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      “What do you mean they’ve been watching us?” I asked, my mind spinning. I was trying desperately to get my brain to cooperate, but my thoughts were still flooded with everything that had just happened.

      We had attempted a jailbreak to save our friends. Friends that the Ministry, or Compliance Authority, had captured and imprisoned after our raid on the warehouse.

      That raid had failed. And the subsequent jailbreak had gone just as badly.

      We’d come across armed soldiers almost immediately, and they’d known that we weren’t supposed to be in the Compliance Authority compound, disguises or not.

      There had only been one option—run—and we’d taken it. We’d kept running, with almost no idea of where we were going, until we’d found our friends and broken them out of the large plastic boxes the Authority had been using as jail cells. At that point, I’d taken on another burden: Nelson, who’d been too weak to keep up with the rest of the group. Those soldiers had then zeroed in on me and caught me in the leg with one of their bullets.

      I grimaced at the memory of it hitting me. My second-skin suit had deflected the bullet—I hadn’t seen any blood—but the impact definitely hadn’t been good for me. In fact, I couldn’t feel the limb at all right now. Though that could be for a number of reasons, including shock, so I put that thought to the side.

      We’d gotten out of the building, which was the important thing. There, we’d been rescued by the anonymous men in black for the second time this week (though who knew if there had been other times). They’d airlifted us out before dropping us in this meadow.

      I looked around, my mind still struggling to catch up, and started counting my friends’ sleeping bodies. It didn’t seem that everyone had come to yet, which made it difficult to see if we were all here. The grass in the meadow was high enough to hide anyone still lying down, which had to be at least half of us.

      Since I wasn’t quite ready to rise to my feet, I snapped my focus back to my friend, and last functioning tech expert, on the other end of the comm line. “What exactly makes you think they’ve been watching us, Gab?” I asked again.

      Jace, also listening in on his own comm, stared at me, his mouth hanging open—and somehow still looking completely sexy. I narrowed my eyes, not sure whether I was more irritated with him for looking so good in such a horrible situation or with myself for noticing it, and waited anxiously for Gabby to answer.

      When she didn’t, I spoke again. “What did you hear? Come on, Gabby. We need details!”

      “Right, okay,” she said, her voice shaky. “Thing is, I don’t really have details. I heard the bang, which must have been their gas bomb hitting the ground, and then I heard lots of thuds. You guys falling over, I guess. I didn’t count the number of thuds, but what else could it have been? And that’s when they started talking. Though, they were speaking in some kind of code, mostly, and they didn’t say all that much. It was like they all knew exactly what they were doing, and they’d planned it out beforehand, so they didn’t really need to discuss it in-flight, you know? But they said enough to give me the idea that they knew who you guys were and they called themselves Little John.”

      I exchanged a long look with Jace, then swallowed heavily.

      Little John.

      It was the exact name that we’d seen in that office back in the Authority building. It had looked like the Authority—or Ministry—was researching, or watching, the mystery organization. Courtesy of our raid on the warehouse, we’d somehow ended up on that same research board in their office.

      What was Little John, to have attracted that much attention? And why the hell had they come to our aid? Were we somehow connected to them, without even realizing it? What made Gabby think that they’d been watching us, of all people?

      “So, you didn’t hear much, but I do need you to tell me exactly what you did hear, Gabby,” I pressed. As a spy, she had some growing to do. I’d never been one myself, but I didn’t think it should take so many questions to get the information we needed.

      “They were on the radio with someone else, calling in their progress. They said something along the lines of ‘Little John, Team 1 to base. We have the cargo, dropping it off at the meadow. Team 2 still at the compound. Team 3 involved in an air confrontation on the other side of the compound.’”

      “So there were multiple teams,” Jace murmured, rising to his feet and starting to pace.

      Wondering if that helped him think, I got to my feet to give it a try. If nothing else, it would get the blood flowing, and maybe that would get my brain working, because I was still feeling completely lost.

      I hated that feeling.

      Unfortunately, the moment I got to my feet, another kind of feeling came back into my leg. And it hurt. A lot.

      Of course, I should have expected that. I’d been shot, after all, and no matter how cool the second-skin suits were, a bullet had come into contact with my body. I gritted my teeth, narrowed my eyes, and started walking. I didn’t have time for weakness, and I was not going to cave in to a little bit of pain. I was not a damsel in distress. Never had been, and I was damned if I was going to start acting like one now.

      I started thinking out loud to distract myself. “So, there were at least three teams and more than one airship—the one that rescued us and one other, if they had a team involved in some sort of air battle. I wonder if—”

      I whirled around, suddenly remembering our airship, and the fact that Marco and Julia had said they were involved in an air battle themselves. I’d seen the ship landing when I had woken up, but I hadn’t seen them yet.

      My leg gave out completely the moment I put full pressure on it again, and I crumpled to the ground with a yelp of pain.

      Jace skidded to his knees at my side and pressed his hand to my face. “What is it?” he gasped. “What happened?”

      I rolled my eyes, frustrated and embarrassed.

      “I… I was sort of shot during the jailbreak,” I admitted.

      “What?” Jace gasped, staring at my leg. “When? How?”

      “I’m going to guess it was with a gun, though that’s not a sure bet,” Ant announced, appearing out of nowhere and falling to his knees next to Jace. “Did it get through the suit?”

      I shook my head, moving the leg back and forth experimentally. It was stiff and a bit swollen, but it didn’t feel broken.

      “Nah. There was no blood, and if it had been bad enough to seep through the suit, it would have slowed me down way more. Honestly, I think it’s probably fine. Just stiff.”

      I tried to get up, but suddenly Jackie was by my side as well.

      “Oh my God, what?” I asked, frustrated at all the attention.

      She cast one look at my face and grinned. “Robin, this is probably going to hurt. Take a deep breath.”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but she’d already started probing at my leg. Any words I might have had in mind went flying right out of my head with the pain. My eyes immediately squeezed shut of their own accord. It felt like she was driving hot pokers into the muscles of my leg, and only the thought that she was my friend and trying to help kept me from smacking her.

      A second later, the pain from her fingers stopped, and I opened my eyes again to see her leaning back on her haunches.

      “The bullet definitely didn’t enter your body,” she said, her words chopped and short. “That’s the good news. The bad news is that you’ve got an awful lot of inflammation.”

      “Which I already knew, and which will probably get better with movement,” I retorted. “Look, my leg hurts, but it’s not our biggest problem right now. Focus, people. We’ve got bigger things to worry about than my bruised leg. Like what the hell are we supposed to do next? Where are we supposed to go? And what is Little John? Gabby, did you get anything else at all from them? Anything we can use?”

      “I don’t know if it’s anything you can use,” she replied, her voice metallic over the comm. “They identified all of you, as if they were checking off names on a list, and then said that you’d accomplished your mission. Sounded like the team they left on the ground was successful too, though they seemed to expect that. It sounded… It sounded like this was all a foregone conclusion. Like they’d known everything about the mission—who you were and who you were going after—and had been expecting it to turn out the way it did. I don’t think they knew what you were going to find inside that prison, though. They didn’t seem to have any insight there. But they assumed you’d be successful.”

      I frowned. So they knew who we were, and they’d obviously known exactly where we were going to be, and at what time. And they’d evidently been waiting to clean things up in case we didn’t manage it on our own. But they hadn’t known what we’d see inside the prison…

      Everything about it rubbed me the wrong way. Who were they, and if they were our allies, why hadn’t they appeared sooner? Why send us into that prison unprepared? Had this just been some sort of research mission? Had we been guinea pigs or something? If they’d been worried enough about us that they were watching, then why had they waited until everything had gone directly to hell before coming to help us?

      Why help us at all?

      Jace frowned and turned on his heel—presumably to resume his pacing—and came face-to-face with Marco and Julia. He jumped in surprise, while Jackie gasped and leapt to her feet.

      “Well, it took you long enough,” she remarked. “What were you guys doing, having a picnic in there or something?”

      Julia lifted a single eyebrow. “If we’d been having a picnic, I probably wouldn’t feel so sick right now. We got here as quickly as we could, but it would have helped if we’d known where you’d gone! We must have spent three hours flying over and around that compound, looking for you guys without any luck. Then suddenly we get a radio signal from a frequency I’ve never used before, with a written message right to our screens telling us exactly where to find you. It also added that some mystery airship had picked you guys up and saved the day, and, I’ve got to say, that freaked me out a little. Mystery airships just picking you up and towing you away? No, thank you. What the hell happened to you?”

      This last question was directed at me. I lifted both eyebrows in what I hoped would be a convincingly humorous expression, then returned to my feet, managing to favor my bruised leg only slightly. “Got shot during the escape. I’m fine, just a bit bruised.”

      “And as long as she’s able to keep up, we have slightly bigger problems,” Jace said. “Like who it was that saved us, and why. I’m more than a little curious about Little John and what they want with us. And what the hell we’re supposed to do next. I want to get back into town and get to a safe place, so we can sort through our next steps, ASAP.”

      Julia gave him a quick nod, but then frowned. “Easier said than done, I’m afraid,” she said. “We have no transportation. The airship was basically running on fumes by the time we got here, thanks to all that unexpected flying around we had to do. So we have no way of getting back out again, other than walking. We’ve done our best to hide the airship, and for now that’s about all we can do.”

      “Okay. Walking it is.” Jace was already moving forward. He turned and shouted at the others as he swept through the meadow. Ant, Jackie, Julia, Marco, and I moved along in his wake, pausing every so often to shake someone awake and tell them to get on their feet. Several of the people we’d rescued from the Authority jail were stiff and sore, though no one seemed to be badly wounded. The healthy people quickly went to work helping those who weren’t as mobile, and within ten minutes, we were in a ragtag group and heading toward the tree line.

      I glanced at each of them, then stopped my roving gaze and went back to one face, frowning. He looked familiar. Of course, I would have seen him on the video that the Authority had sent us, but it took my brain a moment to place him in the daylight.

      His expression, both condescending and prideful, as if he knew better than Jace and was resenting being given orders here, helped with that. Even more so when he caught my gaze and glared back at me.

      “Robert,” I muttered. I’d had a negative opinion of him from the moment I’d laid eyes on him, to be honest.

      He cocked his head and pursed his mouth but didn’t answer, and I liked him even less.

      I started to dart after Jace, knowing that I didn’t have time to get into any kind of conversation with Robert. At least Gabby would be relieved to know that he was safe, and I knew that we weren’t missing people.

      Then I realized that we were.

      “Alexy,” I gasped, coming to a stop at the tree line and looking around at the group.

      Where was that girl? I’d known her for less than a week, and I already knew that she almost always made herself obvious within five minutes of appearing on the scene. Yet I hadn’t heard her voice bossing other people around, wisecracking at Ant, or even casually bickering with Zion.

      I started turning in a circle, my eyes scanning the people we had with us, my mind immediately going to the worst possible conclusion.

      “Jace, Alexy’s not here,” I said. “Where is she?”

      Jace turned back into the group, and everyone else stopped as well.

      “Alexy!” he shouted.

      We all waited for a moment, gazing around the clearing, but there was no answer. My eyes scanned the group, picking up Nelson, and then Winter, and then Austin—and then I realized that Alexy wasn’t the only one missing.

      “Zion is missing as well,” I said.

      There was a sharp intake of air from around me. Two of our strongest team members, gone. The two team members with the best abilities to come up with materials and plans. We hadn’t known them well until right before the raid on the warehouse, but when they had been two of the three team members we had rescued in that forest, they’d become part of our family.

      There was a third, I remembered. Allerra, the other member of their unlikely little trio. We’d also saved her in that forest, and she’d been part of the planning for the raid on the jail, but not the mission itself. Zion had insisted that we leave the young girl behind, to keep her out of danger. With any luck, she was still sitting in the twenty-four-hour coffee shop above Jace’s apartment, waiting for us.

      Please dear God, let her still be sitting in the coffee shop, waiting for us. At least that way I would know the girl was safe.

      As for Zion and Alexy…

      “Where could they have gone?” Jackie asked. “They got on that airship with us. I saw them. Hell, I dragged Alexy onto it myself!”

      Jace whirled around and started walking again, and the rest of us fell in behind him. I increased the length of my strides, desperate to catch up with him and hear what he was thinking.

      “Should we stay to look for them?” I huffed, doing my best to ignore the dull twinge in my leg and hurrying to keep up with his longer steps.

      “No,” Jace said. “We know that they were on that airship with us, and that means the Authority doesn’t have them. So they either went with the men in black, which means that they’ve deserted us, or they went back to town without us, also essentially deserting us.”

      “Why would they have done that?” Ant asked. “That would make them pretty bad teammates.”

      “I don’t know,” Jace replied. “If anyone knows what we’re supposed to be doing next, it’s them. They had more access to Nathan than anyone but Boyd, and they were in charge of planning. I had assumed that included an idea of what we were going to do after we waltzed into an Authority prison and stole some of their most important prisoners.”

      I nodded in agreement. I’d thought the same. We’d all been so busy planning the jailbreak and so concerned with getting our friends back that none of us had dedicated much time to considering what we were going to do afterward. We’d been relying on Zion and Alexy to have a plan. They’d been the ones in charge of recon. In charge of everything.

      Now here we were, having broken into an Authority prison and having stolen our friends right out from under the Authority’s nose. We had no sure route to safety, and the people who might have had that route were missing.

      A shiver ran down my spine.

      “Where are we going to go?” I asked, my voice hoarse.

      “Back to Trenton.” Jace said firmly, picking up his pace. “Anyone with phones, get on the encrypted app and see if you can get through to the people we’re missing. Ant, use your GPS to figure out where we are and where the closest train station is. I know where Zion and Alexy live, and that’s where we’ll start. We need to get the full story from them—along with an idea of what the hell we’re supposed to do next.”
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      It didn’t take us long to figure out that we had been well and truly deserted. We must have sent hundreds of messages on the encrypted app and through text as we marched into the forest, but no responses came back.

      “Alexy, Zion, Allerra… even Boyd. None of them are replying to me,” Jackie muttered as she hurried to keep up with Jace, who was walking so quickly that I was having to limp-jog to keep up. “The messages are being delivered, but they’re not looking at them. Or if they are, they’ve figured out a way to do it without sending me confirmation that they’ve been read.” She scowled thunderously at her phone, and I felt a moment of sympathy for Zion and the others if we ever found them. You didn’t ignore Jackie unless you wanted to pay for it later, and now was not the right time to push her.

      What I couldn’t figure out was why Zion and Alexy would have deserted us. Where had they gone, and why? I’d thought we were a team. I’d thought we were on the same side, but we’d woken up and found them gone, without a trace or any indication of what had happened.

      Jace glanced at Ant, who was marching on my other side. “Ant, what have you got for us on the GPS readings?” he asked. “Where are we, and how quickly can we get to a train station?”

      Ant didn’t bother to look up from his phone, and I twisted a bit to glance at him, wincing at the twinge in my leg as I did so. I’d been right—it was getting better as we walked—but every so often, I made a move that made it feel fragile.

      “I can see where we are,” Ant said, interrupting my thoughts, “and the good news is that those Little John dudes put us down pretty close to a town with a major train station. Starkston, according to the map I’m looking at. About an hour by train from Trenton. Would have been nice if they’d actually taken us somewhere useful, but—”

      “But they couldn’t have known where we would have been safe,” Jace finished for him. “And they weren’t exactly subtle, considering they were flying the largest airship I’ve ever seen. I don’t like it any more than you do, but putting us down in a meadow out of sight of any town was probably done specifically to keep us safe. After all—”

      “We don’t know who might be looking for us,” I said.

      That was the truth of the matter. We might be relatively secure right now, if you didn’t count the fact that we were in the middle of nowhere and had no idea where we were supposed to go or what we were supposed to do, but that didn’t mean that we would be safe once we reached civilization. The chances of us not being on some sort of public watch list were very slim.

      “If they’d dropped us off in town, and if the government has gone public with our faces, we might have been arrested before we even woke up,” Jace confirmed. “We can’t know for sure yet, of course, but we need to assume that there are orders to report in and hunt us down.”

      At that moment, to my surprise, Jackie let out a loud snort. “Listen, Hux, I don’t know where you’re from or what they did for fun there, but of course we can know for sure.” She typed madly on her phone, then shoved it in his face. Or rather, she shoved it as close to his face as she could. Given how short she was, it was more like shoving it at his chest.

      I saw that she’d gone to the number one news site on the web.

      “Take a look at that,” she said. “Front page news. And there ain’t nothing about us. Just a story about new factory regulations in terms of attendance and some sort of large celebration the government is planning for the anniversary of the regime change. The Authority might be searching for us, but they aren’t doing it publicly yet. Which means we have some security, for the moment. But we’d better move quickly. Before they decide they need to take the manhunt public.”

      Jace took a deep enough breath that I wondered if he was going to argue, but then he just nodded.

      “Okay.” He called out a range of orders. “Gabby, can you end the comm link for us? I don’t want anyone else picking up on it. It doesn’t look like there are any public notifications about us yet, but that doesn’t mean there won’t be, and we don’t have any time to waste. We’ll get in touch with you when we’re somewhat more settled. I want the healthy members of the team supporting anyone who’s wounded, and I want us moving in double time. Ant, you’re in charge here, because you have the map. Lead the way.”

      I saw Ant straighten his shoulders and lift his chin at the increased responsibility.

      “Right,” he murmured. “Guys, we’re twenty to thirty minutes’ walking distance from Starkston, according to my GPS. Per the train schedule, there’s a train that leaves the station in fifteen minutes, going to Trenton. We’re going to be on that train come hell or high water. Everyone stick as close together as you can, in a tight group. We don’t have time to lose anyone. Let’s move!”

      Behind us, I could hear Abe snorting with laughter at the fact that his brother was giving orders, and wondered at his silence up to that point. We’d been awake for at least half an hour now, and he’d barely said anything, which was unlike him.

      Then again, he’d been arrested and held by the Authority, and who knew what they’d done to him. Maybe he was still in shock.

      Everyone else started shuffling into place, and within seconds we were running through the forest. My gait was somewhat uneven thanks to my bruised leg, and my heart was pounding at the idea that we might be heading directly toward trouble.
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      We barely caught our ride. By the time we reached the station, the train’s doors were already starting to close. We shoved our way through the crowd on the platform, and Jace managed to grab one of the sliding doors with his right hand. He wedged himself into the gap sideways, so he could keep the doors open, and motioned to everyone else to get onboard.

      “In, in, guys! Through the doors! I want all of us in the same car.”

      The team funneled into the car in quick succession, the wounded among us leaning on the healthier team members. I wondered if anyone needed to go to the hospital, but as they walked past, I saw that no one appeared to have been too badly wounded. Their weaknesses seemed to come from lack of sleep and malnutrition—except for Nelson, who looked as if she’d been caught in some sort of fire tornado. Half of her hair was gone, and her hands were blistered, but if I knew her, she wouldn’t pay much mind to either.

      She’d be focused on revenge over and above anything else. She’d probably keep the spiky new hairdo, just to show the government how little she cared about what they’d done to her.

      The final tech slipped through the gap, and Jace finally shifted so the doors could close. He stumbled through the aisle of the car and dropped into the seat next to Ant.

      The entire car had been empty, by some stroke of luck, so we were the only passengers. At least we would have some privacy while we tried to prepare for our arrival at the next town. The last thing we needed right then was nosy passersby. We had to look absolutely horrible.

      Jackie waited for Jace to settle in his seat before talking. “So, plan. We know we gotta get to Trenton to try to find Zion and Alexy, so we can figure out what we’re supposed to be doing when it comes to escape. And then figure out how we’re going to do it. But we need to talk details. Like how—”

      “Is it even safe to go back to town?” Austin interrupted. “Surely they’ve seen your faces.”

      Jace shook his head. “We were wearing masks by the time we got into their compound, so they shouldn’t be able to recognize us. But they will know yours.” He cast a long glance at each tech, as well as Winter, Kory, Nelson, and Abe, and then blew out a breath through pursed lips. “They’ll know exactly what every one of you looks like, and that’s going to be a big problem. They have you on video, for God’s sake. So, the minute we get into town, we’re going to have to hide you. After that…” He shrugged, the motion rippling through his body.

      “That’s about fifteen people that you’re talking about hiding, Hux,” Kory said. “But I hope you’re not including me in that number, because you know I won’t go quietly.”

      My head popped up, and I stared at him. For some reason, knowing that Kory was here made me feel better. He was one of Jace’s best friends, and the second-strongest person  I’d ever known. Jace alone might not be able to force his way into a safe position, but with Kory at his side, the odds seemed somehow better.

      Jace laughed. “I wouldn’t expect you to, but the Authority knows your face, too, in case you’ve forgotten. You’re no safer than the others.”

      Kory lifted an eyebrow. “And if I don’t agree to go into hiding?”

      “Then you’ll be putting all of our lives at risk,” Ant said sharply. “I don’t think that’s good for anyone, do you?”

      Kory gave him a long look but then smiled slowly. “I won’t put anyone in danger if I’m wearing a disguise.”

      “And where exactly do you think you’ll get a disguise from?” Ant shot back.

      Kory shrugged. “We’re heading to Zion’s and Alexy’s places, aren’t we? I happen to know that Zion had a whole wardrobe of disguises at his fingertips, and I figure he must have been keeping at least some of them at his house. Seems to me that’s a perfect solution, don’t you think?”

      My mouth fell open, and I glanced from Jace to Kory and back again, waiting for Jace to get on board with the idea. We couldn’t help that the Authority knew the faces of those they’d arrested, but if we could disguise some of them, we could eliminate at least part of the problem.

      “It’s a good idea,” Jace said after a beat. “But an even better idea is if we take advantage of Zion’s and Alexy’s houses. Nathan would have set them up with the best security. I’ll go one step further and say we should leave those who are too wounded or who might be recognized there. It’s a hell of a lot safer than dressing up a bunch of wounded people and taking them into town.”

      “Well, you won’t be leaving me behind, either,” Abe cut in from several seats down.

      To my surprise, Ant shook his head firmly. “No. You’ve been through too much, Abe, and I want you in one of those apartments, recovering. Not out on the streets with us. You might get hurt—or, worse, arrested again.”

      Abe gaped at his brother, and I almost laughed. For as long as I’d known them, the twins had a specific M.O.: Abe was the leader, and Ant was the goofy younger brother. I had no idea which of them was actually older, but it had always been clear that Abe was the one in charge.

      That had changed while Abe was in prison. Ant had done things that I doubted either of them had ever expected, and though Abe might have seen a lot of things he hadn’t wanted to while in prison, Ant had been on the outside, growing by leaps and bounds.

      It didn’t take a genius to see that Abe was having trouble with this new version of his brother. This version was taking protecting Abe—and keeping him out of trouble, rather than getting him into it—extremely seriously.

      “I… I…” Abe sputtered, frowning.

      “We might be able to use him, Ant,” Jace interjected. “If Jack’s coming, I vote we let Abe come, too, if he wants to. If we run into trouble, more bodies and brains might give us a better chance of getting out of it.”

      I could see that Ant wanted to argue, but he finally shrugged in resignation and gave his brother a half grin.

      “Guess that means you’re coming with us, bro,” he said. “Just try to keep up, huh? I don’t wanna have to rescue you again.”

      “As cute as it is to see you two on your reunion tour,” Jackie interrupted, “shouldn’t we talk out some details before we get to Trenton?” She glanced at her watch and then at me. “We don’t have that long before we’re going to be pulling into the station, and this is going to be risky enough for us. We’re the walking wounded. Let’s not make it riskier by going in there blind.”

      I looked up at Jace. “She’s right. The quicker we get through town and off the streets, the less chance we have of being spotted by the wrong people. What are we going to do to make that happen?”

      Jace’s response told me he’d already been thinking along the same lines, bless him. He didn’t hesitate with his answer. “We go to Zion’s first. It’s closer to the train station than Alexy’s place. Plus, he was the one in charge of planning, which should have included the after-the-jailbreak escape. And even if he’s not there, that’s where we can leave most of the team. It’s too dangerous to continue with so many people. We can grab whatever we can to disguise Abe and Jack and then get to Alexy’s. She and Zion might be there instead, and we really don’t have many options other than trying to find them. It’s the best plan I can think of right now, unless anyone else has other ideas.” When no one offered any suggestions, he nodded.

      “I also have to get to my apartment,” he said suddenly, as if he’d just remembered something.

      I frowned. That seemed random. “Why?”

      “Two reasons,” he answered. “One, that coffee shop is where we left Allerra, and I want to see if she’s still there and get her to safety if we can. Two, I have things I need to get from my apartment. If we don’t find anyone, we’re going to have to start doing some research on our own about what the hell just happened and what our next step should be. Robin, you took plenty of pictures of that timeline we saw, right?”

      I nodded quickly, my mind returning to those photos and what they might mean.

      “I want to know who Little John is and why they keep stepping in at the last minute. They act like they’re our allies, but if they are—”

      “Why do they keep leaving us out in the open?” Ant finished. “Why aren’t they taking us to their super-secret headquarters full of fun toys and safety?”

      “Exactly,” Jace finished. “I’ve never heard the name before, but the fact is the Authority had an entire timeline dedicated to them and they just happened to be the organization that’s rescued us so many times. If we’re going to be in Trenton, we should see if we can find out anything about them. Definitely blow up and print those pictures so we can recreate the timeline. We’re in a bad way here, and we need shelter. Seems to me that Little John is the best place to find it, but we need to know who they are and how to find them.”

      “We already know that Zion and Alexy knew Little John. You think Nathan has something to do with them, too,” I said, making it a statement rather than a question. I couldn’t be the only one to have noticed that Jace still hadn’t mentioned Nathan, and that he was choosing to look for Little John over Nathan and his organization. We’d known from our earlier encounter with Little John that Zion and Alexy knew the organization, or at least had known how to contact them, so it made sense that Nathan might be connected as well.

