands. It was very peculiar that someone would have tried to pass a gift along to me by slipping it into Juno’s pocket, but if they had been trying to make sure it got to me indiscreetly, it seemed like a safe enough bet. Still, they would’ve had to know that Juno was my mother, and I had only told Team Hood. Unless someone had seen me going back and forth from the hospital to visit her.

      I walked away to a corner of the cave to be alone and gently pulled the ribbon off to reveal a small cardboard box. When I opened it, a tiny electronic device was inside.

      When I got the projector out, a small piece of paper fell out with it. I bent down to pick up the note.

      Watch alone, it read.

      A creeping anxiety was settling over me. What was this about, and who was it from? I turned back to the device and examined it closely, finding a play button.

      I looked around to make sure no one was close by. Jace was looking at me in confusion, but I didn’t call him over. I just nodded to let him know everything was okay. Obviously, I needed to see what was on this message alone.

      I walked a little farther away, until I was far from everyone else. Then I hit the play button.

      A very small projection popped up immediately, showing a woman sitting behind a desk in a bright, official-looking office. I instantly recognized her. It was Mavis Preston, the head of public relations for the regime, and Hope’s adoptive mother. My breath caught in my throat. Staring directly into the camera, Mavis began to speak. It was a short and succinct message.

      “Hello, Robin,” Mavis said. “I know you know who I am. And I know who you are. I also know what you want, but I want something in return.”

      I watched the screen with wide eyes.

      “So here’s our offer: tell us where the traitor Nathan is before he can cause any more death and destruction to his followers and our citizens,” Mavis continued. “Do this, and you will receive a full pardon. Then you can come and get your daughter back and live out your life together in peace.”

      I gasped and almost fell to my knees before Mavis delivered her final lines and the projection cut out.

      “Who is more important to you, Robin? Nathan? Or your daughter? You have one day to decide.”
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      “Is everything okay?” Jace asked as I walked back up to Team Hood and Juno.

      I quickly nodded, but I wasn’t feeling so sure. Was everything okay? Even with Mavis’s offer on the line, I knew immediately that I wouldn’t be willing to betray my team and the rest of Little John. But there were other implications that I wasn’t so sure about. Most importantly, getting that gift from Juno meant that someone here at our latest base was working for, or in contact with, the government.

      And that meant the mole had survived another attack and was with us at a new base, after successfully destroying two others.

      We were in imminent danger.

      I knew I needed to tell Nathan immediately, but I wanted to have as much information as possible before I went to him.

      “Juno, can I talk to you for a moment?” I asked. “Alone?”

      Juno looked mildly concerned but smiled and nodded. Then she rose from her seat to stand and walk away from the crowd with me.

      “I know what you’re going to ask,” she said before we had gotten far. “But unfortunately, I didn’t see who gave that to me. I don’t know how or when they did it, but I’m guessing that it was once we got off the airships here, because that was when I was in a thick crowd and being jostled around. I wouldn’t have noticed if someone slipped something into my pocket.”

      “So you didn’t see anyone looking at you suspiciously or getting uncomfortably close?” I asked.

      Juno laughed. “Everyone was uncomfortably close when we were back there in that crowd.”

      I understood. The ledge outside of the armory base looked like it was only large enough for one airship to land on comfortably. We had all been thrust together in a heap after landing three large and very full airships on it. It was easy to imagine someone slipping past and dropping a small box into Juno’s roomy jacket pockets under those circumstances.

      But who?

      “What was it?” Juno asked.

      “A message,” I replied simply.

      There was no time to get into it further. I had to find Nathan.

      I walked right past Team Hood to find him.

      The inside of the cave was separated into what looked like distinct quarters. There was a side on the left when you entered that housed all of the rows of cots; at the back of the cavern were the computers and other electronic devices and monitors, obviously powered by generators out here in the wilderness; on the right was the main armory, including sealed-off areas that looked like they probably housed larger things like ships and vehicles, if the size of the door was any indication; and in the front was an open space that included the tables of rations and other assorted supplies. The staircase in the middle led up to what looked like an office or maybe a surveillance room. That was where he had asked the medic and tech teams to meet him.

      I made my way to the spiral staircase and began to climb to the top. It was an unpleasant event. The stairs were narrow, and because they were held in place with support cords instead of being bolted in, swayed gently as I moved up. I held my breath and tried to get to the office as quickly as possible.

      A small walkway connected the top of the stairs to the office door and the surveillance room. I walked precariously over the suspended walkway and then knocked on the closed office door.

      There was a pause, and then his voice called out from inside.

      “Come in!”

      I turned the doorknob slowly and swung the door open.

      Nathan, Aurora, and Corona were sitting around an expensive-looking desk. I noticed with alarm that Fiora wasn’t with them, but I thought that maybe she was on the ground floor somewhere.

      “I’m happy to see you here and safe, Robin,” Nathan said. “And I assure you we’re about to call a meeting—”

      “No, no,” I interrupted. “For once, that’s not what this is about.”

      Nathan smiled. “Well, what can we do for you, then? Is everything all right?” And then, catching himself, Nathan altered his statement. “Is everything as all right as can be expected?”

      “I . . . I need to show you something,” I stuttered. I pulled the projector out of my pocket and hit play.

      Nathan, Corona, and Aurora were silent as they watched the video message. I was nervous to hear their reactions, especially since it might mean that we’d all need to evacuate again.

      When the video ended, Nathan nodded and looked back up at me.

      “Right,” he said. “Robin, thank you for showing this to us. Can I ask who gave it to you?”

      I shook my head. “Someone slipped it to my mother, but she didn’t see who it was.”

      “Was this here? At the armory?” Nathan asked.

      “Yes,” I replied. “She thinks it happened either on the ship or once we landed.”

      Corona and Aurora suddenly looked fearful while Nathan simply inhaled deeply.

      “I was hoping that the Brightbirch attack may have been related to our journey back from Preston Industries and not the mole. But this seems to disprove that theory,” he went on.

      “How?” I asked. How could Nathan be sure that we hadn’t just been too careless on our return journey from the attack on Preston Industries?

      “Because Brightbirch, as quaint as it may have seemed, had some advanced defenses. The base and many miles around it were being hidden by a radar and GPS scrambler we installed at Fiora’s office,” Nathan replied. “So to get to the base, you had to enter incorrect geographical coordinates.”

      “I don’t understand,” I said, shaking my head.

      “Military tech that Piper and I worked on a long time ago,” Nathan went on. “It’s hard to explain in layman’s terms. But just picture the real coordinates for the base actually leading you some fifty miles to the east. The radar scrambler made it so that you had to use coordinates that measured fifty miles to the west to land at Brightbirch, where there’s nothing. Even if the mole tried to send over our coordinates from base, the government would’ve just arrived at an empty field.”

      “Then how did they figure it out?” I asked.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. Radar didn’t show that we were followed from Brightbirch, but the only living people who knew about the GPS scrambler are in this room right now,” he said.

      “Fiora?” I asked nervously, but I felt like I already knew what had happened to her.

      “Didn’t make it out,” Nathan replied, his eyes downcast.

      “Nathan, this means that the double agent is still here with us,” Corona said in a worried tone. “And our coordinates aren’t being scrambled here.”

      Nathan nodded. “But the mountain base is well hidden and almost impossible to get into unless you have my handprint. Besides, we won’t be here long.”

      “We’re leaving already?” I asked.

      “I’ll explain in the meeting,” he said. “Let’s focus on this video for now.”

      I felt impatient but nodded in agreement. We didn’t have time to argue. But the video didn’t add up to me. Could Mavis actually be so callous as to just give away her adopted daughter? And would they really be willing to grant amnesty for treasonous crimes if it meant getting Nathan? I could think of only one answer.

      “I think Mavis could be setting a trap,” I said.

      “She very well might be,” Nathan replied. “But even if she isn’t, we’ll make it a trap.”

      I furrowed my brow. “I don’t understand.”

      “This might be the perfect chance to get a ground team into Chanley,” Nathan said. “And if we could get inside, we could take out a few key players and focus less on a broad aerial attack.”

      “What are you suggesting?” I asked. I could see how having a ground team would be helpful, but how would we do that?

      “I’m suggesting we give Mavis what she wants,” Nathan said with a smile.

      I shook my head again in confusion, but Nathan simply put his hand up in the air.

      “Give me just a little longer, and I’ll be calling a base meeting,” he said.

      I nodded and turned to leave. But before I made it to the door, I turned back to ask a final question.

      “Nathan,” I said, “I haven’t seen Rio or Pyro since they took the mini-airship to clear a safe passage for us to take off.”

      Nathan stared at me for a few seconds and then slowly, gently shook his head. I took a deep breath and backed out of the office.

      Little John had lost too many good people already.

      

      Once I got back to Team Hood, I anxiously told them about Mavis’s offer.

      “So . . . what are you going to do?” Ant asked with a tinge of nervousness.

      “Well, obviously, if she was going to cash in on it she wouldn’t be telling us,” Jackie joked. “And we know you’d never do that anyway, Robin.”

      “What did Nathan say?” Nelson asked.

      “He seemed confused, but I think it’s going to play into his final plans,” I replied.

      Jace simply placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. He must’ve known how difficult it had been for me simply to be addressed personally by Mavis.

      I had already hated her because of her involvement with Aurora’s execution and Preston Industries, and now that I knew she was treating her own adopted daughter—my child—like a bartering tool, I felt even more strongly about her. As far as I was concerned, Mavis was pure evil.

      “So that means there is a government agent here?” Juno asked anxiously.

      I nodded. “I don’t see any way around it.”

      We fell silent, and noticed immediately when Nathan’s shoes began to click against the suspended steel staircase.

      Corona and Aurora were walking slowly behind him, and it was obvious that Nathan was about to call a base meeting to order. The cavern grew eerily quiet as people began to watch his descent.

      When he had almost reached the bottom, he stopped and looked out over all of us. He was at least a head above the tallest people in the room, which gave us all an unobstructed view of him as he began to speak.

      “Some of you may think that this battle is over,” he began, his voice clear and strong across the cavernous room. “Some of you might think that now that we’re on the run and two bases are down, with no guarantee of our safety in the future, it is time to disband and do our best to re-assimilate into society.”

      I was feeling anxious. Nothing that Nathan was starting with was making me feel very confident about Little John’s future.

      “And to those people, I’d say you’re mostly right,” he continued.

      A smattering of murmurs rose from the crowd. My anxiety level was steadily rising. Was this it? Had Nathan changed his mind since we spoke in his office just an hour before? I was afraid that he was about to say that moving forward would be too dangerous at this point, which would leave me at a loss in regard to what to do about Hope and Mavis.

      “It is time to disband. It is time for us to live normal lives, earn fair wages, and start to support our families. It’s time to turn away from all of this fear and violence and hiding,” he went on. “And that means it’s time to finish this once and for all.”

      I watched Nathan intently as he spoke. He was starting to look more and more in control and certain as his speech went on.

      “Our last mission will involve an elite team and extensive support from our surviving bases, and all non-mission Little John members will be safe from harm during these proceedings. But that is all I can share here. I’m proud of every one of you. And I am eternally grateful that you chose to put your faith in me. I can only ask that you trust me enough to do it one last time.”

      And with that, the cavern lit up with raucous applause.

      I turned back to look at Team Hood, wondering if they were feeling as nervous as I was. But they looked hopeful and prepared. Jackie was holding Ant’s hand and smiling bravely. Nelson had her arm slung over Gabby’s shoulder. And Cloyd, whom I always thought of as steely and masculine, had been moved to tears. His eyes were glassy even though the rest of his face was stoic. Seeing the team react that way made me feel more confident about this final phase of Little John’s entire existence.

      After his speech, Nathan walked through the crowd and began to shake hands with his constituents. But I noticed that he was also whispering into the ears of a few select team members—and that those members would then go up the spiral staircase behind him.

      He was pinpointing his mission team.

      Nathan walked over to us and spoke aloud. “Team Hood, can I see you in the office upstairs?”

      And that was all he said before he continued on through the crowd. But I was already moving quickly to the suspended staircase to get up to his office. I didn’t want to waste any time. I wanted to get to Chanley and face off with Mavis Preston, and the rest of the regime, as soon as possible.

      We walked up to Nathan’s office and found ourselves in the company of the combat, medic, flight, and tech teams. I also recognized the rest of Pyro’s explosives team, but I was saddened to be reminded of the loss of their leader.

      We sat down around a large conference table, but we didn’t wait long. Nathan, Corona, and Aurora strode back into the room within minutes.

      “As you may have guessed,” Nathan said, “you’re coming with me to Chanley. If you’re all up for it.”

      We began to clap and cheer to prove to him how up for it we were.

      Nathan smiled and continued. “In that case, get ready. Because we’re leaving tonight.”

      The cheers and claps stopped. Tonight?

      Nathan seemed to catch on to our surprise. “The government thinks that they’ve beaten us, and that’s why we have to act now. They’re deeply wounded. Our inside sources tell us that the Preston Industries attack was a death blow for Burchard’s regime,” he went on. “Their investors have deserted them, there is an international spotlight on their crimes, and they’re desperately low on money now that Preston Industries is gone. And no one will be loaning money to Burchard when he’s proven he doesn’t repay his debts.”

      “It was just like we thought,” Corona added. “When the executives were attacked, the investors swooped in and took back whatever money they could.”

      “What about the adoption fees from the CRAS?” Bridge asked.

      “There have been near-constant protests outside of holding centers after our publication started circulating. Even rich people are starting to fear the stigma of adopting children that the nation suddenly considers stolen,” Nathan said. “Adoptions are falling through, and the government was spending money they didn’t have yet. So now they have less than none.”

      “How has it affected them?” I asked. I wanted to know exactly what we were getting into and whom we were fighting.

      “The military has all but disbanded. They were on Preston Industries’ payroll, which didn’t make them particularly loyal to Burchard. The little protection the regime authorities can afford is in Chanley now, with those authorities. And I think we can take them,” Nathan answered. “Unless they can find funding to bring back their military.”

      “So we go in while they’re weak, before they find a solution to bring their full military back,” I clarified.

      “Bingo,” Nathan replied. “And that means leaving tonight.”

      “Then what’s the plan?” Jace asked.

      “A Trojan horse,” Nathan said with a grin. “Robin has given us a unique opportunity to get into the capitol building unharmed. And so Robin and I will be doing that. Alone.”

      All of the eyes in the room turned quickly to me. I felt small and insignificant as people stared at me, like they were all wondering, Why her? I wanted to sink down into my chair to hide from it all.

      What if I messed it up? What if I wasn’t convincing enough to Mavis when I responded, and they decided to just shoot us down as soon as we walked into Chanley? What if Hope was the weakness they knew they could flush me out with?

      And what if I took Nathan down with me because of that weakness?

      A voice rose up that wasn’t Nathan’s.

      “Good choice,” Bridge said. “She won’t let you down.”

      I looked at him in confusion and appreciation.

      “She’s a sure shot, that’s for certain,” Zion added.

      “One of the most reliable and loyal team members we have,” Alexy said.

      “I owe her my life,” Jackie piped up.

      “So do I,” Nathan finished.

      And then, to my shock, the crowd began to applaud me. I sat dumbfounded and tried to take it all in. Jace clapped his hand down on my shoulder and flashed me a proud smile. And with so much support and encouragement, I was able to fully trust in myself and my abilities.

      We could do this.

      “How do we get the message across that I’m going to take their deal?” I asked.

      “I already did,” Nathan answered. “I told Mavis that I intercepted her message but that I would be willing to negotiate our terms in person. She and the regime, of course, will be planning to kill me during that meeting. And unless they’re all idiots, they’ll know I’m not going quietly. But she accepted and is expecting us tomorrow morning.”

      I furrowed my brow. That didn’t sound like the deal I had been expecting at all. I thought we’d be going in deceptively, pretending to agree to Mavis’s terms. But now she knew that Nathan was coming, which made our meeting more uncertain.

      And I didn’t know if that was putting my daughter in danger.
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      Once the meeting had adjourned, with Nathan telling us to grab food and say our goodbyes before takeoff, I took the time to approach him one-on-one.

      “Wondering why I reached out to Mavis?” he asked immediately when he noticed me.

      I should’ve known he would be expecting the question.

      “I was just surprised,” I said. “Since my daughter was a part of that deal.”

      Nathan looked at me intently.

      “You knew Mavis wasn’t going to honor that offer, Robin,” he replied. “And so did I. Besides, we don’t want your daughter in Chanley when the real battle begins. I wanted to keep her safe.”

      I nodded as I processed what he was saying. It made a lot of sense. And any plan that prioritized my daughter’s safety was preferable to me as well.

      “Do you think I’ll ever get her back?” I suddenly asked. “I mean, if something happens to Mavis, I doubt—”

      “I think you’re a smart, fearless, capable young woman, Robin,” Nathan interrupted. “And I think that if you put your mind to it, you can have anything you want.”

      I smiled. I didn’t know if we were going to succeed in Chanley, or even if I was going to survive the mission. But if I did, I was never going to give up on finding Hope. No matter what it took.

      I walked away to join Jace and the rest of Team Hood. Soon we were traveling down the stairs and back to the ground floor of the armory.

      “How does Nathan expect us to eat before something like this?” Nelson asked as we walked toward the rations table.

      “How does Nathan expect us to eat this?” Abe mocked, holding up a freeze-dried pack of apples.

      We grabbed metallic bags of rations anyway and headed back to our cots to sit and eat. Juno was still there.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked me with a concerned expression.

      “It’s fine,” I told her. “But we’ll be leaving tonight.”

      “Leaving?” she repeated fearfully.

      “We’ll be okay, Mom,” I said, placing my hand on her shoulder.

      Juno put her hand over mine. “Don’t make me lose you again,” she said softly.

      “Robin,” a voice sounded behind us. I turned to see Gabby standing and looking somewhat timid.

      “What’s up, Gabby?” I asked her.

      “Well, I just wanted to tell you,” she said, seeming unsure of how to continue, “to be careful out there. You’re a great friend, and I want us to be friends for a long time.”

      I smiled and stepped toward her, and the rest of Team Hood closed in on us.

      “She’s right, Robin,” Nelson said. “We all owe you quite a bit. And we still want many more years of Team Hood, even when all of this is said and done.”

      “Yeah, we can be the Team Hood Book Club,” Ant added with a grin.

      “I prefer the Team Hood Bowling Team,” Abe said.

      “So be careful out there,” Jackie finished.

      I tried to choke back my emotion at having all of my friends so concerned about me. But I was most honored that they were confirming something so beautiful: that even after Little John ended, Team Hood wouldn’t disband.

      We were friends for life.

      “I promise,” I replied. And then my friends closed in for a big hug before we were to set off for Chanley and finish this fight.
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      Nathan texted all of us shortly after we’d eaten. It was time.

      The huge cave doors opened to a dusky evening on the mountain. The airships were still outside, and the flight and tech teams, including Nelson and Gabby, left at Nathan’s orders to enter the flight coordinates and prepare the ships for takeoff. The combat team was called upon to load the ships, and Jace volunteered to put his strength to good use and assist.

      I was shocked as I watched what was loaded: piles of explosives, case after case of weapons and ammunition, airship attachments for humongous blasters and cannons, advanced medical equipment, stretchers, tents, enough rations for what looked like weeks, and additional pods of airship fuel. It looked like Nathan was preparing us for the best- and worst-case scenarios all at once. But perhaps the most important and surprising thing he loaded was another mini-airship.

      Jace flew it into the hull of one of the airships himself.

      “Just because they’re expensive doesn’t mean I don’t keep a backup,” Nathan joked when he caught me staring at it curiously.