      Jace turned his warm honey eyes toward me and gave me a sideways smile. “I hope so, because I’ve tried to get in touch with him at least a dozen times, and I’m getting no response. Could be that he’s just gotten rid of the burner phone he was using, or that he has it off for security, but I also can’t get hold of Boyd, and that’s never happened before. I don’t want to believe that they’ve hung us out to dry, but I also don’t want to believe that anything happened to them. I’m thinking that we need to use what we’ve got to find them, though, instead of sitting around and hoping that they’ll come rescue us again.”

      “Doesn’t seem very nice of them to up and disappear, though, does it?” Ant asked. “They had us on their ship, man! Why not just take us to safety right away?”

      Jace shook his head. “I don’t know. All I know is that we have some pieces, and I want to try to put them together.”

      “Why not split up, then?” Abe asked suddenly. “Seems there are a couple of important things to do, and if we split up, we might get them done faster.”

      “No,” Jace said firmly. “We’re already taking a chance by leaving most of our team at Zion’s, but at least that will mean we’re traveling through the city with fewer people. Splitting up any further than that—”

      “Will just give us the chance to lose more people,” I finished, seeing the logic. We were already running low on team members, and if the Authority was looking for us, splitting up into smaller teams would make it easier for them to grab people. Without secure communication, we would never know what had happened to them.

      “Exactly,” Jace replied. “And it would be pointless anyhow. All we’re doing is going to Zion’s. Then Alexy’s. Then… the library, I suppose. Then the coffee shop and my apartment. While avoiding any enforcers. And Authority agents.”

      “Oh, is that all?” Jackie asked sarcastically. “You’re right, that shouldn’t be any problem at all. Why are we so worried? After the last week, that’s going to be a piece of cake.”

      We all fell quiet, and I figured we were all too tired, both mentally and physically, to keep thinking at such a furious pace. My body felt broken, my brain as if it would melt any second now. The others might not be in as much physical pain as I was, but they were certainly mentally exhausted. We took the opportunity to sit and stare out at the countryside for the rest of the ride.

      When a voice came over the intercom to inform us that we were approaching Trenton, the train began to slow.

      I swallowed, horribly uncomfortable at how exposed we were going to be the moment that those doors opened—and horribly aware that the second we stepped out of the train car, we were going to be running for our lives.
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      We got off the train doing our best to look as normal as possible. The moment we all reached the platform, Jace motioned for us to group up again.

      “We’re going to attract too much attention moving in this large of a group,” he whispered. “I want us to pair off or break up into sets of four, maximum. Zion’s apartment is about four blocks from here. The address is 323 Fifth Street, apartment number three. It’s on the third floor of a small, brown building, which looks more like a house than an office or apartment complex. Everyone get there as quickly as you can. But walk normally!” he added as people started to shift. “If you’re with someone who’s having trouble walking on their own, make sure you have a cover story for what happened to them, in case anyone asks. And remember, if you were in prison it means the Authority has pictures of your face. If you see an enforcer, turn your face to the ground or get around a corner to keep away from them. If you see anyone looking too closely at you, same thing. Get out of there first, ask questions later.”

      “And what about you?” Winter asked, her voice husky. “Where will you be?”

      “I’ll have Robin with me, and Ant and Jackie will be coming right after us,” Jace responded. “And we’ll be meeting you at Zion’s apartment, same as everyone else.”

      He stopped and stared at the circle of people.

      They weren’t prepared for this, I realized. Most of them were little more than techs. Computer people who specialized in things like hacking and firewalls. Sure, there might be a couple warriors here—Winter and Kory certainly fell under that category—and they might have joined a group that had vowed to fight the government in whatever way possible, but they had probably never expected that they would be on the streets, trying to hide in full daylight from the government after escaping jail. They’d also probably never thought that they might pay for their small rebellions with their lives.

      I knew I certainly hadn’t been prepared for this.

      Though, for me—and for Jace, Ant, and Jackie—things had changed while our friends had been in that prison. We’d been shot at, chased, and nearly killed, so we’d come to terms, at least a little bit, with the fact that we were outlaws now. The government was hunting us like animals, but for the others, this was all new and had to be terrifying.

      “You’ll be fine,” I said firmly. “Chances are that we’ll manage to get you into hiding, and you won’t have to worry about anything else today. Just get there as quickly as you can and try to keep your heads down. Do whatever you have to do to avoid notice. And don’t think any further than that. It helps if you don’t think about what might happen.”

      I saw faces clear at my words, shoulders relaxing a bit, and knew that it had been the right thing to say. One step at a time. That was all we could do for the moment.

      “Well, what about me?” Abe interrupted. “Who am I supposed to go with if my brother is with Jackie?” He gave Ant a look that I read as half betrayal and half jealousy, and I rolled my eyes.

      I’d already realized that Ant was going to have a problem with leaving Abe behind, courtesy of already having lost him once, and that we were going to have to deal with Ant being overprotective of his brother. I hadn’t thought about how the bridge went both ways—and that while they might have been attached at the hip before, they were going to be even worse now that they’d faced the threat of true mortality.

      Abe’s expression looked like he wasn’t willing to let Ant go without him.

      “Not really the time to get super clingy, bro, if you know what I mean,” Ant said quietly. “Believe me, I don’t want to leave you on your own, but once we’re out in the open, we’ll garner less attention if we’re in smaller groups.”

      Julia stepped up before Abe could respond and slipped her arm through his. “Besides, we’ve already claimed you.” She grinned. “You’re coming with Marco and me. I figure that you owe us some company, since we’ve had to live without you for so long.”

      Ant cast her a grateful look, and I almost laughed. With all the things going on right now, we were in the midst of a set of nerdy twins’ passive aggressive attempts to overprotect one another. It was ridiculous.

      Jace, it seemed, agreed. He tucked my hand under his arm, pulling me close—which absolutely did not send butterflies rushing through my belly—then divided a glare between the brothers.

      “If you two are finished proving that you can’t possibly live without one another, I think it’s time that we get going. Everyone have their groups?” At the grudging, hesitant nods from the team, he took a step forward. “Great. Ant, Jackie, you’re with us. We’re going first. Next group, wait at least thirty seconds before you step outside, and all groups after that, give it thirty-second intervals, so you don’t all end up on the street at once. If you’re in here, you can see whoever might be coming for you. Once you step outside, all bets are off. We’ll see you guys at Zion’s apartment. I’ll expect everyone there within twenty minutes.”

      He strode quickly from the group, with me in tow, and made for the exit. Moments later, we stepped out into the bright light, exposed for the entire world, and the Authority, to see.

      It was midday now, and the streets were somewhat populated, which was helpful. The fact that Jace was partially supporting me was going to get us noticed quickly, though.

      “What about our cover story?” I hissed. “What are we going to say if someone asks why you’re helping me? I can walk on my own, you know.”

      “That we were out for a walk and that you stepped off a curb the wrong way and twisted your ankle,” he answered without missing a beat. “Maybe even that you got pushed over by a cyclist, bad enough to hurt you but not bad enough to call the medics. And, being the good boyfriend I am, I’m taking you right home so that you don’t hurt it any worse.”

      He paused long enough to give me a slow, exaggerated wink, and I tried to smile at him. I knew that he was trying to make me feel better and that his clownish act had worked before, but that was before I’d known what we were truly up against. Before the Authority had started gunning for us personally.

      Then we were on the street, and I was turning my eyes up to the buildings around us, to the traffic signals—which sent a wave of panic washing through me.

      “Oh my God, Jace, the traffic cams!” I whispered, squirming in sudden fear that we had already been caught on camera. I had completely forgotten about them, but now I remembered how much of a danger they posed. They’d been a Godsend when we had been looking for an airship landing in the middle of the city, because they recorded everything.

      Everything and always.

      We knew that the Authority had pictures of the people we’d just broken out of jail. We knew that they had facial recognition software, probably better than anything we’d ever experienced.

      And we knew that they had instant and constant access to the cameras that monitored the streets of the cities. The streets that we were now marching right through.

      No wonder they’d installed those cameras and then conveniently forgotten to give the public the access they’d promised. They’d probably never meant to make their access public at all. It had been nothing more than a convenient cover story.

      They’d only put cameras up at every intersection to keep an eye on every citizen in the nation. Particularly those who were up to no good.

      Jace’s eyes went up to the traffic lights above us, and his face grew a shade paler. “Dammit, you’re right,” he breathed.

      We turned and rushed back into the train station, where everyone else was still gathered.

      “The traffic cams,” he said. “We forgot about them.”

      Ant moaned, and Jackie hit her forehead with the palm of her hand, cursing. The rest of the crew looked mystified.

      “Traffic cams?” Abe frowned.

      Jace shook his head, his eyes darting about the train station. “No time to explain in depth right now, but there are cameras affixed to every intersection and they are constantly recording. Cameras whose feeds go straight to the government.”

      Nelson nodded. “So what do we do?”

      “Well, we can’t talk in here, to start with,” I told her. “We have to assume that there are cameras in here too. If they have them on the streets, they’ll have them in every public place. Maybe even on the train we just took.”

      “I agree,” Jace said. “Let’s get to Zion’s as fast as we can. The same plan stands, but keep your hands over your face if possible. Shelter your eyes from the sun. If you have anything that you can wear around your neck, maybe up over your chin, like a scarf, wear it. Cough anytime you come across an intersection. And keep your faces toward the ground. Don’t look up. No matter what.”

      We gazed around at everyone. I didn’t have to ask to know that we were all thinking the same thing: we’d known that coming into the city would be dangerous. We just hadn’t thought about all the ways that we could be caught.

      Standing around in the train station was making getting caught even more likely. Jace rushed back out into the light, my body clutched to his side as if he could shield me by his will alone. Jackie and Ant hurried out a few steps after us.

      To my surprise, we almost immediately hit a massive crowd of people, and though I hated the press of them against me, I figured that they would help. The more people there were, the more difficult it would hopefully be for the Authority to pick out our faces.

      Still, it was confusing. Jace and I had been out on the street not two minutes earlier, and it hadn’t been nearly this busy. Why was it suddenly so crowded?

      I blinked, examining the mass of people. They were obviously factory workers, given their dress and lack of cleanliness, and they were shoving at each other, and us, as if their lives depended on it. As if they were in such a hurry to get someplace else that they couldn’t have cared less if they ran over other people while doing so. Everyone looked harried and stressed, and though I’d never known people to be overly polite when it came to getting through foot traffic, this group was unusually aggressive.

      In fact, if I’d had to guess, I would have said that they were panicked.

      “What the heck is going on here?” Jackie asked, shoving back against the crowd but making very little progress due to her short stature.

      Ant moved to put an arm around her, trying to shield her a bit. It worked, up to a point, but the people were still attempting to shove right through her, and through him. It was as if they didn’t even see my friends, or didn’t care that they were there.

      How was it that everyone was in such a rush to move away from the direction in which we were heading? Where were they going—or what were they running from?

      I was starting to worry that we were heading right toward some kind of danger, when I realized that we were actually heading away from the factories that lay on the outside of town.

      “They’re going back to the factories,” I sighed to Jace. “You don’t suppose—Ouch!”

      I stumbled when I stepped off a curb, and Jace put out a hand to catch me.

      “Just a little bit longer, Rob,” he whispered. “Once we get to Zion’s, we might think about getting you out of those pants to see whether your leg needs medical attention. Until then, try to use me for support.”

      I shut my mouth on the obvious response there—something about him having ulterior motives—and glanced ahead to see that Jackie and Ant had managed to stop one of the people so they could ask questions.

      “It’s the factories,” the woman was saying, her voice rushed. “They’ve given us a bunch of new rules. No tardiness is acceptable, particularly not when we’re returning from our lunch break. If we’re late, we’re terminated immediately. Some people are saying that the termination includes something being put on your permanent record. I saw a man being fired yesterday just for asking a question the manager didn’t like.” She gave Jackie a panicked look. “I’m sorry, I have to go. I can’t afford to lose this job. My husband lost his last week, and we’re barely able to afford food.”

      Then she was gone, lost in the rest of the crowd as if she’d never stopped.

      Jackie turned wide eyes toward me, but I shook my head. Sure, the factories had always been a hard way to make a living. The rules were strict and the punishments severe, but I’d never seen them being this specific or demanding before.

      It sounded like the rules had just become a whole lot stricter, and the punishments a whole lot scarier.

      I remembered the article I’d seen on Jackie’s phone earlier, when she had been searching the news sites for a public bulletin out on us. It had been about new rules in the factories. I hadn’t had a chance to read the article, but now that I really thought about it, I was wondering about the reasons behind such changes.

      “Why would they suddenly alter the rules like that?” I asked. “Their system works. They have plenty of labor, and everyone did what they were told. Why would they start punishing their workers like this?”

      “I don’t think they’re punishing them, per se,” Jace replied after a pause, pushing through the crowd with me shuffling along right behind him, using his body as a shield. “Seems like they’re exerting more control and getting rid of those who don’t succumb to that control. Putting it on their permanent records means that those people are going to be marked for life.”

      “But why?” Jackie sidled up to Jace and used his large body as a shield as well. “They already control the poor class. Why become even stricter?”

      “Don’t know,” Jace muttered. “But that’s not our problem at the moment. Right now we have other fish to fry. We’re only a block from Zion’s, but it’s going to take us forever if we have to keep fighting this crowd. Turn left here. We’ll take a longer route and hopefully avoid all these people. This many humans in one spot makes me nervous.”

      He took a sharp left at the next street and picked up the pace, with Ant and Jackie jogging behind us to keep up. I clutched at Jace’s shirt, doing my best to maintain speed.

      We were in the middle-class part of town, where the skilled professionals did business; shops and offices peppered the street, with the occasional dwelling shoved in between or above them. I could see a number of signs hanging overhead, indicating the businesses below, and remembered how I had been on track to become one of those business people inside them. I’d been in school, studying, and though I hadn’t yet decided on a specific field, I’d known that I had a future and that it would be safe, regardless of what I chose to do.

      I had been a completely different girl. A Robin who had no idea how the real world worked. A Robin who could never have imagined what I was going through now.

      Jace took a sudden right and dashed up an alley lined with orderly, overly neat trashcans that looked more like storage devices than trash receptacles. I watched them fly by, wondering how much farther we had to go, until we came skidding to a stop.

      In front of me I saw a building that did indeed look like a house. The bottom floor had a sign for the offices of a lawyer, the second floor had curtains in the windows, and the third floor window appeared to have blinds made of—I blinked, confused. The blinds looked like they were reflecting the sunlight.

      “Are those blinds made of… metal?” My eyes widened.

      “They are,” Jace confirmed. “Just one of the security measures that Nathan put in place for Zion and Alexy. My apartment, of course, doesn’t require them,” he added, grinning.

      I watched as he pulled his backpack around and started digging through it. Seconds later, he had the lockpicking device in hand and was bending toward the back door that we needed to enter.

      “So you don’t have a key?” Ant asked. “I thought you and Zion were close. On the same team and all that.”

      “This is my key,” Jace retorted. He fit the lockpick to the doorknob, shifted it a bit, and then pulled the trigger. There was a click in the door. He lifted his eyebrows at Ant and then turned the knob. “Works every time.”

      Ant snorted and brushed past him, Jackie on his heels.

      “Let’s get this over with,” he tossed back over his shoulder. “Third floor, right? Where are the stairs? If Zion is up there lounging around in his apartment, I have a thing or two to say to him.”

      “Stairs are on the right,” Jace answered. He reached out and grabbed my arm. “And we need to move quickly. I don’t want to spend any longer here than we have to. If Zion’s not here, we need to get to Alexy’s.”

      I nodded and then hurried after Ant and Jackie, whom I could just see disappearing up the stairs. We caught up with them on the landing of the second floor and all ascended to the third floor together.

      There, we found another door at the end of the staircase and another lock.

      “Ant, take her,” Jace said quietly, noticing me stagger a bit after our climb up the stairs.

      Ant held out an arm without question, and I found myself in the less-desirable position of being held up against Ant’s bony frame. I wondered how he and Jackie managed to fit together, then put that out of my mind and turned to where Jace was fitting his lockpick to the doorknob.

      “Shouldn’t we, you know, knock?” Jackie whispered. “What if he’s in there?”

      “If he’s in there, then he won’t be surprised that I’m coming in by picking the lock rather than knocking,” Jace replied. “If he’s in there and he’s smart, he’ll be hiding, and he won’t answer the door, no matter who’s on the other side. You never know who might be compromised or who might come up the stairs with enforcers at their back.”

      I stared at him, surprised at the statement and its implications. What exactly was Jace into? I’d always known that he was part of the inner circle, headed by Nathan, but I’d never realized that they were quite so paranoid. It made the security put into place by Nelson look almost tame.

      Seconds later, the door succumbed to Jace’s ministrations and swung open. An alarm started screaming, echoing through the tiny hallway and announcing the arrival of intruders.
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      Ant, Jackie, and I immediately dropped to the ground, our hands on our ears, and though I cringed at hitting the bruise on my leg, the pain was secondary to me.

      All I could think about was the sound. I pressed my hands tighter against my head and tried desperately to shut out the wailing now spilling from Zion’s apartment and through the building.

      What in God’s good name was going on in there?

      I looked up, eyes nearly closed against the pain, and saw Jace still standing right outside the door, looking as if everything was normal. He cast an amused glance at us writhing on the ground, and then stepped calmly through the door.

      Three seconds later, the siren cut out.

      I cautiously removed my hands from my ears and squinted at the door. I could still hear the ghost of the sound, and I had to wonder if my ears might be permanently damaged. I’d never heard anything so high-pitched in my life. It had sounded like some sort of auditory torture device.

      “What the hell was that, and what did we do to deserve it?” Ant hissed, sticking his forefingers in his ears and twisting.

      “The security measures Zion chose to put in,” Jace called from inside the apartment. “Now, get up and get in here.”

      Jackie rose to her feet, helping me to mine, and we hurried into the apartment.

      I looked around, then paused and looked around again, trying to convince myself that I hadn’t started imagining things. The entire place was done in chrome and red lacquer, with a black leather finish. It was a bizarre combination of shine and matte, with bright, aggressive coloration. My gaze darted from the windows covered with metal blinders, to the black leather couch, to the red lacquer table, to the gray carpeting.

      This place was pure Zion, I realized, in terms of how aggressive and masculine it was.

      Just as Jace’s house was absolutely him.

      Whatever else it might mean to be a part of Nathan’s core group, it seemed to come with free rein in terms of decor, and in Zion’s case, clearly a great budget.

      “God, this place looks like a ball of testosterone exploded,” Jackie murmured, turning slowly as she took in the room. “What do you even call this? The Blood and Evil Look?”

      Jace let out a soft laugh. “Whatever it is, it’s Zion down to the toes. Though, every time we met here, it did give me a headache.”

      He frowned and glanced around more closely before walking quickly into the hallway. I could hear his footsteps moving from one room to another—and then the sound of something being dragged across the floor, and the abrupt slam of a door.

      “He’s definitely not here,” he muttered when he returned. “I’ve checked all the safe spots, and he’s not hiding anywhere in the apartment. Doesn’t look like he returned from the mission and then left again, either. At least, not from what I can tell. Nothing thrown around, no signs of quick packing or anyone returning from an adventure that might have wounded them.”

      He frowned again and was just opening his mouth when there was a clatter of footsteps from the staircase, followed by Julia, Marco, and Abe shoving their way through the door.

      “What’s going on?” Marco gasped, his plump cheeks flushed. “We heard some sort of crazy screaming when we were coming through the door downstairs. What was that? Did it come from you guys?”

      “It did,” Ant replied. “From this apartment, when we broke in. Evidently Nathan’s people have fancier security measures than we realized.”

      Julia cast her gaze from one side of the room to the other and lifted one elegant brow. “Well, how classy,” she said. “It’s no wonder Zion doesn’t come with a woman attached, if he lives in a place that looks like this.”

      Abe, meanwhile, was staring at the apartment with his mouth hanging open. It occurred to me that this was his first real exposure to what I’d started to think of as the underground part of OH+. This was the part that we still didn’t understand, but that undeniably went deeper than the original OH, and that we certainly hadn’t become a part of. I’d seen some of it in Jace’s apartment and in the way that Cloyd, Zion, and Alexy looked at each other. I’d seen the amount of tech that those three conveniently had access to, and I’d suspected for some time that there was more going on than we’d been told.

      But for Abe, it was all brand new—the idea that one of our friends would have an apartment decked out this richly.

      “What the hell have you guys gotten into?” he asked quietly, echoing my thoughts. “Who are these friends of yours?”

      “That’s not important right now,” Jace replied. “What is important is that this particular friend isn’t currently home.” He quickly lifted one hand to fend off Ant’s opening mouth. “I’m hoping that he’s with Alexy and that they’re at her apartment, which is equally secure. We need to get there next and find out, because if they’ve blown out of town already, it means that they’ve taken whatever escape plans they might have had with them, rather than waiting for us.” He glanced at the door, where Winter and a couple of techs had just shown up, and then toward Nelson and several others, who were trudging up the steps.

      I heaved a quick sigh of relief at seeing Nelson and turned my gaze back to Jace.

      “Shouldn’t we get going? What if someone heard that alarm?” I asked. “What if it somehow alerted a security team?”

      Jace shook his head. “This building has been soundproofed, so there’s no chance of anyone outside having heard it, first of all. Secondly, if it led to a security team, it would be Nathan’s security team. And if they got here, it would be, presumably, to save us. That said, from what Zion has told me, this alarm is for one reason and one reason only: to warn him if someone was trying to break in.”

      I exhaled. That made me feel slightly better, but the main problem remained. The guy wasn’t here.

      “So what now?” Marco asked, still breathing heavily.

      “Get into Zion’s box of tricks, get disguises for Jack and Abe, and then get out of here. At least, that’s the plan for Robin, Ant, Abe, Jack, Jackie, and me,” Jace said. “We’ll get to Alexy’s and pray that she and Zion are there. If they are, we find out what we’re doing next. If they’re not… well, it will give us another safe house, at least.”

      I nodded, though I still felt bothered by the lack of direction, and then remembered the other complication.

      “What about the list of addresses?” I recalled that list of five hundred addresses with no names attached. “It was housed in the OH+ portal—which has been taken down, by the way. Or rather, is now inhabited by the Authority.”

      I added that last bit for the sake of those we’d just rescued from prison, who all turned toward me. We hadn’t even taken the time to explain what had happened while they had been imprisoned: OH+ being hacked, the techs that we had tried to find, the traps in the OH+ portal, and Gabby’s break-in, using software that Robert had given her. How we had found the lists of names and addresses and suspected that the Authority had started searching for them. How the Authority soldiers had chased after us when we had tried to find them. How Little John’s men in black had rescued us at the last minute, which made our run-in with them outside of the Authority’s compound our second experience with the organization, rather than the first.

      It was all important to the larger story, and our friends didn’t even know all that had happened yet.

      We didn’t have time to tell them everything right now. We needed to get to Alexy’s, and if she and Zion weren’t there, waiting to save us, then to a place where we could print my pictures from the Authority compound. Because if Alexy and Zion were gone, our next best bet was Nathan and Little John. We had to get off the streets, quickly, but we also needed to figure out where we were supposed to go. With any luck, the timeline from my photos would give us some sort of clue. Then we would go to the coffee shop where we’d left Allerra and see whether she was even still there. Jace could also get whatever he would need out of his apartment. And we had to do this all before the Authority found us.

      There was no doubt in my mind that they were already looking and that we’d avoided them to this point by pure luck.

      “The only important part for the moment is that none of you can go home,” Jace said, addressing our bewildered-looking friends. “Your addresses aren’t safe. We know there are two lists of addresses floating around out there, and that the government has at least one of them—the one with the addresses of the techs. The other list… well, we know that the addresses for everyone else might be on it. And we’ve seen what they do with people who don’t agree with them. All of you are to stay right here until we come back and get you. Don’t leave the apartment, don’t open the windows, and don’t answer the door. If enforcers show up after we leave, you’re to rush to the bedrooms and get into the safe rooms.”

      He turned to Winter. “Winter, I’m putting you in charge. Make sure everyone stays in line. I know some of you are hurt and that you’re all probably tired and hungry. If I know Zion, there will be plenty of food in the kitchen, and you’re welcome to eat as much of it as you want.”

      His mouth worked as if he wanted to say more but didn’t know how to put it into words. “Zion has great security, and this place should be safe for the night, at the very least. Safer than you would be out on the streets with us, anyway. So eat, rest, and wait for us.”

      He then turned to Winter, Kory, and Abe. “Come with me to sort through the disguises, and, Winter, I’ll get you into the safe rooms. We’re going to leave them open for easy access. Pray you don’t need them.”

      “Something tells me Zion’s not going to like us ferreting through his things.” Kory said, as he followed Jace toward the hallway.

      “If he didn’t want us going through his things then he should have been here to stop us,” Jace retorted over his shoulder.

      A sharp laugh was Kory’s only answer.

      Once they’d disappeared, I took charge of the group, turning to the people I knew best: Julia and Marco. “I think you two should stay here as well, with the techs. To keep an eye on them.”

      Julia nodded. “To watch out for them. I don’t want them caught unprepared.” She shared a long look with Nelson, and I remembered that once, what felt like a lifetime ago, Julia had been Nelson’s second-in-command. She’d been the one who’d taken over when Nelson wasn’t around, and she was one of Nelson’s oldest friends. It was no wonder that she wanted to stay here. She must have been even more worried about Nelson than I had been.

      To my surprise, Nelson shook her head, the hair she had left swinging into her face. “I’m not staying here. I’m one of the best techs you’ve got in this outfit, and from what I can see, you’re going to need me.”

      “And you’re hurt,” I retorted. “Probably worse than anyone else.”

      “No worse than you.” She cast a pointed look in my direction. “Some burns and a haircut, and that’s it.” She gave me a quick grin before turning serious again. “This isn’t about me playing hero. It’s about me being able to see what you need. You guys are planning to search for Little John? Well, to do that, you’re going to need to get into computers, and you’re going to need someone who’s faster and more efficient at searching than the average person. That’s me. If you want to figure out what’s going on, I’m your best bet.”

      She paused for breath, and my mind ran over the implications. Yes, Nelson was hurt. She looked like she’d been through a war, in fact. Yet she was obviously still capable, and though she’d fallen behind when we had been escaping from the prison, she seemed to be doing just fine now. And she was absolutely the best tech I’d ever met.

      She was right.

      “I second that.” I sighed, and she threw me a grateful look. “That doesn’t mean I like dragging you back out into danger,” I warned her, narrowing my eyes in mock anger.

      Jace suddenly answered from behind me. “I agree. Nelson, go down the hall and into the first door on your right and tell Jack that you need a disguise as well.”

      She nodded and disappeared into the hallway. I could hear raised voices—Nelson’s the loudest—then silence, and I grinned. Kory might be used to people giving him a lot of leeway, based on what I’d seen of his position in his group of friends, but he’d never dealt with Nelson when she was on a mission. That girl put even Jackie to shame.

      “I don’t see why she gets to go when she’s the reason we’re in this mess in the first place,” a new voice interrupted.

      I whirled in its direction and stared into the crowd.

      I didn’t recognize the voice immediately, but when a guy in his early twenties swept past the others with his hip cocked and his chin up, I sure as hell recognized the face.

      “Robert,” I said curtly. “It’s nice to actually meet you. But this certainly isn’t the time for you to start questioning the leaders of this crew.”

      He cast a narrow-eyed glance at me. “And you are?” he asked, his voice slightly nasal.

      I bit my lip, disliking him even more. I’d never spoken to him before and knew him only as Gabby’s new paramour and one of the techs who had helped prepare for the raid on the warehouse. He was also, I recalled, a man with a low opinion of Nelson and her capabilities, based on what Gabby had repeated from their conversations.

      The more I remembered about him, the less I liked him. The sneer that seemed perpetually plastered to his face really wasn’t improving my opinion.

      Before I could reply, however, a hand shot out and grasped my arm, giving it a squeeze. Jace stepped forward and addressed the mouthy tech.

      “Robert, is it?” At Robert’s look of condescension, Jace continued. “I recognize you from the video we saw. Of you in jail. Keep in mind that we weren’t in jail, which means we know more about what’s going on than you do, and we’re only going to be taking people we know as well as the backs of our hands along with us. For the time being, that’s the safest option. It will keep us all safer.” He paused and gave the guy a long stare. “I trust you see the rationale there? Or are you in favor of taking the more dangerous route?”

      Robert huffed once but took a step back and shrugged. “I never run from danger, myself, but if you want to play it safe, I suppose I’m not in a position to argue with you.”

      Well, mark that under the heading of an agreement that’s not really an agreement, I thought grimly. When this was all over, Gabby and I were going to be having a very serious conversation about her taste in men and how to tell the good ones from the ones who insisted on being cocky when there was no reason for it.

      “So, what about the rest of us?” Ant asked, turning his back on the offending tech.

      “As discussed, the rest of us are going to Alexy’s to check for her and Zion. If they are there and have a plan, we hop to it,” Jace said. “If they’re not, then we get to a place that will allow us to print out the pictures from Robin’s phone, because finding Little John or Nathan is our best bet for finding safety. I also…” He paused and bit down on his lower lip. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that he was holding back something else.

      There was another option, I realized, heart pounding. Something beyond just searching for Little John and Nathan. Only, it was something he wasn’t telling us about, for some reason. I pursed my own lips, wondering what it was exactly and why he wasn’t sharing it. Surely, given our situation, it would be better if we all knew what we were dealing with. More minds on the case, and all that.

      He must have decided not to share, though, because he shook his head and finished his statement. “With luck, we’ll be in a safe place before the Authority picks up our trail.”

      Ant grunted in agreement, and before anyone could say anything else, Kory, Abe, and Nelson appeared at the opening to the hallway.

      I looked up and promptly started laughing.

      Nelson had completely shaved her head, taking my idea of a spiky hairdo several steps farther. One side of her scalp was completely bald and blistered from whatever fire she’d been through, and the other side was sporting a fine peach fuzz stubble. Her large green eyes were lined heavily in black kohl underneath her glasses, and she’d donned bright red lipstick. She looked as though she’d stolen a pair of Zion’s pants, belted them so they’d fit her waist, and then found a midriff-baring crop top to go with them.

      She looked exactly like one of the gothic musicians I’d once gone to watch with Henry, at the concerts I’d never dared to tell my parents about. And she looked nothing like herself.

      “Nelson, your hair!” Julia cried.

      Nelson made a chopping motion with her hand. “Better my hair than my life, don’t you think?” She arched her eyebrows.

      I nodded and saw that Kory had donned the traditional garb of a farmer from the country: overalls and a plaid shirt. His mid-length, ash-blond hair was loose above his shoulders, and he’d tied a bandana around his neck to hide his mouth, should he need more cover.

      Abe, on the other hand, wore huge glasses and a wig of long black hair, making him look like someone else entirely. He’d also donned some of Zion’s clothing—the pants both too large and too long—and behind the glasses, his face was magnified several times, his features distorted and comical. He’d become difficult to identify, even for me, and I must have looked at that face at least a hundred times over the last year.

      “Looking good, bro.” Ant eyed him over. “What is Zion doing with so many disguises lying around, by the way?”

      “Security has always been important to the man,” Jace replied. “He has more stuff in that room than you could ever dream of. But we don’t have time to explore. The quicker we get to Alexy’s, the happier I’ll be.”

      A thought suddenly hit me, and I whirled around and stared from Abe to Ant, then back again, the most horrible realization dawning on me.

      They were twins. Identical twins. Abe was the only one who had been in prison, but any agent who saw Ant’s face would immediately recognize him, too.

      “Ant, you’ve got to get a disguise as well,” I said.

      He stared at me as if I’d just suggested that he’d grown pink fairy wings. “Huh?”

      I gestured from him to his brother, and back again. “Identical twins, duh!”

      The brothers gazed at each other, and then Ant’s expression changed to one of realization, and he gave a quick nod.

      “Well, I feel dumb,” he said, pushing his way back toward the hallway. “Jace, where are those disguises?”

      “I’ll show you,” Jace replied, turning and going after him.

      We watched the hallway where they’d disappeared for about a minute, and then the two of them reappeared, Jace looking frustrated and harried and Ant looking… like he’d just stepped out of some sort of retro disco movie. His sandy hair was pulled back into a mini ponytail, and he was wearing the most horrific multicolored shirt I’d ever seen. He hadn’t changed out of his pants, but he was wearing enormous glasses—the dark version of Abe’s—and they covered nearly half his face.

      In a word, ridiculous.

      But he was most certainly disguised.

      Jackie laughed at him for a full thirty seconds, and then grew serious again. “Right,” she said. “Now that we have the must ludicrously disguised people known to man, I say we get the hell out of here.”

      Jace needed no further encouragement. He scooted through the door, leaving Jackie, Ant, Nelson, Abe, Kory, and me to follow. Checking on my leg, it seemed, had taken a back seat to getting to Alexy’s, and I couldn’t say that was the wrong choice. We dashed down the stairs and out into the bright light before Jace spoke again.

      “Alexy’s place is about ten blocks from here, toward the center of the city. Comm lines on. Anyone sees anything suspicious, you give an immediate warning. I don’t think the Authority will be looking for us in this neighborhood—they have no reason to know about Zion’s or Alexy’s addresses—but we also don’t know whether or not they’re looking at the feeds from those traffic cameras yet, so faces to the ground as much as possible.”

      “Don’t you guys have masks or something?” Abe immediately asked, but Jace shook his head.

      “No better way to look suspicious than striding along in broad daylight wearing masks,” he said. “It would get us caught even quicker. Jack, Abe, Nelson, I think you guys will be fine. The rest of you, walk normally. Let’s try not to look like we have anything to hide, or any reason to be nervous.”

      He started walking quickly, and I darted after him, trying not to think about the fact that there were cameras on every corner, just waiting to catch our faces—and those of the recent escapees—and turn us in to the Authority.
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      We returned to the main street and headed straight toward Alexy’s apartment, trying to stay together as best we could.

      I tucked myself closer to Jace and tried desperately not to be swept into the crowd. I couldn’t afford to get lost here, particularly when I didn’t know where I might find safety if I was on my own.

      “Remind me how far we have to go?” Ant murmured via the comm.

      “Ten blocks,” Jace replied. “Straight up this street, no more turns. I don’t know how she did it, but Alexy got a much nicer apartment than the rest of us. If she and Zion are smart, that’s where they went. We tried Zion’s first because it’s closer to the train station, but Alexy’s place is closer to everything else and has a better view of the street below it. Zion’s might have better security, but Alexy’s is easier to defend and get out of. Hopefully we find them there…”

      I gulped, praying that they would be there too. Because if they weren’t—

      “Enforcers, dead ahead,” Jackie suddenly said, making me jump.

      I turned to stare at the street ahead of us and gasped.

      There were three of them, dressed in enforcer green, and they were checking IDs, by the looks of it. A line was forming in front of them, and they were asking for people to pull something out of their pockets before staring at both whatever it was and the faces in front of them.

      “They’re matching IDs to the people carrying them,” Jace murmured. “Dammit.”

      I felt a thrum of tension run through him and shivered myself. Although random ID checks were fairly common, they weren’t common enough that I felt we could write this one off as coincidental. We knew that the Authority was looking for us, and the first and most efficient way to find us would be to enforce mandatory ID checks throughout the city in which we lived.

      If they were searching for those of our team who’d been arrested, then this would be a sure way to find them. Refuse to produce IDs, and we’d be arrested. Produce IDs that named the people whom we had recently busted out of their prison, and we’d be arrested.

      No matter what, we’d be in trouble.

      I then remembered that Jace and Kory didn’t even have real IDs. They’d been born and raised in the wilderness and had existed off the grid for their entire lives, until their compound had been raided by soldiers they’d thought had come from the government, their families had been killed, and the survivors had been sent into hiding. From there, they’d somehow gotten in touch with Nathan, who had given them not only their identities but also their paperwork and cover stories for being in the city.

      I had no idea how good that paperwork actually was, but I could guess what Jace was thinking right now: he didn’t want to put it to the test. Particularly not when we already knew we were in trouble and were with people whose IDs would reveal them to be recent Authority prison escapees.

      “Okay,” Jace breathed. “We’re taking the first left we come across. There should be one relatively close, and with luck, it’ll take us around the enforcers. Assuming it’s not blocked off.”

      Everyone picked up the pace and packed closer together, and a few seconds later we were veering left down the first side street. It was, miraculously, less crowded, and thankfully not yet blocked off by the enforcers.

      Perhaps that ID check actually was random rather than set up specifically to sniff us out. If that was an important ID checkpoint, surely they would have gone to greater lengths to make sure that people actually went through it?

      “All of this makes me feel extremely uncomfortable,” Ant muttered. “First the new rules for the people in the factory, and now ID checks in the middle of the day, in the middle of the street? Anyone else feel like something is off here?”

      “Even if it is just a random check, we need to be off the street,” I agreed. It could be that we were just paranoid, but Ant was right. The hairs on my neck were standing up, and my gut was positive that the Authority was laying traps for us.

      We strode quickly into an alley that broke off to the right, and began moving down it, traveling in a path roughly parallel to the main street, with openings every so often between buildings that gave us a clear view of what was going on in the larger avenue. I glanced down each one we passed, my eyes roving over everything I could see.

      “Massive crowd out there now,” I said quietly, staring at what must have been close to five hundred people, based on the glimpses I caught through the small alleys. “They’re all stacked up in front of the enforcers. Looks like the officers aren’t letting anyone past without checking ID. Though, I don’t understand how they’re managing to control that entire crowd when there are only three of them.”

      “Maybe there are more officers behind them and we just didn’t see them,” Jackie suggested. “Maybe they have an entire crew out there.”

      I narrowed my eyes, trying to force them to focus faster as we dashed past another alleyway, but it was no good when I was only getting scattered glimpses. All I could see were citizens, now. People who looked as if they were on their way to or from the factories, given their dress.

      That was odd, given that we were now in one of the wealthier neighborhoods. This shouldn’t have been a street that a lot of factory workers walked along. There wasn’t a direct route to any of the factories, and none of those people could afford to live in this area.

      “They’re all factory workers,” I noted aloud. “Or at least, that’s what they look like. In the wrong neighborhood. Why would they even be here?”

      “It’s definitely not on their route,” Jackie agreed. “They’d never be here, unless…”

      “Unless they’d been brought here, or they’re being funneled through here for some reason,” I finished slowly. “But why?”

      “We’re at the right building,” Jace grunted, slowing his pace at the next narrow alley before peeking cautiously down it toward the main street. He paused, then nodded once to himself. “This place only has a front door, so we’re going to have risk the crowds on the street to get to it. We go through this space between the buildings two by two to get out there, so that we have an easier time getting through them, and we keep our faces hidden as much as possible. When you get out of this alley, turn left and go up the first set of stairs on your left. Just shove past people and act like it’s any other day. And if you see any of the enforcers looking at you, duck down behind the wall that lines the staircase. The door code is 121381. Get in and get up the stairs to the second floor. First door on the right is the spot. Robin and I will be inside, waiting for you.”

      He paused to glance at everyone else, and I looked as well, seeing that my friends all looked terrified, but also resolute. Whatever was going on out there with the enforcers, we needed to get into Alexy’s apartment to see whether she and Zion were there with an escape plan. If they weren’t, we were going to have much bigger problems than a handful of enforcers on the street.

      Jace gave them all a nod and then strode right into the alley, toward the crowd of people and the enforcers that were stopping them. He didn’t hesitate or let his steps falter, and I fell in right behind him, matching my steps to his so that I could walk in his shadow without tripping him up. It didn’t take us long to get to the other end of the short walkway, where it opened up onto the larger avenue. There he did pause, long enough to murmur a quick plan.

      “Same cover story goes, Robin. In case anyone stops us, you got knocked down by a cyclist and I’m taking you home. If anyone insists on seeing our IDs, you give them yours, and we say that I misplaced mine in the crowds while trying to get you out of the street after you got hit, but that I’ll be glad to put my thumb on their fingerprint scanner. Once I do that, we run. With any luck, the few seconds the enforcer will need to look at the scan will give us an opportunity to duck into the crowd.”

      I gulped, realizing that it wasn’t actually much of a plan, and put a hand to my chest for the ID that I always kept on a lanyard around my neck. It was a weird thing to do, but we’d been taught at an early age that we always had to have it on us, with the penalty for losing it being so bad that no one ever talked about it. Jace saying that he didn’t have one was going to be horribly risky, but we just had to hope it didn’t come to that.

      Jace took a deep breath, pressed his lips firmly against the top of my head, and then stepped out of the alleyway and into the crowd on the main sidewalk.

      We were almost immediately shoved to the right, toward the enforcers we were trying to avoid, the power of the current too strong for us to fight against. Jace grunted but went with the flow, trying to get his feet more firmly on the sidewalk.

      I went with him, my arm wrapped up in his to keep us together. I could feel the powerful muscles of his torso contracting and stretching under my arm and began to fight as well, bracing against the people around us to slow our movement. We needed to be going up the street to get to Alexy’s, and instead we were heading down, right toward the ID check.

      I looked up at Jace’s face, frightened that we were going to find ourselves in exactly the situation we had wanted to avoid, but relaxed at the grim determination in his expression. If I’d learned anything about Jace in the last—had it only been four?—weeks, it was that he almost always had a plan. It might not always be a good plan, but he was always two steps ahead when it came to ideas for how to get out of sticky situations.

      Then, as quickly as we’d been swept up in the current of the crowd, we were swept out of it again. Jace had somehow pushed and shoved until we were in the street itself, where the crowd let up a bit. Not even enforcers could tell the people to walk in the road, where they might get hit by a car, and there were only a few citizens around us in this spot. It was easy enough for Jace to head the other way now, almost running in his attempt to get to the staircase that led to Alexy’s apartment. He pulled me along after him, courtesy of his hold on my arm, and I lengthened my strides in an attempt to keep up—all while following his lead and crouching down into the run to make myself less noticeable.

      There were so many people in the area that I thought his plan just might work. What was another body in the mass of humanity, and how hard would the enforcers actually be looking for someone who was traveling below eye level? We bent down and ran back the half block that we’d traveled, and after what felt like thirty minutes of running and tension, we found ourselves directly across the sidewalk from the building that we needed. Though, at this point, I only noticed the waist-high wall of solid white stone that bordered the steps.

      That wall meant safety. It meant a hiding place. At the moment, those were the only things that mattered.

      Kory was somehow already on the doorstep, his eyes roving over the crowd, and I wondered if he had seen us get swept away. When he spotted us in the street, his face lit up. He jumped down the steps and waded into the mass of people, his hands pressed palm-to-palm in front of him like the prow of a ship to guide him through the crowd.

      The moment he reached us, he moved behind me, extended his grip to Jace’s back, and started pushing.

      We plowed through the people, earning glares and shouts of annoyance, and found Ant waiting at the staircase, with Jackie in tow. We all dropped down behind it, our chests heaving.

      “I thought for sure we were going to have to rescue you from something a lot worse than a crowd of people,” Kory panted. “How did you get so far down?”

      “Came into the crowd at exactly the wrong moment,” Jace said. “We must have hit right as there was some big push. Couldn’t fight the current until we got into the street, away from it.”

      Kory gave him a nod and then looked up at the door behind us. “Well, shall we?”

      Everyone faced the door of one of the fanciest buildings I’d ever seen. It was made of rose-colored stone and was new enough that the grime of the city hadn’t seeped into the cracks yet. Above us, I could see a gabled roof hanging out over the face of the building, complete with angels and gargoyles, and noticed that the windows were sunken behind decorative wrought-iron banisters.

      My estimation of Alexy’s importance went up several notches. Nathan had apparently spent a lot more money on her apartment than on Zion’s or Jace’s.

      Kory punched the code into the pad, the door slid open, and we all rushed into an entryway made of black-and-white marble.

      “La di da,” Ant sang. “Who knew Alexy had such a swanky place? What, does she have family money or something?”

      “She’s important to Nathan,” Jace said, shoving past him toward the stairs. “And I recommend that you don’t make any insinuations about it when you see her again. I tried it once and got a black eye. Whatever their relationship is, it isn’t what you think, and she doesn’t take kindly to people guessing about it.”

      Ant snapped his mouth shut, and Jackie, for some reason, gave him a triumphant glare. I shook my head at them and turned to look at where we were going.

      The stairway was a decorative spiral with wrought-iron railing, and the steps were pure-white marble. Jace jogged up the stairs, the rest of us hurrying after him. When we reached the first landing, he turned right and made for the first door.

      I gulped, remembering what had happened at Zion’s house, and put out a hand to stop him. If we were about to be bombarded by noise, I wanted to be prepared.

      “Are you going to break into this one, too?” I hissed. I didn’t think that would be a good idea, with enforcers right outside.

      He gave me a look that I hoped implied that he wasn’t actually crazy and dug through his pockets. He held up his special lockpicking device before shoving it into the door.

      There was a sharp click. He turned the doorknob slowly, then eased the door open.

      “No alarm,” I breathed in relief. Thank heavens.

      “Alexy said no when Nathan offered it,” Jace answered. “Said something about not being as paranoid as Zion.”

      He motioned for us to wait while he stepped in to look around. He appeared again a moment later and ushered us into a world filled with glitter and sunshine.

      I would never in a million years have imagined it, but if Zion’s apartment had been all menace, then Alexy’s was all optimism. The place was done up in golds, yellows, oranges, and pinks, and the whole place screamed happy.

      “So she only pretends to be a goth,” Jackie said from behind me. “Interesting.”

      Jace disappeared again, leaving us to stare at the overly bright apartment, before striding just as quickly back into the entryway.

      “And she’s not here,” he muttered, his tone dripping with disappointment. “Neither is Zion. Which means that we have no escape route. We’re officially on our own. I’m not even sure whether we can count this as a safe house, given what’s going on below us. I definitely don’t want to stay here any longer. Let’s get out. We’ll meet the others at the front door. Ant, find us the closest library.”

      Ant dug out his phone and started typing, while my heart sank. No Alexy and no Zion meant that if they’d had an escape route, they’d taken it and left us behind.

      Plan B it was.

      I fished my own phone out of my pocket and thumbed through the pictures I’d taken of the timeline in the Authority prison. All still there, thankfully. All completely clear, thanks to the advanced tech of the camera.

      If we were lucky, they would give us something—anything—that would show us a clear way forward. A way toward figuring out who Little John was and where we could find them.
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      We rushed back down the spiral staircase, but before we could go any farther, Abe and Nelson tumbled through the front door of the building, panting.

      We stared in surprise at their entrance, before Ant and Kory bent down to help them up.

      “What, you can’t get through the door like a normal human being?” Ant scoffed, yanking Abe to his feet.

      “You guys are right on time,” I said, brushing past Ant’s snark. “We were just about to get out of here. Zion and Alexy are missing, which means we’re moving on to plan B.”

      “The library,” Nelson said, and turned to look at Jace. “Right. So how are we getting there?”

      Kory glanced out the window at the street outside. “That’s a good question. The crowd is still out there, and we don’t want to get mixed up in it again if we can help it. So that adds another level of difficulty here.” He frowned at Jace. “You’re sure there’s not a back exit out of here?”

      Jace exhaled. “I’m pretty sure. I’ve been to Alexy’s a number of times.”

      Kory stared at him, then looked past him, past the stairwell, and into the hallway that stretched toward the back of the building. He looked from right to left, up and down, and narrowed his eyes.

      “Follow me,” he announced.

      He shot past the staircase at the back of the building and made a sudden turn to the left into a doorway that I hadn’t even noticed. The door led to another set of stairs, which descended into darkness. Kory pounded down them, followed by Jace and me, then the others. After one flight, we found ourselves in some sort of basement. It was almost pitch black, and I stifled a grunt of fear. I’d never been a big fan of the dark. Particularly when it came with a side of creepy. Suddenly there was light, and Kory smirked at us from under a swinging single lightbulb.

      Behind him was a door. Through its window, I could see stairs leading upward. Outdoor stairs.

      “You were saying?” he asked with a cocky grin.

      Jace ignored him and strode right to the door in question, looking up through the window.

      “Looks like it leads to the alley behind the place,” he murmured. “How have I never found this before? I never even thought to look for a basement.”

      “That’s because you’re always too busy trying to keep your nose clean.” Kory replied, pushing him gently to the side and lowering to his knees in front of the door. “You’d never think of something like this because you’re too good. I, on the other hand…” He winked, then inserted his own lockpicker into the doorknob.

      I silently thanked whatever beings watching over us that Kory was a trickster rather than a good boy. If we could avoid the crowds at the front of the building, we would get out of here faster, with less risk of being found by the enforcers controlling the masses.

      The lock on the door clicked, and Jace went through it a second later, not even waiting for Kory to stand. I grinned at the show of rivalry between them before shutting my eyes against the glare of the sun.

      The alley was completely deserted, courtesy of the enforcers keeping the crowd on the other side of the building, and I was grateful that we’d managed to come up into an empty street rather than a crowded one. We didn’t have time to stand around staring, though, and Jace turned toward Jackie as soon as she reached the top of the stairs.

      “Jackie, map your way to the library from here,” he said. “I have to admit it’s not a trip I’ve ever taken. We’ve got to enlarge those pictures.”

      “What exactly are you hoping to find in them?” Abe asked. “Didn’t you guys get a good look at whatever’s in those pictures when you took them?”

      Jace looked as if he wanted to snap at Abe but then shrugged. “Yes and no. We weren’t exactly in that prison to do research, and I doubt any of us committed those timelines to memory. They’ll show up too small on a phone. Plus, we’ll want to look at them all spread out, each photo next to the other, so we can get the full picture of the timeline. Thanks to Zion and Alexy being MIA, whatever secret escape plan they might have had is gone, along with our connection to the higher powers. Nathan isn’t responding to my texts or calls, and he’s not on the encrypted app, so no one else has any way of trying to get in touch with him. We can’t hang around on the streets forever or squat permanently in Zion’s apartment—or Alexy’s. We need those pictures to figure out who Little John is and where we can find them.”

      “And the Authority or the Ministry or whoever has given us a head start.” I added, picking up on his line of logic. “They’ve been looking into them for years. If we’re trying to find them, that’s the most reasonable place to start. But we have to have the timeline in a format that works.”

      Abe was still frowning. “And if the Ministry or the Authority or whoever has been looking into them for however long still hasn’t found them, what the hell makes you think that we’re going to be any better at it?”

      Silence met his statement, and I frowned too. None of us had actually thought about that—partially because we’d been hoping that we wouldn’t have to count on the timeline to give us any immediate answers. But now that Abe had brought it up…

      “Well, they didn’t have me, did they?” Nelson interrupted. “And they didn’t have Gabby. And they certainly weren’t as desperate as we are.” She held out her hand to me. “Robin, give me your phone. I’ll forward those pictures to everyone else so that we all have them. I don’t want our potential future safety depending on you being careful with that one phone. And while we’re there, I’ll try to get onto a computer and do some quick searches for the events we have on the timeline. Untraceable searches, of course.”

      “You have to be careful, though, because we know that the library here got us on camera when we were researching city plans—the day before someone broke into one of their jails,” Jackie said. “Ant, Robin, Jace: we’ll have to keep our faces hidden somehow or they might recognize us.”

      I nodded, then fumbled for my phone, pressing my thumbprint against the screen to unlock it before handing it to Nelson.

      “I think it’s unlikely that they would have put those two seemingly unrelated things together already, but we’re just going to have to take that risk,” Jace replied impatiently. He turned to face Jackie, who was hopping from foot to foot. “Jackie, you have your GPS loaded up and ready to go?”

      She whipped out her phone like it was a weapon. “You can count on me, Captain. I don’t know this area of town well, but I’m good at GPS.”