      And then it was time for the teams to load up. I looked back at the armory base one last time. Even though Nathan felt like it could withstand an attack, I didn’t know if we were coming back to it as a team after Chanley. And honestly, I didn’t even know if there was going to be a time after Chanley at all. But I tried to remain positive as I boarded the ship with Nathan and the rest of Team Hood.

      When the airship hatch closed, the main cabin was strangely quiet for several long seconds. The gravity of the situation was pressing down on all of us. How many of us were going to survive this mission? Could Burchard really be defeated? And how would the country move forward if he was overthrown?

      Nathan seemed like an obvious choice to lead us, even after Little John disbanded, but he also seemed completely uninterested in the opportunity. And who knew if he’d even survive this mission? So our futures felt very uncertain.

      “Are you ready for this?” Jace asked as the airship began to hover upward and away from the stone ledge of the mountainside.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” I replied honestly.

      And then the ship shot forward and away.

      Nelson and Gabby worked with the tech and flight teams at the front of the ship, but the more I watched them the more I thought they were getting instructions for more than just our flight. Based on how enraptured they were with Nathan and Sy, those were more than just coordinates they were hearing. Those were mission details. They were listening intently, as if their lives depended on it. And I was also desperate to know more about how Nathan and I were going to be supported as we walked through Chanley.

      “Did you see her?” Jace asked nonchalantly as we sat in the cabin seats.

      “Who?” I questioned.

      “Well, your daughter,” Jace replied. “Sorry, I didn’t know if maybe she was in that message.”

      I looked over at him. He appeared suddenly abashed and uncomfortable after asking the question, but I took his hands and turned him to face me.

      “You can always ask about her, you know,” I reminded him. “But no, she wasn’t in the message. I don’t know if it would’ve made me feel better or worse to see her there. With Mavis.”

      Jace nodded. “So she won’t be in the capitol building, then?” he clarified.

      “No, Mavis knows that Nathan is coming to negotiate, not surrender,” I replied. “I can’t imagine that she would bring her adoptive daughter into a dangerous situation like that.”

      Suddenly I heard Nathan’s voice very clearly over the cabin noise. He was speaking into his phone, and it sounded like he was giving orders to another airship team.

      “—perimeter. All explosives teams go. Have combat assist in drops,” he said cryptically.

      I listened intently until I was convinced that Nathan was planning on rigging a massive amount of explosives around the entire perimeter of the government buildings in Chanley. My heart leapt into my throat and my palms began to feel slick with sweat. This was possibly Little John’s last mission, and it sounded like it was going to be big.

      For better or for worse.

      Jace grabbed my hand and pulled it up to inspect the twine engagement ring he had given me.

      “You should have a diamond,” he muttered sadly.

      “No, this ring fits us,” I told him gently. And then I winked. “We’re not diamond people.”

      “I’m worried, Robin,” Jace said. “Worried that we’ll never get to make those vows.”

      Tears began to spill over his cheeks. I reached up to touch his face.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I know I should stay positive and supportive. I just need you to know how much I love you. And how much I want us to be a family together, with Hope and Juno and Rhea, all tucked away in the woods somewhere when this is all said and done.”

      “I want that, too,” I told him. “And that’s why I have to do this. It’s the next step in getting my daughter back.”

      And then he pulled me close and held me tightly. I could feel in his every fiber that he was hugging me as if it was the last chance he’d ever get.

      “Robin!” Nathan barked from the front of the ship.

      I pulled away from Jace and kissed him before hurrying off to join Nathan. I knew it was time to start discussing the details, and I was eager to have them.

      “We’re approaching the outskirts of Chanley,” Nathan said. “And we’ll be continuing in the mini-airship while the teams work back here.”

      “Work doing what?” I asked.

      “Work on our finale,” he said with a grin. “But as for us, I need you to understand a bit of the layout of our journey and what we’ll be aiming for once we get in with Mavis and whoever else she has with her.”

      “So we won’t be alone?” I asked. I didn’t expect that Mavis would be so bold as to invite us in without any protection, but I was hoping it would be a small party.

      “I don’t know Mavis well, but from what Aurora says she’s a conniving, manipulative woman who will say anything to get her way,” Nathan replied. “And she’ll stab us in the back the first chance she gets. So, no. I don’t think we’ll be alone.”

      I winced at hearing Hope’s adoptive mother described so brutally. Did Hope have to feel Mavis’s wrath and deception in their home life? I desperately hoped not. Even if I was set on taking my daughter back and hoped she wouldn’t miss her adoptive family too much, I would never wish a painful or abusive early childhood on her.

      “Then how do we know we won’t simply be shot as soon as we walk into Chanley alone?” I asked.

      A nagging fear was beginning to take hold of me. I trusted Nathan and his judgment, but I sure didn’t trust Mavis. And if something happened to me on this mission, Hope would be stuck with Mavis forever.

      “Oh, she’ll talk to us first. She’s going to want to know where my remaining bases and people are, and she’ll undoubtedly want to get her hands on the contents of my armory, particularly while the regime is so vulnerable,” Nathan replied. “The trick is not allowing her to immediately arrest us and begin torturing us for information. But I think I have that covered.”

      The explosives. So that was why Nathan was wiring the government buildings to blow. If he was taken captive, he had an ace in the hole.

      But what if Mavis called his bluff? Could Little John really destroy so much of Chanley—with Nathan and me inside—if it meant ending the regime? I swallowed hard.

      “I’ll do everything I can to keep you safe, Robin,” Nathan said, seeming to read my mind. “It’s not you they want. It’s me. I haven’t forgotten that I still owe you my life.”

      Then he reached out and grabbed one of my hands.

      “Do you trust me?” he asked, his strong but aging hand squeezing mine.

      I looked up and met his kind but sharp eyes, lined with wrinkles from years of laughter and sadness and strife.

      “With my life,” I replied.

      Nathan smiled. “Good, because we’re here.”

      I looked out the airship window to see that Alexy was bringing the ship down gently along the same road that we had taken when we went to thwart Aurora’s execution. It was late at night when we arrived, but Chanley was dark in a strange and discomforting way, as if the power had gone out all over town.

      “Don’t be fooled,” Nathan said as he saw me looking. “They’re just trying to make us slip up by providing us a false sense of security. They’ll be watching us approach with all of the technology they have at their disposal. We have to be smarter than they are.”

      I nodded.

      “How do we get in?” I asked. “I mean, if we’re trying to go in undetected.”

      Nathan shook his head. “We don’t want to overplay our hand too early in the game. So we’ll make sure they can see us while we walk through Chanley. The only thing that should be a surprise to them is when we escape.”

      “Does it have to be a surprise to me, too?” I quipped. Because in all honesty, I was feeling very anxious about how we would be able to escape. I didn’t want to get stuck in Chanley when the explosives blew.

      Nathan smiled in acknowledgement of my thinly veiled frustration. “The truth is, Robin,” he said, “I’m not exactly sure yet. We have a few options for escape, but it depends on how things go inside. You’ll just have to trust me.”

      We all rocked gently in place as the airship touched down.

      “All teams have their mission details,” Nathan yelled out. “So begin. Make sure comms are in place and tuned to the right frequency.”

      Jace looked over at me anxiously.

      “Don’t worry,” Nathan said, following my gaze. “We’ll be keeping him busy on the combat team. Should give him less time to fret over you.”

      The airship hatch opened up to allow the cool twilight air passage inside.

      “It’s time for us to start walking,” Nathan said to me as he looked outside.

      I looked mutely back at the mini-airship, but Nathan seemed to guess what I was thinking.

      “In due time, Robin,” Nathan said. “Like I said, both sides will be trying to downplay their advantages. And the only surprises should come at the end.”

      He began to walk down the ramp without another word, and I glanced around the cabin to see that all eyes were on us. Team Hood looked anxious but stoic.

      “Good luck,” Nelson finally said quietly from the front of the airship.

      There were a million things that I wanted to say. I wanted to tell her that I would be back soon and not to worry. I wanted to tell the whole crew that I was proud of them and we’d be back before they knew it. I wanted to run up to Jace and kiss him one last time and say our vows right then and there.

      But instead I just nodded and followed Nathan out of the airship and onto Chanley ground.
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      My second-skin suit felt light but protective as Nathan and I walked. We each had a gun holstered at our side and a comm link in our ear. But that was all the safety we were afforded.

      We were quiet as we walked. I looked over a few times to see that Nathan’s face was expressionless. There was no confidence, but there was also no fear there; it was just a blank slate. I, on the other hand, felt like a tangled knot of contradicting emotions. I was afraid . . . but I was prepared.

      “Did you say your goodbyes?” Nathan asked suddenly as we trudged up the side of the road that led into Chanley.

      I was surprised by his question.

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      But I wasn’t so sure. Had I said a proper goodbye to the people I loved? I didn’t know if I could ever say enough to my teammates or to Jace or my mother. Words couldn’t express how I felt about them or how much I would miss them if anything happened.

      “I’m terrible at goodbyes,” Nathan said. “Feels too final for me. I guess I worry that if I really pour myself into a goodbye then it’ll become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Like it’ll actually mean the end.”

      I turned to look at him, but he was staring straight ahead as we walked. I didn’t know what to say.

      “But I gave real good goodbyes to Corona and Aurora this time,” he continued.

      “Nathan,” I began slowly, trying to process what he was getting at, “do you think you’re not going to make it out of here?”

      He sighed. “We’ll get you out of here, Robin,” he replied. “I know that. Everything else is up to chance.”

      “Can I ask you a question?” I began. Something had been clawing at me since Nathan first told me about our Chanley plan.

      Nathan nodded.

      “Why am I here?” I asked. “I mean, if Mavis knew we were going around her offer and that this was going to be a peace negotiation between you and the regime, then why bring me?”

      “Mavis insisted,” Nathan replied quickly.

      I nearly stopped in shock. Wasn’t that information that I should’ve been told before?

      “She’ll want a witness,” Nathan continued. “If they imprison or kill me then they’ll need to parade someone around to say that I was an awful terrorist trying to seize power for myself. An ex-follower would serve nicely for that purpose. And I guarantee they’ll be willing to offer you immunity and maybe even money, whenever they find some, to do just that.”

      I felt sick to my stomach.

      “But we won’t let that happen, right?” I asked.

      He turned and looked at me. “We won’t let that happen,” he repeated firmly.

      I wasn’t sure exactly which parts he was agreeing with me on.

      I spotted the first agents as we were traveling under the marble arch into Chanley’s walled-off government district, away from the residential areas and Chanley’s citizens. They were standing on the wall above us that connected to the arch. They were also armed. I knew Nathan saw them, too, but he didn’t even look up. I couldn’t help but stare as we walked beneath them, though. They didn’t have their weapons trained on us, but they had obviously been expecting us, because they watched us closely as we passed. I could only see them by the light of the moon, since the pollution around Chanley hid the stars, but I had a feeling that they could see us perfectly through night-technology lenses.

      Nathan continued on, looking entirely unafraid, and I tried to match his long, confident strides. We began to pass the smaller government buildings that bordered the humongous capitol building itself, and on every building, in sniper positions, I could see the fuzzy outlines of additional agents.

      “Just scare tactics,” Nathan said quietly. “We’re too valuable to kill yet.”

      Or one of us is, I thought anxiously.

      We kept walking past the courtyard entrance that was supposed to host Aurora’s public execution. I had to strain my eyes to stay on the cobblestone sidewalks. Chanley was eerily still and quiet as we walked, as if there was no one there except for us and the agents who had their rifles trained on us. But I didn’t know if that was just due to the hour of the day or if Chanley’s money problems had cost them more labor than just their military.

      We approached the steep stone stairs of the capitol building quickly. I thought that maybe the guns being aimed at us had us subconsciously quickening our pace. There were even more agents stationed at the base and the top of the stairs, a lot more than I had anticipated. Every agent was armed, and probably ready to shoot us down at a moment’s notice. As we began the long ascent up the stairs, my scalp went prickly with anxiety. Despite Nathan’s best efforts to calm me, I felt certain that I could be disposed of at any second, leaving Mavis with one less problem.

      Was that why she had insisted on Nathan bringing me? So that she could make sure I wouldn’t be a threat to her possession of Hope—now or in the future? My breath began to feel ragged.

      “Almost there, Robin,” Nathan said quietly to assure me. “You’re doing great.”

      I took a deep breath as we finally reached the top of the stairs and were faced with the huge, open doors of the capitol building.

      “To the right,” an agent said gruffly as we passed him.

      We walked into the capitol building to see a humongous domed ceiling above us. Burchard’s seal was emblazoned on the floor of the building, having replaced the flag-and-eagle emblem of previous presidents. Our boots tapped against the rich marble floor as we turned right to walk down a long corridor. It was obvious where we were supposed to go; one door in the hall was open and spilling golden light out onto the marble.

      That must’ve been Mavis’s office. And we were walking right in—and probably right into some kind of trap.

      Our footsteps gave us away before we could even look into the office. Or, I realized, the agent’s reports about our whereabouts in Chanley did. Either way, a voice called out to us when we were still a few doors down.

      “Come in,” the cheerful female voice said.

      Something about that false cheerfulness made my stomach flip. Mavis was trying to fool us and downplay her hand, just like Nathan said.

      We entered the office and were greeted with the sight of Mavis sitting behind her desk. I recognized it immediately as the same desk we had seen in the video projection she sent. She didn’t look up to greet us, instead continuing to type on her computer while we hovered in the doorway.

      “Please,” she continued, still not looking up, “have a seat.”

      I looked warily over at Nathan. He nodded, and we walked forward to the two seats positioned before Mavis’s desk.

      Mavis continued to type without another word, never looking up at us. It was an obvious power play. She wanted us to know that she wasn’t afraid of us, and also that she didn’t respect us. I felt similarly. I might have been afraid, but not of Mavis.

      In fact, I hated her. It took everything in me not to leap across the desk at her. I had worried for the past two years that when I found Hope’s adoptive parents, I would feel hesitancy. Maybe they’d be nice people who were good to my daughter and made her feel secure and loved and happy. But Mavis . . . I didn’t think there was any way she could give my daughter the kind of love Hope deserved.

      As far as I was concerned, Mavis was a monster.

      “Perhaps we should get on with it,” Nathan finally said after several more long seconds of listening to Mavis type.

      Mavis paused and finally looked up.

      “In time,” she said with a fake smile. “First I want to have your statement prepared and ready to sign.”

      She had the plump, cheerful face of a grandmother. She was older than I thought she would be and heavily made up in a way that was probably meant to hide her true age. But her fake smile and twinkling eyes had malice and manipulation behind them, and it made her seem cruel and terrible.

      She looked only at Nathan, never casting me a glance.

      “You’d think I’d be the one to prepare my own statement,” Nathan said without missing a beat.

      “Yes, well, we aren’t big fans of the statements you’ve made in the past,” Mavis went on, turning back to her computer to type more. “So this time I think it’s best if we are in control of that.”

      “And what will I be saying in this signed statement?” Nathan queried.

      Mavis spent a few more seconds typing and then made a big show of finishing her document, looking it over with a proud smile. Finally, she answered.

      “You’ll tell the public what they’re dying to hear,” she said, looking back up at him. “That we have come to an accord. Little John will renounce its slanderous publications because the regime has kindly offered to forgive you and allow you back into the fold.”

      “So you’ll hire me, then,” Nathan replied. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      “Even the best regimes need counsel from time to time,” Mavis said matter-of-factly. “We will agree to reconsider some of our policies that denigrate the poorest in our country, with your wise counsel. And you will tell the public that you have faith in the regime and that peace can and should return.”

      “Why would I say that?” Nathan asked.

      Mavis’s eyes flashed with aggression for the first time since she had begun.

      “Because you don’t want to see this country slip into a prolonged and very violent civil war, of course,” she said threateningly.

      I sat still and quiet in my seat and listened. What else could I do? Mavis wasn’t even acknowledging my presence.

      “Last I checked, you didn’t have much of a military,” Nathan replied.

      “A temporary problem, as you know,” Mavis shot back quickly.

      “This regime severed all its diplomatic ties when it refused to pay back its loans after the Crisis, so I’m not sure how Burchard plans on borrowing any more money,” Nathan said.

      “There are quite a few very wealthy individuals in this nation who won’t want to see it fall into ruin,” Mavis said. “It’s only a matter of time before investors are procured.”

      I looked anxiously at Nathan. She was probably right. The regime had been pandering to the ultra-rich for decades, and they were likely to sink some of their money back into it if it meant continued prosperity and stability. Little John only had a small window of opportunity before that happened.

      “Time is short,” Nathan quipped.

      Mavis’s eyes narrowed, but then she flashed a bright, fake smile.

      “It would be very wise for you to accept our generous offer,” she continued.

      “And what would truly change for the country?” Nathan countered. “What will Burchard do to rectify his wrongs against the stolen children and the poor of this nation, not to mention the lobotomized?”

      His voice was rising in a way that signaled his distrust.

      “Perhaps a moderate pay raise for factory workers. An end to Operation Guidance, since you don’t seem to be a fan of it,” Mavis answered.

      Was Mavis really offering these things? Or was this part of her trap? And would Nathan actually be willing to sign a statement that kept Burchard in power? My head spun with the possibilities and confusion of it all. But then I realized that Mavis had left something very important out of the conversation.

      “And the CRAS?” I asked. It was the first time I had felt enough confidence to say anything.

      Mavis turned on me quickly with fire in her eyes.

      “Why would we do away with a program that does so much good for our nation?” she asked. “So your kind can continue to breed like rats and then raise your street urchins up in ignorance and poverty? Is that what you want, Robin?”

      I was taken aback by her sudden venom, and sat dumbly, trying to think of a reply.

      “The dissolution of the CRAS would be a necessary part of any successful negotiation,” Nathan added.

      Mavis kept her cold eyes on me for a few seconds longer, but then turned back to Nathan.

      “It would take time and planning to do that, Nathan,” she replied. “We have no way to safely pull all of those children out of holding centers and place them back with their biological families. And no guarantee that their families would be able to provide for them. It’s just not wise. That will have to wait for another day, but I’m sure we could consider it in the future.”

      “I won’t sign anything that I don’t completely agree with,” Nathan finished.

      There was a long, uncomfortable pause after his final statement, and I fidgeted nervously with my hands in my lap, waiting for Mavis to continue. After a while, she smiled her usual, malevolent smile.

      “You know, he told me you weren’t a man who would be willing to compromise,” Mavis said. “But I thought that perhaps you could be reasoned with. My mistake.”

      I narrowed my eyes, and then Nathan asked the question I had been wondering.

      “Who told you?”

      The door slammed shut behind us, and a tall figure stepped out. Nathan and I turned quickly to look, but we were too late. There was a flash, the horrible pop of gunfire, and then Nathan fell out of his chair.

      “Nathan!” I screamed, dropping down beside him.

      The bullet had hit his second-skin suit at the shoulder, but a thick, dark red stain began to spread over his clothes, and I realized that it had been penetrated.

      I turned to look back at the figure who had been hiding behind the door. He sauntered over to us, his smile just as bright and fake as it had always been, and stood right in front of Nathan. My breath caught in shock and disbelief.

      Nathan looked up, and his eyes flashed with painful recognition.

      “Piper,” he sputtered.

      Piper squatted down, his gun trained on Nathan’s chest, and quickly removed our guns from our holsters. Then he tossed them over toward Mavis and stood up again to hover ominously over us.

      “Good to see you again, old friend,” he said with a smirk.
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      Nathan’s breathing sounded ragged and labored as he lay in my arms, blood spreading out from his wound at an alarming rate. I knew he was dying, but I didn’t know what to do about it.

      And I didn’t know what was going to happen to me, either. I thought Nathan had been important for Mavis’s plans, but maybe they had been planning on killing him all along if he didn’t agree to their demands.

      The problem was, he’d also been my security blanket. Without him, would they just kill me now and be done with it?

      Suddenly the comm link began to scream in my ear.

      “Robin! Robin, what’s going on in there?” Sy shouted.

      Piper turned his attention to me. “Tell them everything is fine. Be a good girl. I’d hate to have to put another bullet into your boss for a stupid decision on the part of one of his lackeys.”

      I stared at Piper, feeling a hot hatred bubble up inside me and begin to overwhelm the shock and confusion I had been feeling at his sudden resurrection.

      Piper stared back with his plastic smile and too-white teeth. “Go on.”

      “We’re . . . fine,” I spat out, talking to Sy through the comm. “Stand down.”

      Piper stuck out his pale hand and flexed his fingers all at once, indicating that he wanted me to hand him my comm.

      I hesitated. This was our last line of communication with Little John. Without them, I didn’t know if the explosives would detonate or not. But I did know it would mean no one would know what was happening.

      But I didn’t have time to argue. Piper saw my reticence and pressed the barrel of his gun to Nathan’s temple to speed me along. I quickly removed my comm and handed it to him. Piper grabbed Nathan’s comm himself.

      “Piper,” Nathan struggled to say, “I thought—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Piper callously interrupted. “You thought I was dead. Of course you did. You thought exactly what I wanted you to think, for once.”

      “But why?” Nathan panted.

      His chest was rising and falling unevenly and too quickly, and I was worried about how much longer he would survive. What would I do when he died?

      What would they do to me?

      Piper shook his head in disgust, his handsome but disingenuous face displaying a look of pure contempt.

      “You would wonder that, wouldn’t you?” Piper shot back. “You never did have any idea what your business partners were thinking or how they felt about your doings. And you didn’t care. You were only concerned with yourself and your opinions. You couldn’t even see the tides turning right under your nose.”

      Nathan shook his head in wordless confusion, and Piper suddenly squatted back down to loom menacingly over him.

      “Did you ever think to ask me whether or not this was what I wanted?” Piper spat angrily at Nathan. “Did it ever occur to you that maybe we didn’t all want to become public enemies?”

      “Why didn’t you . . . say something?” Nathan struggled to say. His words were punctuated by long, rasping breaths.

      “I did!” Piper yelled back. “You just weren’t listening. You met some beautiful poor girl, and suddenly you were in love with her, her lost kid, and her cause. You took our successful business and our government contact that we had built together, and you sent it up in flames by yourself. And you call me a traitor? You betrayed us, Nathan!”

      I struggled to keep up with their conversation. I knew that Piper and Nathan had been business partners even before Little John began, but I thought that Piper had helped Nathan defect from the government. Had he truly been reticent, and had Nathan overlooked it? Had Piper ever been loyal to Little John? Or had he always been biding his time like this, ready to betray Nathan at the first chance?

      “But how?” Nathan asked. “The video message, the Brightbirch attack . . .”

      “Of course I couldn’t do it alone,” Piper teased.

      “Robert,” I said aloud. I thought back to the argument we’d overheard between Piper and Robert. That hadn’t been about Robert’s bad behavior at all, like he claimed. It was about Piper telling him to lay low and stop being so obvious.

      Piper smiled. “You were always a perceptive one, weren’t you? I knew that from the time of the executive interrogations. Nathan should’ve listened to you more often. But now you know what Nathan’s pride and arrogance can do.”

      The executives. I suddenly thought back to Mica and her team and remembered that it had been Piper who was supposed to give them safe passage back into the real world.

      “What did you do to the Smally executives?” I asked anxiously.

      Piper flashed his dazzling smile. “What a good leader is supposed to do with traitors. Something Nathan apparently couldn’t accomplish.”

      Hot tears filled my eyes, and my fists clenched.

      “You promised them safety! You promised me!” I screamed.

      “And now you can see what those promises were worth,” Piper continued, his smile unwavering. “Yes, if I recall correctly, that stupid, traitorous executive that you successfully interrogated said the same thing before we shot her. She said that you had promised her safety. How disappointed in your promises she was, Robin, and how disillusioned. Right before she died.”

      I lunged at Piper, unable to contain my rage. He quickly turned his gun from Nathan to me.

      “Careful, Robin,” he warned. “Nathan might be doomed, but you still have a chance to make it out of this alive. I wouldn’t screw it up if I were you.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked angrily.

      “Well, someone has to sign this statement, don’t they?” Mavis said from behind her desk. “Of course, since my original offer was rejected, we’ll have to modify it slightly. Take out the pay raise for those factory degenerates. Take out the part about ending Operation Guidance. And obviously, we won’t be needing any counsel from some idiot kid concerning our other policies. But, thankfully for you, you still have the opportunity to renounce the lies your press put out and your terrorist organization as a whole.”

      “Why would I do that?” I countered with my eyes narrowed.

      “Because it’s the only way we’ll let you live, silly girl,” Mavis replied with a smile. “And your friends. Do you really think they’ll be safe and protected once Nathan is gone? They’ll be a pack of frightened rabbits, Robin, and we will hunt them down like dogs. One by one.”

      “They still have leaders. They still have weapons. You can’t defeat them all,” I replied defiantly. I felt confident that Corona had the strength and resolve to take up Nathan’s mantle if we didn’t make it out of here alive. And the armory base was impressively stocked.

      “Who are those leaders, Robin?” Piper shot back. “Nathan’s other base leaders are business people. They have no military expertise. They can’t wage a war. And do you really think Corona will risk her daughter’s safety in a prolonged battle after she just got her back?”

      I stared at him in silent confusion. How did he know that Aurora was Corona’s daughter?

      “Oh, don’t look so surprised, dear,” Mavis interrupted. “We’re the government. We know everything. Of course we went looking into her adoption files after Nathan risked so much to rescue her.”

      “So has Robert already told you where they’re hiding now?” I asked.

      Was my mother in danger at this very moment?

      Piper looked annoyed. “No, that little rat had some sort of moral epiphany after the Edgewood attack. Didn’t want to assist any further.”

      “Then how did you get the video message to me?” I asked, my eyes narrowed in suspicion.

      “Robert agreed to do that one last thing when I told him it would be the only way to avoid violence,” Piper replied.

      But it hadn’t avoided violence. I looked down at Nathan to see that his eyes were struggling to focus.

      He was dying.

      “Why even offer to negotiate, then?” I asked angrily, looking back up at Piper. But Mavis answered for him.

      “We were willing to work with Nathan to avoid any more unnecessary bloodshed, if Nathan was willing to work with us. But perhaps it’s a good thing that he wasn’t. Because you must know yourself, Robin, that the fastest way to entice our investors back will be to show them that our enemy’s leader is no more,” Mavis replied. “Now they have nothing more to fear in terms of attacks upon their capital. We’ll have our army back within a few days.”

      I shook my head in disbelief, but I couldn’t be sure of anything. Were they bluffing? Was Little John actually doomed without Nathan?

      “Now, let’s get this over with. Come on, don’t be stupid like he was,” Mavis sneered.

      I looked between Mavis and Piper and then back to Nathan bleeding out in my arms. What could I do? What option did I have? We were trapped here without our weapons or our comms, and we had no way to communicate with the teams.

      But then, suddenly, Nathan began to speak.

      “How long do you think it has been, Piper,” he began, “since you took those comms from us?”

      Piper looked at Nathan in confusion and contempt. “I don’t know. Ten minutes. Why?”

      Nathan smiled weakly. “Because they’re on strict orders back at the ship,” he replied. “To send all of us sky-high at fifteen minutes of no contact.”

      Piper shot Nathan a wide-eyed look. “You’re bluffing.”

      Nathan shook his head slowly and with great difficulty. “Have you ever known me to bluff?”

      Piper looked up at Mavis with concern, but Mavis looked uninterested.

      “Oh, really, Piper,” she said with motherly condescension. “You don’t think we wouldn’t account for that, do you?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked boldly, trying to avoid putting any unnecessary stress on Nathan by asking the questions for him.

      “You don’t think we prepared for the possibility of a bomb attack after the stunt you pulled back at Preston Industries?” Mavis responded. “No, dear, Nathan won’t be blowing us up. Not today.”

      “We’re not afraid to die,” I replied. I was bluffing, but I thought I was doing a great job of it. “Not if it means taking out all of you.”

      Mavis smiled menacingly. “What if it means taking out her?” she asked.

      And then her plump hands moved to turn a picture frame on her desk around to face me.

      I watched in confusion and fear. The frame showed a small child, probably two years old, with wavy brunette hair and light-colored eyes. She was wearing an expensive-looking dress and sitting posed for the picture with a big, beautiful smile on her face.

      I would’ve known her anywhere.

      Hope. My daughter, my life. The sight of her after all of those days longing for her and missing her, all of those hours I cried for her, all of the steps I had taken to get closer to her, made me gasp while my eyes welled with tears.

      Mavis simply continued to smile.

      “She looks a bit like you, I suppose. An unfortunate fact that I’ll have to try to forget the next time I’m holding her,” she said hatefully. “Are you so in love with Nathan and his cause that you’d be willing to blow her up?”

      “She’s here?” I clarified in fear and anger.

      Mavis nodded cheerfully. “Of course she is, though don’t bother asking me where. Ginny loves coming to work with her mother. She was happy to be here tonight while Mommy worked late.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t believe you,” I said, as strongly as I could. Mavis was awful, but she couldn’t be that awful. Surely she wouldn’t be willing to put her adopted daughter in so much danger.

      Mavis turned her desktop computer around to face me. In its bottom right corner, there was a small black-and-white video feed. I squinted to see it. It looked like a conference room, complete with a long table and a dozen office chairs. But suddenly, a small figure crouching to the side of the table moved.

      It was a child, playing alone with her toys, blissfully unaware that her adopted mother was gambling with her life.

      Hatred exploded out of me when I realized what Mavis had done.

      “You risked her life to protect your precious regime?” I screamed. “Is she worth so little to you?”

      “I love my daughter, Robin,” Mavis replied, turning her monitor back toward her. “But country comes first. Weren’t you taught anything in your civics classes? Or were even the Sylvones unable to remove the stink of savagery from you?”

      I winced at hearing my old last name.

      “Let’s hope I can do better with Genevieve,” Mavis said coldly, “than they did with you. Let’s hope I can clear away the odor of your relation to her.”

      “Hope,” I repeated. I was delirious with rage and fear and confusion.

      “Oh, yes,” Mavis replied knowingly. “That’s right. That’s the name you gave to her, right? Hope.”

      I began to tremble with emotion in a way that I never had before. My teeth chattered as the electric feel of hatred pulsed through my veins.

      “Well, you got your hope, Robin. Your hope of giving your daughter a brighter future and better chances in life. You should thank me for that,” she went on. “But now we’re just wasting time. Are you going to tell your friends not to blow your daughter up, or what?”

      I closed my eyes, and tears started falling. When I opened my eyes again, I was looking at Nathan, pleading silently with him. His eyes looked listless and dull, and I wondered if he had even heard all of our conversation. Even if he had, he wasn’t giving me any indication about what to do.

      Piper handed me a comm. I could hear voices yelling into it before I even put it on.

      “Come in, Nathan! Come in, Robin! Countdown to detonation in forty-six seconds. Come in, Nathan. Come in, Robin. Countdown to detonation in forty-four—”

      “Robin coming in,” I said over Sy’s voice.

      “Robin!” he shouted back. “So happy to hear your voice. What’s happening? Where is Nathan?”

      I paused. I wasn’t ready to die. But if I had to die, I would’ve wanted to do it bravely and for something I believed in. I would’ve wanted to do it like this. I wanted to scream at Sy to blow the place sky-high, because I knew that detonation was the best chance Little John had. Even if they’d lose Nathan, they’d also wound Burchard’s regime so heavily that I didn’t think it could ever come back.

      But I couldn’t kill my daughter. As selfish and terrible as it might have been, I just couldn’t order Sy to kill us all as long as my daughter’s life was at stake, too. And Mavis knew that.

      They had won.

      “Cancel detonation,” I replied simply as tears spilled down my cheeks and onto my chest. “Do you read me? Cancel detonation.”

      “Robin, what is happening? We need to hear those orders from Nathan.”

      “Cancel detonation!” I yelled in response.

      Piper grabbed the comm back as Sy continued to speak. I didn’t hear what else he said.

      “That should be enough, don’t you think?” Piper asked Mavis.

      “For now, at least,” she replied. “Never underestimate the determination of parasites.”

      I let go of my emotions in a flood of tears and sobs as I held Nathan. I felt like I had let him down, like I had let the entirety of Little John down. But what could I do? How could they expect me to be loyal to Little John if it meant killing my daughter? I couldn’t do it.

      But I knew that it meant I had just doomed us all.

      “It’s okay,” Nathan said softy, almost imperceptibly. His mouth was dry, and his eyes could barely focus, but apparently he had been conscious enough to listen to our conversation. “It’s okay, Robin.”

      I shook my head. It wasn’t okay. And as long as people like Burchard and Mavis and Piper were in power, it would never be okay.

      But I didn’t have an option.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said to Nathan, through tears, as I held him.

      “You have a good heart, Robin,” he said through his heaving breaths. “I would never ask you to go against that.”

      “Yes, yes, that’s enough of the dramatics,” Mavis interrupted. “He’s right. It will be okay for you if you get over here and sign this statement. Then tomorrow you will read it aloud on the news broadcast. And then we will reward you by simply locking you and your friends up for the rest of your worthless lives as opposed to killing you all. Now get over here and let’s finish this!”

      I looked back down at Nathan, and he gently nodded again. I laid him down softly on the floor and stood.

      Piper kept his gun trained on me as I walked to Mavis’s desk to sign her statement. My legs felt wobbly, and my feet were so heavy that I was worried I might topple over before I even reached her. But soon I was beside her desk and staring down at the photograph of my beautiful daughter beaming in her little dress.

      I was doing this for her, but it still didn’t feel right or just. It felt like the last option that a desperate person had.

      Mavis smiled menacingly at me as I approached and stood beside her desk. Then she pressed a button on her computer, and a sheet of paper began to print behind her.

      “I’ve altered it for you, dear,” she said with her sickening smile.

      She thrust the paper across the desk at me and handed me a heavy pen. I paused while I held the pen in my hand, staring at the false statement through teary eyes.

      “Get on with it!” Mavis suddenly bellowed.

      But then another sound rose out over her. Quick, succinct pops coming from outside.

      Gunfire.

      Mavis looked at Piper, and for the first time I registered distinct and genuine fear in her eyes. She knew someone had arrived, someone unexpected.

      “Well, lock the door, you idiot!” Mavis shrieked at Piper.

      Piper turned to the door just as it flew open. He raised his weapon, and several booming shots rang out. I turned away from the door and instinctively lowered my head, trying to protect myself from the gunfire. I couldn’t see what was happening, but I could hear heavy footsteps, and then someone falling to the ground, and then a pained groan.

      When I finally dared to turn around, I saw Piper rolling on the ground. He had been shot. And that was all I needed to know.

      I turned back to look at Mavis just as she was turning to look at me. With a rush, we both raced to grab the guns on her desk. I grabbed one just as she did, so I ducked immediately to avoid being shot. Mavis ducked, too, taking refuge under her desk.

      I whipped around to look at the door and our saviors.

      “Jace,” I said breathlessly.

      Jace, Zion, and Cloyd were standing at the door, their guns drawn.
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      Piper reached for his gun even after hitting the floor. But Zion raced over and kicked it away, and Cloyd grabbed it up from the ground.

      “What are you doing here?” Zion shouted at Piper. “I thought you were dead.”

      Piper placed his hands over the gunshot wound on his thigh and resumed his moaning.

      “Robin!” Jace cried out as he spotted me on the floor.

      “Wait!” I yelled back to stop him from moving closer. “She’s armed. Mavis is armed on the other side of the desk.”

      Cloyd kept his gun trained on the desk while Jace moved toward me and Zion went to assist Nathan.

      “Robin,” Jace breathed as he knelt beside me, “are you hurt? Were you shot?”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m fine. But Nathan—”

      “Guys!” Zion shouted. “Nathan was hit at close range. It penetrated his suit. We’ve got to get him back to the ship!”

      Jace grabbed my arm to help me up. Cloyd’s weapon was still aimed squarely at the desk in case Mavis decided to make an appearance with her gun.

      “Come on, Robin,” Jace said. “Let’s go. This whole place is about to blow.”

      I quickly yanked my arm away and spun to face Jace.

      “No,” I replied forcefully.

      Jace looked taken aback. Even Zion and Cloyd turned to look at me.

      “We can’t,” I replied. “It’s Mavis.”

      “Mavis will get what she deserves, Robin!” Zion shouted. “Let’s just leave her here with Piper, since they’re such great friends.”

      “You don’t understand,” I sputtered.

      And then Mavis’s awful voice called out from behind the desk.

      “No, go ahead, Robin. Ginny and I will stay here in the capitol building until the flames envelop us both.”

      The way Mavis had sneered while saying my daughter’s adopted name made it obvious whom she was talking about. Jace quickly looked back at me. “Hope?” he asked in confusion. “She’s here?”

      I nodded, with tears in my eyes.

      “What is it?” Cloyd asked loudly, his weapon still up in the air. “What’s the holdup? Who’s Ginny?”

      Jace kept his eyes on me. I knew that he was thinking the exact same thing I was. Was it right to risk it all for one person, even if that person was an innocent child? And even if that child was someone in your own family? This might’ve been our only chance to end this battle and take the powers that be out of power.

      But I would rather stay behind with Hope and die than leave her to that fate for any reason. And Jace knew that.

      “Can we postpone the detonations?” Jace asked.

      “Jace—” Zion began.

      “We have more to do here!” Jace shouted back.

      “We’ve got to get out of here now!” Cloyd yelled in return. “Before we all die!”

      “It’s my daughter,” I said suddenly. “Mavis brought her here. She’s in this building.”

      Cloyd and Zion looked at me in shock, and I stared back, awaiting their response. But when Zion finally broke the silence and spoke, it wasn’t to me. He was talking into the comm.

      “Can we put a pause on the explosion? We have a rescue mission here,” he said.

      I turned back to Jace and tried to steady my nerves. I was afraid, but I had to be strong for Hope. I had to get her out of here.

      “No use!” Zion shouted back to us. “They already flipped the switch. It’s on a ten-minute timer.”

      I felt my knees go weak. Ten minutes. That was all the time we had to find Hope and escape.

      “Can you find her in less than ten minutes?” Cloyd asked me. “Because otherwise we’re all dead.”

      I took a deep breath and tried to clear my head. If I couldn’t think logically then we’d all die, including my daughter. Suddenly, I realized what we had to do. And we had to do it quickly. I turned to point my weapon at the desk that Mavis was hiding behind. Jace caught on to my plan and followed my lead, aiming his weapon as well. Behind us, Piper was still moaning and rolling on the ground while clutching his injured leg.

      “Come out, Mavis. Drop your weapon,” I said.

      There was an agonizing moment of silence before Mavis finally answered.

      “I don’t think that’s a very good idea, dear,” Mavis replied in her condescending way. “I think you should all drop your weapons if you want Ginny to live.”

      I was shocked by her response. Even someone as malicious as Mavis had to know that this was a serious situation and that a little girl’s life was on the line.

      “This isn’t a game, Mavis!” I shouted back angrily. “This place is going to blow, and if you want our daughter to survive, then you need to comply with our orders!”