      “Okay. I’m giving us an hour to get this done. But this is going to be extremely dangerous. So we leave this alley in two separate groups in order to be less obvious. You four…” Jace glanced at Ant, Abe, Nelson, and Kory and shook his head at what I now saw as completely ridiculous—and painfully conspicuous—outfits.

      “You look like the misfits from some sort of play, so try to keep your heads down as much as you can. You’re going ahead of us, but only by thirty seconds. Nelson, I’m putting you in charge of GPS for that group. Get to the library and wait for us just inside the front doors.”

      He frowned then, as if something else had occurred to him. “Robin and I are taking Jackie. If we get separated, or if you look behind you and don’t see us, just get to the library and get as much done as you can before going to the coffee shop above my apartment. We need to check for Allerra, and I need to get to my place. I just hope she’s still there. Ant, do you remember how to get there?”

      Ant nodded, and Jace went on. “If we get separated, we’ll have to make our way to the café separately. If we don’t arrive within an hour, though, and you haven’t heard from any of us, don’t wait. It will mean that something’s happened and that you might be in danger. Get Allerra, get back to Zion’s house, and make sure that you’re not followed. See if Allerra knows how to reach Zion or Alexy through some top-secret route—she’s always seemed closer to them than the rest of us, so maybe she knows more than we thought. In fact—” He paused and glanced down at me. “There’s a chance she knows anything that they knew. Maybe that’s the reason Zion left her behind. Maybe she’s our treasure map!”

      He looked back up at Ant. “If we don’t meet you, take her and make her tell you everything she knows. You’ll need to contact Julia or Marco—but do not call or text us if you haven’t heard from us. I don’t want any of you leading the Authority to your door by trying to get in touch with us if we’ve been captured. Understood?”

      Several heads nodded, and Ant’s eyes grew wide. He took Jackie by the arms and bent down to stare into her eyes.

      “I’ll take care of them, but only because you have something else you need to do. You be careful, you hear me?” he said. “Bad things happen to us when we get split up, and I’m not ready to deal with that. I don’t want to have to rescue you from some jail somewhere because you let your mouth run away with you when you shouldn’t have.”

      Her face went from stubborn to sappy, and I blinked at the quick change. When I looked again, though, her features had returned to their normal stoic expression, and she was nodding at him.

      “And the same goes for you. Don’t do anything stupid. Don’t do anything brave. I’m not going to be there to be impressed, so there’s really no point.”

      Kory was having trouble keeping the grin off his face, and a quick glance at Abe showed me that he had been rendered completely speechless. He obviously hadn’t realized that Ant and Jackie had grown closer during the last week. He’d probably never even considered that his brother could form an attachment to anyone else—much less the mouthy girl who had always bossed them around during missions.

      Jackie lifted a hand to his face to quiet him. “Ant, it will be fine. I’ll see you in an hour, okay?”

      Then she gave him a push, Nelson tossed me my phone, and she, Ant, Kory and Abe sprinted toward the mouth of the alley, and the library. I watched them go, praying that they would make it safely and that we would be there right behind them.
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      We waited for about thirty seconds before we started walking after them.

      When we reached the end of the alley, we skidded to a halt, and Jackie leaned up against the corner to peer around it.

      “What’s going on?” I whispered. “What do you see? Is that crowd still here?”

      “Sure is,” Jackie replied. “And it’s gotten bigger, if you can believe it. Plus, it looks like there are a lot more enforcers than we realized. Like maybe fifty of them. Makes sense. If they wanted to stop all the traffic to do an ID check, would they really have sent just those three enforcers? That would have been beyond stupid. The question is, what are they even doing?”

      “They look like they’re rounding them up,” Jace murmured hesitantly, having moved around her to see. “If they were checking IDs and then sending them on through, there wouldn’t be a buildup of people like this. They’re actually holding them here. What I can’t figure out is why. I’ve never seen enforcers rounding so many people up before.” Then he shook himself and straightened. “Still, if they’re focusing on that, it gives them less opportunity to focus on us. Jackie, where are we going?”

      She ducked back into the alley and glanced at her phone. “The closest library is right in the town center,” she breathed. “I don’t like going back to the same one, but it’s the closest and the biggest. Too bad we won’t—”

      “I don’t need the breakdown of how and why,” Jace cut in. “Just tell me how far we’ve got to go.”

      “So-rry,” Jackie muttered. “About fifteen blocks. And then after that, about ten more to get to your coffee shop.”

      Fifteen blocks. Well, that didn’t seem too bad. As long as we could get around the crowd and escape the notice of the enforcers, we should have a clear route. I didn’t know this area, but I knew that the roads which led into the town center worked more or less like the spokes of a wheel, all heading for the same spot.

      If my knowledge of the city was anything to go by, we needed to get on that road and run like hell for the library without making any turns.

      We started forward without a word.

      “What’s our route?” Jace asked quietly as we left the alley.

      “Turn right,” she said. “The easiest way is back to the main street, but I think we’d better stay off that until we’re farther away from the crowd. There’s no reason to put ourselves in a situation where we might be noticed if we don’t have to. If we turn here and head toward the main street, then we’ll come to an alley heading to the left. That’s our destination. It travels in the same direction and will take us where we need to go until we can get back on the main avenue.”

      We ran in that direction, speed more important than subtlety at this point. As long as we were in the back alleys of the city, anyone who saw us running would just put it down to business that they didn’t want to be involved in.

      The next ten minutes were a haze of dashing through alleys, around trashcans, and over garbage, my eyes constantly roving between the road ahead of us and the glimpses I had of the street to our right. We didn’t see anyone, but that didn’t make me feel any better. I couldn’t get over the feeling that we were being watched by someone—or the thought that cameras might catch us at any moment.

      Hell, we might not even know about all the cameras the government had in this city. They could have them in every single wall! If that was true, then it wouldn’t matter how much we kept our faces down or brought our hands up to our mouths to cough whenever we passed an intersection. We would have been on camera from the moment we stepped onto the street. If the Authority was as good as we thought they were, they might already be waiting for us around the next corner.

      I didn’t say anything about my fears, knowing that it wouldn’t do anyone any good, but every time I heard a clatter of something falling or the screech of a rat in the garbage, I jumped, positive that we’d been caught.

      By the time we finally got back out onto the main road and started walking rather than running, we were in a completely different part of the city, and the crowds were from normal lunchtime traffic rather than enforcer-directed lines of people waiting to have their IDs checked.

      It was a relief to be away from that crowd. But I also knew it had already taken too long for us to make this journey. The bruise on my leg had slowed me down, and after the night we’d had, we were all suffering when it came to endurance.

      We also hadn’t seen any sign of Ant and the others. But maybe that was just because we’d been in the back alleys. Maybe they’d been braver than us and had gone right out to the main road.

      “Jackie, how much farther?” I asked, breathing heavily.

      “According to the GPS, we only have two blocks left,” she replied. There was a pause as she looked around us, and then: “Yes, it is. Look, there it is right there. It… Uh-oh.”

      “What?” Jace asked.

      “That man. The man right in front of us, at the end of the block, do you see him? He’s staring right at us. He looks… He looks like he recognizes us.”

      At that, the fog of pain that had been hovering between me and the real world fled, and reality came rushing right back in. On the list of things we couldn’t have happening, someone recognizing us was absolutely at the top.

      My eyes flew to the road before us, desperately seeking the man Jackie was talking about. Where was he?

      Then I saw him. He looked like any other relatively successful businessman. Nothing about him stood out. Except that he was staring at us, like Jackie had said. Staring at us like he’d found a prize. As I watched, he took out his phone, glanced at it, and then looked right back at me. One more glance at the phone, and then a direct stare at Jackie.

      “Keep walking,” Jace said quietly. “Act like nothing’s wrong. Act like we haven’t noticed him.”

      “Kind of hard when he just saw us staring at him while he was staring at us,” Jackie said out of the corner of her mouth. She fell into step beside Jace, but I could see that her shoulders were set at a stiff angle, her body tensed to start running at any moment.

      “Maybe he’s mistaken,” Jace replied. “Maybe he thinks we’re someone we’re not. If we stop and run, it might confirm that we’ve got something to hide.”

      I was staring at the man, trying to look like I wasn’t staring at him. But it was hard. And Jace was definitely wrong. That man didn’t think we were anyone else. I could see in his eyes that he knew exactly who we were—and what we’d done.

      That thought was confirmed a second later when he quickly pulled something out of his pocket and held it up in front of him.

      I’d never seen an Authority badge before, and I never wanted to see another. The X was a stark, horrible black on the white background, and the snake around it was blood red. Even worse, it somehow expanded out of the leather into which it was branded, so that it jumped out at us, highlighting our bodies in red and black as if it was coloring us for all the world to see.

      Branding us as the people he was searching for.

      Or at least, that was how it seemed. Though, it might have just been the paranoia of knowing that we were being hunted.

      I was sure of the fact that he started screaming at us.

      “Compliance Authority!” he shouted. “Stop in the name of the law!”

      We didn’t stop. Instead, Jace, Jackie, and I whirled and ran.

      We turned up the next street, not having the time to care which direction we were heading in, and then hung a sharp right into an alleyway. I could hear the agent behind us, still screeching at us to stop in the name of the Authority—as if we were going to just give up and turn ourselves in—but his voice was far enough behind us that I thought if we could just get one or two corners ahead of him, it might work.

      If he was there alone, it might work. I started praying that he didn’t have any backup in the region. That he’d been out on his own, searching for us or going about his business, and that he wouldn’t radio for backup before we got away.

      This alley was a short one, and we sprinted over the dirty pavement and reached the other end of it within seconds, then turned left again and dashed up a wide-open street to another alley. A smaller, darker, dirtier one. Halfway through this one we ducked through an open door… and found ourselves in the kitchen of an Italian restaurant.

      The chefs and servers turned to stare at us, their mouths hanging open, and I took a moment to glance at the pots of sauce and pasta on their stoves, and the loaves of bread in the oven.

      My God was I hungry.

      But we weren’t there to eat, and we shot out of the kitchen and into the main dining room, then through the front doors to an entirely different neighborhood. This was all small markets and food stalls, and though the sidewalks were crowded, everyone here looked happy and satisfied, having either just come from dinner or making their way toward a restaurant.

      Jace slowed to a quick walk to match the rest of the traffic and threw a glance over his shoulder. I watched his eyes turning quickly back and forth and saw the moment when he decided that we hadn’t been followed.

      “Safe, I believe,” he murmured. “At least for now. I don’t think he saw us duck into that restaurant. I think… I think we lost him.”

      I turned around and limped backward, my eyes scanning the road behind us, my mind praying that he was right. After several moments of watching, I could confirm that I hadn’t seen the man who had been chasing us.

      It looked like we had, incredibly, gotten away.

      “The coffee shop is only about a block from here,” Jace said, taking my hand and turning me around to face front again. “Let’s get in there and see whether Allerra is still waiting for us. And whether she has the information we’ve been searching for. We’ll just have to pray that Ant and the others show up soon—and that we’re the only ones who ran into an agent from the Authority.”
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      We rushed into the coffee shop right over Jace’s house, and I immediately breathed a sigh of relief at having arrived. Jace had told me that the owner of the shop was a friend of Nathan’s, and that Nathan had secured a promise from the guy to protect Jace. I didn’t know Nathan, so I had no idea how much faith to put in his friend or the loyalty of the relationship, but Jace had seemed sure of the arrangement. Which, for now, had to be good enough for me.

      The first thing I did was glance toward the table in the corner—the one where I’d last seen Allerra, when we dropped her off here on our way to our date with the Authority jail. I wanted to see her here, safe. I wanted to rush over to her, ask whether she’d known about any escape route, and hear that she knew exactly where we were supposed to go and what we were supposed to do.

      Maybe even hear that she knew how to get in touch with Nathan and Little John. Where to reach Zion. How to get us to safety.

      But the table was empty.

      “She’s not here,” I murmured, gesturing with my chin.

      Jace looked at the table, then scanned the entire seating area, frantic at this additional disappearance.

      “Maybe she’s locked herself in the bathroom?” Jackie asked hopefully, then rushed over to the restroom and darted inside.

      She returned a few moments later with a grim look, and I exhaled.

      “Dammit,” Jace said.

      I nodded at the comment, but had to admit I didn’t feel completely surprised. Nothing had gone right since we’d woken up in that meadow, so why would we have found her here? Zion and Alexy were missing; Cloyd and Nathan were ignoring our calls; no one was answering texts…

      And now we had confirmation that the Authority was after not just the people we’d broken out of prison, but us, too. And they evidently had photographs.

      I put that thought away immediately, not yet feeling ready to process all the implications of it, and glanced around the place. It looked like a normal day in a normal coffee shop, with patrons sipping their coffee while reading books, looking at magazines and their phones, and even playing chess. It didn’t look like anything special. Hopefully the Authority agents wouldn’t think to search for us here.

      We made our way quickly to a table in the back, and I passed my gaze over the place again. I also didn’t see Ant or the others. I hoped they were in the library making prints, and not in some van on the way to prison.

      I was frowning and about to say something about the others when they walked right through the doors, large stacks of paper in their hands. I sat up straight and waved at them, and they approached and fell into chairs, looking as relieved to see us as I felt about seeing them. And given the large amount of paper in their hands, I was guessing they’d been successful with printing out the timeline. Which meant we at least had a start on our next step.

      Ant walked right to Jackie, pulled her up out of her seat, and wrapped her in his arms.

      “I’ve never been so happy to see you,” he murmured. “When you didn’t show up at the library, I just knew I was going to have to break into another jail to rescue you.”

      I couldn’t see Jackie’s face, but I could imagine the grin she was wearing, and the way she was feeling inside.

      “So?” Kory asked, dropping into a seat next to Jace. “We did our job. We have the timeline. But you guys just disappeared. What happened? Have you found Allerra? Did she know anything?”

      “Not quite,” Jace replied, his voice low and tense. “We were about two blocks away from the place when we ran into an Authority agent.”

      Kory sat up straighter and stared at Jace. “What?”

      Jace nodded. “Yeah. And he knew who we were. He kept looking at his phone like he was matching our faces to pictures he had there. Even pulled out a badge and shouted that we were under arrest.”

      “And can I just note how insanely scary that badge was?” Jackie cut in. “It was 3-D, reached right out toward us like it was going to grab us and take us to jail itself.” So that hadn’t been my imagination.

      “But you guys got away,” Kory said.

      “So it would seem,” Jace muttered. “But I don’t think we have much time to hang around in the city anymore. The public might not be looking for us, but the Authority agents definitely are, and this one wasn’t even dressed in the usual blue jumpsuit. He looked like some businessman just out for a walk.”

      “That means they’ve got people under cover as well,” Kory said. “That’s fun.”

      “Exactly,” Jace continued, giving Kory a pointed look. “And I’m willing to bet that they have spies as well. Which means we can’t know who’s harmless and who’s not. I don’t think anyone followed us here, but it’s only a matter of time before we see another one of them. We’re going to have to think of something better. Allerra isn’t here, which means we’re officially out of people to search for, and people who might know about any plans Zion or Alexy had for us after the jailbreak. We have to figure out how to move on by ourselves. But we can’t stay in the city. It’s too dangerous.”

      At that moment, the volume on the coffee shop’s TV was turned way up, and we all whirled toward the counter where it sat. To my utter horror, it was a news program—and it was talking about the jailbreak from the night before.

      “The group calls themselves OH+,” the newscaster was saying in a monotone voice, “which we believe stands for Operation Hood. Not all of the group was involved in the jailbreak, but certain members were, and those members are now considered to be enemies of the state. The Authority has requested that the public help bring them in for questioning regarding a possible terrorist plot.”

      “Oh my God,” I breathed. “They’re calling us terrorists.”

      “Surest way to get the public to turn you in,” Jace returned. “Make them think they’re in danger, and they’ll become your best officers.”

      We all put hands up over our faces in whatever way we could and stared at the TV in shock.

      “We do have photographs of almost all the criminals,” the newscaster continued. “Those who escaped from Authority prison are lined up along the bottom of the screen now…”

      My eyes dropped to the bottom of the screen, and there I saw pictures of my friends—stills taken from the video the Authority had sent us. They were right there on TV, for all the world to see.

      We weren’t going to be safe in public at all. Not unless we wore disguises at all times. They were making sure of that.

      “And these are the men and women who perpetrated the crime,” the newscaster continued.

      And there, sitting right in between Jace’s picture and Jackie’s, was my own face. It was in black and white, and had obviously been shot at night, but there had been a neon sign over me at the time and my features were well lit. I remembered exactly where I’d been at that moment, and even how the air had smelled. We’d thought that we had put on our masks early enough, that we had been careful.

      My God, had we been stupid.

      “Holy crap,” Ant breathed, staring at the screen. “They got us on the traffic cams. We never even thought to disguise ourselves against them at the time, and we had used the things! We were such idiots.”

      He was right. We hadn’t considered that we were on camera twenty-four hours a day, if the government cared to look. And that we’d been on more cameras during the jailbreak than we ever would have been during regular life.

      We just hadn’t thought about the fact that there would have been cameras on the streets too. Although, even if we had, what would we have done about it? We’d approached the compound’s gates thinking that we might be able to go through in disguise as two agents and their group of prisoners, and we couldn’t have worn our masks at that point. They would have immediately identified us as suspicious.

      We hadn’t bothered with masks until we’d known we couldn’t go with plan A and had found a different way into the compound.

      “Right, well, we can’t go out in public, then,” Jackie said, her voice cracking a bit. “Jace, any suggestions?”

      “My apartment,” he said firmly, already standing. “I have better security than anyone else, and we can get food from the coffee shop. It might not be ideal in terms of space, but it’ll give us a safe place to hide until we can figure out how to get out of Trenton.”

      We all turned toward him, listening, and at that minute, I heard from behind the bar, “Yes, they’re sitting in my coffee shop right now. One of them has been living below me for months. I never suspected a thing.” There was a pause as we all swung around to stare at the man who was calling the cops on us.

      “Walter?” Jace asked, stunned.

      The man simply gave him a cold look that said Jace belonged in jail and then turned his back on us.

      “Yes, I’ll try to keep them here,” he said.

      “Oh my God,” Jace breathed, and I felt a twinge of sorrow for him. He’d trusted Nathan so much, and though I never had, I’d stayed quiet, not wanting to disturb Jace’s respect for the man.

      It seemed, though, that we’d come to the edge of Nathan’s powers. This man was supposed to be beholden to Nathan, loyal beyond compare. Yet he’d just called the enforcers to turn us in.
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      “On my God, we’ve got to get out of here,” Jackie gasped.

      I cast my gaze around the room, trying desperately to catalog our position, but I already knew the coffee shop—which meant I knew exactly how stuck we were. This wasn’t a large shop, and though it wasn’t crowded with furniture, we’d also fallen right into this guy’s hands by taking the table farthest from the front door. There were bathrooms in the back corner, but I wasn’t stupid enough to think any of them had a convenient back-door exit we could use.

      “Hux, what do we do?” I asked, turning my gaze on him and finding his face tenser than I’d ever seen it. Even when we were in the midst of the raid on the warehouse, he’d looked mostly in control of his emotions. Right now, though, his face looked… fragile. Or maybe too intensely affected. I wasn’t sure, but it was an expression I’d never seen him wear before.

      He wasn’t used to being betrayed, I suddenly realized. Jace had grown up with family and a close community, and I was willing to bet he’d rarely experienced people selling him out or betraying him for their own purposes. He’d probably never experienced one of Nathan’s people turning on him like this. Every time I’d asked, he’d made it seem like he thought Nathan was infallible. For someone who valued trust and loyalty so deeply, this had to be an extremely deep wound.

      But we didn’t have time for sensitivity. Not now. My hand shot out and clenched his wrist, and I squeezed hard.

      “Hux. We need a way out of here!”

      I could feel everyone else leaning in toward him, and in the background, could hear the man named Walter still on the phone, giving our physical descriptions.

      As if the Authority even needed them. They had us on camera, for God’s sake. They knew exactly what we looked like. And probably our names, and definitely our addresses, and, for all I knew, the names of all our siblings and where we worked, as well. This clinched it—we were absolutely never going back to our old lives, now. Nowhere to go from here but straight forward. As quickly as possible.

      “Hux!” I hissed.

      Finally, he turned to me, and I saw the mists of doubt and betrayal quickly clearing from his eyes. “Right,” he said, snapping out of whatever daze he’d been in. “I-I do have a backup plan. Nathan had warned me in the beginning that something like this might happen at some point. We have to get downstairs to my apartment, though, to get the things I need. The Authority is clearly on their way, and I’m under orders not to leave anything behind that could identify either myself or Nathan.”

      “Go down to your apartment, are you crazy?” Ant hissed. “That’s an even bigger trap than this place! We have to get out of here, pronto, and get somewhere far away from town!”

      Jace glanced at him. “Out of here, yes, but I absolutely cannot leave without the things I have down there. Particularly now that we know Zion and Alexy are gone. It will go faster if I have help, but if the rest of you want to leave ahead of me and meet me somewhere later, be my guest.”

      “I’m staying with you,” I said immediately.

      “Me too.” Jackie said, arching an eyebrow at Ant in expectation.

      After a second of hesitation, Ant nodded. “If she stays, I stay. You guys?”

      “He doesn’t even have to ask,” Kory replied, his face gone dark and serious. He turned to Abe and Nelson. “And as for you two, you’re too beat up and lost to be allowed to go anywhere on your own. So we’re all staying.” He widened his eyes at Jace. “How are we going to do this, Hux?”

      Jace jerked his head in a nod, his body tense. “Okay, I’m not sure what Walter thinks he’s going to do, but he can’t stop all of us if we’re running at him at the same time. He’s only one guy, after all, and I don’t think anyone else in here is going to step in to help him…”

      He looked around the room, his eyes ending up on the front door.

      “Just follow me.” He stood up and rushed for the door.

      None of us needed to be told twice. We were already halfway to our feet from tension and darted after him, knocking over chairs and customers, pushing and shoving when people got in our way. Behind us, we left a trail of broken coffee cups, chairs on their sides, and shouting people.

      Walter screamed into the phone, “They’re getting away! They’re running right out the door!” His voice cracked on the high points, and I could hear the rabid need to chase after us in his tone.

      It just made me run faster. My leg hurt, and every time I ran into something I seemed to be hitting the bruised part again, but nothing would be worse than being caught by the Authority. I skirted past a chair with an old lady in it, turning sideways so I would fit between her and the wall, and then darted forward, around another table and in between a couple standing near it. Beside me, Ant hurdled a table—followed closely by Abe—and Jackie ducked down and pumped her arms as she ran like a tiny bull for the door in front of us.

      I hit the open door a split second before I heard Walter slam the phone down and scream even more loudly. “Get them! Don’t just sit around, those are terrorists! Stop them!”

      I knew he’d be coming after us, but some part of me also realized that no one else was even trying to stop us. It would have taken little more than an outstretched leg or hand to have tripped or grabbed any one of us, but the people were letting us go. They might not be helping us, exactly, but they also weren’t hindering us.

      I shot through the door to find Jace already turning right and rushing for the stairs down to his apartment. Ant, Jackie, and I flew down the steps after him, leaving the others to follow as quickly as they could. By the time I got there, Jace already had the door unlocked and was rushing into the apartment.

      “Last person in, close and lock the door!” he shouted.

      He ran into the apartment, grabbed some things from the kitchen, and then ran back and set them next to the doorway. Gas bombs, I saw when I glanced down. He’d been keeping gas bombs in his kitchen?

      “But not until you throw these out! Pull the firing pins, toss them up onto the sidewalk, and then slam the door and lock it!”

      Nelson and Abe had appeared by this point, and when Kory came running through the door, I grabbed the gas bombs myself, yanked all three pins out, and lobbed them up to the sidewalk above me—and right at Walter, who had appeared there, his face red from screaming. He stared in surprise at the bombs dropping at his feet, and I slammed the door just as they went off.

      I couldn’t help but hope that one of them had somehow damaged his legs. The gas should put him to sleep immediately, but if his legs were out of commission it would be a guarantee that he couldn’t come after us. Maybe an injured man lying on the sidewalk would even slow down whatever enforcers were on their way.

      He deserved it for betraying Jace—and Nathan—the way he had.

      When I turned around, chest heaving, I was momentarily distracted by the deep, earthy smell of Jace’s apartment. That smell of wet soil and wood, closed into an indoor space, was something I’d come to associate with warmth and safety, and being here under such tense circumstances made my mind reel.

      But this wasn’t a time to start having a panic attack. We had to get whatever it was Jace needed and get the hell out.

      That sleeping gas would only last for so long, and I was positive the enforcers—or Authority agents with them—would come with gas masks. The fumes might not slow them down at all.

      I looked around the apartment for Jace and panicked when I suddenly couldn’t see him. He had come in right in front of me, and then run back with the bombs. Where on earth could he have gone after that?

      A door I’d never noticed over by the kitchen part of the studio shot open—right into Ant, who had been standing in front of it. He jumped, his arms wind-milling and the stacks of paper he’d been carrying flying all over the place, and then whirled around and glared at Jace, who had ducked out of what looked like a closet.

      “What were you doing in there?” I asked, shocked.

      “Getting our escape route ready and making sure it’s clear,” Jace replied, slamming the door and moving toward the kitchen.

      He flipped open one of the cupboards and pressed a switch inside, and the inner surface of the door turned into a monitor. The view was split into five different windows, each of them showing what I assumed was a different perspective of the sidewalks outside the coffee shop.

      “I told you I had security on this place, didn’t I?” he asked, grabbing my arm and hauling me toward the cupboard. “I might not believe in alarms, like Zion, but I’m a firm believer in knowing what’s coming for you—and how it’s approaching. Watch the monitor. Shout if you see anything that looks suspicious.”

      I stared at the monitor, horribly aware that I might not know an Authority agent if they approached, given the fact that the man who had tried to arrest us before we got to the library had been dressed in normal business clothing. Evidently, they didn’t all wear the blue jumpsuits.