      There was silence from behind the desk. Long, quiet seconds ticked by, punctuated only by Piper’s moans and Nathan’s hoarse breaths.

      “Jace, I’ve got to get Nathan back to the airship now, or he’s not going to make it,” Zion said. “He doesn’t have ten minutes.”

      Jace looked at me again as if questioning what he was supposed to do. I realized that they must’ve come in the mini-airship, and that Zion might have medical supplies in the ship to help Nathan until we could get to the medics. But if Zion took Nathan back, that would leave us with one less team member to assist us.

      And Chanley was about to explode.

      “Mavis, please,” I said.

      My voice was shrill and pleading. I didn’t care about Mavis or Piper surviving the explosion. But I cared more about Hope’s life than my own. I wouldn’t leave her alone here, even if that meant dying by her side.

      “You have to take me with you,” Mavis suddenly said. “We both go or neither of us does.”

      I was disgusted by Mavis and her attempt to gamble with Hope’s life. I didn’t want to take Mavis with us anywhere. She had proven herself to be one of the worst people I had ever met, and I hated how she had risked my daughter’s life for her own ends. But we didn’t have any other options. Time was short.

      “All right,” I replied. “Drop your weapon and take us to Hope. And I promise we’ll get you out of here. Just hurry.”

      The gun slid out from the other side of the desk. Then Mavis’s raised hands became visible over its rim, and then her arms and her face as she began to stand. I ran over to retrieve her gun while Jace and Cloyd kept their weapons on her. Mavis moved out from behind the desk, wearing her business best, and walked closer to us with her hands up.

      “Now take us to Hope,” I said.

      “I’ll take you to Ginny,” Mavis replied. “Just try not to shoot me along the way.”

      And then she walked to the door and out of the room, Cloyd following her closely with his gun still raised. We had no time to waste.

      “Jace, I’ve got to get Nathan into the mini-airship to wrap his wounds and try to staunch the bleeding. I’ll come back to help when I’m done,” Zion said.

      Jace nodded at him as we followed Mavis. We were entering dangerous territory. We knew that the office was clear, since Piper and Mavis were disarmed, but now Mavis might be leading us right into a trap. What if there were other armed agents in the building somewhere?

      “Wait!” Piper suddenly cried out. “Don’t leave me! You can’t leave me in here!”

      The rest of the team didn’t even turn back to look at him. It was obvious that we were going to leave him behind. But I turned to face him one last time before we stepped out of the office.

      “I’d promise you safety, Piper,” I told him coldly. “But my promises aren’t worth anything.”

      And then I raced out of the room. Piper’s cries followed us out into the hallway, first angry . . . and then panicked and fearful. Soon his cries were drifting away from us entirely as we sped farther down the hall and away from him forever.

      Zion dashed out in front of us, Nathan slumped over his shoulder, to exit through the front of the capitol building—where, I assumed, they’d parked the mini-airship.

      “What about the other agents?” I asked Jace anxiously as I watched Zion leave.

      Surely they would’ve seen or heard the commotion from the capitol building steps and made their way over here by now.

      “The explosives team set off a few dummy bombs around the perimeter. The agents know this place is wired now. They were fleeing by the dozens when we flew over,” Jace replied.

      I was relieved to hear that, but terribly anxious about the real explosives being ready and unstoppable. We had so little time to get Hope onto the ship.

      Mavis led us under the huge domed ceiling and over the Burchard seal to the opposite wing of the building. Then she turned right and went into a large conference room. I followed her closely, trying to move as quickly as possible, to make sure she wasn’t trying to trick us. But as soon as we entered the room, I saw what I had been waiting years to see.

      Hope.

      She was sitting quietly on the floor against the back wall of the room, behind the conference table and the plush office chairs. She was playing with a few small toys on the floor when we approached.

      “Hope,” I said involuntarily when I saw her.

      She looked up to see all of us, and suddenly her eyes widened in fear. She stood up and began to back away from us. My heart broke at the sight.

      I turned to Jace. “Keep your weapon on Mavis,” I told him.

      And then I holstered my gun and knelt down to Hope’s eye level. She was pressed almost entirely against the back wall of the room, so I approached her slowly.

      “Hope, honey,” I said in the gentlest tone I could muster. “It’s okay.”

      But Hope began to cry. Her light-colored eyes glazed over with frightened tears, and a heartbreaking, high-pitched wail came from her.

      “Ginny, my love,” Mavis said. “It’s all right. Mommy is here.”

      And then Hope turned to see Mavis and ran over to her. Mavis picked her up swiftly and held her tight. Seeing it knocked the wind out of me. I had never felt so wounded.

      Mavis shot me a horrible smile as she clutched her daughter—my daughter—close to her. In that moment, I knew exactly what she was trying to say to me: she will never love you like this. And I couldn’t say with certainty that I disagreed with her.

      “All right, let’s go,” Cloyd said. “Before this place blows.”

      “Come on, Mavis,” I said. I turned to walk to the door but kept my weapon holstered. I didn’t want to scare Hope any more than I already had. “We can all fit on the airship.”

      “And then what?” Mavis asked coldly. “You execute me on the ship? You throw me to the poor in the factories so they can tear me apart? You put me in prison for the rest of my life under the guise of justice?”

      I turned to look back with my brow furrowed in confusion. What was she doing? We had already agreed on terms, and precious seconds were ticking by.

      “We don’t have time for this, Mavis,” I replied. “And that’s not up to me. But since we’re not like you, I can assure you that you’ll be treated humanely.”

      “Somehow I doubt that,” she replied. “And I don’t think I want to find out.”

      “Mavis! The explosives are going to go off in a few minutes. Let’s go!” I said strongly, trying not to frighten Hope any more than she already was.

      But Mavis shook her head.

      I took a step toward Mavis, but she whipped Hope around to place her into a headlock. I watched with wide eyes and a slack jaw as Mavis pulled out the heavy pen that she had handed me back in her office and pressed its point against Hope’s throat. Hope squealed in confusion and pain.

      “Mavis!” I screamed.

      Jace and Cloyd suddenly took offensive positions and trained their weapons on Mavis. Hope kicked and struggled, her eyes wide with shock, but Mavis’s eyes just narrowed in cold, calculating resolve. It felt like my heart had stopped. How could Mavis do this to her own child? Had she never loved her at all? Had this all been part of her ploy?

      “Mavis, please,” I said. “Please don’t do this. Put her down.”

      “She’s staying with me!” Mavis shrieked back at us. “We’re going down together. Now you can make your choice: stay and die with us, or leave her behind to save your own miserable life!”

      I shook my head. “Why?” I whimpered.

      I couldn’t understand. Why doom Hope for no reason? Why doom herself?

      Mavis smiled. “A parting gift,” she offered venomously. “Just for you, Robin. You can win your war and put your precious Nathan in charge, but you will never get your child back. I won’t allow her to be raised by treasonous scum.”

      Hope began to cry, little tears spilling down her precious, cherubic cheeks.

      “Please, Mavis!” I cried out. “Please. She’s just a child!”

      “The bombs, guys!” Cloyd yelled. “We don’t have time for this! This whole place is about to go up in flames, with all of us inside!”

      “Wait!” Jace shouted back at Cloyd. He was staring at Mavis with a hatred that I had never seen in my life.

      Mavis turned to meet Jace’s penetrative gaze.

      “What are you going to do, boy?” she sneered. “Are you a good shot? Think you can hit me past the child? How would you feel if you killed her on accident? Is it worth it?”

      Mavis pressed the sharp point of the pen harder against Hope’s tiny neck, and Jace tightened his grip on the gun until all of his knuckles had gone completely white. Mavis was smiling madly at us, her eyes wild with desperation and hatred, like a rabid animal that was backed into a corner, about to lunge.

      “Hope!” I cried out.

      “Guys!” Cloyd shouted.

      But he barely finished saying the word when the first explosion rocked us all. Jace managed to stay upright, but I fell to the ground, and Mavis dropped Hope as well.

      This was my chance.

      I picked myself up and raced toward Hope as she wailed on the floor. I grabbed her, scooped her into the shelter of my chest, and turned and raced toward the doorway.

      “No!” Mavis bellowed.

      She stood to chase after us while Hope thrashed and cried in my arms.

      Then Jace took his shot, and Mavis crumpled to the floor with a scream.  I whirled around to see red blood oozing out of her right leg.

      “No!” Mavis said, trying to stand. But her injury had rendered her unable to walk, and she fell back to the ground.

      “Let’s go!” Jace screamed.

      “No!” Mavis howled again from her spot on the floor. “NO!”

      I looked at Mavis on the ground and clutched my daughter closer to me, even as she kicked and screamed.

      “Goodbye, Mavis,” I told her as I turned with Hope.

      Mavis’s horrible, furious wails followed us down the hall and even out the front doors of the capitol building. The mini-airship was hovering just outside, its rope ladder lowered for us. Zion must’ve already gotten in with Nathan and lifted the ship off the ground for a fast escape.

      “You first!” Jace shouted. “Quick!”

      I grabbed the bottom rung and hoisted myself up, Hope pressing her face into my neck in terror. Outside, the night had been suddenly lit with fire. The first of the buildings around the perimeter was already aflame in a powerful fireball.

      The whole place is wired, I reminded myself. And that meant the rest of these buildings were about to go up, too.

      I pulled mightily with one arm, the other wrapped protectively around my child, and stepped up onto the ladder.

      “You can do it, Robin! Come on!” Zion’s voice cried out from above.

      Hope and I moved slowly but surely upward, and soon Cloyd was behind us.

      Another explosion sounded, this time much closer than the last. The airship rocked in the air above us, and I closed my eyes and hung tightly to the ladder.

      “MOVE!” Jace shouted.

      I looked down to see that he was on the bottom rung of the ladder now.

      I reached the top, and Zion hoisted Hope up from my arms and into the safety of the hull. I pulled myself up after her and then turned to assist Cloyd.

      “I’ve got to get on the controls,” Zion said.

      “I’ve got this!” I shouted back as I pulled Cloyd up.

      Zion raced to the controls, but another bomb went off, knocking all of us off our feet when the airship ricocheted from the force. Hope cried out again in fear, and Nathan moaned as he was rolled from one side of the airship to another, leaving a trail of dark blood beneath him.

      “Jace!” I screamed. He was hanging on tightly to the airship ladder.

      Zion jumped up and made it to the controls. “Hold on!” he shouted.

      “Jace, hold on!” I yelled down to Jace on the airship ladder.

      The airship took off like a slingshot. Cloyd caught Hope before she could go flying backward and held onto her tightly. Nathan was pressed helplessly against the back of the ship, while Jace was whipped back and forth beneath us as he gripped the ladder with white knuckles. I pressed myself down as hard as I could against the hull of the ship beside the open hatch.

      I wasn’t going to lose Jace. Not when we were so close to the family I had always wanted.

      I couldn’t lose it right at the end. I wouldn’t lose him.

      But suddenly Jace was continuing his climb against the massive force of the wind outside. And then his hands reached the top. I stuck out my arms, and he grabbed both so I could pull him inside.

      As the mini-airship soared away, the final, massive explosion sent the capitol building, Mavis, and Piper up in flames.

      Chanley was gone. And the regime with it.
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      Hope didn’t want to be touched for the entirety of the flight. She cowered in the back of the airship by Nathan’s wounded figure. Any time we approached her she squealed in terror, so I asked that everyone leave her alone. I knew she was scared and confused, and I didn’t want to make it any worse than it had to be.

      But my heart broke with her every cry. And seeing her in so much fear caused me physical pain.

      When we touched down inside the main airship, Bridge was the first to greet us. Zion had communicated Nathan’s dire condition to him en route.

      Bridge looked pale and deeply concerned as he examined Nathan.

      “Stretcher!” he shouted.

      Hope had moved to the other corner at the back of the airship, seeming to have worn herself out with crying. Now she was just watching with red, teary eyes as new and confusing action unfolded all around her.

      Jace, Cloyd, and Zion disembarked from the mini-airship to allow the medics more room. But I stayed inside, off to the corner, with Hope. She let me approach her without too much of a fuss but kept inching away the closer I got.

      Then Bridge and another medic loaded Nathan up onto the stretcher and wheeled him out of the airship. Suddenly it was just Hope and me.

      “Hope,” I said gently. She looked over at me but quickly turned away.

      “Ginny,” I corrected myself.

      It was hard to use the name that Mavis had given her, but Hope finally responded to hearing her adopted name. She turned back to me and stared with her big, scared eyes.

      “Come here, Ginny,” I said. I held my arms out.

      She pressed herself more tightly into the corner of the airship, and I sighed, dropping my arms down.

      She obviously didn’t want me to touch her, and I couldn’t blame her. I was the scary stranger who had been in the room when she was in so much terror. And the only mother she had ever known had caused her pain and frightened her further before she was whisked away on a scary new ride.

      “Poor Ginny,” I said softly.

      Jace poked his head into the airship cabin once the medics and Nathan were gone. “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      I shook my head. Jace looked over at Hope tucked into the corner of the airship. And then, to my surprise, he stepped into the ship.

      Hope saw him and recoiled again, trying to squeeze as much of her little body as possible into the back corner of the ship. My heart broke for her, knowing that she was trying to tuck herself away and become invisible to hide from us. But Jace didn’t seem to be discouraged.

      He slowly moved toward us while I watched him in confusion and anxiety. Jace had such a large, hulking figure. I couldn’t imagine Hope being okay with him coming any closer if she wouldn’t even let me near.

      “Hope,” Jace cooed in a voice so gentle that it shocked me.

      I watched him, wide-eyed.

      Hope turned to look at him, and, miraculously, looked somewhat unafraid. She continued to watch him instead of turning back into her corner.

      “Hey, Hope. Pretty girl,” Jace continued softly. “Do you want something to eat?”

      Hope nodded, almost imperceptibly. I was dumbstruck. How was Jace getting through to her when I couldn’t? I was her mother! But watching Jace interact with her was the only thing thus far that had soothed the pain of seeing her in fear.

      Jace held his arms out. They were so big and so strong that I couldn’t imagine Hope feeling safe enough to go to him. But, to my shock, she moved out of her corner and stood. Then she took a toddling step in his direction.

      I watched with my mouth hanging open as Hope wobbled over to Jace and went right into his outstretched arms. Then he stood, picking her up with him.

      She looked up into his eyes and then pressed her little head against his chest. Jace leaned down to rest his chin against the top of her head while Hope rubbed her eyes and seemed to relax her body.

      “Jace?” I said in confusion.

      “Don’t worry, Robin,” he said, his tone soft and gentle so as not to upset Hope. “She’ll come around. I’m just really good with kids.”

      He winked at me, and I smiled back at him. Maybe I was a bit jealous, but I was thrilled to see Hope looking less terrified. She had just been through so much, and I was impressed by her bravery and resilience.

      “Jace, Piper told me something back in Chanley before the explosion,” I said, suddenly thinking back to our conversation. Jace looked at me intently until I went on. “He told me that he was getting help from inside. From Robert.”

      Jace’s eyes flashed with anger. “It was just like you thought,” he said, his voice tense. “We’ve got to find him when we get back to base.”

      “If he’s even still there,” I said. “If the base has heard about our success, he might’ve already left.”

      “We’ll hunt him down, then,” Jace replied.

      “Piper said he had stopped working with the government after Edgewood, though,” I said, not sure where I was going with the statement. I didn’t think it let Robert off the hook, but it was still something to consider.

      “Then how’d they find Brightbirch?” Jace asked.

      “Piper must’ve known about the base all along,” I replied. It had been something I was wondering myself, and it was the only logical answer I could think of. “Maybe he even knew the real coordinates to enter to account for the GPS scrambling tech. But I guess we’ll never know for sure. It’s not like we can ask Piper.”

      We were quiet for a while as we considered that.

      “You’re right,” Jace said after the pause. “But we can ask his conspirators. We’re going to find all of the Burchard executives who survived and bring them to justice. And then maybe we’ll hear the whole story.”

      I nodded. We still had to find Burchard himself. Even if he was just a figurehead, he was guilty, and he was still out there somewhere. Along with many others who had committed wrongs. We still had to bring them to justice.

      “I think she’s worn out,” Jace said, interrupting my thoughts and cuddling my daughter. “Let’s get her something to munch on. How does that sound, Hope?”

      And then Jace stepped out into the main airship cabin with my daughter, holding her like she was his own child. My heart filled with love and gratitude as I followed them out of the mini-airship.

      The atmosphere inside the main airship was a strange mix of celebratory and woeful, and I quickly realized why. Nathan was pale and still on a stretcher at the back of the airship, a small crowd gathered around him. As Jace carried Hope to the rations and other supplies, I walked toward Nathan.

      I was initially afraid that he had died. His chest looked completely still as I walked up, and some of the team members around him, including Sy, had tears in their eyes. But as I got closer, he took a strained and ragged breath.

      “How much longer?” he asked Bridge with much difficulty.

      “We’re taking off now, Nathan,” Bridge replied. “A few hours.”

      “I want to see them,” Nathan said slowly and quietly. “Corona and Aurora. I want to see them before I go.”

      Bridge squeezed Nathan’s hand. “I’ll do my best.”

      I gasped quietly. Was Nathan . . . dying? After everything that we had been through, in the face of our final success, could we really be on the verge of losing our leader?

      “Nathan,” I said gently as I approached.

      “He’s weak, Robin,” Bridge said. “He needs time to—”

      But Nathan put his hand up to stop Bridge, and I stepped forward to stand beside Nathan.

      “Robin,” Nathan said breathily. “You did a great job back there.”

      His eyes were closed, and his hands and face were ghostly white. Bridge had stripped off the top of his second-skin suit and fastened bandages over his left shoulder and around the top of his chest, but I could still see red beginning to seep through the top layers of the gauze. The bleeding hadn’t stopped. And maybe it wouldn’t, until there wasn’t enough left to flow out anymore.

      “Oh, Nathan,” I said weakly, tears filling my eyes.

      “We did it, Robin,” he responded softly. “Who cares about me? We did it for the whole country.”

      “But I care about you,” I replied. I picked up his hand and squeezed it.

      “Did you find her?” Nathan asked softly. “Your daughter?”

      I smiled through my tears. “We did,” I answered. “She’s here. She’s back with me now.”

      Nathan managed a small smile. “She’s a lucky girl,” he said, coughing slightly before he could finish, “to have a role model like you.”

      I began to cry and pressed Nathan’s hand against my face.

      Bridge stepped forward. “We need him to rest if he’s going to have any chance of making it back to the base,” he said delicately.

      I nodded and squeezed Nathan’s hand once more before letting it go.
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      “More?” Hope asked in her squeaky child’s voice.

      “Here you go,” Jace said with a smile as he handed Hope another freeze-dried ice cream bar from the rations stock. “You seem to be the only person who likes this stuff anyway.”

      Hope smiled and took the sweet treat.

      I watched them in enchantment. Hope had warmed so much to Jace over the hours of our flight. But she still seemed reticent to be too close to me, and once she had even run to Jace for shelter when I tried speaking to her.

      So, as much as it hurt, I was trying to give her a wide berth while she interacted with Jace instead.

      “She looks just like you,” Nelson said as she watched over my shoulder.

      I nodded but couldn’t manage a smile.

      “Just give it a little time,” Nelson went on.

      “I know,” I replied. “It’s just hard. I never pictured our reunion being like this.” But then I realized what I was saying. “I’m sorry. I know that I’m lucky to even have a reunion. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. We’ll get Rylo back soon, too. And maybe they’ll help each other feel more at ease.”

      Nelson smiled, but I could see her sadness through it.

      “I promise,” I went on. “We’ll get her. Little John may be done, but Team Hood never will be. Not until we’ve accomplished all of our missions.”

      I put my arm around Nelson and pulled her close. She hugged me tightly back. I meant it about Team Hood. No matter what happened next, I would never abandon my friends to find their lost family members alone. I would be right there beside them until we found everyone we were looking for.

      “Touchdown positions!” Alexy yelled abruptly from the controls. “I need all tech and flight members to the front!”

      Nelson pulled away and grabbed my hands.

      “I’m proud of you, Robin,” she said. And then she walked away to join her team at the front and assist with the landing.

      Through the airship windshield, I could see that we were hovering above the armory base ledge again in the very early light of a new morning. I was relieved to see it, knowing that it had been at risk during our absence with Robert still inside. Piper said that Robert had stopped working with them after a change of heart, but I still intended to find him and hear the full truth.

      Because, moral change or not, Robert was still complicit in the government’s murder of many Little John members. And he needed to face justice for those crimes.

      And so did many others.

      Bridge and the rest of the medics worked to ensure that Nathan’s stretcher was tightly fastened for landing while the other team members on the ship began to strap themselves in to the cabin seats.

      “Come on, honey,” Jace said as he scooped Hope up in his arms. “Time to buckle in.”

      I smiled as I watched them together and followed them to the seats. Jace gently sat her down and fastened her seatbelt before taking the seat on her left side. I hovered awkwardly over them, debating what to do next. There was an empty seat to Jace’s left, but there was also an empty seat on the other side of Hope. But I didn’t want to face the pain of scaring her again. I started to walk past the empty seat beside Hope until Jace stopped me.

      “Try it,” he said.

      I shook my head.

      “You have to keep trying, Robin,” he said. “It’ll get better.”

      I sighed and looked back at Hope. She was looking up at me with her big, light eyes. As I looked into them, I realized that I didn’t see fear . . . but I also didn’t see any tenderness. I was still just a stranger to her.

      But I moved back a step and sat beside her anyway. She looked over at me curiously. I took a deep breath and held it, waiting for her to start to cry again or scramble away from me. But instead she was still and quiet. And after the longest few seconds of my life, she finally looked away from me without interest and began to fumble with the last bits of her ice cream bar again.

      I breathed out in relief as Jace grinned hugely at me.

      “See?” he said knowingly.

      I smiled, even if I wasn’t feeling so sure. It wasn’t much. Hope had gone from being terrified of me to being able to withstand my presence. Still, it was a step in the right direction. And that was enough for now.

      Hope looked momentarily concerned as the airship rocked on its axis during the landing, but soon we were back on solid ground at the armory base. The airship hatch popped open with a hiss, and the medic team immediately wheeled Nathan out. There were supplies and doctors inside the mountain doors. But Nathan had seemed much more concerned about getting to Corona and Aurora than any promise of salvation. I heard the loud sound of the base doors opening up in the rock as Nathan was wheeled out. Corona or Aurora must’ve been opening them from inside, aware of our return.

      “Come on, Hope,” Jace said as he stood from his seat.

      Hope crawled up into his arms, leaving wet chocolate marks on his shirt with her hands, but Jace simply smiled at the mess.

      He was good with kids.

      “Ready?” Jace asked me.

      It was a tough question. Mostly because I didn’t know what I was supposed to be ready for. Was I ready to face a new world without Burchard’s regime in power? Was I ready to step out of the airship and say goodbye to Little John once and for all? Was I ready to introduce Hope to my mother and start our new family somewhere? Was I ready to put in the days, weeks, or months it would take to get Hope to start trusting me and seeing me as her mother?

      But, looking at Jace and Hope together, I realized the answer to all of those questions was the same.

      “Yes,” I replied simply. I was ready. And then I followed Jace off of the ship.

      A crowd of Little John members had congregated outside of the base to meet us. Juno, like usual, spotted me immediately. It was the sharp-eyed love of a mother.

      “Robin!” she yelled out as she ran to me. She embraced me with the force of a freight train. “Oh, it was all over the news! I saw that awful city and those awful buildings all go up in flames! I was so worried about you.”

      I hugged her tightly back but then pulled away. “All over the news?” I repeated incredulously.

      “There was a public takeover of the station. A bunch of middle-class citizens forced out all of the government newscasters to get the real news on the air,” Juno replied. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      As the teams poured out of the airships there was a roar of applause from the people on base and from the teams themselves. I looked around madly, wondering what we were clapping for. But then it dawned on me that we were clapping for each other. We were clapping for ourselves. We were celebrating Nathan and Little John and all of our teams.

      We were celebrating victory.

      I didn’t know what would happen next. I didn’t know how Little John would disband and how, or if, any of us could return to normal lives. I didn’t know who was in power or what would happen to the government or even to Nathan. But I knew that we had done something great for our country. I knew that I had my daughter back. And everything else seemed like it would fall into place.

      “Who’s this?” Juno suddenly asked, spotting Hope in Jace’s arms.

      Hope smiled at Juno, shocking all of us.

      “Mom,” I said proudly. “This is Hope. This is my daughter.”
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      Hope seemed content and comfortable with Juno, so I left the two of them together while the rest of Team Hood and I made our way through the crowd. We still had things to take care of.

      Juno watched me go, Hope clinging to her neck, but for the first time she didn’t seem afraid to see me walk away. And at that point, it hit me on a personal level just how much the country was about to change. Chanley was no more. Preston Industries had been gravely wounded. And for the first time, I didn’t feel like I was being hunted by the government. But things didn’t feel entirely resolved. Even if Burchard’s regime was really destroyed, that just meant that now we were a leaderless nation, adrift in the tumult that we had caused. And that was a scary thought, especially given how reticent Nathan seemed to be about taking up a new leadership role.

      Assuming he even lived.

      I pushed the thoughts from my mind as we passed through the great mountain doors, following Bridge and the team of medics who had wheeled Nathan into the base. First things first.

      While almost everyone in the base had made their way out to the ledge to greet the airships and celebrate together, a sizable team was still inside assisting Nathan. I assumed that it was made up of any doctors, nurses, and medics who were still with us after the attacks on Edgewood and Brightbirch. Corona and Aurora were also with them, looking concerned and frightened.

      We watched from a distance to give them their space. I couldn’t even see Nathan through the frantic group. Orders were being shouted out—calling for IV towers, medicines I didn’t recognize, and gauze—and people were running around to fetch those things. I suddenly realized that, while the base had medical supplies, it wasn’t a hospital. If Nathan needed surgery or a blood transfusion, they probably wouldn’t be able to do that safely here.

      “Do you think they’ll have to transfer him to a hospital?” Nelson asked, proving once again that we were usually thinking the same thing.

      “I guess this is probably the first time in a long time that he might actually be safe in a public hospital,” Jace said.

      It was an interesting thought. If Nathan had checked into a hospital just hours ago, he might’ve been at risk of being arrested. But now that Preston Industries and the Burchard regime were no longer calling the shots, Nathan didn’t have a target on his back anymore.

      I just hoped that he’d live long enough to benefit from it.

      “Where’s the escort ship?” Bridge called out from the medical group, looking toward the base doors.

      Before I could turn to look myself, Zion’s voice called out.

      “Make way! Clear a path!”

      I turned to see that the mini-airship was flying into the base from outside with Alexy at its helm. Zion was walking on the ground beneath her, moving people out of her way to ensure she could get in safely.

      She landed the airship neatly beside the medical team, and Nathan’s stretcher was quickly rolled inside by Bridge. A woman I assumed was a doctor followed them in. And then Corona boarded, hugging Aurora goodbye before she did. I was surprised to see that Aurora was staying behind.

      The mini-airship raised from the ground again, turned on its axis to face the base doors, and then soared out of the base into the bright sky, gaining speed as it went. We all stood silently and watched it go. When I finally turned back to face the people in the base, I saw Aurora wipe tears away from her cheeks.

      We had gotten Nathan out of Chanley and reunited him with Corona, like he wanted. Now all we could do was hope for the best.

      Zion walked over to our group in the middle of the cavernous base after Alexy was gone. Aurora noticed us for the first time and walked over as well.

      “Thank you for bringing him back to my mother,” she began. I could tell that she was putting great effort into keeping her voice from breaking.

      “We owed it to him,” I replied.

      “Where is he going?” Gabby asked. “To a hospital?”

      Aurora nodded. “There’s a hospital just about ninety miles from here. My mother tried to beg him to go to a hospital closer to Chanley, instead of coming back here first, but he said he was coming back for her no matter what.”

      Aurora wiped away more tears.

      “He’s a fighter,” Jace said comfortingly. “And I know he’ll be fighting to stay with you and Corona.”

      She smiled. “I know. He asked me to stay to look over things until Corona comes back. Although, I’m not really sure what to do first.”

      “I have a suggestion,” I replied.
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      Robert hadn’t followed the rest of the Little John members out to the ledge to greet the ships. He was still sitting inside on a cot, his head in his hands. I was surprised to see him, having expected him to escape once he heard the news about our success in Chanley. He might’ve been a jerk and a traitor, but he wasn’t stupid. Surely he knew that we’d find out and come back for him.

      So why hadn’t he run?

      He looked up as we approached and then took a deep, nervous breath.

      “I’ve been waiting for you guys to get back,” he said, his tone low and defeated.

      “The only reason you’re still here is because you have nowhere to run,” Jace snapped at him. “Now that all your government friends are dead.”

      Robert didn’t reply.

      “This team has informed me that you are a traitor, having conspired with the enemy to attack Little John,” Aurora said, looking intently at Robert. “Do you deny it?”

      Robert shook his head.

      “Why?” I asked, unable to help myself. “Why did you do it? A lot of people—good people—died because of you. Why?”

      I already knew that no answer would satisfy me. But I still wanted to know.

      “Because I was angry . . . and jealous of the rest of you,” he said, looking down.

      I balled my fists at my sides in anger and frustration. I wanted to give Robert the benefit of the doubt. After all, he had stopped working with Piper after Edgewood. Piper said so himself. So maybe there was some good in him somewhere. But so far, I couldn’t feel anything but rage. And Robert’s pathetic responses weren’t helping that.

      “People died because you were jealous?” Ant said in disgust. “Jealous of what?”

      Robert didn’t look up.

      “In that case, we’ll be detaining you and trying you for your crimes,” Aurora said. “Just like we intend to do with anyone else guilty of the murders, thefts, and kidnappings that took place under our previous administration.”

      Cloyd stepped forward with handcuffs, and Robert complied, putting his hands behind his back without a fuss or even a word. Cloyd pulled him up roughly. But before he was led away, I asked another question.

      I had to know. How had this rude, unremarkable loner managed to cause so much destruction?

      “How, Robert? How did you and Piper end up working together?”

      Cloyd stopped and looked at me. “You can’t trust anything he’d say, Robin,” he said. “It’s not worth it.”

      But I wasn’t convinced. Robert had stopped working with the government for some reason, and he at least appeared to be repentant now. Maybe he needed to clear his conscience as much as I needed to know what had happened. I tried to swallow down the anger and injustice I felt so that I could speak to Robert calmly. If I had learned anything from my brief sojourn into interrogations with poor Mica, it was the importance of empathy, even in the face of great wrongs.

      Robert looked up at me for the first time, his eyes dull and listless. I spoke again, this time looking him in his eyes.

      “We deserve to know.”

      To my surprise, Robert took in a deep breath and then answered. “It started after Nathan didn’t choose me for his tech team and I got sent to the education team instead.”

      “But you had Pandora’s Box even before that,” Gabby interjected. “So you must’ve been talking to Piper before we joined Little John.”

      Robert looked at Gabby, his eyes flashing with just a hint of disdain before they glazed over with guilt. “I was, but I didn’t know what he wanted then. I thought he was trying to help us when he gave me the software.”

      “You’re lying,” Jackie said.

      “I swear!” Robert said, his voice straining. “I’m not trying to lie anymore. I’m guilty. I’m not denying that.”

      Jackie looked at me in confusion. I knew she was thinking what I was. Could Robert be telling the truth? If so, what did it mean?

      “He told me that Nathan was testing our group to see if we were worthy of Little John member status. He said the software would help us pass the test,” Robert went on.

      I blinked in surprise. The software, once Gabby started using it, had helped Operation Hood get into Little John. But why did Piper want us there?

      “Why did he reach out to you?” I asked.

      Robert looked away, almost like he was embarrassed.

      “The more you tell us, the more we might be able to help you,” Aurora added.

      Robert sighed heavily. “He introduced himself as a friend of Nathan’s. He said he’d noticed that I wasn’t very active on the chat features and thought I might need a friend. He asked if I had any friends.” Robert squeezed his eyes shut and inhaled. “I told him I didn’t. He said he had some software that would help us, and if I pretended like the software was my own, people would be impressed and would treat me differently. Like they’d start to notice me for once. So I started talking to Gabby, and I sent it to her.”

      It was uncomfortable to listen to Robert share such personal details. I always thought Robert was a loner by choice, not because he was lonely and didn’t know how to make friends. Had Piper been looking for someone just like that? Someone who was alone and easy to manipulate? Someone who wasn’t yet loyal to Little John and Nathan?

      “Didn’t you wonder why he was talking to you or trying to help?” Abe asked.

      “I thought he was my friend,” Robert replied. It was pathetic, but it made me feel a twinge of pity for him.

      “What happened after you joined Little John?” Jace asked Robert, his eyes narrowed in suspicion.

      “I didn’t get on the tech team. I was upset. When I talked to Piper about it, he said my talents were being wasted in Little John because Nathan couldn’t recognize them. And that was how I felt too,” Robert replied. “So when Piper said he was building a new team that was going to work with the regime instead of against them, and that I was his first recruit, I thought maybe I’d be valued somewhere. Like I’d finally fit in.”

      “You betrayed us all . . . so you could fit in?” Nelson said, her voice dripping with loathing.

      “Piper said Little John could never win,” Robert went on. “He said that once the government beat us we’d all get jail time, or worse. But that if I helped, he’d clear me of any charges. He’d set me up with money and security. And I’d never had those things before.”

      “Neither had I,” Jace retorted. “But it didn’t make me a traitor.”

      “Why did Edgewood get attacked?” Zion asked.

      “Piper said it was time to make his move and go to Chanley, while the mission teams were all gone and couldn’t stop us. He said he was going to turn off the projection and have the surveillance building blown up to make it look like he was dead. He asked me to set it up so it looked like someone else might’ve done it,” Robert answered.

      “Henry,” I interrupted. “The person you framed, the mechanic, was my good friend. His name was Henry.”

      “Piper told me to frame him,” Robert replied, his voice cracking. “He was just the easiest target, since he showed up so unexpectedly. I didn’t do it to hurt anybody. I just didn’t want anyone to suspect me.”

      I stared at Robert, feeling anger bubbling up inside of me. Henry’s last days had been lonely and miserable because of Robert. And I could never make that up to him now.

      “What about Brightbirch?” Aurora asked.

      “I wasn’t working with Piper anymore,” Robert replied, looking scared and small. “I felt awful after what happened at Edgewood. I didn’t know it would be a full attack like that. I didn’t know so many people were going to die.”

      “You thought just a few would die, and you were okay with that?” Gabby countered, her voice taut with indignation.

      Robert didn’t reply.

      “So Piper attacked Brightbirch without your help,” Aurora clarified. “But how did he get a message here to Robin about her daughter?”

      “I did that,” Robert answered. “But I only did it because Piper said it would help us prevent all-out war. And I didn’t want any more blood on my hands.”

      We were all quiet when Robert finished, as his testimony sank in and we considered the implications.

      Finally, I broke the silence. “I believe you, Robert. I really do. Maybe Piper was looking for a weak link and he took advantage of you. Maybe he knew you were desperate for approval. Desperate for a friend. But it doesn’t change the fact that you aided and abetted murder. A lot of murder.”

      Robert’s eyes started to glisten with tears.

      “I know, Robin,” he said. “I will never be able to forget that. I think about it every day.”

      I stared at Robert, feeling a strange mix of anger, pity, and disgust, as he started to sob.

      “I deserve whatever I get,” Robert said through his tears.

      “We’ll make sure it’s fair,” Aurora said simply. “There’s a holding cell in the back of the base. You can stay there until your trial.”

      Then Cloyd was leading Robert away, following Aurora to the cell. It was bittersweet to watch them go. I was glad to hear what had happened, and to know that Robert would soon receive justice, but it didn’t change anything. It didn’t bring back Lux, Rio, Pyro, Fiora, or any of the others who had died during base attacks. It didn’t bring back Henry.

      And it didn’t make things feel any less uncertain than they had when I first stepped off the airship after returning from Chanley. Only one thing could.
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      Rosecrest was a small, middle-class town just like many others in the United Nation of America. It hadn’t become so poor that no one was able to keep their children, unlike most of the factory towns, and so it had a schoolhouse in its main square. There was also a grocery store and a government registration office and even a small hotel. And there was also a hospital.

      And in that hospital, the man who had brought down the Burchard Regime was making a full recovery.

      It had been a week since the attack on Chanley. Seven very strange, very busy days for the country. The news about Burchard had gotten out to the whole world, and, with the exception of a few very, very wealthy families, everyone in the country seemed to be celebrating.

      For the first few days, with every news story, things seemed to be getting better. Corona and the rest of the Little John base leaders had stepped up to set up temporary councils and governing bodies until an election could be held. Then Preston Industries’ owners and stockholders—including Mavis’s husband—were arrested for treason, their wealth and assets seized to assist the needy through welfare programs. Child redistribution was ceased entirely, with the redistribution records finally being made public for family members to reconnect. All adoptions occurring within the past three years were immediately declared illegal and in need of reversal, and all other adoptions were considered “in mediation” so that adoptive parents and birth parents could meet with lawyers present and determine how to proceed in the best interests of the child.

      On paper, it was a wonderful fix. But it became obvious fairly quickly just how difficult the process of rectifying Burchard’s wrongs was going to be.

      Tens of thousands of adoptive parents were in turmoil over the sudden losses of their children. Numerous birth parents wanted their children back but complained that they simply couldn’t afford to take them. And all redistributed children over the age of three were now facing complicated and prolonged legal battles over their custody, with many arguing that it was a cruel and costly way to go about things.

      To complicate matters further, the country was broke. All of the money was privately owned, and the wealthy were arguing that it would be theft to take the money from them. And while a huge amount of money had been seized from the Prestons after their arrests, it still wasn’t enough to rebuild a nation. Corona and the base leaders were doing their best, but it was obvious that an election needed to be held quickly. And whoever won needed to be capable of steering a wounded country out of the quagmire that Burchard had left behind.

      Which is what brought us to Rosecrest.

      “Does Corona really think this will work?” Jace asked as we stared at the front doors of the small hospital.

      “I don’t think she would’ve asked us to do it if she didn’t,” I replied.

      “But I mean, if Aurora and Corona couldn’t get through to him, then who are we to convince him?” Jace went on.

      I was feeling similarly. While I agreed that Nathan was the best candidate to lead the country, he wasn’t exactly a candidate yet, since he didn’t want to run for office. Even his family and base leaders hadn’t been able to convince him. But in a final effort, Corona asked Jace and me if we would be willing to talk to him.

      “She thinks it might mean more to him if it comes from members of one of his mission teams,” I replied.

      I wasn’t entirely convinced, but Corona was so hopeful, despite being terribly busy and stressed out from working on the temporary councils, that I felt like I couldn’t turn her down.

      “Well,” Jace conceded, “I guess we’ll give it our best shot.”

      We walked through the hospital doors together.

      “Room 304,” I said, remembering the directions Corona had given me. “On the top floor.”