      “They’ll send officers in uniform,” Jace said from right behind me, and I jumped and turned to glare at him. “They’ll want to make a big impression on anyone watching,” he clarified.

      He already had two duffel bags out on the table and was stuffing personal items and electronics into them, not bothering to pack efficiently.

      “What is all that?” I asked.

      “Eyes on the cameras, if you please,” he returned, though there was no anger in it. He darted to another cabinet and threw it open, then began rifling through the things inside. Once he’d found what he was looking for—some sort of address book, I figured—he heaved a sigh of relief and turned back to me. “This is everything that I don’t want to leave behind, and anything that might get me identified,” he said. “Anything that could be traced back to Nathan. Anything that has sign-in credentials on it. We don’t want to leave OH+ stuff lying around. I realize the Ministry and Authority already know about us, but there’s no point in helping them.”

      “What else do you need?” Jackie asked, coming toward the kitchen and looking around. “What can I help with?”

      The others appeared behind her, each of their expressions asking the same question.

      “Gather up anything that looks like it might be important,” Jace said. “Anything technological that I might be missing. Anything that has my personal writing on it. Not the plants. Not the candles. We’ll leave those for the Authority.”

      I heard the hitch in his voice and thought that it cost him more than he was willing to admit, having to leave those plants behind. I’d seen how much he cared for them. Maybe because they’d earned his loyalty, or maybe just because they reminded him of home. Either way, I made a silent promise to him that we’d come back for them if we could. It was stupid, and everyone would have laughed at me if I’d said it out loud, but it felt… important.

      We were all in the midst of losing an awful lot of personal property, thanks to this idea that our homes were no longer safe. If I could save something of Jace’s history, I was going to do it.

      “Is this why you’ve always kept this place so empty?” I asked, staring intently at the monitor on the cupboard door. Nothing that looked out of place yet. There were several bodies on the sidewalk, though, courtesy of Jace’s gas bombs. “So you could pack in a hurry?”

      “Are you asking why I haven’t decorated the way Zion did?” he teased, his voice breathless with his hurry. He darted to another cupboard, yanked it open, and started pulling stuff out and tossing it at his bags. “The answer is no. We always assumed that these houses were safe, with all the security and the people we had watching our backs, so although I knew that I might have to leave in a hurry at any time, I didn’t design with that eventuality in mind. If we’d been prepping for running, I can’t imagine that either Zion or Alexy would have put as much time into their apartments as they did.”

      “Well, if you all assumed they were safe…” Ant said. Then he suddenly stopped and turned to me.

      “Oh my God,” I breathed, coming to the same conclusion. Jace, Zion, and Alexy had all been told their apartments were safe by Nathan. And we’d just seen how quickly and easily those security measures could go awry, if they depended on human error or prejudice.

      “The others,” Kory snapped. “Hux, how secure are those other apartments?”

      Jace turned around, his mouth open to answer, but I was already dialing Julia’s number, my fingers shaking. We’d thought Jace’s apartment was safe, but we might have been wrong. What if we’d made the same mistake with Zion’s place—and left our friends in a trap that had been set off by that public newscast?

      I swung the phone up to my ear and listened. Ringing. More ringing. Further ringing.

      And then the line went dead. No voicemail. No busy signal. Just a dead line.

      I hit the end call button and then redialed, almost in tears at this point. Why would the line just have gone dead? That wasn’t how phones worked. When I brought the phone to my ear, though, I heard the same thing. Five rings, then one more, and then… silence.

      “She’s not picking up,” I murmured. “And there’s no voicemail. The line just goes dead.”

      I hung up and swung toward Ant, who was still rushing around the apartment with the others, all tearing the place apart in their hurry to find things that might be important. “What does that mean when the line just goes dead? Why wouldn’t her voicemail have picked up? Her voicemail always picks up!”

      Ant shook his head, his mouth working silently. “It means the line’s been cut,” he said. “The phone’s been turned off.”

      What? What did that mean? I yanked my phone up to my face and started searching through my contacts to get to Marco’s number, but then Jace was next to me, bringing his hand down abruptly on my wrist.

      “We don’t have time,” he breathed, motioning toward the cameras on the inside of the cupboard.

      I looked up to see that there were additional people in the frames, now. People on their feet and in uniforms. They weren’t looking at Jace’s door yet, and I breathed a quick prayer of thanks that Walter was passed out on the sidewalk. It meant he couldn’t point the enforcers toward it.

      But it wouldn’t be long before they found it. And we had to be gone before that happened.

      Kory and Nelson started rushing through the apartment again, gathering up the papers Ant had sent flying around the room, while Jackie and Ant helped Jace in the kitchen. He didn’t have much in the way of furniture in his apartment, which meant that he didn’t have many hiding places, and within moments we were finished and he was throwing the duffel bags over his shoulders and turning back to us.

      “Okay,” he said. “Where are we going? Now that the Authority has authorized a manhunt, we can’t be sure that we’re going to be safe at all if we’re in town. Even at Zion’s or Alexy’s, because I can’t guarantee that those apartments are safe, either. We can’t be seen on the streets. The Authority obviously has undercover agents as well, and spies, and we need to avoid them at all costs. I have… another possibility, but it’s going to take some research to figure it out. I need a safe place to do that. Where do we go? Who do we know who’s actually outside of town, and away from anyone who might recognize us?”

      My hand shot into the air. “Me,” I said quickly. “My cabin is in the middle of nowhere, up north of town. Literally surrounded by forest.” I’d rented the place because it was dirt cheap, and I enjoyed not having to deal with neighbors, and now it seemed that being so far outside of city limits might actually save us, at least for the moment.

      Granted, we thought the Authority might have the address. It had been on the larger list of five hundred addresses they might have stolen from the OH+ portal. But if we were lucky, then they hadn’t reached mine yet. If we were lucky, we could get into that house and back out of it before they did.

      He nodded. “Perfect. The plan is to get to Robin’s, though we can’t stay there for long either, since we know they might have the address. They know your name and that you’re one of the people who broke into the jail, and it’s not going to take them long to put two and two together and get up there as well. But it will give us somewhere to head from here, which is all that matters right now.”
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      Jace turned and started walking toward the closet I’d seen him come out of when I first arrived in his apartment.

      “Getting out of here won’t be the problem,” he explained. “It’s what we’re going to do once we’re on the other side that has me concerned.”

      “Wait, what?” Jackie asked, her face screwed up in confusion. Confusion that I, quite frankly, shared.

      Jace opened the door to the closet and threw it wide. “We’re going to escape through this tunnel that Nathan had built for me,” he announced.

      I stared past him, hardly daring to believe what he was saying, and saw something so unexpected that it took my words away for a moment. It was a tunnel dug right out of the earth, so that it gave off a wet-soil smell that was almost overpowering. And I realized, quite suddenly, that this was the smell that was permeating Jace’s apartment. True, the plants and their potting soil had probably added to it, but if I’d been thinking, I would have come to the conclusion that the smell was too big, too powerful, to come from plants that were in pots.

      “This place actually is a cave,” I murmured, impressed despite myself.

      Jace grinned. “I guess you could say that,” he said. “Now, let’s go.”

      He turned and darted into the cave, Kory directly after him. I lurched forward, too, and a moment later felt an arm around my waist, supporting me.

      “I’m not willing to take the chance of you stumbling again during an escape, like you did back in that forest,” Ant murmured. “Move it!” he shouted to the others.

      I grinned in spite of myself, feeling grateful for the extra support. Nelson, Abe, and Jackie all rushed into the tunnel ahead of us, while Ant and I brought up the rear. He paused to shut the door behind us before we went, and threw first one bolt, and then a second.

      The passage had been fitted with light fixtures every ten feet or so, so it was brighter in here than it had been in the apartment itself, which was lucky, because the ground was uneven soil rather than concrete or pavement or even brick. I could see rocks and roots strewn across it, and Ant, ironically, tripped twice and almost went down.

      “You’d think that with all the money Nathan evidently has, he could have poured concrete down here or something,” he huffed, getting his feet back under him after the second near-fall.

      “Unless he didn’t want to draw that much attention to it,” I replied. “After all, guys with shovels are a lot more subtle than a cement truck.”

      Ant grunted in reply, and then we sped up until we were right behind Jackie, who was running directly in front of us.

      “How you doin’, JK?” he asked quietly.

      “I’m fine, what’s it to you?” she snapped.

      “Don’t get grouchy with me just ‘cause you’re getting tired,” he answered. Then he turned his face toward the tunnel ahead of us. “Jack, I’ve got a situation back here!” he called, his voice echoing through the space. “Any chance I can get a hand?”

      Another grunt sounded out from the tunnel ahead, and a second later Kory had jogged back toward us, his face full of questions. “What’s going on?”

      Ant pushed me quickly toward the burlier man. “Take her. I don’t think she needs a lot of help, but I also don’t want us getting caught because one of us has legs that aren’t working perfectly.”

      “Says the guy who just tripped twice,” I muttered.

      Ant ignored me and motioned to Jackie. “This little one is getting tired,” he said, then turned and grabbed the girl to him, settling her against his chest. “Good thing you’re small,” he noted, as she moved to punch him—though I didn’t miss the flush spreading across her cheeks at the valor of his actions.

      I would have laughed, but Kory had already turned and shot forward again, and I was busy trying to adjust to his stride. He was shorter than Jace, but also wider, which meant I had less trouble keeping up with him and more trouble fitting myself into the tunnel with him.

      “How you holding up?” he asked breathlessly.

      “Hoping this journey is almost over,” I said firmly. “I want to get to my cabin and sit down for more than thirty seconds. And I want to stop feeling like a hunted animal.”

      I looked up from the ground to stare at where we were going, hoping that the tunnel didn’t stretch much farther. It already felt like we’d been running forever, and though it made sense to have set the tunnel on a gentle grade, since we were on foot, I also didn’t like the fact that we were stuck underground and didn’t know what was going on up on the surface—or where we were going to come out. I was also starting to panic at the thought that there could be miles of earth above our heads.

      “I expect Jace had the mouth of this thing put some ways away from his apartment,” Kory said, watching my movements and guessing at my thoughts. “It’s what I would have done. That way anyone who discovered it would put it down as something unconnected to where he lived. That sort of thing is important for people like us.”

      I nodded, accepting that as logical, and tried to curb my impatience.

      In the end, we ran for what felt like at least fifteen minutes, but could have been five. It was impossible to tell, stuck as we were in a tunnel where everything looked exactly the same. After the first short span, the tunnel started to curve steadily upward, and then, just as I was starting to think that it might actually lead us out of the city entirely (as unlikely as that was), Jace stopped ahead of us at a normal-looking door.

      A door that ended the tunnel, thank God.

      Once everyone had arrived, Jace cracked the door open, took a small hand mirror out of his pocket, and held it through the crack. He turned it this way and that, then shifted and repeated the process. After a full minute of looking around, he pulled his hand back in and turned to us.

      “The coast is clear,” he said quietly. “We’re quite a distance from my apartment, and if we’re lucky, we’ll be able to get a ride out of town immediately.”

      Before anyone could ask any questions, he stepped through the door and into the light, and we all followed.

      When Kory and I got through the door—last—I found that we were in… a parking garage. A parking garage full of scooters. I looked around, confused, and then saw that all the scooters were sporting “for sale” signs. They certainly weren’t new, and some of them looked like they’d been pretty badly beaten up, but we were definitely on a sales lot. A lot that specialized in scooters, evidently.

      “Scooters?” Kory asked. “What is this, your second job or something?”

      Jace shot him a murderous glance. “Do you actually think I’d be any good as a salesman?” he asked. “Stop clowning, Jack. We need to get some of these up and running and get out of here.”

      “Up and running?” Ant sputtered. “In that case, I hope you have keys for them. Because I don’t think the owner of the lot just left them running for us.”

      There was a crash from somewhere behind us, and my heart leapt into my throat. Ant slammed the door shut behind us, and then we all darted farther away from it. Jace ducked behind one of the pillars that supported the ceiling, motioning madly for the rest of us to do the same. Kory got on the other side of the closest pillar, and I went with him. He inched his head around the structure to stare back into the parking lot, then turned to look at Jace, who was behind the pillar next to us.

      “How exactly do you expect to pull this off?” he hissed. “Do you have the keys for these?”

      Jace shook his head roughly. “No, but I assumed…” He held up the lockpicking device he’d been using up to this point, and I almost cried.

      Of course he thought that would work. Of course. Jace was probably the most technologically challenged person I’d ever met, courtesy of his caveman upbringing, and that must include mechanical stuff. After all, I doubted his schooling had included a shop class, and I knew they hadn’t had mechanical devices in the commune where he grew up. Hell, one of the first times I dealt with him, he’d had to call someone else to tell him how to fix someone’s problem with the OH+ portal, and he was supposed to be a full-fledged admin.

      “Oh, buddy, are you lucky we all love you,” Ant murmured. “Because if we didn’t, that would be enough teasing material for the rest of your life.”

      “That won’t work,” Jackie said quickly. “Like, not even close. If you don’t have the keys for these things, we’re not going to be able to use them. Unless you happen to know how to hotwire an engine. Given your idea of how to start a car, I’m guessing the answer to that is no,” she said, waving in the general direction of the lockpicking device.

      Jace looked crushed, but he got over it quickly and peered hopefully at Jackie. “You said you used to fix a lot of things when you were a kid. Do you know how to hotwire an engine?”

      She shook her head. “No. We didn’t have anything that high-tech when I was a kid, so I never had anything to practice on, and once I got older and did have access to cars, I had a lot of other things to think about. Like paying rent and staying alive.”

      The hope fled from Jace’s expression, and he turned toward the rest of us, looking as though he was on the verge of panicking. We could hear shouts coming from behind us in the tunnel, now, which didn’t help matters. Jace moved quickly past us to double check that the door was closed, and threw a deadbolt from the outside, then whirled around again.

      “Anyone?” he asked firmly. “Does anyone know how to hotwire an engine? Because if not, we’re going to have to get out of this parking garage and figure something else out.”

      No one said anything for a long moment, and the silence was beginning to grow heavy when I finally decided to speak up.

      “I can do it,” I said begrudgingly. “At least, I think I can. It’s been a long time since I’ve tried it, though, so I’m not making any promises.”

      Jace gave me a surprised look, and I could hear gasps from Jackie and Ant, which I ignored, and then an audible gunshot came from inside the tunnel. Jace started quickly toward me and shoved his arm under mine, then towed me toward the first scooter in the row.

      “I don’t know how you can do it or why, but if you think you’ve got a shot, I’m all for it,” he breathed. “We need seven scooters, and we need them quickly. What do you need from me to get this done?”

      I dropped to my knees in front of the first scooter and started giving him a rough list of the things I needed—not much, really, just scissors to cut and then strip the wires—and then got to it, praying this would actually work.
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      The moment my hands were on the casing that enclosed the scooter’s starting mechanism, a memory of my last year at summer camp flooded back. I’d just turned seventeen, and I’d gone to camp with the threat of adulthood hanging over my head, my mother’s words about graduating lower-level schooling and moving on to more specialized classes ringing in my ears. I’d known that I didn’t have much of my adolescence left, and I’d known that my parents had high expectations of me. Expectations that the society I lived in pressured me to fulfill.

      My response had been to rebel against everything I’d ever been taught in terms of being a nice girl. Try on life without responsibilities for the last time. Or at least, that was what it had felt like back then. Henry had been the start of it all. Dating a boy from the wrong side of the tracks, whose parents were living proof of the brokenness of our society. Daring to fall in love with him. Going to see bands my parents wouldn’t have liked. Learning to hotwire a scooter had been one more thing on the list of activities that summer by the lake, along with staying out too late, seeing movies we were still too young to get into, and getting free ice cream from the friend we’d made at the ice cream shop. And then sex. Taking that one final step into the unknown, thinking that I had loved the boy, and feeling, somewhere inside, that it was proof of my ability to exist on my own, without my parents. Of course that had been the thing that eventually got me caught.

      Then kicked out of my parents’ house.

      Suddenly two objects appeared in front of my face, and I jerked back from the scooter, staring at them.

      “Screwdriver and knife combined,” Jackie hissed. “And a pair of scissors that I grabbed from Jace’s apartment on the way out.”

      I stared at the combination tool she was holding, vaguely recognizing it as something called a Swiss army knife, then turned my eyes quickly to the scissors, before looking up at her, surprised.

      “Where did you get these?” I asked.

      She gave me a cheeky grin as she shoved the objects into my hands. “I’ve always found that scissors come in handy when you least expect it. I saw a pair just sitting on Jace’s counter and figured they’d be better off with us than with whoever was coming after us, so…”

      I huffed with laughter and then turned back to the scooter, my hands flying up to its plastic casing. The casing right next to the ignition will be what you want to remove, I remembered Henry saying.

      I got to work, and once I had traced through the wires of the engine and found the one that connected to the headlight, I sliced right through it with the scissors to create a free piece of wiring. This, I shoved at Jackie, along with the combination tool.

      “Strip it!” I said. “I need clean wire!”

      She grabbed the pieces and hurriedly went to work while I stumbled to my feet and moved on to the next scooter.

      “Jace, how many scooters do you think we absolutely need?” I asked, taking the plastic cover off the next scooter and digging for the cap.

      “Seven, if you can manage it in time,” he replied, following me. Then another gunshot sounded out from the other side of the door, and he dropped to his knees next to me. “Scratch that. We don’t have time for everyone to get their own. Get us at least four.”

      I heard footsteps and shouting from the tunnel, and almost choked on the wire I was holding in my mouth, but managed to keep it together, and moved to the next scooter to go to work.

      “Oh my God, they’re going to shoot right through the lock—or the door—and get us,” Abe stuttered.

      “Can’t,” Jace said. “That door and the locks in it are bulletproof. They’re going to have to use something a lot bigger and more impressive than a gun to get past them, and unless they have some sort of laser to cut through the door, I don’t think they’ll be able to risk it. Even if they have bazookas, they would have to be completely insane to use them in a tunnel like that.”

      “Laser cutter sounds like exactly what they’d have with them, actually,” Ant muttered.

      “Which is exactly why we have to hurry. Robin, I’ve got your wire,” Jackie said quickly, back at the first scooter.

      I motioned her toward the second while I moved to the fourth. “Follow after me and do the same with the wires I’m leaving on the ground,” I said. “I’ll go back and use them after I’ve got the scooters prepped.”

      That would be the moment of truth, I thought tensely, because prepping the scooters was going to be a waste of time if what I had in mind didn’t work. Another stupid idea. Just added to the list of things I’d tried so far this week that hadn’t worked.

      “Stop thinking about it,” Jace said quietly. “If it doesn’t work, it’s my fault, not yours.”

      I glanced up from the tangle of wires, surprised, and he gestured at my face.

      “You’d make a horrible gambler.” He smirked. “Your face goes through about fifty expressions a second when you’re thinking about something important. The fact is, I’m the one who chose to escape via this tunnel. I’m the one who assumed we’d be able to use the scooters. Not you.”

      I just nodded, too preoccupied to respond, and a second later, I was done prepping the scooters.

      I shifted back to the first one and knelt down, holding my breath against the pain from the bruise on my leg before taking the cap in my right hand. I glared at the wires, then rotated the box to see the openings at the back. Each opening exposed the ends of the wires going into the front, and those openings and connections were what I needed. If I could use them correctly, it would fool the scooter into thinking that there was a key connecting everything together, and all we’d have to do was hit the gas. I just had no idea whether it was going to work or not.

      I grabbed the wire Jackie had prepared for me and cut two small pieces off, then threw the rest away, realizing now that I could have cut only one wire and used pieces of it for all the scooters. Well, live and learn, I guessed. Next time I was trying to hotwire four scooters at once, I’d know a more efficient way to do it.

      But my God did I hope I never had to do anything like this again.

      I jumped as someone banged on the door behind me, my heart leaping into my throat, and hurriedly shoved one end of the piece of wire in my hand into the opening that connected to the red wire and snapped the catch on the side shut. Next, I moved the other end into the opening that connected to the black wire and repeated the process with the next catch. As soon as they were as far into the holes as they could go, I repeated the process with the other piece, connecting the two holes that held the pieces of green wire.

      And that was supposed to be all there was to it.

      I exhaled and moved toward the machine, ready to jump it into life.

      Only to be cut off by Ant.

      “Go do the others, Robin,” he said. “I’ve got this. If those Authority agents have a laser cutter, we don’t have much time. It might take those things a bit to warm up, but once they do, nothing is safe.”

      I nodded and ran to the second scooter. I cut the wire more quickly this time, located the openings, and started stuffing the ends of the wires into the spots where I hoped they would do some good. I’d just finished when I heard the roar of an engine.

      I turned, my face stretched in a wide grin, and saw a matching grin on Ant’s face.

      “Never in a million years would I have expected that from you,” he said, and laughed.

      He handed off the scooter to Jace, gave him a strong recommendation to not let it die, and then followed me from one scooter to the next, starting them when I was done with them and handing them to their riders when we were finished.

      “Don’t. Let. It. Die,” he told Abe sharply. “You know as well as I do that this might not work again.”

      Abe gave him a quick nod. “Not my first time, bro.”

      We then divided up into pairs and climbed onto the scooters. Abe had one to himself, Kory and Nelson took one, and Ant already had Jackie settled behind him on another. Jace was on the first scooter—colored bright red—waiting for me, and I darted toward him and threw my leg over it just as the door into the tunnel behind us started to melt and crumple.

      A moment later, it exploded out of the jamb.

      We sped out of the parking lot, tires squealing under us as our drivers hit the gas on their scooters, and I grabbed onto Jace with all the strength I had in my arms, praying that we would get out of there in time.

      I feared we wouldn’t be able to outride them. Not using secondhand scooters that were in danger of conking out at any moment. I’d been on scooters that had a tendency to stall whenever they slowed too much, and there was no doubt in my mind that these would give us the same sort of problem if we were for any reason forced to let up on the gas.

      We zoomed out of the parking garage in a cloud of dust and debris, coughing, and zipped onto the road in front of us.

      “Jace, do you even know where we are?” I shouted, my mind flying ahead of us and trying to find a way out of this mess. I’d been working in this city for over a year and knew my way around, but I didn’t recognize the neighborhood we were in, which frightened me.

      “I have a basic idea!” he shouted back over his shoulder.

      Still, he looked to our right, where Ant and Jackie were driving too close, their knees almost touching ours, and shouted at Jackie, who had become one of our resident GPS experts.

      “Jackie, can you get on your phone and figure out the quickest and easiest way out of town?” he yelled.

      She fumbled in her pocket for her phone. “Where are we going?” she shouted back.

      “My house!” I screamed.

      I quickly gave her the address and watched her type it in, and then twisted to look back in front of us as she started shouting directions.

      “Ant, you take the lead!” Jace said, easing off the accelerator a little so that we fell behind them. “That way Jackie’s only shouting at you!”

      I glanced back and saw Abe right behind us, his face set in grim lines, and on the next scooter back, Kory leaning over the handlebars as if he could make the scooter go more quickly that way, with Nelson clinging to him, her green eyes narrowed in concentration.

      Behind them, Authority agents started tumbling out of the parking garage, all blue jumpsuits, masks, and guns. Guns that were pointed right at us.

      “We have to turn!” I screamed, shaking Jace’s shoulder. “We’re going to get shot!”

      Ant heard me and swooped a quick right at the next intersection, the tires on his scooter jumping and skidding. I held my breath at the thought that we were going to be making the same turn and tightened my grip around Jace’s waist as we skidded into it, our scooter tipping so far toward the street that our knees almost touched the concrete, gravity trying to pull us all the way over. I glanced over Jace’s shoulder to see the far curb of the street coming up way too quickly and knew that we were going to hit it. We were going to hit it and go flying, and if the crash itself didn’t kill us, the Authority agents behind us would. They’d be on us before we could do anything about it.

      Then Jace, the picture of cool, manhandled the scooter back into position on the street and shot forward as if the entire thing had gone exactly according to plan.

      Behind us I could hear gunshots, and Abe and Kory both shouting, though I couldn’t make out what they were saying, and then we were shooting right through a crowded intersection, not even bothering to stop, the scooters grouped so closely together that my knee was shoved in between Kory and Nelson. Cars screeched around us, brakes squealing as they tried to stop before they hit us, and two vehicles hit each other, the ensuing crash drowning out even the gunshots behind us.

      We roared away from the crash, the scooters’ engines whining with effort, and wound up in the next alley over. At that moment I started breathing again, not knowing when I’d actually stopped.

      “Single-file line!” Jace shouted. “Ant, you and Jackie take the lead! Robin and I are next. Abe, you and Jack fall in!”

      He ducked down lower, and I ducked with him, positive that bullets were going to start raining down on us at any moment. Why hadn’t Jace built the tunnel to a lot that sold fast cars? Anything that would have put a layer of metal between us and the world outside would have been better than scooters!

      We tore through the alley, swerving around litter and the occasional cat, and hit the next street at the scooters’ top speeds.

      “Jackie, where are you taking us?” Jace shouted.

      She had to turn her head to shout over her shoulder so we could hear her over the roar of the engines. “To a neighborhood where I hope they don’t expect us!” she cried. “And from there, out of the city!”

      I just prayed she knew what she was doing. If the Authority agents had vehicles, I hoped they’d have to go back to the front of the coffee shop to get them, and that they would have lost our trail by then. But I also knew that there were traffic cams on practically every corner, and that it wouldn’t take much for the Authority to use them to track us down.

      I opened my mouth to tell the others to hide their faces, but then realized that was completely pointless. All the Authority would have to look for was four scooters going far too quickly and taking alleys instead of normal streets. They’d find us immediately.

      We had to get away from those cameras and onto country roads so we could get to my house. It was dangerous, because we knew that the Authority had the address, and that they would likely be, at some point, checking it. But it was also our only choice right now. The city had suddenly become far too big a liability, with Authority agents everywhere and our faces plastered up on TV screens as terrorists. We needed a place outside of city lines, where we could at least regroup and try to get our feet back under us. Maybe get some supplies. Check the news sites. Even touch base with Gabby.