      We walked through the brightly lit hospital, breathing in the familiar, sterile scent of bandages and rubbing alcohol as we went. A small elevator took us up to the third floor, and then a sign on the wall pointed us in the direction of Nathan’s room number.

      When we reached his door, Sy was stepping out and closing the door behind him. He looked up and smiled at us in greeting.

      “Corona got ahold of you too, huh?” he asked in his deep voice.

      I nodded. “Did you have any luck?”

      Sy shrugged. “He said that Little John can’t disband yet. Apparently, that’s what he’s been telling Corona, too.”

      “Little John?” I echoed in surprise. Little John had done what it was supposed to do. What could Nathan possibly still need it for?

      “I don’t get it either,” Sy replied.

      I sighed. Sy had been a member of Little John long before Jace and I arrived on the scene. If Nathan wouldn’t listen to Sy, I definitely couldn’t see him listening to us. But I told Aurora I would try.

      “We’ll do our best,” I said.

      “Well, if you do end up convincing him, I’m going to say that it was because I loosened him up for you,” Sy said with a wink. “Good luck.”

      Sy turned and headed down the hallway toward the elevator, leaving Jace and me standing outside of Nathan’s closed door.

      “Guess it’s now or never,” Jace said, reaching down and turning the knob.

      We opened the door to find Nathan sitting up in his hospital bed. I almost didn’t recognize him without his usual fitted suit. He was dressed in a flimsy off-white hospital gown. A rolling tray had been pulled up to his bed, laden with plastic plates of hospital food, and he was just putting a spoonful of oatmeal into his mouth when we made eye contact.

      I smiled, genuinely happy to see him looking healthy again. I hadn’t seen him since the airship ride from Chanley, when he was pale and sunken with blood loss. I was worried then that I might never see him sit upright again.

      Nathan swallowed, looking slightly embarrassed, and placed the plastic utensil and cup back onto his tray.

      “Just when I thought it was finally safe to eat,” he said with a weary smile, “Corona sends more of her delegates.”

      “We can come back,” I said quickly, feeling uncomfortably intrusive.

      “No, no,” Nathan muttered, waving a hand. “I’m happy to see you. Come in.”

      Jace and I stepped into the room and closed the door behind us. I spotted a couple of chairs lining the wall and grabbed one, pulling it over to his bedside. Jace followed suit, and we both sat beside Nathan to begin our talks.

      “You’ll have to forgive my appearance,” Nathan said with a grin. “They don’t make fitted, three-piece hospital gowns.”

      Jace and I laughed together in response. It was good to be around Nathan again, particularly now that he was acting like his usual self.

      “We passed Sy on our way in,” Jace said.

      “Yes, he was in here trying to convince me that I should be president. And I assume that’s what you’re doing, too,” Nathan replied. “But I’m afraid I simply don’t have the bandwidth. Not when Little John still needs me.”

      I bit my lip. It didn’t take long for Nathan to make his position clear.

      “But Little John succeeded,” I said. “Burchard is hiding out somewhere, and his regime is gone.”

      “Burchard may be gone, but that doesn’t mean that Little John has succeeded,” Nathan replied.

      I blinked. “I don’t understand . . .”

      Nathan exhaled and turned to look out of the window on the other side of the room. He paused for a while, seemingly entangled in his thoughts.

      “Burchard may have been terrible at it, but he had the perfect personality for a president. He could play the long game, he was silver-tongued, and he operated within the rule of law,” Nathan said.

      He looked back over at us.

      “I’m not the type to be president,” he said. “I’m the type to hold presidents accountable. And Little John has to be here to do that—to make sure the next president does it right, since he has so much mess to clean up.”

      I knew exactly what cleaning up that mess entailed. The wealth inequality, the CRAS complications, the pandemonium in the absence of a unified police force, walking back all of the legislature that Burchard had schemed to pass . . . it seemed like an impossible feat.

      But it wasn’t the first seemingly impossible thing that Nathan had done.

      “Corona is doing her best right now,” Nathan went on. “What with all the looting and chaos. But she’s not a politician and neither am I. We need to leave this type of work to the politicians.”

      “Like Burchard?” I countered. “Maybe this country doesn’t need another career politician. Maybe we need something new.”

      “I agree,” Nathan replied firmly. “Which is why Little John still needs to be in operation. Not just to keep an eye on the new administration, but to do its dirty work. Someone still has to take back the rest of the money that the rich stole from the poor. Someone has to be willing to make the hard choices when it comes to redistributed children and where they really belong. It won’t fix everything, not by a long shot, but it’s a start. And it’s what I’m good at.”

      “Why can’t you do that as president?” I asked, feeling confused.

      “Presidents have to follow the rule of law. They have to be patient and wise, and sometimes they have to make the wrong choice because it’s illegal to do the right thing. Do you really think I’d be good at that?” Nathan shot back.

      He had me there. It probably wasn’t easy to go from leading an anti-government group to being the government. And Nathan was right about the conflict between morality and legality, too. Burchard had been kidnapping legally after he passed legislation to start the CRAS. And while it seemed criminal how much wealth the ultra-rich had accumulated, it would technically be theft to take it back from them now.

      But Little John didn’t care about laws. It cared about justice. I could see clearly why Nathan wasn’t willing to give that up to join the government. And I was starting to feel like Corona had sent us on a fool’s errand.

      Jace shifted uncomfortably in his chair, probably feeling the same way that I did.

      “I appreciate what you’re trying to say,” Nathan went on. “It means a lot to me that you have that type of faith in me. But I’m just not the guy for this job. Not while Little John can still do good work.”

      “But . . . what if there’s another Burchard, Nathan?” I asked. “And you’re still running Little John?”

      Nathan shrugged. “Then we bring another tyrannical regime down,” he replied confidently. “And this time I think we’ll have the public’s help from the very beginning. They know what a dictator’s campaign looks like now. And what type of damage they cause.”

      “And we risk it happening all over again?” I replied. “All of the attacks, all of the damage, all of the lives lost?”

      Nathan was silent for a moment, looking at me intently.

      “Like I said, I don’t see it happening so soon after Burchard,” he replied.

      “You don’t see it happening when the country is at its most vulnerable? When one of the most valuable positions in the world is open and primed for the taking?” I retorted.

      Nathan looked away.

      “Look, I know law and order isn’t exactly Little John’s specialty,” I went on, “but, right now, you can do a lot more good for this country by working with the government than continuing to work against it… It’s not going to be easy, Nathan. But if anyone can do it, it’s you.”

      Nathan exhaled, and slowly looked back at me.

      “Thank you, Robin,” he said after a long pause. “Per usual, you’re a voice of reason. You’ve given me a lot to consider.”

      I nodded. It wasn’t the immediate change of mind that Corona might’ve been hoping for, but I hoped it was a start. It was at least a lot better than I personally had expected from our meeting.

      “How’s your daughter?” Nathan asked, changing gears.

      “Things are getting better,” I said, with a faint smile. Hope had warmed pretty quickly to Jace and even to Juno, who was staying with her and Rhea while Jace and I were in Rosecrest. But for whatever reason, it was harder for Hope to feel comfortable around me. She would let me hold her for short periods of time, and she no longer cried when we were alone with each other, and that was good enough for now. I was just happy to see her making improvements and adjusting to her new life.

      “What about the rest of your team?” Nathan asked. “How are they doing? Are the apartments adequate?”

      Most of the Edgewood and Brightbirch members had relocated to other bases for work and housing. But some of us had chosen to stay in apartments that Nathan had purchased outside of Chanley, so that we could work with Corona. The rest of Team Hood was back there now, working to assist people who didn’t have access to computers by looking up their lost family members for them. It was what Jace and I had been doing, too, until Corona asked us to come and meet with Nathan.

      It felt good to help others find the type of peace and closure that I had felt when I found Juno and then Hope. And there was happiness among Team Hood members, too. Jackie had spoken to her sister on the phone, and they were planning to meet soon. Nelson was in the process of legally getting her daughter back. And Ant and Abe had found their father.

      But there was also a lot of heartbreak in the work. Like when people found relatives only to realize that they had already died (like Ant and Abe’s mother) or were alive but didn’t want to reconnect, or when parents found their children but couldn’t immediately get them back.

      “Things are fine,” I said. “But they’ll be a lot better when we have an actual president.”

      Nathan’s lip curled into a half-smile. “I said I’d think about it.”

      Jace stood, and I did the same. We had done all that we could do here, and Nathan was still recovering from his wounds. We needed to let him rest.

      Jace stepped forward and stuck out his hand toward Nathan. Nathan grasped it and shook.

      “It was good to see you two,” he said.

      He reached his hand toward me next, but I bypassed it and enveloped Nathan in a big hug instead.

      Nathan let out a surprise oof, but then he brought his arms down around me as well and patted me paternally on the back.

      “Good to see you, too,” I replied. Then I pulled back.

      “And we look forward to seeing you in Chanley,” Jace added.

      It was time for us to make the long flight back to the capital city and our families and friends. We still had lots of work to do, helping the poorest in our nation find the people they had been missing. And we had work to do rebuilding our own families as well.

      Hopefully Nathan would make the choice to join us. Not on the sidelines anymore but out in the open, as our nation’s leader.

      Before we walked out of the room, I turned back to look at Nathan once more and waved a final goodbye.

      But to my surprise, Nathan didn’t wave back. Instead, he lifted his arm up, touched the side of his hand to his forehead, and saluted me.

      “That’s a good look for you,” I said with a smile.

      And then I stepped out of the room and followed Jace down the hallway.
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      “She’s home!” Juno called out from beside the kitchen window. I looked up to see a yellow school bus stopping at the end of our driveway, its doors opening slowly.

      “The cake is still too hot to frost!” Rhea cried out in a panic.

      “Someone needs to go stall her,” Jace added, looking over at me.

      I put the finishing touches on a bow that I had wrapped over a small gift and then waddled over to the dining room table beside Jace, supporting my round belly with one hand as I walked. I looked down at the uneven and crumbly layers of pink-colored cake that Jace and Rhea had been slaving over for a good part of the day, while Juno made dinner and I wrapped gifts.

      “I don’t know if frosting will fix this,” I said.

      Jace shot me a sharp look. He had taken time off work to make the day perfect, and I could tell he was anxious about the result.

      “I’m kidding!” I replied with a smile. “She’s going to love it. I’ll keep her busy for a while, but hurry up!”

      “She’s getting off the bus!” Rhea said, looking out the kitchen window. “Get out there already!”

      “I’m going!” I replied, grabbing a paper bag from the kitchen table and stuffing a few carrots from our garden into it. I also grabbed a wrapped parcel from the fridge.

      Jace eyed the package suspiciously. “Be careful,” he warned.

      “We’ll be fine,” I replied with a smile. Jace had been fiercely protective, even more so, ever since we found out that we were expecting.

      With the paper bag in hand, I walked to the front door and stepped outside. It was a bright afternoon, and the scent of our garden carried to the porch. It smelled like sweet blossoms, ripe tomatoes, and pungent earth. I breathed deeply.

      “Hey, Mom!” Hope said cheerfully as she walked up, swinging her backpack in one hand.

      “How was school, honey?” I asked her, trying to mask my excitement.

      “I got into a fight,” she replied casually.

      “Hope!” I admonished. “What happened?”

      Hope walked up to the porch and threw her backpack into a rocking chair. “It’s not my fault!” she cried. “It was Paul! I told him that the president was coming to my house for dinner tonight and he called me a liar! So I punched him.”

      “You know better,” I scolded. “You’re lucky that it’s your birthday, or you’d be so grounded.”

      Though, I wasn’t too surprised by her behavior. She was one of the most headstrong people I had ever met, much to her schoolteacher’s chagrin.

      “At lunch Rylo said she and her mom were coming tonight, too,” Hope continued.

      “Well, six is a big number,” I told her. “So we need a big party.”

      All of Team Hood was coming over for the party, and while Jace saw them all frequently at the Department of Reunifications, where we all worked, I had been out on maternity leave for the past two weeks. I couldn’t wait to see everyone again. Especially Jackie and Ant, who had just had their first baby: a girl. I was due in just a few short weeks myself, so I was excited to be able to set up playdates soon.

      For the first time Hope seemed to notice that I was blocking the door. “Don’t you want to go inside?” she asked.

      “I thought we’d go feed the animals first,” I replied.

      Hope eyed me suspiciously, the sun playing on her smattering of freckles and lighting up her hazel eyes, but then she nodded in agreement.

      “Okay, but we get to feed all the animals, right?” she asked.

      “Right,” I replied. And I held up the paper bag, which I had been hiding behind my back.

      Hope smiled, and we began to walk together around our cozy cottage and toward the paddock in the back. The horses whinnied in excitement as we approached, and I pulled the carrots out of the paper sack and handed a few to Hope.

      She held out a carrot in her small hand, and one of our horses, a fat dun gelding, walked up and gently plucked it out of her fingers. Hope scratched his forehead as he munched.

      “No one believes me that the president comes over sometimes,” she said. “So tonight I’m going to ask Nathan to come up to school to tell them himself!”

      I thought about Nathan. Even after our trip to visit him in the hospital, it still took some convincing to get him on the ballot. But he finally agreed and won by a landslide. And he was proving himself to be a remarkable president, in spite of his initial doubts.

      I smiled. “I think Nathan is a little busy running the country, Hope.”

      “Well, I’m going to ask him anyway,” she replied confidently.

      “You sure are stubborn,” I told her playfully.

      “Dad says I get it from you,” Hope said.

      I chuckled, thinking of how close Jace and Hope had gotten. I loved hearing her call him Dad. But I never wanted her to forget that there was someone else she was very similar to, from her strong-willed nature to her dark, curly hair.

      “You got it from your other dad, too,” I replied. We talked about Henry often.

      I pulled her against me in a one-armed hug. She smiled and hugged back, careful not to jostle my baby bump.

      “What else happened at school today?” I asked. “What did you learn about?”

      “We learned about the fall of the Burchard Regime today,” Hope said. “You were there, weren’t you?”

      I nodded and held a carrot out for the horses. Hope knew some of that story already.

      “Is it true that Burchard wasn’t even in Chanley?” Hope continued.

      “Well, he wasn’t really in power anymore. His executives held all the power,” I replied. “He was hiding out somewhere and enjoying his riches.”

      “And they caught him?” Hope asked.

      “They caught all of them,” I told her. “They were arrested or extradited back here to face trials for their crimes. Some of them got prison time, and some of them were pardoned.”

      Robert, specifically, had been pardoned. Because he had confessed and seemed genuinely remorseful, the jurors showed leniency.

      Not all of the Burchard executives had gotten so lucky.

      I remembered seeing the news coverage after Burchard had been captured. Team Hood was still living together back then, in the apartments outside of Chanley, and we had all stood around with tears flowing freely while we watched Burchard give a canned apology for his crimes before he started his life sentence. It was a watershed moment for the country. And we—a ragtag group of rogues, defectors, cavemen, and factory workers—had played a part in how things turned out.

      “But they didn’t catch all of them,” Hope said softly.

      I looked down at her as she fed another carrot to a fuzzy foal. I knew whom she was thinking of.

      “No,” I replied. “You’re right. Some were lost in the battle.”

      “What was she like?” Hope asked.

      I was taken aback by the question. Hope had queried for a couple of years, asking small questions here and there about Mavis. But she had never asked so directly before.

      She knew that she’d had an adoptive family for a while, and she knew that her adoptive mother had died, but she was still only six years old. She didn’t know the whole story yet, even if I was certain that one day it would have to be told.

      That day was not today. Not on her birthday.

      “Well,” I said. “I think that she loved you very much. But she was torn between what she loved most. And she chose the regime.”

      A span of silence fell between us.

      “Do you ever think of your adopted family?” Hope finally asked.

      I paused. I was simultaneously pained and optimistic about what had happened with the Sylvones. I found them through the public records, while we worked to reunite family members. Mrs. Sylvone couldn’t forgive me for what I had done. She told me not to contact her again. Some of my siblings felt the same way, which was even more painful for me. But some of them understood and were even grateful for the role I had played in Little John that led to the end of the Burchard reign, and I was slowly rebuilding my relationship with those siblings.

      It was that way for most of the country. We were all trying to find out where we stood in this new era and who we really were. It would take decades to heal all of the rifts that Burchard had caused.

      But it was worth it.

      “I do,” I told Hope, wrapping up my thoughts succinctly. “And sometimes I miss them, too.”

      Hope went quiet again, and we stood together at the paddocks as I tried to think of something else to say.

      Then, Hope piped up, “You said we were feeding all of the animals.”

      I stuck my hand into the sack and pulled out a parcel wrapped up with butcher’s twine. Hope smiled.

      We walked past the paddock to the edge of the thick woods that our yard spilled into, where I started to untie the parchment-paper-wrapped package. Once we reached the edge of the woods, we stopped. Birdsong drifted gently out from the trees, and squirrels flitted about the uppermost branches of the pines.

      “So what else did you learn about today, honey?” I continued.

      “Well, I asked my teacher if we would learn more about the CRAS. But she said not until we’re older,” Hope answered.

      I nodded as she spoke.

      “But you’d tell me about it now, right?” Hope asked.

      “I’d tell you about most everything,” I replied. “But your teacher is right. Some of those things are best explained when you’re a little older.”

      The CRAS, Burchard, and Operation Guidance . . . those were dark times for the country. And I was glad that the truth was finally being taught in schools, so that we could learn from our mistakes and never elect another tyrant again. But Hope was too young to know about all of it yet.

      I wanted to protect her innocence while I still could.

      Hope made a discontented little grunt but then seemed to forget about it quickly.

      “When will they come?” she asked as she looked out into the woods.

      “I’m sure they know we’re here by now. But they don’t operate on our schedule. They’re free and they’re wild,” I told her.

      “Like us,” Hope mused.

      I looked over at her and smiled. And then a tiny twig snapped somewhere within the woods, very close to us. Hope and I peered into the thickness of foliage until the first large wolf stepped gracefully out into the dappled light coming through the thick treetops.

      I pulled back the parchment paper to reveal several large cuts of meat. I handed one to Hope, and she quickly tossed it to the gray female wolf before us.

      “I think I’m going to call this one Shadow,” Hope said cheerfully.

      “That’s a good name,” I replied with a smile.

      Several more wolves stepped out before us to receive their share of the bounty.

      “You guys ready to come inside yet?” Jace suddenly asked behind us.

      “Shh, Dad!” Hope said. “You’ll scare the wolves!”

      The wolves simply stared up at Jace with unafraid eyes. They weren’t scared of anything. Hope was a lot like them in that way.

      “I think the wolves are more likely to scare your dad than the other way around,” I quipped.

      Jace walked up behind me and placed his large, comforting hand over my belly. We were having a boy, and we had already named him: Kory.

      “Well, if you’re ready, I want three of my favorite people to come inside for a special treat,” Jace said.

      I reached down and squeezed his hand as it rested over our son. It was still hard to imagine that we were about to be a family of four. But I couldn’t be happier about it.

      “Come on, Hope,” I said. “Let’s go inside. We need to get ready for company tonight.”

      Hope nodded and tossed the last of the meat to the wolves. They watched us for a few seconds before gracefully grabbing their food in their mouths and retreating back into the woods.

      We turned and walked back to the cottage together, Hope between Jace and me, holding our hands.

      “I hope Uncle Cloyd remembered that he said he was getting me a bike for my birthday!” Hope said as we walked.

      “Oh, I bet he remembered,” Jace replied, winking at me. “Besides, I need to teach you how to ride. I’m not too bad on a bike myself.”

      When we opened the front door, Juno and Rhea were inside with the cake.

      “Happy birthday!” we all said in unison.

      Hope’s eyes lit up when she saw the leaning, dripping cake being held up by Juno and Rhea. None of us were very good bakers. After all, we had spent the last few years as outlaws, refugees, prisoners, and soldiers. We were still getting used to this life of normalcy, safety, and family. And maybe we would spend the rest of our lives trying to figure it out.

      But Hope looked right past all of the flaws.

      “It’s beautiful!” she cried.

      And it was.
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        The End.

      

      

      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for following Robin through to the end of her journey. I truly hope you enjoyed the conclusion. I’m sure going to miss these characters, but at the same time, I’m happy with where I left them.

      I’m also excited about my next project, which is called A Love that Endures—my first ever contemporary romance novel (releasing April 29th 2019)! If you’re curious and would like to check it out—keep turning the pages. I’ve included an exclusive sneak peek of the first three chapters at the end of this ebook.
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        Chapter 1: David

      

        

      
        London, Embankment

      

      

      From the shadows of a stone underpass, a man stepped out into a yellowing pool of old-fashioned lamp light. He glanced down at the murky waters rushing beneath Westminster Bridge, then up at the slowly blackening night, and tightened his grip around the old wooden clock in his hands.

      A clap of thunder echoed across the sky, and David struck out along the pavement, his eyes fixed straight ahead. He had traveled this path so many times, his feet knew the way, from every bench and bin and every bump in the cement. He could have walked there blindfolded. He stopped only once on his journey, when he passed a bus shelter scattered with discarded newspapers, to collect a few and tuck them within the folds of his coat. 

      As he neared the end of his route, the familiar sight of makeshift homes emerged in an empty parking area—a dark swathe of cardboard, dim torchlight, and hunched figures. Cradling the clock to his chest, he vaulted the low wall surrounding the area and strode toward the far corner, where a group of four was huddled.

      “Whoa. It’s Clock Man.” A wiry, plastic-swaddled male rose from where he’d been crouched in front of a tin-foil firepit, his pale, grime-streaked face stretching into a broad grin.

      “Shut up,” David muttered, heading for the row of bushes behind the man.

      “Hey, isn’t that for me?” Charles asked as David passed, his ginger eyebrows raised in offense.

      “Not tonight,” David replied. “Didn’t you hear the thunder?” He placed the large clock on the ground and thrust his hands into one of the bushes, where he had hidden the materials for his own shelter.

      Charles groaned. “Don’t care, mate. When it’s this bloody cold, it’ll be worth burning even if we only get five minutes from it.”

      “Don’t be daft,” a coarse female voice reprimanded. “That thing’ll last us a few hours. We’re not risking ruining it in the rain! Here, hand it to me, David, love—I’ll keep it with me. My box is always dry.”

      “I’ll bet it is...” Charles replied.

      “Oh shut it.”

      David sighed as he turned back around, his arms loaded with materials. “Help yourself, then, Tina,” he addressed the thirty-something-year-old woman. He nodded at the clock, before proceeding toward the patch of empty ground next to Giles’s shelter. He was the third man in this corner of the carpark, and the neighbor David felt closest to in spite of their age difference.

      “Long day, eh?” Giles asked as David passed.

      David paused to look the ex-businessman in the eyes. “Yeah,” he replied simply.

      The lines of Giles’ tired face deepened as he chuckled—then some more as he rasped out a heavy cough.

      David managed to return a faint smile. “You’d better get inside, old man. You’ve still got that fleece blanket, right?”

      Giles nodded slowly. “Yeah. Don’t worry about me.”

      David nodded and continued on his way. He had to get his crap set up before the rain started.

      “Hey—wait, Tina!” Charles called out behind him. “Hand me that thing for a sec. It looks antique.”

      “Says the man who was about to burn it on site,” Tina snapped.

      “I’m serious, though,” Charles continued. “Those carvings look super posh. I could take it in and see what we could get for it.”

      “Looking like that?” Tina snorted. “You’d sooner be arrested for theft.”

      David let the bickering of his neighbors fade into the background as he arranged his collection of plastics and cardboard and got to work on his own pop-up home. He set up as quickly as he could in a race against the rain, then pushed open the plastic flap leading to his shelter’s dark, musty interior and crawled inside.

      He fumbled in his pocket for his rusty light, and, switching it on, he began to organize himself for the night. He pushed his boots and coat to one end of the shelter while gathering the newspapers he had collected and smoothing them out over his coarse woolen blanket. They would provide extra warmth during the night, as well as help to absorb any water that seeped through the ceiling. He was almost done laying them out when rain began to batter the roof. The newspaper right in front of him began to get soaked. But it was not the rain causing the drops of water that began to stain the newspaper in his hands. 

      This water was spilling from his own eyes.

      For his eyes had passed over a bold line of text. 

      A headline that drove the cold in his limbs straight to his heart. 

      Barely breathing, he clutched the sheet of paper and shook it straight with one hand, his other illuminating the text with his light. 

      “Princess in London for Grand Engagement at Palace” the headline blared.

      The princess in question was Princess Katerina De Courtes, touted by the media to be one of the most beautiful and eligible bachelorettes in the world. “A modern day Grace Kelly,” no less. 

      And at the sight of her picture, every memory David had fought to forget over the past five years came crashing back into him, ripping the breath from his lungs and crushing his windpipe.

      The shock. The pain. The grief. The anger. The disgrace.

      The injustice.

      Each one a searing bolt of emotion, hot-wired to his chest.

      Flashes of scenes lit up his mind like an unstoppable movie, forcing him to relieve every second of it all.

      And then he tore his eyes away from the paper, gasping for breath.

      “You okay, David?” the muffled voice of Giles called from his left. 

      David swallowed hard, realizing his tears had been accompanied by too much sound.  He quickly cleared his throat. “Fine,” he grated out.

      Pushing the newspaper and the light to one corner, he swiped roughly at his eyes with the back of his sleeve and slowly leaned back in the gloom.

      What would he have told his friend, anyway, even if he had wanted to talk? 

      For who would have believed it…that an invisible like him could have ever held the heart of a princess.
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        Chapter 2: Katy

      

        

      
        Cambridge, Massachusetts.

        Five years earlier.

      

      

      

      Katerina stared at the letter, her heart in her throat. Her eyes zoned in on the closing sentences.

      “Think about it, Katy. Please. I know I’ve been an absolute jerk but I am so, SO sorry for everything, and I’m paying for it now with each day we’re apart. I’m thinking about you all the time, remembering when you stayed with me here in our chalet. I’m missing you, gorgeous, so very much…From Russia with love, Alexei.”

      She scoffed in disgust, then finally tossed the letter aside and slid off the kitchen stool. The heady scent of fresh cupcakes filled the room, but her stomach was roiling.

      How dare the selfish prick contact her again! How dare he. After all he’d done. After all the hell he’d put her through. She always knew the guy had a pair of balls large enough for two, but she had never thought that he would stoop to this.

      “Has the rage-baking session been helping any?” her cousin Cassie murmured, eyeing Katy closely from where she was perched across the table, frosting cupcakes.

      Katy stopped by the counter and leaned against it. Exhaling heavily, she glanced over at the short, blond-haired girl.

      “He’s already trying to convince me to get back together with him," she replied, struggling to keep her voice even. “Wants me to meet him in Paris over the winter break. We’ve barely started sophomore year, for crying out loud! He must think I’m completely stupid—or an utter narcissist. Like a bunch of smarmy declarations that I’m the center of his universe could erase the fact that he wasted three years of my life.”

      Cassie smiled. “I’ll take that as a no, then…”

      Katy dropped her head into her hands, giving another sigh. Usually, rage-filled baking with Cassie was the ultimate stress reliever. When her dad was completely unreasonable and wouldn’t let her garden because the hobby was “beneath her”? They’d rage-baked coconut macaroons. When her mom snidely told her she ought to try starving herself once a week? They’d rage-baked a decadent chocolate cake slathered in ganache. When Alexei’s letter had arrived, Katy had immediately proposed making red velvet cupcakes with cream cheese frosting.

      But today, none of it was helping. Not even the bonus multicolored sprinkles Cassie had discovered in a drawer.

      Alexei had been her first boyfriend, and they’d been together for over three years. They’d explored the world together. Shared times that, even now, she would struggle to forget. Bonded in ways she’d thought had made them unbreakable. She had never felt so swept up by anyone in her life, and she had been so sure that he felt the same about her too.

      Then, last summer, she had caught him behind the sauna with his pants down, screwing the family housemaid.

      Not a good look, man!

      It had shaken her world to the core, given how unequivocally—and stupidly—she had trusted him. It was the reason she had moved to America and enrolled at Harvard in the first place: to escape his lying, cheating ways and move on with her life.

      Yet here he was, less than six months later, trying to lure her right back into it all—with a cheesy letter no less—even when he knew she wanted nothing more than to forget his face.

      The thought alone was enough to throw her into a dark, sugar-craving mood.

      Katy grabbed the letter and tore it to shreds over the trash can, then strode toward Cassie and started helping her with the frosting.

      “What I don’t get is how he even knows you’re here,” Cassie remarked, licking at a smudge of cream cheese on her wrist. “Maybe he hacked your phone’s location somehow.”

      Katy shook her head, more irritation bubbling to the surface. “I don’t think so,” she said. “I mean, I blocked his number, so he couldn’t have done it through a phone or text conversation.”

      Not even the paparazzi—or any of the girls who shared Cassie and Katy’s house—knew Katy’s true identity as the famed Princess of Lorria. Although the country was the smallest in Europe, it was still influential, and Katy had to be cautious.

      Katy groaned, realization suddenly dawning. “I’ll bet you anything my parents had a hand in it.”

      Of course they would have. It should have been the first thing she thought of. They hadn’t been pleased to find out he’d cheated on her, of course, but that hadn’t stopped them from asking her to give him a second chance. They had always believed that Alexei, being from a powerful Russian family, would be an ideal match in marriage.

      Ugh. The nerve of them, too.

      “Hey, don’t squish that cupcake so hard,” Cassie chided. “You’re making it crumble in two!”

      Katy loosened her grip begrudgingly and proceeded to frost, while Cassie made her way over to the sink.

      After washing her hands, she pulled up a stool and sat down, glancing at Katy tentatively.

      “What?” Katy mumbled, catching her cousin’s eye.

      Cassie’s gaze wandered across the table toward the envelope the letter had come in—along with a small box, which Katy had almost forgotten about with all the frantic baking.

      “You planning to open that thing or what?” Cassie asked.

      Katy stared at the box for a moment, narrowing her eyes as she considered the question. Then she blew out a sigh and dropped the cupcake, wiping her hands on her apron. “I guess,” she grumbled, slinking around the table toward it.

      As she picked it up and opened it, her frown turned into a grimace. She immediately regretted opening it at all.

      Inside lay a bracelet encrusted with sapphires and diamonds, alongside another damned piece of paper with Alexei’s handwriting on it. This one was much shorter, though no less vexatious.

      “Diamonds for my diamond.”

      Hurt and anger washed over her. She’d told him repeatedly when they were dating that expensive jewelry meant nothing to her, and yet here he went again, trying to win her back with that very thing. He didn’t know her at all. Or, more like, didn’t care to know her.

      “We’ll give it to charity,” Katy spat, dropping the bracelet back into its packaging and pushing the box away with such force it skidded across the table.

      Cassie lunged forward and grabbed it before it could reach the edge, and Katy paused from her tirade as she noticed the expression on her cousin’s face.

      Cassie gazed down at the box longingly. “You should’ve just let Alexei keep buying you expensive gifts,” she murmured. “After all’s said and done, you were lucky to have a guy who cared about you enough to try and woo you.”

      Katy immediately sensed the note of bitterness in her cousin’s voice, and her heart ached for Cassie. She realized then how insensitive she was probably being, dragging out this whole ex-boyfriend subject over an entire evening. After all, Cassie had been just as unlucky in the love department. Much more so, in fact. Katy knew her cousin’s scars ran far deeper than her own.

      She moved over to the smaller girl and took her by the shoulders, squeezing gently and giving her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, Cass. You’ll capture the attention of a good man someday. There are guys out there much better than the likes of Alexei…or that douchebag, Jason.”

      Cassie’s hazel-brown eyes warmed at that, and though a tinge of bitterness still lingered there, the overriding emotion was hope, which was the effect Katy had been hoping to have.

      A creak sounded, and the two girls whirled toward the kitchen door to see a curvy brunette stride in. It was Michelle, one of the few upperclassmen who shared the building.

      “And what are we chatting about in here?” she asked. Her eyes widened as they passed over the rows of cupcakes. “Good grief, don’t let me near those. I feel like I’ve gained two pounds just looking!” She moved quickly over to the sink for a glass of water.

      Cassie sighed. “We’re talking about men.”

      Michelle turned back around to lean against the counter with her glass, arching a manicured eyebrow. “Oh. Men. Well…you’ll both want to start flaunting your natural attributes more if you want to be attracting one of those.” At this, she flashed Katy a wry grin.

      The blood rose to Katy’s cheeks. “I would rather not attract a guy for the wrong reasons,” she replied, feeling suddenly flustered. She turned away from the older girl and reclaimed her seat around the table.

      Michelle’s grin widened. “Oh, I’m all for that, hon. But the way you dress, it’s like you’re actively trying to repel them.” She took another sip from her water, then giggled, placing a hand in front of her mouth to stop it from spurting out.

      “You in particular, Katy. I mean, girl, you know I say this with love, but that turtleneck thing the other night, at Jessica’s party…seriously? You’ll never earn your “Mrs.” degree going around dressed like that. If that was the first time I’d met you, I’d say you were a huge prude!”

      Ouch. That hurt Katy more than she would like to admit. Her gaze shot to her lap and she bit down hard on her lower lip to keep it still.

      Michelle, an overly talkative girl in general (per Katy’s tastes) and the oldest in the house, had a penchant for generously distributing unwanted advice. But she wasn’t the malicious type and didn’t really deserve a snappy response.

      Still, it hurt.

      Yes, that particular dress Katy had worn to Jessica’s had been a rather poor choice, in hindsight. But old habits die hard. Katy had spent her entire childhood and adolescence wrapped in traditional Lorellian clothing—as was expected of a member of the royal family—and for females, that boiled down to ankle-length dresses with high necklines.

      She and Cassie had gone on numerous shopping sprees to try to shake the conditioning since arriving in America, and while Cassie seemed to be embracing normal-people’s fashion fairly well, Katy still found herself subconsciously gravitating toward the most modest pieces. It was a work in progress.

      But as for being a “prude”…she swallowed hard at that.

      Truth be told, a little voice at the back of her head had accused her of being just that, on more than one occasion, over the past few years. It went back to another long-held tradition of Lorellian royalty: no lovemaking until marriage.

      Which was the whole reason Alexei had cheated on her.

      “Anyway,” Michelle went on, breezing past the girls as she headed back toward the door, “I wanted to let you know there’s a party on tonight at the Wolf Club. All the girls in this house are invited.” She turned once she reached the frame and winked at them. “I hear there are some real hotties in that house, so probably not one to miss. And if you want some wardrobe advice, just come to my room and I’ll fix you up.”

      With that, she padded out of the kitchen, leaving the girls staring after her.

      “Oh my God. We’ve got to go, Katy!” Cassie exclaimed after a split second. “Who knows who we’ll meet at the Wolf’s? I’ve heard so much gossip about their parties. It’ll be the perfect distraction for both of us!”

      Katy’s stomach churned. Meeting a houseful of horny drunk guys really wasn’t what she had planned for the evening. She’d been thinking more pajamas, Netflix, and an hour-long bubble bath.

      She looked between Cassie and the door…then shoved a whole cupcake into her mouth.
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      Harvard would be the death of him.

      David rubbed at the swollen lump on his middle finger, formed by too many hours of holding a ballpoint, and looked back down at the spread of books scattered across his desk. It was late, and his brain was starting to feel less like an organ and more like a sack of Jell-O packed between his ears, but he wasn’t nearly prepared enough for his impending exams.

      He blew out a slow breath and slouched back over his copy of American Politics Through the Twentieth Century, willing his eyes to cooperate. Just a couple more hours, and he’d allow himself to hit the pillow. Just a couple. More. Hours…

      A pair of heavy hands clamped down on his shoulders. He jerked upright, but his chair tipped backwards, slamming him onto the floor with a painful thud. Before he could glimpse his attacker’s face, a second set of hands pulled him upright and came around his head with a blindfold.

      “What the—” He brought his hands up to bat it away, but then the hands grabbed his arms, pressed a knee sharply between his shoulder blades, and wrestled his wrists together behind his back. Another heavy grip joined his ankles; he felt the scrape of rope against his flesh there, too.

      “Are you ready for your true test of character?” a familiar voice boomed down from above in a tone so stupidly deep David would have laughed were he not so pissed off.

      “Get the hell off me, Seb!” David snapped, realizing his housemates were hog-tying him.

      He tried to lash out and break away from the rope-tiers, but although he was a large guy, two (or three?) against one was foul play, especially when they had the advantage of surprise.

      “Woohoo, we got the Brit!” another familiar voice announced.

      David felt the rope tighten into a painful knot around his ankles.

      “Not funny, Max,” Seb shot back, finishing the bind around David’s wrists.

      “Hey, David knows I didn’t mean it like—”

      “Just shut the hell up. We gotta get him outta here.”

      “No.” David grunted, writhing like a snake as the guys hoisted him into the air. But their grip held, and they lugged him across the dorm room. He heard his door clicking shut, and then the two boys were out in the hallway, breaking into a jog that jolted him uncomfortably from side to side.

      “Guys,” David said through gritted teeth. “I seriously do not have time for this.”

      “Everyone who joins the Wolf Club has time for this,” Max snorted.

      The ride grew suddenly bumpier as they descended a flight of stairs. Then there was the whine of a door, and chill evening air surrounded him.

      His skin prickled with alarm. Where were they going?

      Metal doors creaked open, and a moment later, David landed on a hard, metallic surface. Then the doors slammed shut, and he was engulfed by silence.

      Or, almost silence. He could hear someone else’s ragged breathing just opposite him, a couple feet away.

      “Who’s there?” he asked, trying to shift into a more comfortable, upright position.

      “David? Is that you?”

      David grimaced as he recognized the slight Iranian accent. They’d gotten Zeke, too.

      “Unfortunately, yes,” David muttered to his roommate. “Where did they find you?”

      “In the middle of the parking lot!” Zeke exhaled in frustration. “I was trying to get a better signal calling home.”

      The engine roared to life beneath them, and the vehicle jolted forward, sending them both skidding toward the front of the trunk. It was all David could do to avoid smashing his head against the wall. Judging by Zeke’s groan, he hadn’t been so lucky.

      “You blindfolded too?” David managed, shifting himself back upright.

      “Yes!” Zeke said. “God. I am an ignoramus. What the hell was I thinking when I joined this club?”

      David sighed. Zeke was right. They really only had themselves to blame. The Wolf Club was an unsanctioned social club, and even though hazing was supposed to be banned, everyone knew it still happened. They had both heard some absurd rumors regarding its rituals, but David had just assumed they were only that—rumors—especially because they’d made it so far without anything happening.

      “Clearly, we’re both a bit thick,” he said, wincing as he tried, and failed, to loosen his binds. He guessed they must have been biding their time, perhaps to make it all the more unpredictable. “What happened to your phone, Zeke? Do you still have it?”

      “No.” He huffed. “They snatched it, right in the middle of a conversation with my grandmother! She’s going to have a heart attack, I tell you. Bloody morons.”

      A smile twitched at David’s lips in spite of everything. His influence on Zeke’s vocabulary was quite noticeable already, and they’d only been roommates for a couple months. David secretly hoped Zeke would be calling guys blokes by the time they parted ways.