      I exhaled heavily, trying to catch my breath against the wind whipping my face. We’d gone up against the government before, but now it looked like we were real live outlaws.
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      “We should split up!” I shouted in the next alley, after we were out of the rushing traffic of the previous street.

      Jace turned his face a bit. “What? Why?”

      I gestured upward. “The cameras. We know the Authority can monitor them, and they’d be stupid not to. They’ll spot us in no time, and we’ll be completely screwed!”

      He nodded immediately and shouted for everyone to slow a bit. Four scooters came swerving closer, and five pairs of eyes snapped to us, panicked and questioning.

      “I hope you have a good reason for slowing us down when we’re in the middle of running for our lives,” Ant sniped. “We can’t afford for these things to stall.”

      “I concur,” Abe added in exactly the same tone of voice.

      “The cameras,” Jace said shortly. “They’re going to pick us up if we stay bunched up like this. No matter how much traffic is out there on the road, four scooters in a group is going to be a red flag. If we split up…”

      “They might overlook us,” Jackie said, huffing. “You’re right. We have to go on separately.” Her gaze shot to me, and she tucked her hand into her pocket and pulled something out, then shoved it into her ear. “Robin, you still got your comm?” she asked.

      I nodded and pulled mine out of my ear, where it was still sitting. “Got it,” I said.

      I turned and tossed it to Kory, who caught it and popped it into his ear. Ant slid his out of his pocket and threw it to his brother, while Jace fitted his into his ear again, and the moment all our drivers were on the comm link, Ant and Jackie sped toward the mouth of the alley and then out into the street, Jackie shouting coordinates into the comm link as they went. Jace repeated them to me, and I punched the coordinates into my phone’s mapping system and let the GPS do the work for us. Within moments, Jace and I were speeding along, my map taking me in the direction Jackie had indicated.

      Abe and Kory, I knew, would do the same, though it would be slightly more difficult for Abe, since he was on his own. I just hoped he was clever enough to figure it out.

      From there we sped through the city individually, keeping to the outskirts as much as we could to try to avoid the traffic, and diverting to side streets and alleyways whenever we saw people up ahead who looked like they might be troublesome. It wasn’t too difficult, thanks to Ant and Jackie being in the lead, using the comm to warn the rest of us about anything to watch out for. Evidently one of Jackie’s other hidden talents was rerouting the GPS at the drop of a hat to give us alternative routes to wherever we wanted to go.

      Before I knew it, we were in a section of the city I recognized. The area where the factory workers were housed. I wasn’t sure why Jackie had taken us through this area, as it was a very indirect way to get to my house, but I trusted her to get us there eventually.

      The high-rise buildings soared up into the sky around us, their tiny, crowded windows staring out over the horizon, and I cringed the way I’d always cringed when I was here. I’d always thought the place looked like a graveyard, the buildings rising above the streets like tombstones, just waiting for the people to die, beaten down by the world into which they were born.

      The only difference was that this area was usually horribly congested with people who were alive. In fact, it was one of the most crowded areas I’d ever been in, which was one of the reasons I’d chosen not to live here.

      And that made it all the more odd that, right now, the place actually looked like a ghost town. There wasn’t a soul on the streets, and as we shot past the buildings, I could see that the windows and doorways were empty as well. No one crouching in the alleys, trying to avoid factory managers; no children playing in the shadows of the one or two trees on the street.

      After the crowds we’d just come through, it was downright eerie.

      Granted, it was the middle of the day, and all the able-bodied adults were probably in the factories, shuffling pieces of merchandise from one conveyer belt to another, or some other mentally stimulating sort of job, and that might account for some of the emptiness. But there should still be people here. People who had called in sick for the day. Children who weren’t yet old enough to work and had somehow managed to stay with their parents. People who had retired but still lived in this low-income housing, unable to afford to move to a nicer area.

      There should have been life here. Instead all I saw was emptiness. Scooters parked on the sidewalks as if their owners had just gotten up and left them. Cars sitting in the street with their doors open. Apartment doors standing ajar, radios still on… and not a soul to hear them.

      “Where is everybody?” I whispered, mystified.

      “Gone,” Jace murmured, his head turned so that he could speak to me over his shoulder.

      I turned back to the buildings, frowning. It made no sense for this neighborhood to be completely deserted like this, and it frightened me in a way I couldn’t explain, making me feel hollow and afraid.

      Then Jace put a hand to his ear, and the comm, and veered suddenly left—toward the edge of town and the end of this neighborhood—and I put the strangeness behind me, remembering that we had plenty to think through without worrying about the fates of the workers from one neighborhood. For all I knew, there was a perfectly reasonable explanation for the absence.

      Stop with the conspiracy theories, Robin, I told myself firmly.

      Only, the command didn’t hold much weight. Because after everything that had happened over the past week, I was starting to realize that the conspiracy theories were truer than anyone had ever known before. And that there was way more going on behind the curtain than we common citizens had ever thought there might be.

      I just wasn’t positive that knowing about it actually did us any good. Knowing was, after all, the reason we were currently running for our lives.

      We zipped through the narrow streets, the high-rises towering over us, and then into the neighborhood that catered to the working class, where stripped-down versions of grocery stores and other services did business.

      It was a poor neighborhood, nothing like the area where Jace had lived, and I cringed again as we drove along the streets. There was no one here, either, but I could remember what it had looked like the last time I’d been here. Hungry children had crouched on the sidewalks, and people had been haggling with the owners of the grocery store I was in, trying to get an extra scoop of rice. It had been horrible. Even worse because I hadn’t been in any shape to help them. I’d been just as pathetic, honestly, on my lunch break from the factory and trying to find the cheapest sandwich in the cooler.

      I might have thought that I wanted to go back to my old life… but it actually wasn’t true. I never wanted to go back to that life. Never wanted to feel that shadow of desperation hanging over my head again. I didn’t like that the Authority was after us, or that we were facing prison, or that we were being publicly touted as terrorists, but at least we were doing something. At least we were fighting, rather than caving in to a government that was working so hard to knock us down.

      A moment later we were free of the shops and businesses and moving onto wider streets and then the highway that led out of town—and right to my bit of forest.

      Jackie and Ant had slowed down to wait for us, and Jace slowed as well. Once Kory and Abe caught up, we all leaned forward to streamline ourselves, and I shifted a little to try to take some weight off my leg. Finding a position that worked, I closed my eyes and reveled in the feeling of the wind on my face and the fresh air in my lungs. I rested my face up against Jace’s back, breathing in the warmth and safety of his presence, and prayed that leaving the city behind also meant we were out of danger. At least for a short while.

      

      Jackie’s mapping system stopped working about ten minutes from my house, at the start of the trees, as I’d expected. Modern mapping systems were extensive, but they were also efficient, and they didn’t really bother with areas that didn’t contain buildings to track.

      “There’s not much to it,” I called. “We’re on the one and only road in the forest. Just take it straight up. It literally ends at my house.”

      We started up what I’d always thought of as the driveway, and I took a deep breath of the pine-scented air, realizing how long it had been since I’d been home. It felt like years, though it had actually been less than a week, and the thought that clean clothes and some of my own things lay at the end of this track brought a sudden smile to my face.

      Then the realization that we might find nothing but rubble and a burnt-out foundation erased it, and after about five minutes of driving, I poked Jace in the ribs.

      “Don’t you think we’d better leave the scooters here and walk the rest of the way?” I asked, leaning closer to his ear. “What if there are Authority agents at the house?”

      He gave me a quick nod and revved the engine to catch Ant, who was only a foot or two in front of us.

      “Pulling over!” he called, motioning to the side of the road.

      Ant nodded and obeyed, and we were followed to the shoulder by Kory and Abe a moment later.

      “What’s going on?” Kory asked.

      “We’re walking into what could be a trap,” Jace replied. “Based on some of the experiences we had while you were in prison, it’s better to do it on foot rather than via noisy scooters. At least that way we have a prayer of going undetected if there are Authority soldiers in there.”

      Kory’s eyes grew wider, but he nodded. “Makes sense,” he said.

      Jace hopped off the scooter, then gathered the backpack and duffel bags he’d had attached to the back of the vehicle. He tossed one of the bags to Kory, and one to Ant, and motioned for us to roll the scooters into the forest.

      “We’ve got to at least get them off the road,” he said.

      I nodded, grabbed the handlebars of our scooter, and strode into the trees, leading the others. I got about ten feet off the path before I found a spot where the underbrush grew heavier.

      “Perfect,” I murmured, shoving the scooter into the middle of a bush. I took a moment to arrange the branches around the back of it, wishing like crazy that we’d chosen any color other than red, and finally stood back to let the others do the same.

      A moment later we were back on the road and walking toward my house.

      I followed, along with Ant, Jackie, Kory, and Abe, and we crept down the road, everyone doing their best not to make too much noise.

      The forest around us was ringing with bird cries and the chirping of insects, and I breathed out, trying to take comfort in that. If there were dangerous characters or guns in the forest, surely the birds wouldn’t have been singing as loudly and cheerfully as they were. Still, we walked as slowly as possible, each of us casting our gaze around as far as it could go in search of blue jumpsuits or the flash of sunlight off a gun or sunglasses.

      Before long we were at the edge of the copse of trees I recognized as standing directly in front of the cabin, and I whispered for Jace to stop.

      We stood there for a long moment, listening carefully. I didn’t hear anything that sounded like it was manmade, just the continued chirping of birds, the buzz of insects, and far away, the howl of a wolf. Odd for them to be out during the day, I thought, but maybe they’d somehow sensed that I’d come home…

      “I think it’s safe,” I whispered softly in Jace’s direction, and he nodded.

      “I think you’re right,” he replied. “I don’t feel anything but nature here.”

      Given that he’d grown up in the wild, his affirmation was enough for me. “Then let’s go,” I whispered.

      If my cabin was still standing, we needed to get there sooner rather than later, so we could gather supplies and get out of there. I had no idea where we were going to go after this, or whether any place would even be safe, but I knew we couldn’t stay. Not when the Authority might have the address and was searching for us.

      We stepped into the trees and strode forward, Jace’s head swiveling as he looked left and right for any sign of soldiers. My head turned too, my gaze darting through the woods that surrounded my home, my heart racing along with it.

      If there were soldiers, I figured this was where they would be—here in the woods, watching the front door of the house. Just waiting for me to be stupid enough to come home.

      If they had that list of five hundred addresses. If they’d gotten to this part of it yet. And especially if they’d done their research and used facial recognition software to connect a name to my face. It would have been short work to figure out which address on the list belonged to that name.

      There was no one in the trees, however, and a second later we’d come within ten feet of the clearing that surrounded my little house.

      I looked up, terrified of what I might see.

      And then exhaled in relief.

      The house was still standing there, the way it always had. Completely whole, and devoid of soldiers.

      I suddenly relaxed, abruptly letting go of the idea that we were going to arrive here only to be caught.

      Home was still home, and it still meant safety, at least for the moment. After what we’d been through, that thought was a bright, shining beacon of hope—although, I wasn’t stupid enough to think it would last.
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      I stared at the house for several seconds, trying to collect my thoughts and figure out my next move.

      Then I gave in to instinct and started running toward it. Home. It represented so many things that I hadn’t truly realized I’d been missing until that moment. My own things. My clothes, my journals, my computer, and everything I had of my history. I’d been living in someone else’s world for the last week, facing things I didn’t know how to deal with or didn’t even truly understand, but here, right in front of me, was the world I knew.

      Before I’d gone five steps, however, a hand grasped me around the upper arm and yanked me back.

      “Are you crazy?” Jace hissed in my ear. “For all we know there are soldiers inside that place, just waiting for you to barge in!”

      I grimaced. He had a point. I’d just been too excited to see my house to think about it.

      “What do you suggest we do?” I murmured, looking up at him. I hadn’t come this far just to stand here staring at my house. I wanted to be inside it, wanted to touch my own things so badly that my fingertips were itching.

      Jace stared at the cabin for a moment, and then glanced behind us at the others. “Everyone else is going to stay right here,” he finally said. “Jack and I will get to the cabin and check inside and around it to make sure it’s safe.”

      “Wait, what?” Abe asked. “Why you two? What are you trying to do, pick the biggest people we have? Of all of us, you’ll have the most trouble hiding!”

      I hid my grin at that. Abe didn’t know who Jace and Kory had been in their previous lives, so of course he didn’t know that they were in fact the best options when it came to sneaking through the woods without being seen. I knew, though, and gave Jace a quick nod of agreement. The others, having seen him in action, agreed as well, and a moment later Jace and Kory were sneaking through the trees, somehow making themselves look like part of the forest itself. It was amazing, and I would never have believed it if I wasn’t seeing it with my own eyes, but it was as if the shadows of the trees grew larger to accommodate their forms, making it so difficult to see them at times that I had to blink and squint to remind myself that they were actually there. They moved incredibly quickly, and then became completely and utterly still a second later, when they hit a sheltered place. Before I could count to ten, they were at the end of the copse of trees and staring out into the clearing that surrounded the house.

      They both paused, considering the ten feet of open space between them and the small cabin. Then they began moving in opposite directions at the same time. They melted through the shadows and around the trees in the circle of woods that surrounded the cabin, and I remembered suddenly that the woods came closer to the cabin on the other side. So close that they sometimes scratched at the roof, if the wind was right—a sound that had woken me with a scream on my lips more than once. I glanced at the cabin, wondering whether they’d known that they’d be able to get closer on the other side, or were just searching for soldiers, and when I looked back to where Jace had been, he was gone.

      It was the first time I’d been away from him in more days than I cared to count, and though it was stupid, my stomach plummeted at his sudden absence, my fingers aching for the warmth of him.

      I gave myself a mental shake and turned my head to stare at the cabin, trying to figure out whether there was anyone inside. It was a tiny place, so even if there were Authority agents in there, there couldn’t be many of them. Still, it only took one of them with a gun to kill us, and there was no telling how many of them might be in the woods around the place.

      I held my breath, my hands clenched, as we waited for any sign that Kory and Jace had been caught or had found that the place was safe.

      Around me, I could hear the deep silence of four other people holding their breath as well and knew that my friends were just as tense as I was. Nelson and Abe might not have spent the last week running and hiding from Authority agents, but they’d actually been in their jail, and had no doubt experienced enough of them to know that the Authority didn’t mess around when it came to dealing with anyone they saw as their enemy.

      Suddenly, Kory and Jace returned, striding boldly past the cabin and through the open space toward us.

      “Everything looks clear,” Jace said when he reached us. “There’s no sign of anyone having been in the woods around the house, and you left the curtains open on the window on the other side, so we could see into it. Not much space in there for anyone to hide, is there?” he asked, grinning.

      I gave him a soft punch. “You try affording a place all by yourself on a factory worker’s salary,” I said. Then I thought about what he was saying, and grinned back. “So it’s safe, then. There’s no one around, and all my stuff is still there?”

      He shrugged. “As far as I can see. Of course, I don’t know how much you had before. Half of it could be missing, for all I know.”

      I gave him a narrow-eyed look, half pleased and half annoyed at his teasing, and then started quickly toward the house, my mind already making a list of the things we needed to do once we were in there. Gather supplies. Food. Medical stuff. Clean clothes. Maybe even a chance to wash my face with my own soap…

      Once I was there, though, I realized that I had a problem.

      Since the last time I’d been here, I’d worn several different suits, run from Authority soldiers at least three times—four if you counted the man we’d met outside of Nelson’s house, who I was sure was with the Authority— showered a number of times at someone else’s house, slept at someone else’s house, and invaded a prison to break out my friends. I had no idea where my keys were. I didn’t even remember the last time I’d seen them.

      But before I could turn around and ask for help, Kory dropped to his knees next to me, the lockpicking device in his hands.

      He looked up and gave me a quick, infectious grin. “I saw the pause,” he said. “Didn’t take much to guess that you’d misplaced your keys.”

      I grinned back at that, and when the lock clicked and the door swung inward, I stepped over the threshold, back into my home.

      It had been a week since I’d seen it, but as far as I could tell, it was just as I’d left it. My tablet computer was on the table, probably drained of battery, and a cereal bowl sat next to it—courtesy of me having been in too much of a hurry to put it in the sink after I finished breakfast. Last time I’d been here, I’d been in a rush to get out and get to Nelson’s office, to start the raid on the warehouse. Doing the dishes or charging my computer had been the last things on my mind.

      I strode into the small space and turned to my friends, who were either crowding into the cabin or standing outside, staring.

      “What are you doing just standing there?” I asked, surprised and frustrated. “It seems safe enough for now, but we don’t know how long that’s going to be the case. It’s probably only a matter of time before the Authority gets here and starts searching for us. It’s far away from the city, so I’m hoping it’ll be one of the last places they get to, but if they realize it belongs to me, and who I am—”

      “They’ll be here in a hurry,” Jace finished. “We need to gather as many supplies as we can as quickly as we can.”

      “And then?” Abe asked, staring around in what looked like a combination of shock and curiosity.

      “And then we deal with whatever happens next,” I said, already moving toward the kitchen. “We don’t have to have a plan to know that we need to get out of here as quickly as we can.”

      I didn’t have a lot of food, but I did have several boxes of Nurmeal left under the sink and a few bottles of the stuff in the fridge, as well as vegetables in the small garden outside. I had no idea where we were going to end up, but we would need food.

      Spotting my phone charger on the counter, I swooped over and plugged my phone in. I was already on low battery, and I didn’t want to be out of touch for even a moment. My phone had several messages waiting on it, some of them from Gabby, and my hand hovered over it for a second as I thought about answering them, but then I put it to the side. There would be time for that later.

      “I have blankets and extra sheets in the chest under my bed,” I called out from behind me. “Wherever we go, we’re going to need stuff like that. You guys officially have my permission to go through the house and grab whatever you think we might need.”

      “Just go through your house?” Ant asked from behind me, a note of discomfort in his voice. “But this is your stuff.”

      I grinned to myself at his tone of voice, then dropped to my knees in front of the sink. “Guess you’ll just have to take the chance that you might come across a pair of my panties, Ant,” I said over my shoulder. “I promise, though, I don’t keep anything that bites. Not in the house, at least.”

      I heard a pregnant pause behind me, but then they launched into action, knowing we had no time to waste, while I started digging through my largest kitchen cupboard, pulling out the boxes of Nurmeal I’d hoarded on weeks when I had more money left over from my check.

      “And charge your phones!” I called as an afterthought. “I have a charger right here on the counter, so everyone start taking turns! I don’t think we can afford to lose touch with the outside world.” My voice dropped, and I shivered slightly. “We need to know what’s going on out there if we’re going to be able to plan our next moves.”

      We took twenty minutes to gather supplies, stuffing things into a bunch of old boxes I’d had sitting around—and the duffel bags Jace already had with him—and focusing on things like food, medical supplies (what I had of them), and blankets. I still didn’t know where we were going to go next, or even how we were going to get this stuff there, but it was a start, at least.

      I also took the opportunity to get into the bathroom and wash my face with my own face soap. The orange-scented soap I’d always favored. I allowed myself to stand there and splash my face again and again, and to enjoy the feeling of clean water running down my cheeks. Then I turned and ran into my room to ransack my closet and pull out every piece of clean clothing I owned, intent on never going without clean clothes again. Even if I didn’t need it all, I had two other girls with me who also deserved clean stuff.

      Jace and Kory, meanwhile, made their way into my garden, and judging by the bounty they brought back, they’d stripped the plants of everything, regardless of whether it was ripe or not. With that and the Nurmeal, I figured we’d be okay for food for at least a couple days. As far as water went… Well, we’d worry about that when we got to wherever we were going—or on the way. This was a forest. Surely there was water to be had somewhere.

      Once everything was packed up, Jace turned to the rest of the group, his face dark and intense. “Okay,” he said quietly. “I have thoughts about where we go next. We know we need safety, and it would be best if we also had some sort of medical facility. I think finding Little John will give us a good shot at getting both of those things.”

      I nodded. “Which was why we were going for the library. To print out that timeline to get us started. But that timeline doesn’t exactly have an address or location for the organization itself,” I said, my mind running through what I remembered of the butcher paper on the wall. “It’s just a bunch of events. Places they think Little John hit for robberies or rescues, or things the government thinks they were responsible for. That’s not going to tell us anything.”

      Jace put up a hand to stall me. “It might tell us more than you realize. Especially with the minds we have in this group.” He gave Nelson a quick glance, and then continued. “The minute we’re settled, we’re going to be making that timeline one of our prime concerns. Little John has been too convenient, and too present in our lives, of late. I want to know who they are and what they want with us.”

      “And why, if they want us so badly, they didn’t just keep us when they had us on their ship,” I added, frowning. “They could have saved us an awful lot of trouble by actually saving us rather than only keeping us for the short term, and then dumping us to take care of ourselves.”

      It was the obvious question. The men in black had rescued us not once, but twice. And that was just the situations we actually knew of. Which meant, I assumed, that they had some interest in our safety.

      So why hadn’t they simply taken us back to their headquarters or whatever when they had us? Why had they put us down in that meadow at all? Could we really trust them, or were they going to keep hiding in the shadows and disappearing when we tried to figure out who they were?

      Jace waved that away as unimportant for the moment. “If they didn’t want us safe, they wouldn’t have saved us,” he said. “And I’m certain that they’re somehow associated with Nathan. We need to figure out who they are and how to get to them before the Authority figures out where we are.”

      “And how exactly do you suggest we figure all that out?” Abe asked.

      Jace replied with a shrug. “As I said, we’ve got minds the Authority doesn’t. And a different point of view. We know Nathan; we know how his brain works. Maybe if we’re looking at it from the other side—just seeing the pieces the Authority has put together and matching it up with what we know—something will become obvious. And I have…” He stopped himself again, and I suddenly remembered how he’d hinted at something earlier and had stopped himself then, too. Was he keeping secrets from us? What wasn’t he telling us?

      “I have other ideas,” he said shortly. “I can’t talk about them, but I have other… potential options. I just don’t know if it’ll work yet. I need a place where I can sit and work some things out.”

      I stared at him, my lips parting. Well, that was really vague, and extremely unhelpful.

      “What exactly are you talking about?” I asked sharply. “I don’t mean to question you, but it would be a lot better if we actually knew that there was a real plan here, Hux.”

      He stared at me for a moment, then tipped his head in agreement. “You’re right. The truth is—”

      “Come out of there with your hands up!” a voice suddenly thundered from outside. “Robin Sylvone, we know you’re in there! You’re under arrest for crimes against the Compliance Authority and the Ministry of Welfare!”

      Jace’s mouth dropped open, and his eyes met mine with horror.

      The Authority had found us.

      We’d barely arrived and had taken only long enough to get some supplies. Yet we’d still stayed too long.
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      “The back door!” I hissed, already moving toward it as fast as I could.

      The only thing I could think about was the fact that there were Authority agents right outside, agents who would have orders to either kill us on sight or take us in for questioning.

      I was quite certain that neither of those options ended with us still alive.

      Even worse, we didn’t know how many of them there were, or even where they were. I had seen enough to know that they wouldn’t have sent only one or two. No, those guys seemed to move in groups of about twenty—and they might have even more than that, given they were here to arrest dangerous jail-breaking terrorists.

      We had to get out of here. Twenty minutes to gather supplies and try to plan had been fifteen minutes too long. And now we couldn’t even go back for the scooters—it would mean going right past the soldiers in front of the cabin to get to them. That wasn’t happening. Not if we wanted to get out of this alive.

      “What back door?” Ant hissed back, falling in with me and rushing toward the rear of the cottage, despite the fact that he didn’t know what he was going for.

      “There’s a door in the back of the cabin,” I said, moving toward the place where I’d put my bed. “It’s right behind my bed.”

      And it was completely blocked. Of course. I’d never in a million years thought I’d need the door at all, which was why I’d placed furniture in front of it. Who needed a door in the back of a tiny cabin when you’ve got a perfectly good door in the front of it?

      Jace darted right past me to where my bed—a tiny twin, big enough only for my compact frame—sat long-ways up against the wall. He crouched down and threw his hip against the head of the bed, shoving it quickly out of the way while Ant and Abe moved in tandem to pull the chest at the foot of the bed out into the middle of the room. The bed caught on the chest that I’d shoved underneath it, which was sticking halfway out now, courtesy of someone having gone into it to get the blankets and sheets I’d promised, and Kory swooped in to grab that one and tow it backward.

      Ten seconds later, the bed was out of the way and the door was exposed: a rough rectangle in the wall that didn’t even have a doorjamb or frame on it. The door itself was made up of planks of wood that had been sealed together with some sort of glue, the doorknob rustic and old-fashioned.

      The thing didn’t even have a lock on it, I realized. I’d never bothered about securing it before, because the cabin was in the middle of the woods. No one came out here, so there’d never been any reason to worry about whether or not I could lock this door. I did wonder, though, what the door had been put there for.

      “We’ve got more men out here than you have in there!” the same voice shouted abruptly from outside. “Come out with your hands up, or we’re going to start shooting!”

      “Get the boxes!” I whisper-yelled at the others. “And Jace’s bags!”

      Everyone else jumped right into action, scuffling through the cabin to gather the four boxes we’d packed full of supplies, while I darted around the space, crashing into furniture with my stiff leg and trying to remember all the things I’d meant to pick up before we left. Chargers, I recalled. We’d need chargers, of which I happened to have a few (courtesy of my having broken and lost a couple of phones over the years). And my phone. And my tablet.

      Seconds later we were all gathered in the back part of the cabin, the others with their arms full of the boxes we’d packed, me with my hands full of not only my tablet computer, but my sewing kit and a small bag of chargers of various sorts and the phones that had been attached to them. Jace got to work on the door, turning the knob and pushing—only to find it stuck.

      I gulped, wishing desperately that I’d at least tried to open the thing at some point. What if it didn’t actually open? What if it was one of those doors that had been functional at some point, but had then been sealed or even built over?

      We’d have to go out the window, I realized. Because we definitely weren’t going to be able to use the front door. And I wasn’t even certain that the window would do any good. We’d have to go out one at a time, in the most awkward way possible. If there were Authority agents in the forest near us, they’d be able to pick us off as we appeared.

      Jace crouched, put his shoulder firmly to the door, and pushed, the muscles of his legs straining against his pants, and I held my breath.

      “Careful,” Kory breathed. “We don’t know if anyone is behind the cabin, and if you go bursting out, it’s bound to draw attention.”

      “Why the hell do you think I’m going so slow, rather than charging the damn thing?” Jace muttered through clenched jaws. “And we have to risk it. This is the closest exit to the forest. It’s literally the only way out of here. We’re going to have to make a run for it regardless. We might as well do it from the best possible position.”

      Then, quite suddenly, the door gave way and Jace stumbled, almost falling through the now-open space. Abe dove forward to catch him, Ant moving at exactly the same time, and between the two of them, they kept him on his feet.

      Jace regained his balance, grabbed the hand mirror from his pocket, and snuck it carefully through the opening, going as slowly as possible. He angled it first one way, then the other, and then straight ahead of him. Then he ducked back in and turned to glance at the rest of us.

      Outside, it was eerily quiet, as if the Authority agents had either decided on another manner of getting us to come out, or were now working on their plan B, which might very well include forgetting any negotiation tactics and just pulling out the big guns. My gut told me we had to move quickly, because we had to be out of that cabin before they started shooting into it to get to us. Even if they were behind the cabin already, waiting for us, it would be a quick dash for us to get into the woods, and once we were there, we’d have coverage and it would be harder for them to hit us.

      At least we wouldn’t be sitting ducks. We’d be running. Which sounded a hell of a lot better than crouching down in here, waiting to die.

      “I don’t know what the owner of this cabin has been doing, but this door was sealed by something,” Jace whispered, fingering the frame and then quickly looking at his fingers. “The Authority might not have been able to see it.” He glanced at me, frowning. “That doesn’t mean that they won’t be back there, waiting behind the cabin, but we can’t stay here.” He glanced at Ant and lifted both eyebrows. “You still have what I gave you?”

      Ant nodded once, not bothering to reply, and Jace nodded back, then looked at Kory. “And you?”

      Another nod from Kory, and then another from Jace. He picked up his two duffel bags and threw them over his shoulders, then put his backpack on backward so that it covered his chest.

      “You two come out directly after me,” he said, heading back toward the door. “Take care of anyone you see. Don’t bother with the chest. Aim for the face. They don’t have armor there. Everyone else, follow them closely. Don’t wait. No matter what you hear.”

      He turned and darted out the door without saying anything else, and seconds later Abe shoved a box into my arms and got right behind me, his hands on my shoulders. Ant was just rushing out of the door after Jace, followed by Kory, and then Abe was telling me to run and shoving me out the door in front of him, his body bent over me and sheltering me as we ran.

      And then my feet were flying over the ground below us, buoyed by the desperation of knowing that we were hunted animals.

      The Authority agents started shooting at us the moment we were outside of the cabin, and Abe ducked lower over me and screamed for Jackie and Nelson to make it quick, then surged forward. Ahead of us, I could see Ant, Kory, and Jace taking aim at something in the trees, and realized that they all had handguns out, and were shooting ahead of them as they ran. Kory turned and shot at something behind us, just as another bullet whizzed past my head, and I ducked, wishing Abe, Kory, and Nelson had the skintight suits. The suits didn’t stop bullets completely, but they were good at deflecting, and anyone without them was so exposed, so vulnerable. If they went down, I didn’t know what I’d do. I didn’t know what any of us would do.

      Another bout of shooting came out of the trees ahead of us, and we swerved into the trees to the right and started to rush through the underbrush, Abe’s breath heavy beside me. I could still hear shots to the left of us, though Kory seemed to have hit whoever was shooting from the other side of the cabin, and I knew that those shots would be drawing the Authority agents who might have stayed at the front of the cabin right toward us.

      It didn’t sound like there had been many enforcers behind the cabin, and that meant the bulk of the team had been up front. And were bound to be on their way.

      “We’ve got to get out of here,” I panted. “Those agents are going to be on us in a second.”

      I reached up, grabbed the comm device from Abe’s ear as he ran, shoved it into my own, and hit the button to turn it on. The biggest problem with this exit was that we’d been split up, which meant I had to figure out where my friends were before we went much farther. I didn’t want us scattered in the woods. If we were running for our lives, we were running together.

      “Get behind a tree and stop,” I told Abe.

      He gave me a shocked glance, but then nodded, found a large tree, and pulled up behind it, his back to the trunk, his chest heaving for breath. I jerked to a stop next to him, dropped the box I’d been carrying, and leaned up against the trunk as well.

      We waited for a second, and when a body came hurtling past us, I reached out and snagged them by the back of the shirt. Jackie fell at our feet, the box she’d been carrying dropping to the ground and her face drawn up in a scowl as she got ready to scream her head off. The moment her eyes met mine, she shut her mouth and nodded, and I turned back in the direction from which we’d come. I could hear more crashing from the underbrush, and with luck…

      Yes. Another body. I stuck a hand out before she got to us and knocked her right off her feet, then dragged her around the tree to take shelter with us. Nelson. With another two boxes.

      She gave me a grim smile, jumped to her feet, and turned to face back toward the cottage.

      “Where are the others?” she whispered.

      I shook my head, listening closely. I couldn’t hear anyone shooting anymore, but that didn’t mean anything. Or rather, it could have meant anything. Maybe Jace, Ant, and Kory had managed to kill the Authority agents who had been shooting at us, but surely they couldn’t have killed all of them. Maybe the Authority agents hadn’t realized we’d have guns, and decided to regroup at the front of the cabin to figure out how to handle us. Maybe they were bringing in something bigger.

      Maybe Jace, Ant, and Kory had been captured. Maybe they’d been shot. Maybe the agents were already on our trail and were right on the other side of the tree.

      I swung wide and checked the other side of the tree, just to be sure, and then retreated to where my friends were standing—and nearly screamed when I found the three men I’d just been thinking of standing there, hands resting on their knees.

      “Shot three of them,” Jace huffed. “The other two ran back toward the front of the cabin. No idea if there are more in the woods, but we didn’t see them. Either way, we gotta go.”

      He took a deep breath and threw his backpack at Abe, then scooped up the duffel bags he’d dropped, turned, and started sprinting away from the cabin.

      I dashed after him, adrenaline pumping through my veins and my heart pounding in my ears.

      “Where do we go?” he huffed. “Where else can we find cover?”

      I shook my head, drawing a complete blank as I tried to think of where else we could get to in this forest—quickly, before the Authority agents were able to regroup and follow us.

      I knew that my cabin was the only structure for miles around here. It was one of the reasons I’d rented it, for heaven’s sake. I had no idea why the owner had built it out in the middle of nowhere, and I’d never bothered to ask, but I’d hiked through these woods enough to know that it was indeed all by itself.

      Which meant that there was nowhere else for us to take cover. When it came to places to hide, we only had the trees to count on.

      At that moment, Ant and Abe both pulled even with us, carrying two boxes each and somehow managing to make it look easy, courtesy of their long arms and torsos. They must have grabbed the boxes Jackie, Nelson, and I had dropped, I thought vaguely, because they certainly hadn’t gone back into the house to get them. Abe was also wearing Jace’s backpack.

      “What’s the plan, guys?” Ant huffed, glancing at us out of the corner of his eye as he kept his face straight ahead, eyes scanning the forest. “Do we have a plan? Please tell me we have a plan.”

      “You mean we didn’t come in here with a plan B?” Abe replied from our other side. “You guys haven’t, I don’t know, taken this into consideration or something?”

      “Believe it or not, Abe, we kind of spent the entire last three days figuring out how to get you guys out of the mess you were in, not thinking about what was going to come afterward,” Jace answered curtly. “That’s why we spent all morning looking for Alexy and Zion in the hopes that they had.” He vaulted over a branch that had fallen across the path we were on, landed with a thump, and kept running. “Robin?” he asked again. “Thoughts on shelter around here?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, noticing with relief that Jackie, Kory, and Nelson had surrounded us as well at that point, but snapped it quickly shut at the sound of more gunshots from behind us. And bullets whizzing through the leaves around us.

      “Oh my God, they’re shooting at us again,” Jackie snapped. “Of course they’re shooting at us. Why the hell are they always shooting?” She ducked down and started running lower to the ground, and Nelson, running next to her, mimicked the movement.

      “They’re shooting because they don’t care whether we live or die, and I suspect they’d prefer that we just die so we stop being such pains in their asses,” Ant replied, starting to duck and weave as he ran, as if that was going to make the soldiers behind us miss.

      I didn’t think it was going to matter. The bullets were coming harder and faster now, and I could hear the shouts of the agents behind us. Not that far behind us.

      “Stop, or we’ll shoot!” one screamed.

      “You’re already shooting, jerk!” Jackie shouted back.

      “We’ve got orders to take you in!” another shouted.

      Ant snorted, then ducked around a tree and came veering back toward us. “Do they also have orders to state the obvious? Do they think we don’t know?”

      A bullet hit the tree we were passing, and the bark exploded around us, leaving us rushing through a cloud of tree pieces.

      We reached a large clearing, then, and though it made us easier targets, it also gave us more space to run. Almost immediately, the pace picked up and we were flying over the grass, running faster than I could have imagined possible. Even Jackie, who was so much smaller than everyone else, was keeping up, and ahead of us the forest grew thicker, the underbrush denser than it had been in the trees around my cabin. More places to hide, I thought, relief washing through me. Less visibility for the agents with their guns.

      We were going to make it. I had no idea where we were going, but if we made it into that part of the forest—

      A roar of sound broke the momentary silence as the soldiers hit the clearing and started shooting more frequently, and a split second later, Jace suddenly disappeared from beside me and I was sent flying through the air.
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      I hit the ground with a resounding thud that drove every thought from my brain. I tried my best to roll through it to lessen the shock, then turned on my side and dragged in a lungful of air.

      I didn’t know what had happened, but it had been bad. We’d been running, and then the ground beneath me had suddenly exploded. What was that? What had happened?

      My panicked thoughts stopped short when I heard someone crying out hoarsely, and I shot to my feet with horror at the sound. Looking up, I realized it was Ant. He’d been tossed to the ground as well, but now he was back on his feet and sprinting toward the tree line.

      He never even paused to notice that I was on the ground, hidden within the grass. I couldn’t blame him—not really. I had ears attached to my head, and I could hear exactly what I assumed he’d seen.

      The Authority soldiers were gaining quickly, given how close their shouts had become. They sounded like they were more rabid now that they’d taken some of us down. They were screaming at this point, their voices even stronger and more demanding than they had been.

      “Get on your knees!” one hollered. “Hands on your head! Drop your weapons, or we’ll shoot!”

      Shoot at us. My brain came slamming right back into my body at that, and I whirled around, my head on a swivel as I tried to figure out where Jace had gone. I’d been so concerned about my own body at first that I’d forgotten about the man who’d been running right next to me. God. He must have been shot, it was the only possible answer, but where was he? Where had he fallen?

      The grass around me looked as if it would reach my knees, maybe even a bit higher, and was a stunningly beautiful green, but it also hid any bodies that might have been lying in it. I couldn’t find him to save my life, and now that everyone else had carried right along to the next stand of trees, I was suddenly completely isolated.

      Completely, utterly alone. With Authority soldiers heading right for me, hollering their heads off and ready to shoot anything that moved.

      I was done for.

      I closed my eyes while I tried to figure out whether my leg, which suddenly felt much worse from the fall, would respond to me asking it to run. Maybe the agents who were after us would run right by, completely ignorant of my presence. Maybe—

      I didn’t have time to finish that last thought because I was yanked up from the grass and thrown over someone’s shoulder. I found myself staring at the world upside-down, stuffed between two duffel bags, watching the grass I’d just been sitting in rush right past my head.

      I started to panic anew, but then I realized that I recognized the pants that were now one of the only things I could see.

      “Jace!” I gasped, too relieved to see him to worry too much about what had happened or how he was somehow, magically, back in the picture.

      “No time!” he huffed. “Keep your mouth shut and try to think light thoughts, Robin. We’re going to have to see if we can hide from those guys behind us, because I don’t think any of us are going to be able to outrun them for much longer.”

      I closed my mouth quickly and tried very hard to turn my brain off and let Jace do the running—and the thinking—for us.

      Once we were in the woods again, we kept running forward, all of us silently agreeing that we definitely weren’t in the clear yet. I propped myself up against Jace’s back and stared at the Authority agents slowing at the tree line—but not looking like they were planning to stop. They were trying to decide on their route, but they were going to end up coming in after us.

      “What’s happening back there?” Jace asked, feeling me squirming.

      “They’ve paused at the start of the trees, like they’re regrouping,” I said.

      “Okay,” he replied. Then he raised his voice just a bit. “Guys, we have to find someplace to hide.” He cast his voice toward the rest of the team, who I assumed were just in front of us.

      “There’s a pretty tightly packed group of trees ahead and to the right, with lots of underbrush,” Abe’s voice said from ahead of us. “If we get in there and cover our tracks, it might give us a chance to catch our breath, at least.”

      “That works,” Jace returned. “Lead the way.”

      We turned sharply to the right, and within moments I was trying to hide my face between Jace’s duffel bags to escape the whip of bushes and leaves rushing past me. I’d just found the ideal position to do so when we came to a sudden stop.

      Jace pulled me up over his shoulder and set me on the ground, and though I wobbled a bit when he let go, I managed to keep my balance and look around me. We were in deep, deep cover, the canopy above us so full that almost no sunlight filtered in, and I couldn’t see back to where I thought the Authority agents were.

      I hoped that lack of visibility went both ways, because I could hear them as they stomped through the forest, talking quietly among themselves.

      They were also getting closer to where we were hiding. I didn’t think they realized we were there, but I also knew that we hadn’t been careful enough with how we got into the trees. We had almost certainly broken branches and plants as we ran in this direction, leaving a trail a mile wide for those soldiers to follow.

      Which would lead them directly to us.

      I held my breath and stared at my friends, seeing them come to the exact same conclusion.

      Then a snap sounded out from several feet to my left, and I jumped and turned, then grew abruptly still, trying to take back any gasp or sound I might have made. If the Authority soldiers had already gotten that close to us, we were in big trouble. We wouldn’t have time to get away if they found us—not when they had more guns than we did.

      But when a head poked through the underbrush, startling me so I nearly screamed, it was, to my utmost shock, not human at all. It was canine.

      It was a wolf. One that I recognized immediately. I’d spent a lot of time feeding this particular wolf any of the Nurmeal I had left over, when he and his friends came around.

      I gave a hoarse laugh, relieved, and went toward him. I heard a choked sound behind me and turned to see my friends looking at me like I was completely crazy. I grinned at them and tried to figure out how to indicate through signs only that this wolf was my friend, and when I turned back around, I was stunned to see that the entire pack had somehow melted out of the shadows and surrounded us.

      Ant took a deep, panicked breath and started backing up quickly, only to run into the wolf that had come up behind him. He came to an abrupt halt and stared at me, his eyes bugging.

      Another sharp spurt of muttering from the Agency soldiers in the forest, about ten feet away from us now. At my sudden movement the wolves grew tense as well, and whirled—as one, in the way that only wild animals seemed to be capable of—and dashed into the forest. Away from the Authority agents.

      They started running, weaving through the trees as quickly and silently as shadows, and I realized that they would do everything they could to avoid the agents, whom they must have mistaken for hunters, due to the guns. And within a split second, I knew exactly what we were going to do.

      “I think we’ve got some direction, at least for the moment,” I hissed at my team. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “Where are we going?” Jace asked, already striding toward me to take my hand.

      I grasped it gladly, thankful for the support, and shook my head. “I don’t think it matters, for now,” I replied. “The wolves are running from the soldiers, and that’s exactly what we need to do. They know this forest better than anyone, even me. Our best shot at safety is to follow them to wherever they’re going.”

      Everyone gaped at me, except Jace and Kory, who turned without a word, understanding my logic immediately. The rest were forced to follow as we raced into the forest, after the wolves and away from the Authority soldiers, who were still bellowing for us to give ourselves up.
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      We rushed after the wolves, my body tucked as tight against Jace’s as I could manage without our legs getting tangled, my eyes dead ahead, on the forest. The wolves clearly knew where they were going, but they weren’t exactly intent on waiting for us.

      That said, they quickly fell into a single-file line, as I’d seen them do in the past, which meant they were at least moving more slowly now as they wove between the trees.

      Jace dropped my hand and pulled ahead of me to take the lead, and the rest of our group silently fell into single file as well, mimicking the wolves running in front of us. We all stayed deadly silent, hyper aware that there were Authority agents behind us. They might not have known which way we went, but all it would take was one wrong move or too-abrupt step on a branch to alert them.

      Which was the one thing we absolutely couldn’t afford. Several of us were operating at less than full power by this point, and I still hadn’t had a chance to ask Jace what had happened to him back there in that meadow. He seemed to be moving well enough, but we’d both been thrown into the air by something, and I wasn’t stupid enough to think he’d come through it without any damage. Some of us were also carrying extra weight, thanks to the boxes and bags we had brought. Nelson, I suspected, was holding her own, but she’d been weakened by her time in the prison, and I didn’t know how much farther she could go.

      I didn’t know how much farther any of us could go.

      We needed shelter. Now.

      I could only pray that the wolves would somehow lead us to a safer area of the forest. An area where the Authority wouldn’t think to look.

      Ahead of me, I noticed the wolves starting to increase their pace, and the trees growing thicker and taller as we went. I realized then that we’d entered some sort of large gorge situation. We seemed to be running down a path that led us between large, sheer rock walls, and although the walls were twenty feet to the left and twenty feet to the right at this point, they were getting closer together. Which meant, I feared, that we were running toward a dead end. This was also an older part of the forest—a part I’d never ventured into—and the underbrush was thinning out with the increased tree population. Not as much light for things to grow down here, I thought. At least it made running easier.

      “If they speed up any more, we won’t be able to keep up with them,” Jace huffed from beside me, and I gulped, realizing he was right.

      The wolves were better equipped for running than we were, and they weren’t going to slow down to allow the two-legged beings behind them to catch up.

      Behind us, I could still hear the shouts of the agents from the Authority, though they seemed to be calling instructions to each other now, rather than trying to talk us into doing anything cooperative. Maybe they were working on another trap, or maybe they’d somehow seen the wolves and decided that caution was better than rushing right in. Whatever the case, they seemed to be a bit farther behind us than they had been.

      But we couldn’t count on that lasting.

      “What are we doing?” Kory asked, appearing on Jace’s right side, his arms loaded with boxes. “We can’t just keep running! What’s the plan?!”

      “No plan but to follow the wolves,” Jace replied between pants. “They’re running from the same thing we are. If we’re lucky, they’ll know a way through the forest that the agents behind us don’t… Perhaps a way those men won’t be able to find on their own.”

      Kory grew quiet at that, and I cast a glance at his face as he considered it, compared it to his background experience, and then nodded.

      “Solid reasoning,” he confirmed. “I’ve known enough wolves in my time to know they’ll head for safety. It might work, but only if we can manage whatever path they’re about to take.”

      Jace grimaced. “Either we manage it, or we fall prey to the Authority.”

      My chest grew tighter. If only I’d tried following the animals before, so I knew what to expect! But we were far outside of my realm of experience now. I had known there were hills—or mountains, depending on how you wanted to label them—within this forest. I’d seen them from Trenton, when I was driving toward my home, but I’d never been near them. I’d never bothered to come this deep into the forest because I never in a million years would have thought that I’d need to!

      Which meant I had no idea how to get there or whether they would offer us any true shelter.

      But my gut was telling me that those mountains were where we were going. It made sense for the wolves to make for high ground.

      I just hoped we would find something there. Hoped we could be safe for at least an hour or two, to give us time to get back on our feet and figure out our next step. I was incredibly tired of running for my life from people who were after us for reasons I still didn’t entirely understand—and even more tired of not knowing where we were supposed to go or what we were supposed to do. Before, when we’d been breaking into a warehouse or a jail, the guards and bullets had been expected. We’d been engaged in something entirely illegal, and though I hadn’t enjoyed the experience of being shot at, at least I’d understood it as a consequence for what we were doing. Anyone who had broken into a government jail would have been shot at. It was nothing personal.

      But now they’d come right to the doorstep of my home, shot at my friends, and blown me into the sky with some kind of explosive weapon. That was personal. They were after us by name, and they were destroying our houses. Our lives.

      They hadn’t been after us specifically before. Now they were.

      The thought drove fear right into my very bones, in a way I’d never realized was even possible.

      “Robin,” Jace suddenly hissed.

      I jerked my focus back to the scene in front of us to see that the wolves had come to a complete stop. They were now milling about in front of a piece of rock that jutted sharply up out of the soil and rose at an angle, up and up and up, into the canopy of the trees… and from there into the sky, I assumed.

      The rock was also completely blocking our path.

      I cast a glance to the left of our group, and then the right. The chute had narrowed since the last time I’d looked, the rock walls much closer on either side. Which meant we were effectively trapped against a dead end. Just as I’d feared we would be.

      Jace halted, and a second later Ant, Abe, Jackie, Nelson, and Kory were all standing around us as well, their mouths hanging open in awe.

      “They’re climbing,” Jace suddenly said.

      I turned back toward where the wolves were standing, confused, and then saw it. I’d looked at the piece of rock so quickly before that I hadn’t taken in any details except for its size and general angle into the sky. Now that I was paying attention, I realized that there was a ledge, less than three feet in width, and the wolves had started using it to pick their way up the rock, still in single file. The ledge didn’t seem to turn at all, but moved steeply up the rock’s face, climbing up into the trees and beyond.

      “How the hell does that thing have a path carved into it?” Abe breathed.

      “Weather,” Jace answered with barely a pause. “It’s the only possible answer. We’re too far out in the wilderness for that to be manmade.”

      We stood staring as the wolves climbed, and within thirty seconds the first wolf had disappeared into the canopy of the forest.

      “No, no, no, no, no,” Abe said, his voice slightly panicked. “We are not going up that thing. There’s no way! We don’t even know where it leads!”

      Then a shout rang out from behind us, and Jace turned quickly to him.

      “We don’t have a choice, Abe,” he said. He gestured to the left and right. “We’re in a gorge, surrounded by rock. Forward is the only option. Up is the only option.”

      Abe gazed up at the rock, then whirled around at the sound of a gunshot.

      He looked at Jace, and a second later he nodded, his chin growing firm.

      “Up, then,” he said. Then, without breaking the connection with Jace, he added, “Ant, you go ahead of me. You’re carrying more weight than I am, and I want to be able to catch you if you slip.”

      There was a sigh from Ant, and then we were moving toward the rock face in front of us, Jace hissing directions at the group.

      “I’m not sure exactly how far back those Authority soldiers are, but they’re going to have trouble tracking us without the help of a trail through any underbrush. If they find this place—and that’s a big if—I don’t want them to have any idea that we’ve gone up rather than somehow doubling back and heading out of the gorge. Their first assumption will be that we’ve backtracked, because unless they notice that narrow ledge, they’ll never believe we tried to climb sheer rock. That means moving fast, so we’re out of sight before anyone gets here. Robin and me first. Kory, you bring up the rear. Don’t be afraid to use your gun if you need to. If they see us, our cover’s going to be blown anyhow. Everyone else, move as quickly—and carefully—as you can.”

      We reached the base of the rock, and I looked up at the face of it, my heart thundering in my ears. Sure. Just climb up a ledge in the side of a rock with no ropes or anything to catch us if we started to fall, and do it in a hurry, with people who wanted to kill us rushing up behind us from the forest. No problem at all. This was going to be—

      “Robin, you’re going first,” Jace said grimly. “I would put you behind me so that I’m the one who comes out first, but I won’t be able to help you if you’re behind me. Don’t worry, I’ll be right behind you with my hands on your hips for guidance.”

      I nodded, still wordless. Hands on my hips. Good. Guidance: also good.

      Another shout from the forest jolted me into action. I stepped quickly forward onto the ledge. The quicker we go, the quicker we’re done, I told myself firmly. Just one foot in front of the other.

      Jace’s hands dropped onto my hips, moving forward and backward until he found a good grip, and then we were heading upward, our bodies pressed tight against the rock face, our feet shuffling along on the rock below.

      I kept my eyes on the path ahead, moving along more quickly than I could have imagined possible, and did everything I could to ignore the rapidly increasing drop to my left. I tried to think about my feet, and Jace’s hands on my hips. If anything happened, he would catch me. Just keep your thoughts on that and everything should be fine.

      “You’re doing great,” Jace’s voice said from behind me—accompanied by a sudden squeezing of his hands on my hips—and I was suddenly fighting the urge to squirm at the feel of his hands on my body. The realization of where exactly those hands were.

      Oh sure, it was fine before, and now you’re going to make a big deal of it, I told myself firmly. Get it together, Robin!

      A few moments later we had reached the canopy of the forest, and here I did look away from the path, amazed at how beautiful it was. I’d climbed trees when I was a child, of course, but I’d never seen this sort of tree up close—and certainly never when it was full of birds and squirrels. We were in a combination of oaks and pines, the small, rounded leaves of the oaks sliding in between the thin needles of the pines in a dance of complete opposites, the smell sharp and green in my nose. It was like entering an entirely different world.

      A sudden scuffle sounded out from behind us on the path, and I turned my gaze quickly toward the rock and back, peeking through the crack of space between Jace and the cliff, worried that something had happened.

      Instead, I saw that Nelson was almost right on top of us, moving up the path like a lizard, with her belly to the rock face and her back to the drop. She turned her eyes up to me and gave me a quick grin.