      “Well, I’m sure they’ll give the phone back.” David cleared his throat. “After they’ve done…whatever it is they’re going to do.”

      “And what do you think that is?” Zeke’s voice wavered a touch. “Make us rob a grocery store? Drop us in a lake? Bury us underground?”

      “Umm…I have no idea. But hopefully none of those,” David replied.

      At this point, he was down to hoping that the rumors were grossly exaggerated. That they’d just have to run a few laps around a field or something. Maybe butt naked. He wasn’t exactly an au naturel kind of guy, but even that would be better than doing something illegal.

      Uncomfortable silence fell between the two men while David’s mind continued to mull over what could possibly lie in store for them. He shoved himself up against the wall separating them from the front compartment of the vehicle, hoping to catch snippets of conversation. But try as he might, either the guys were being quiet or the engine was simply too loud, because he was still clueless when the van pulled to an abrupt stop what felt like ten minutes later.

      The engine quieted, and the back doors swung open. Hands grabbed David by the ankles and dragged him out. Then he was being carried again, the sound of twigs cracking and leaves crunching underfoot. They must be in some kind of forest.

      “Oi—watch what your hands are gripping, man!” Zeke yelled from several feet behind.

      “Sorry, bro,” one of the boys replied, sniggering. “It’s dark.”

      “The sooner your initiation is over, the sooner you’ll be back to base.” Seb’s voice rose up from somewhere on David’s left. “If you survive it, of course…”

      “What do you say, boys? Give these cubs the chant?” Max added.

      Jeers erupted from around David and quickly transformed into a bizarre chorus of words he couldn’t understand. Apparently, the whole club had been waiting on them out here. The chant sounded like Latin, though the intonation was guttural and downright tribal—effectively turning the creepiness dial up a notch. David had to wonder if they were going to roast them on a spit or something.

      The group began to slow, then came to a halt. David was lowered onto coarse grass. Hands on his wrists and ankles loosened the bindings and slipped them off. David immediately reached up to remove his blindfold.

      As he pushed himself upright, his eyes struggled to adjust to the darkness. He could hear a chorus of hurried footfalls disappearing into the distance. The guys had scampered already, leaving him with nothing but pale shafts of moonlight to guide his way.

      “Zeke?” David called tentatively, rising to unsteady feet. “You here?”

      He heard stumbling to his right and turned to see the dazed silhouette of his five-foot-seven friend staggering into the small clearing.

      “Yes,” Zeke sniped, swiping at his brow.

      David navigated a fallen tree trunk and moved closer. Whatever lay in store for them next—finding their way home, presumably—he figured it was wise to stay close to each other in the gloom.

      He’d almost reached his friend’s side when something hit the small of his back. He whirled to see a large white ball at his feet.

      “Ow.” Zeke jumped as an identical ball hit him in the shoulder, flying at him from the opposite direction.

      As David stooped down to pick his up, he realized it was less of a ball and more of a bundle. There was a white shirt and a pair of white pants rolled up tightly together. He unraveled them and furrowed his brow. Both were at least a size too small.

      “I’m not sure how much more nonsense I can take this evening,” Zeke grumbled, unravelling his own bundle. “What are we supposed to—”

      “Put them on.” Max’s voice suddenly crackled through the forest, amplified by some kind of loudspeaker. “And leave your old clothes in a pile on the ground. You’ll have no more need for them tonight.”

      David spun in the direction of the command, disoriented. So, the others were still in the forest. Where? At least two of them couldn’t be far away, to have aimed the clothes with such accuracy. As David squinted, trying to make out their forms lurking among the trees, Max added ominously, “I also suggest that you be quick. The gauntlet will begin in three minutes.”

      There was a sound of loud static, and his voice cut out.

      “Gauntlet?” Zeke whispered, his voice suddenly tense. “What is that?”

      “I don’t know,” David replied, wetting his lips. “But I think we should get these on.”

      Clutching the bundles, they separated, each moving behind a tree. David slipped off his trousers, still feeling paranoid about who was standing where, who might be watching. Tugging on the smaller pair over his boxers, he managed to get them up to his waist—though they looked ridiculous, the hems coming up several inches short around his ankles—then tore off his shirt and replaced it with the white one. Thankfully, it was made from slightly stretchy material, though he still felt like the Michelin Man.

      Conscious that their allotted three minutes must nearly be up, he ducked out from behind the tree to reunite with Zeke, who had also changed—into clothes that were clearly several sizes too big.

      David grimaced. Whoever had thrown the bundles had bollocksed it up.

      Before he could suggest switching clothes, something whooshed past his ear and splattered against the tree beside him. He turned to see a dark splotch.

      Then a barrage of tiny balls started shooting at them from all directions.

      “Oh, no,” Zeke said. “No, no, no—”

      David launched forward, grabbing Zeke by the arm and pulling him into motion. Paintball wasn’t something he knew much about by any stretch of the imagination, but he understood enough to know that people wore protective gear for a reason. He didn’t feel like discovering what it felt like to get hit.

      “Son of a—” Zeke staggered and swerved off course, coughing and wheezing. One quick glance over his shoulder told David he’d been caught in the ribs. The boy was on his knees, clutching at his sides.

      David slipped an arm beneath Zeke’s shoulder and hauled him back up. “We’ve got to keep moving.” He poured on the speed, dragging Zeke across the undergrowth as the boy struggled to recover from the hit.

      Then he heard the groan of stitching around his crotch and winced. Maybe tonight was going to be au naturel after all.

      Or close to it.

      He tried to do a better job of zigging and zagging through the forest, despite his physical constraints, to make them less easy targets as Zeke recovered. But they were outnumbered, and their stark white clothes didn’t help. Several rapid heartbeats later, pain exploded in his right shoulder as a paintball found its mark, though he didn’t have time to pause and catch his bearings like Zeke had. He could hear footsteps approaching swiftly, and flickers of light started to break through the brush around them. Their attackers were gaining on them, and the closer they got, the harder the hits were going to land.

      “Are you okay, David?” Zeke huffed. He was on his own two feet now, darting along a couple yards away and clutching at his pants to keep them up.

      David merely grunted, not having the breath to respond, and ducked beneath a thick branch, just as another ball came whizzing past his head. He was hit by a second ball two seconds later, and then by a third. He cursed, realizing his shirt was half soaked already. He was going to be black and blue by the time this was over.

      And he was going to have a flaming wedgie.

      “How long is this going to go on for?!” Zeke cried out, wincing as another bullet caught him in the leg.

      No response came back from the men behind them, other than a round of snickering.

      Until we somehow get out of here, David thought.

      He tried to stay focused on his breathing, rather than the discomfort radiating from his lower half (though he couldn’t help but think bitterly now that the outfit switch had been intentional). He had no idea how much farther they’d have to run; so he had to remain steady. David squinted, trying to see what was up ahead, whether there was any end in sight, or at least any sign of the trees thinning.

      Then his foot hit an unearthed root, and he almost tripped headfirst into a large pit. He caught his balance just in time and was about to continue darting ahead after Zeke when an idea struck him.

      “Zeke, stop!” he hissed.

      His friend halted and whirled around, and David immediately dropped into the hole, waving at Zeke to do the same. Zeke was quick to catch on and rushed back, leaping into the hole with David and hunkering down.

      David pressed a finger to his lips, trying to quiet his own heavy breathing. Their attackers were still a dozen feet or so behind and might not have been able to catch where David and Zeke had suddenly vanished to. If they could just lure a couple, or even one, this way…

      “Where did they go?” David heard one of the boys shout as the sound of crackling twigs grew closer.

      There was a brief pause before Max replied, “Spread out a bit. They might’ve ducked behind a bush or something.”

      David pushed his back harder against the damp soil as what sounded like two sets of footsteps grew closer to their hole. He exchanged a glance with Zeke in the gloom, and they both nodded wordlessly, forming a silent understanding.

      They tucked their legs and feet as close as they could to their chests and waited until the footsteps reached the pit’s edge.

      They had the element of surprise, but only a split-second window to take advantage of it.

      David nudged Zeke in the arm. They sprang up as one, reaching for the two visible pairs of ankles and yanking them forward. The men and their weapons tumbled to the ground. They yelped and scrambled to sit up, but, leaping out from the pit, David and Zeke lunged for their weapons and managed to snatch them up first, pointing them straight at their former attackers. Dressed in black protective gear and masks with goggles, they weren’t exactly easy to identify, but it didn’t matter at this point. David was ready to make them pay.

      “Breathe a word, and we’ll fire,” David whispered tersely, tightening his grip around the gun. He cast a quick glance around to check if the others had noticed them go down, but it sounded like they were still trudging on through the woods, unaware of the boys’ takeover. David and Zeke had the opening they needed.

      Keeping the gun poised threateningly, David backed away around the hole, motioning for Zeke to follow, then broke into a run.

      The second the guns were turned away, the boys behind them shouted for their cohorts. An explosion of paintballs came hurtling toward them, but now they could fire back. And fire they did.

      Before long, the offending projectiles had reduced significantly as the other boys were forced to duck and dart for cover, allowing David and Zeke to better focus on gaining ground.

      “Is it just me, or does it look like the trees are getting thinner?” Zeke panted after a long minute, gazing around wildly as he struggled to hike up his pants with one hand.

      “I think you’re right,” David breathed back. It was becoming easier to run, with less low-hanging branches and fat trunks to dodge. He realized he could also hear the low zooming of vehicles. “Keep going,” he said with renewed strength in his voice. “We’re almost out.”

      A couple minutes and a few more rogue paintballs later, they were out of the trees and standing on the edge of a busy, brightly-lit road. David came to a halt, his chest heaving. He looked back into the forest, concerned the guys were going to follow them out and keep firing. But the trees behind them remained still. Their attackers seemed to have retreated.

      “Guess we passed the test,” David said, gingerly running a hand through his sticky hair. He glanced down at his trousers and was surprised to see they had survived the run. Mostly. Now he only hoped he hadn’t permanently injured himself.

      “And thank God for that.” Zeke gasped, reaching his side and bending over, hands on his knees.

      When he straightened, David finally got a proper look at his friend. Zeke’s short, black beard had turned fluorescent pink, courtesy of a ball that had exploded on his upper chest, and the rest of his face had been splattered a sickly green. His bowl-cut hair had tinges of both colors and was sticking up at all angles.

      “You look good,” David said.

      Zeke scoffed. “Oh. You are funny, David. For the record, I am sure I look just as good as you.”

      “Don’t give me the details,” David muttered, sliding a hand beneath his trousers to adjust his underwear.

      Then the memory of his upcoming exam came slamming into him like a sledgehammer. He had to get home—now.

      Looking left and right along the road, David realized he didn’t have a clue where they were. He hadn’t spent much time off-campus since he’d arrived in Cambridge, and he certainly didn’t recognize this area.

      He cast another glance over his shoulder at the forest, half tempted to venture back in to try to negotiate a ride with the boys if they hadn’t buggered off already. But the risk of getting them all riled up and trigger-happy again didn’t sit well, so he discarded the idea.

      “We need to go that way,” Zeke suddenly said.

      David turned to face him, surprised at the confident tone. “How do you…” His voice trailed off as he followed Zeke’s gaze to the other side of the road.

      Signboard. Genius.

      “Okay. Let’s get moving.”

      David started striding forward but halted again after three steps. He looked down at Zeke, who had stalled alongside him, and they shared a glance.

      “We should change first,” David said.

      Zeke nodded sullenly.

      They moved back to the forest border and ducked behind a row of bushes, where they stripped to their underwear and exchanged clothes. As sodden and sticky as Zeke’s were, they were infinitely more comfortable in size, and David emerged from the bushes a happier man.

      Happier—but not exactly happy.

      “Any guesses how long it’ll take to walk?” David asked, his voice tight, as they resumed their brisk pace along the sidewalk.

      Zeke let out a long breath, looking equally, if not more, stressed. “Um. I-I don’t know.” He dug a hand into his disheveled hair. “I think I have passed this area on a bus before, but walking…perhaps an hour.”

      David increased his pace. “I need to be back in half an hour—or less if we can manage it.” He’d been pressed for time even before his housemates had snatched him. It killed him to think how much this was setting him back.

      “You’re not the only one who needs to get back,” Zeke replied, his voice suddenly pitchy. “All this socializing is going to mess up my midterms. And if that happens, I swear, my parents will literally disown me.” He cussed, his breaths becoming sharp and uneven. “You have no idea how hard they worked to get me here. All the after-school tuition. Practically their life savings—” His voice choked up, and David turned to stare at his friend in surprise.

      He’d known Zeke was under a lot of pressure. The guy had a large and highly ambitious family back home—and he often griped about the lofty expectations they had of him. David was used to his mood swings, too, and his habit of looking mournful and depressed almost every time he sat down to work.

      But he’d never seen Zeke looking quite this…flustered. Judging from the glisten at the corners of his eyes and the slight tremor of his lower lip, he was close to tears.

      David reached out to grip his shoulder. “Hey, man. It’s okay. You’ll pull through this. We both will.”

      Zeke bit down hard on his lip, his eyes fixing stoically ahead, and David tried to think of what more he could say—or even if he should say more, at this point.

      David wasn’t exactly in the same boat as Zeke, performance-wise. Because he had no family pressure. No family at all, actually…

      He’d been adopted by a middle-aged British-Israeli couple when he was only a month old and raised by them until his late teens. His mother had passed away after a stroke when David was seventeen, and his father had died of lung cancer a couple of years later.

      And he didn’t know who his birth parents were, because it had been a closed adoption. The only thing his adoptive parents knew was that he’d been born in Boston, where they had been living at the time. Then they brought David back to London when he was two, and England had been his home for the rest of his childhood and adolescence.

      That was one of the reasons David had worked so hard to get a scholarship at Harvard. He’d wanted to get back to America. He’d planned to take economics as his major, anyway, and he had never been one to settle for second best when a bit more effort would get him to first. His adoptive father had always encouraged him to push for greatness, and David had worked hard to make him proud. But more than that, now that the parents who’d raised him were gone, the UK no longer held enough for him.

      Once he got a better handle on his classes, David wanted to try to pick up his birth parents’ trail. He was profoundly grateful for the parents who’d raised him and the incredible start to life they’d given him, but now, he just…wanted to know who he was.

      His mother had always said he was probably Jewish, but he knew it had been out of affection and that she didn’t have any solid reason for assuming it. He’d been brought up in an ethnic Jewish background, but was that his culture? Who was David Rosen, actually?

      He wanted to understand. He wanted to know whose ocean-blue eyes he had. Why his skin was a pale shade of olive. Why his hair was a dark mocha brown, and where he got his height from—his mother, his father, or both? At six feet, he’d towered over Mr. and Mrs. Rosen. Did he share any personality traits with his birth parents? Or was every little part that made him him solely a product of his environment?

      Why had his parents given him away? Had they ever wanted him, or had he been a burden from the start?

      As uncomfortable as the answers might be, they were his story. His truth, which he’d been deprived of for the past twenty-one-years.

      More than anything, he wanted to finally stop feeling secretly jealous of people like Zeke, who knew exactly where they came from and whose blood ran so clearly through their veins. And he wanted to fill the hole that had been growing steadily larger since he lost both his adoptive parents. They’d grounded him with a sense of belonging as a child, and while he’d never felt a true sense of identity, they’d loved him fiercely, and that had been enough.

      But now they were gone, and he felt like a bit of a drifter, honestly. He’d lost that grounding, and he wanted…needed…to find it again. Without knowing his roots, the people who had brought him into this world, he struggled to make sense of his place in it. A part of him would always be restless, forever wondering. Never feeling quite full.

      David never bothered to bring the subject up with anyone and kept things simple by sticking with the identity he’d inherited from his adoptive parents. It was hard to explain his conflicting feelings to someone who’d grown up surrounded by their birth family, knowing exactly who they were.

      Well, that, and he worried he’d sound melodramatic…

      “Maybe I’ll just drop out,” Zeke said after a long stretch of silence, his voice low and still a touch uneven. “It might be less painful for everyone than staying on and making a spectacle of myself…”

      David cast a glance at his friend, whose hands had clenched into balls of tension, and sighed. “Come on, Zeke. You’re not doing that badly. Like I said, we’ll both bitch about the stress, but we’ll get through it. Besides, you’ve got to stick around for Primal Scream. Nur would never forgive you if you don’t.”

      Zeke slanted him a coy look. “Shut up. She doesn’t like me.”

      David grinned at the rising flush in Zeke’s cheeks. “How are you so sure of that?” he wondered aloud. “I saw her checking you out yesterday when we were in the lunch line.”

      Zeke groaned. “Oh, stop it. She was probably looking at somebody else.”

      David shrugged. “Alright. If you insist. I’m just saying, there’s stuff to hang on for. Good times to come.”

      Zeke went quiet, once more turning his gaze to the road ahead, and after examining him for a couple more seconds, David took the opportunity to do the same. They’d made fairly good progress, and they were already back in familiar territory—which made it easier to travel faster.

      Fifteen minutes of speed-walking later, and they were only a block away from home.

      As they reached the end of their road, Zeke cleared his throat, and David looked over at him again. His expression wasn’t quite as ashen as before, to David’s relief, and when he caught David’s eye, a smile slowly unfurled on his lips, brightening his round face.

      “Anyway,” he mumbled, “if I do stay, and I do pass, I won’t be waiting for Primal Scream to show my naked ass. I’ll go streaking around the dorm rooms—through the whole bloody house!”

      David let out a surprised laugh. “Sounds brilliant. Just remind me to check into a hotel.”

      Zeke chuckled. “Now come on—my whole family is probably already on the phone to Interpol or something.” He picked up his pace to a jog, and David smirked, glad the guy’s spirits seemed to have cheered.

      Though he couldn’t fully shake how upset Zeke had seemed, and made a mental note to try to keep an eye on him.

      For now, David ran to catch up, and the two boys sprinted the rest of the way, egged on by the promise of a warm shower.

      When they reached their destination, however, David’s face fell.

      Music was blaring from within the house, florescent strobes pulsing through the windows, and the lawn was packed with people holding red Solo cups.

      So much for a quiet night of recovery…

      It was a struggle even to reach the front door, and when they did step through, it was even more crowded inside.

      But unfortunately, it wasn’t crowded enough to evade the notice of Max, who was hovering at the edge of the hallway, a pretty redheaded girl hanging from one arm.

      “Yo!” he roared above the deafening beat. “The cubs made it back!”

      He rushed over to David and Zeke and was quickly joined by Sebastien and four other housemates whom David suspected were involved in the kidnapping. They swarmed around, slapping the two boys on the back.

      “Congratulations, man!” Max yelled into David’s ear. “You survived the initiation.”

      “Yeah,” David said dryly, trying to shrug Max off, as well as all the other hands that were pounding his bruised skin. Though he supposed he did feel a bit good about himself for surviving the ordeal. If he didn’t have so much on his plate, he might’ve even been in the mood to celebrate. But as it stood…

      “And now I’d like to take a shower,” he finished firmly.

      “And get back to studying,” Zeke said irritably, ducking out from beneath Sebastien.

      “Whoa, what? Studying?” Seb gaped. “There’s no way you’re studying with this party goin’ on!”

      Without so much as a warning, Max dropped to his knees and rammed his shoulders into David’s legs, throwing him off balance. He was caught by three sets of hands behind him, lifting him horizontally into the air. They rushed him across the hallway and barged into the heaving living room. Before David could fight his way back to the ground, he was hoisted onto a screaming crowd and surfing across a sea of hands.

      David groaned. Now, he was going to have to escape this forest.
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