      “Less chance of looking at the fall,” she whispered.

      Then she froze at another scuffle behind us and turned her head to look backward on the path.

      “Ant, you okay?” she whisper-shouted.

      There was a long pause that made me bite my lip in worry. What if the scuffle had been someone else slipping? What if the weight of the boxes had been too much for one of the boys? What if—

      “Fine,” Ant called back, his volume subdued. “Just climbing up the side of a rock with two boxes in front of me, which makes it impossible to see where I’m putting my feet. Plus, the Authority is after us with big-ass machine guns, ready to shoot us down on sight. Just fine… How much farther does this thing go?”

      “Can’t see,” Jace whispered back. “I can barely see the tail of the last wolf at this point. More climbing, less talking! We can’t lose them now!”

      He pushed me more quickly up the path, and the leaves of the trees around us started brushing against us, growing around the rock as they did. For just a moment it was almost easy to forget that we were hundreds of feet in the air, just a step away from falling to our deaths. Instead we were in a world of greenery and noise, and cool, soft wind that was refreshing against my cheeks. It was breathtaking.

      Then we broke through the canopy and into the air above it, and we could see where we were.

      “Holy crow,” Nelson gasped, staring past Jace and me and into the distance.

      I nodded, entranced by the view. Wilderness for miles and miles in that direction, with nothing but trees and mountains on the horizon. It was wild and unbroken, and right now, in the dying light of the day, utterly peaceful. No men with guns. No jails. No political wars that you didn’t understand.

      Then, just as suddenly, the path swung sharply to the right, and I was faced with an immediate step downward. I took it, then stumbled at the landing and jolted forward several steps, through a tunnel of red rock that came very close to my sides, and then out again, into open space.

      I moved forward a bit to give the others room to get out of the tunnel, and looked around, both terrified and amazed. We’d made it to the top of the rock, where the view was even more phenomenal, and were standing on a large, flat spot, with plenty of room for all of us to gather. Jace turned and put a hand out to help Nelson out of the small chute that led up from the trail, hauling her up to stand next to me.

      Then I noticed that up ahead of us, the wolves were already disappearing into another gulley in the rocks, their tails moving in tandem as they filed into the darkness, and I realized that we were just at the start of our journey. We might have come up the face of a rock, but the wolves weren’t home yet.

      “At least it looks flat that way,” Jace said.

      I took the lead on my own this time, leaving Jace to help Ant and Abe with the bags and boxes, and the others to continue following. My gut was telling me that the wolves would lead us to safety, and we couldn’t afford to lose them. I couldn’t hear the Authority agents anymore, and once I entered the new culvert, the only thing I really heard was the echoes of our footsteps, but I knew they were back there.

      I hurried along the smooth ground, wondering whether this path was some sort of stream during the winter, and glanced up at the sky to notice that late afternoon was starting to fall above us. We needed to hurry. Darkness would be helpful when it came to hiding from the Authority, but not so helpful when it came to keeping track of the wolves.

      I strained my eyes on the path ahead of me, trying to figure out where the wolves had gone—or how far ahead they were—and had all but given up, positive that we’d lost them, when we ended up in a wide clearing, with trees surrounding us once again. I stuttered to a stop, too surprised at the sudden change of scenery to process it at first, and looked around, confused.

      This forest looked exactly like the one we’d just left. What was this, a second, elevated version of the forest? Was it possible that there was just some big elevation shift here that I’d never even known about?

      And where were the wolves?

      Then I realized that we weren’t in a forest, but rather a large basin surrounded by more mountains. There were trees growing here, yes, but it was, in essence, just a valley. A valley in the sky.

      “Oh my God,” Jace said, coming to a stop next to me. “We were right. They led us to safety.”

      We rushed through the forest toward the nearest side of the valley, no longer needing to look for the wolves, and reached the wall of the basin about twenty minutes later.

      By that time everyone was walking, too tired to continue with the run. I noticed that no one was talking at all, either. We’d been through more than our fair share of action in one day, and even with the food we’d shoved down our throats at my cabin, we needed calories and water and a chance to recover from the adrenaline that had been powering us for too long.

      The adrenaline rush that had started last night, I realized, with those first explosions outside the Authority complex, and had continued all the way to right now, with barely a pause.

      When we came to a stumbling stop in front of the first cave we saw, I was almost too relieved, and too tired, to appreciate it properly. Then I glanced at the others, and my logic kicked back in. We needed shelter, immediately. Especially if the Authority managed to find their way up that rock and through the gulley to this forested valley.

      I didn’t think they would, at least not tonight. But if they did, I didn’t want to be caught standing around, just staring at an opening in the side of a cliff. We needed a defensible position.

      “What now?” Abe asked, staring at the yawning mouth of the cave.

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and turned on the flashlight against the impending gloom. It was almost dusk at this point, the shadows long and taking over the ground in the forest. It was going to be pitch black soon, and the cave we were about to enter was even darker than the forest around it.

      Hopefully there wasn’t a bear or cougar sleeping in there.

      “Think there’s anything else in that cave?” I asked Jace quietly.

      “Doubt it,” he replied with confidence. “I’m guessing this valley is the territory of the wolves, and nothing else would sleep this close to them… I don’t know where they’ve disappeared to, but they evidently don’t have a problem with us being here. We need shelter. There’s a cave right in front of us. Seems like an obvious decision.”

      I nodded, glad for the reassurance, and turned the end of the phone forward so that the light shone ahead of us to break up the darkness. Several steps took us to the mouth of the cave, and I could see that, although the ceiling was relatively low, the cave was also deep, traveling farther back than the beam of my flashlight. The walls were rough with stones and soil, and stalagmites and stalactites peppered the edges, dripping down from the ceiling and rising up from the ground, almost meeting in some places. It was beautiful and spooky; exactly what I would have thought a cave would look like.

      Not that I’d ever spent much time thinking about caves, or what it would be like to sleep in one.

      “Okay,” Jace said, moving ahead of me into the cave. He took the backpack from his chest and the duffel bags from his back and dropped everything he’d been carrying on the floor behind a column of rock. Then he turned to us. “Anyone with supplies, take them about twenty feet into the cave and stack them there. We want them far enough from the mouth of the cave that the wolves aren’t tempted to claw into them. Abe, get some blankets out of whichever box has them and make a nest here. Nelson, find the medical supplies. Everyone else, keep track of anything you use and keep everything in one place. We’ve got limited supplies and can’t afford to waste or lose anything. We don’t know how long it’ll be before we can get somewhere we can restock.”

      We all got to work quickly. The boxes were inserted between two columns rising from the ground, along with Jace’s bags, and packed in a way that made it relatively easy to get to each of them, and a second later Nelson was rifling through my meager medical supplies, looking for anything we might be able to use for the small bumps and bruises we’d come up here with. And, I suspected, for the bruise on my leg, which was now starting to swell a bit. Jace had stepped outside the cave to listen for signs that anyone might have followed us.

      I wouldn’t have believed it if you’d told me this was where we’d end up, but it looked like—for the moment, anyhow—this was our new home.

      By the time the rest of us arrived back at the mouth of the cave, Jace had appeared with an armful of wood—which meant, evidently, that he’d been multitasking—and was stacking it in a rough pyramid shape, then stuffing smaller twigs, leaves, and dead grass into the spaces between the larger branches. He glanced up at the roof of the cave and nodded to himself, apparently satisfied with where he’d put the wood. When he noticed me watching him, he indicated the stack of kindling.

      “We’ve got to have the light to take a look at anyone who’s injured,” he said casually. “And for warmth once the cold sets in.”

      I nodded, feeling grateful that the universe had at least provided us with the perfect guides for this situation. I was dead positive that the rest of us didn’t know the first thing about living in the wild, but, having been cavemen for their entire lives, this had to feel like going home to Jace and Kory.

      Jace looked past me, and I turned to see that Kory had gotten into the food stores and was handing out a bottle of Nurmeal to anyone who wanted one.

      I watched, then remembered what we hadn’t brought, and turned back to Jace. “I don’t suppose you have some sort of magic water-finding technique? It’s the one thing we didn’t bring, and something tells me we’re going to need it soon.”

      He smirked. “As a matter of fact, I do. It’s called using my eyes. We passed a small spring on the way here, and it had a pool attached to it. Give me five minutes.”

      I nodded and got to work with everyone else, helping to unpack the bags and boxes so that everything was within easy reach. I was just going through the first duffel bag, when I came across the prints of the timeline, and paused.

      The timeline. In the rush to get away from the Authority, I’d forgotten about it, and I suspected everyone else had too.

      But this could be our ticket out of here. It was, I suspected, a big part of the reason we were in trouble, since it seemed to connect directly to the raid we’d done on the warehouse, which the Authority seemed to think was somehow the work of Little John.

      Little John, the organization that seemed to have been both helper and unintentional enemy, given the mess they’d managed to put us in.

      In that way, I guessed, they were a lot like Nathan himself. Constantly getting us into scrapes and then failing to get us out again.

      I shook my head and put the timeline to one side. We could deal with that later. I knew that it would be a main goal tonight. Right now, I wanted food and water, and maybe even some sort of bath.
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      I turned around, planning to get myself a bottle of Nurmeal and maybe some of the veggies, and jumped when I found Jace standing right behind me, a serious look on his face and two bowls constructed out of large leaves in his hands.

      “What are you doing standing right behind me?” I asked. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

      He grinned sheepishly. “No. But I do want to have a look at your leg. I’ve seen you limping, and if there’s anything we can do about the bruise, we need to do it before it gets any worse.” He set the bowls of water down on a flat rock near our feet.

      “Wait, what?” I asked, surprised. My leg had been the last thing on my list of things to think about. Well, maybe not the last, but certainly not in the top ten. “We need to get food and water, and then we have to look at the timeline, see if we can come up with anything! Plus, I need to get in touch with Gab—”

      He put out a hand and grasped my shoulder to stop the flood of words. “Robin. It’s probably just a bruise, but it could also get a lot worse. You were hit by a bullet, after all. And if we’re going to be doing what I think we’re going to be doing tomorrow, I can’t have you slowing us down. We’ve got to get your pants off so I can have a look at your leg and see how bad it actually is.”

      “Well, I’ve heard a lot of pickup lines, but I’ve definitely never heard that one before,” Nelson said, appearing on my other side and giving Jace a look that said she both felt sorry for him and was going to poke fun at him.

      I knew that look. She’d used it on Ant and Abe more times than I could count. Right now, I had a feeling she was feeling sorry for Jace for the same reason I felt sorry for all of us: we were exhausted. And yet here Jace was, trying to be responsible and levelheaded about everything, spouting off orders right and left and being the guy everyone could depend on to figure things out.

      But he’d been through the same week I had, running from the Authority, getting into scrape after scrape, and watching people he knew and cared for get hurt and captured. He’d just been shot at by the Authority, and, I suddenly remembered, had actually gone down himself in that clearing back there, when the Authority first caught up to us.

      “Wait a minute,” I snapped, my memory suddenly coming back to me. “What happened to you back in the field? You were running right next to me, and then you just disappeared. I went flying through the air, and I couldn’t find you, but you…” I started running my hands uselessly up and down his arms and torso, trying to find a wound, trying to remember whether he’d been limping. Had he been shot? Had he come this entire way with a bullet hole somewhere in his body? How was that even possible?

      I’d come to think of him as superhuman, but this was too much. If he was wounded and hadn’t told anyone…

      He grabbed at my hands and held them roughly to his chest. “I wasn’t shot,” he said bluntly. “And that tickles.”

      “If you weren’t shot, then what the hell happened?” I asked, refusing to be sidetracked.

      He shrugged. “They shot at me, yeah. The bullet grazed my hip, but…” He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone, turning it to me so I could see the shattered screen. “Saved by technology, I guess,” he said grimly. “The bullet must have hit the phone in my pocket and skidded along it, then flown off into the bushes. I felt the blow, but it was only enough to knock me down. And then, of course, the ground exploded. But it wasn’t enough to stop me.”

      I gaped at him for a moment, and then he tore through my shock and pointed back at my leg. “Your leg is hurt,” he snapped. “Pants off. Now.”

      “Okay, hero,” Nelson said through gritted teeth. “You’ve just told us you’ve been shot, and yet it’s more important to see to Robin’s leg? Who are you kidding?”

      He rounded on her, angry, and said, “I wasn’t shot. The phone was. And Robin’s more important.”

      And at that moment, I realized that seeing me hurting was probably affecting Jace the same way that seeing him hurting would have affected me. The idea that someone had shot at him—and connected, even if it didn’t actually get him in the body—was making me break in a way I hadn’t thought I could still break, and now that I looked closely into Jace’s eyes, I could see the worry and fear hovering there. As well as the mask he was carefully pulling over those emotions, so that he could keep right on being everyone’s rock.

      He was intentionally tamping down his own feelings so that everyone else could keep depending on him.

      At that thought, my heart felt like it grew ten sizes, and I held my arms out to him, inviting him in for the hug he so obviously needed—and the one that he wasn’t going to ask for, because it might have indicated weakness. He moved into my arms and tucked his nose into my neck, and stayed there while I rubbed his back and held him. I didn’t say anything, but I did notice that Nelson rose quietly and went deeper into the cave to rummage through the boxes for something that I doubted she actually needed, to give us a moment. I looked over toward Ant, Abe, and Jackie, and met Jackie’s eyes wordlessly, and we shared a long look that acknowledged the things that had happened, and how frightened we actually were.

      How terrified we were.

      But how hard we were going to keep fighting. Because of these people right here, and what they’d come to mean to us. And because this—the family we had built, and the families we would build in the future—were worth fighting for.

      “You okay?” I finally asked, figuring we’d probably used up our quota of cuddling time, given everything else we had to do.

      “Exhausted,” he breathed, sitting up and giving me a smile. “But much better now. Thank you.”

      I shrugged, embarrassed for reasons I didn’t care to admit at having been so close to him, and having shown so much affection in such a public way. “It was just a hug,” I said, staring at the ground.

      He reached out and threaded his fingers through mine. “And it meant the world to me,” he said quietly. Then I felt his grip grow firmer, and his voice became more solid. “Now, we really have to get a look at that leg. Nelson?” he called.

      She appeared as if she’d been waiting for his call. She’d gone through the clothes I’d brought and picked out a pair of shorts.

      “Yup,” she said. “I’ve got a pair of shorts here, and at least that will give you a view of the leg without leaving her in her underwear.”

      “I appreciate that so much,” I said sarcastically.

      Nelson shot me a look that told me to shut it, and I grinned at her, unable to stop myself. I had butterflies flying through my stomach from the moment with Jace, and though my leg hurt, it was buoyed up by the endorphins flowing through my body. Not even the thought of having to undress right here in the cave in front of everyone, somehow getting not only my jeans but also that darned suit over a bruised leg, could ruin the way I was feeling.

      Until Nelson dragged me farther back in the cave, into the gloom, and we actually started trying to do it. My T-shirt was easy enough—over my head and onto the floor, and that was that. Getting the suit down to my waist was easy as well. But at that point, we hit a big snag. My jeans wouldn’t go down past my hips. Or rather, they would on one side, but not the other. My leg was so swollen that it was pressing out against the seams, and, much to my embarrassment, we couldn’t get them off.

      I stared down at them, mortified. They hadn’t been this tight when we were at my cottage. Evidently the fall in the meadow had done more damage than I’d realized.

      “Scissors,” Nelson said grimly. “I hope you’re not too attached to those jeans, and I hope you’ve got a second pair in that luggage you brought.”

      I looked up at her and nodded. I wasn’t usually one to waste a pair of pants, not when I didn’t have money to buy more, but I didn’t think we were going to get them off any other way. And I didn’t feel like living in them for the rest of my life. Or cutting my leg off.

      “Let’s do it,” I told her.

      “Anyone got a pair of scissors?” Nelson called into the front of the cave.

      Jace, ever the man with the tools, walked right to his backpack and pulled out the scissors we’d used—had it only been earlier that day?—to strip the wires on the scooters. He handed them to Nelson, and then she turned to me, put the scissors to the ankle end of the jeans on my injured leg, and started cutting.

      Several seconds later I was free of the jeans, but we were facing another problem. The suit was made of some sort of metal that could slow bullets and control temperature. There was no way we were going to be able to cut through it.

      “Where did you guys get these things?” Nelson asked, staring at it.

      “Alexy and Zion,” I said shortly, assuming that was enough information to communicate the complexity that came with those two and their contacts.

      Nelson simply nodded and went back to the problem at hand. “Well, we’ll start at the top and try to pull it down,” she said firmly. “Maybe it will… I don’t know, stretch?”

      We both looked down at the suit, doubtful, but then I decided to just go for it. What did we have to lose, really? I shoved my thumbs under the top rim of the suit… and pushed.

      It was incredibly painful because I was pushing the thumb of one hand right down a leg that was sporting what I expected to be an extremely ugly bruise. But to my surprise, it worked. The suit slid over my leg like the limb was still the exact right size, and before I knew it the metal mesh was pooled around my feet and I was standing there in a cave, in the middle of nowhere, in nothing but my bra and underwear.

      I bit my lip and glanced down at my leg, half curious and half terrified to see what it looked like. It was throbbing badly now that we’d taken the support away and the blood had started rushing through it again. It made me worry that it was a lot worse than I’d thought.

      It was. Or rather, it wasn’t the end of the world, but it was not as straightforward as I’d been hoping. The outer half of my leg, from hip to knee and inner hamstrings to outer edge, was black and blue, and not even subtly. No, this was extreme discoloration, worse than anything I’d ever experienced before.

      “Crap. Where did you get shot?” Nelson breathed.

      “Somewhere below my hip,” I murmured vaguely. “But it must have hit some big vein for there to be that much bruising, right?” I looked up at her, hoping she’d have a comforting answer for me, but not really expecting it.

      She was frowning. “I don’t know anatomy well enough to know,” she said. “But that looks like a lot of bleeding under the skin. Blood in places it shouldn’t be.”

      She shoved the shorts and my T-shirt at me before I could follow that thought too much further, and said, “Well, don’t just stand there staring at yourself. Put these on.”

      I grabbed the clothes, embarrassed. “It’s not like anyone is gonna try looking!” I hissed back.

      “Oh my God, are you actually that blind?” she asked, shaking her head.

      Before I could ask her what exactly she meant by that, she turned around and walked away, leaving me to my own devices.

      I scowled after her, then started getting dressed again, drawing the shorts carefully up over the bruise and swelling in my leg and getting into my T-shirt again.

      I didn’t know what Jace had in mind in terms of treatment, but the quicker we got it over with, the quicker we could go to work on that timeline. And, with luck, the quicker we would figure out what the hell we were supposed to do next.
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      I marched over to the edge of the cave where Jace was sitting with his back leaning against the rough wall, crossed my arms, and gave him my sassiest look. “Okay, let’s get this over with. What are we going to do about the leg?”

      Jace examined my leg and nodded grimly to himself, as if he’d already been expecting what he saw. Then he glanced up to meet my eyes. “See all that swelling and bruising? It’s from blood that’s running down your leg, and there’ll be edema to go with it. We’re going to drain all that out to give it a chance to heal.”

      I immediately thought of him slicing my leg open and the blood spurting up into the air, and nearly gagged.

      “What?” I asked, shocked. “What are you going to do, cut me open?”

      He laughed and shook his head. “Not even close, but I don’t think you’re going to like it much. Give me ten minutes.”

      And with that ominous line, he turned and left the cave, walking like he knew exactly where he was going.

      The rest of us watched him go, our mouths hanging open in confusion.

      “What the…” Ant started.

      “I have no idea,” Nelson said, her voice mystified. Then she suddenly became all business. “But I also don’t think we have a lot of time to sit around staring after him and wondering. We’ve got a lot of stuff to get through, and like he said, we have no idea how long we’ll be safe here. Let’s start with the simple stuff. Has anyone gotten back to you guys? Any of the rest of the team?”

      We all grabbed our phones and began checking our message apps and text boxes, and a couple seconds later, we all shook our heads.

      “Still nothing,” I said. “I don’t have read receipts from Julia or Marco, and I don’t even have delivery receipts for Alexy, Zion, or Boyd.”

      “I’ve got the same,” Ant said. “I also tried Austin, but I’ve got nothing from him.”

      “I have a read receipt from Allerra,” Jackie said softly. She looked up at us, frowning. “But no response. So…”

      “So they’re alive,” I murmured. “Or at least she is. But definitely not answering us.” That didn’t make any sense. “Either that or someone has her phone, somehow knows how to unlock it, and read the message. But why…”

      “And the others aren’t even looking at their phones,” Nelson concluded. “I’ve texted every one of them at least three times, and I’ve got nothing. Not even from Julia. And she always answers her texts.”

      “But she wouldn’t be able to answer texts if the Authority had already found her,” I said, horror dawning on me like a ton of bricks. In the rush to get to my house and then back out of it to find safety, we’d forgotten what we’d thought of in Jace’s apartment—namely that we’d seen how quickly Nathan’s contact had turned on Jace, and that if the same thing had happened when it came to Alexy’s apartment, and Zion’s…

      “We might have left them for those agents to find,” Ant said, smacking himself on the forehead. “I’d completely forgotten that!”

      I almost slapped myself as well. We’d thought we were leaving our friends in a place where they were going to be safe. Instead, we might have left them in a trap just waiting to be sprung. And now that our friends weren’t answering their texts…

      That reminded me of all the messages I’d had from Gabby, and the fact that she was probably thinking the same thing of me, and I quickly dialed her number.

      “Robin?” she gasped after half a ring. “Oh my God! Why did it take you so long to call me? What’s been going on? I’ve been having a heart attack all day thinking that you guys were found by the Authority and arrested! You didn’t even answer any of my texts!”

      I closed my eyes, feeling intensely guilty at having put her in that situation, and then shook my head, trying to figure out how I was going to explain everything that had happened in the shortest way possible.

      “Things went badly,” I said. “We dropped most of the techs—and Winter, Julia, and Marco—off at Zion’s, but we didn’t find Zion or Alexy. What we did find was a huge crowd of people having their IDs checked outside of Alexy’s house. We also had a run-in with an Authority agent who had the scariest badge ever, and definitely knew our faces. So the secret’s out about who we are.”

      “I know,” she answered. “I saw the public bulletin. Terrorists, really? I tried to call you, but—”

      “I wasn’t exactly in a position to answer,” I replied, wondering if it was worth putting my phone on speaker so everyone else could hear her. I hadn’t planned to call her yet, though, and didn’t think now was the time to talk about anything else she might have found out.

      I had asked her to research Nathan before the prison break, and I wanted to get an update on that. But I also wanted to have a look at the timeline before we started talking about him. If we were right about him being connected to Little John…

      I shook myself out of that thought process and came back to the conversation. Right now I just had to catch Gabby up and let her know that we weren’t arrested or dead. “We had to get out of town,” I told her. “And on the way out, we went through a huge part of the city that was just… deserted. It was like all the people had been kidnapped or something.”

      “Where are you now?” she asked. “Your voice sounds scratchy and far away. Are you okay? Is everything okay?”

      Well, there was a question without an easy answer. “Noooo,” I said, drawing the word out to give myself time to think. “And yes. We’re safe. At least, I think we’re safe for the moment. We went to my house—which is outside of town,” I added, remembering that as close as we’d become, I’d never told her where I lived. “We figured it was the safest. But the Authority found us there too, and I think that means they’re probably searching that list of five hundred addresses. We got away from them, and now we’re in a… cave.” I finished the speech with a stumble, realizing how bizarre this must all sound.

      “A cave?” she asked hesitantly. “Is that… safe?”

      “As safe as we can manage right now,” I said. “Anyhow, I don’t really want to talk about that. I need to talk to you about Nathan and what you’ve found out, but not right at this moment. We have something we need to go over first. Can I call you in…” I glanced at Nelson and sent her a silent question, and she shrugged. “An hour?”

      It seemed like enough time to get my leg doctored, get the timeline taped together, and figure out our next moves. The timeline wasn’t that big.

      Gabby confirmed that she’d be awake and waiting, and I hung up, feeling a bit better for having talked to her. I hadn’t met her until I’d joined OH+, but she was also the closest thing I had to a little sister, and I was beyond relieved that she was still out of harm’s way. I didn’t know what I’d do if she was with us. Didn’t know what I’d do if I ever had to see her hurt.

      At that moment, Jace strolled back into the cave, another of those bowls in his hand, and dropped down to his haunches next to me.

      “Alrighty,” he said firmly.

      I glanced down at the offending limb, hating that I had to go through whatever it was he was about to do to me, but knowing that I couldn’t afford to ignore it any longer.

      It had been slowing me down toward the end of our trek up into the valley. I hadn’t been running as quickly as I should have, and I’d been fading fast. If it came to running again tomorrow, I might be in trouble. I might get my team in trouble.

      I wasn’t willing to do that. I wasn’t that stubborn or selfish.

      So I nodded at him reluctantly. Whatever he had, I was willing to consider it.

      Then he reached into the other leaf packet and pulled out what looked like… an enormous slug.

      If I could have backed up more than a few feet, I would have. I hated bugs. Hated them. And snails and slugs were worse. They were slimy.

      “What the hell do you think you’re going to do with that?” I asked, cringing. “How is a slug going to help anything?”

      “To start with, it’s not a slug. It’s a leech. And I have seven more of them. I was lucky to find so many, honestly. I thought I’d find one in the marsh around the edges of the pond, maybe two if I was lucky. But eight? Unheard of.”

      “And remind us all why finding eight leeches is so lucky?” Nelson asked, sounding as if she was on the verge of throwing up.

      I nodded, feeling similarly myself. I’d been willing to consider his fix, but that willingness was draining away rapidly. I definitely hadn’t thought it would include slugs.

      Jace moved toward me and gestured to my leg, and I shrank away from him and the blob he was holding.

      “Leeches are bloodsuckers,” he said, as if that explained everything.

      “You’re not making me like them any better,” I said bluntly. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      He smiled suddenly. “The problem with your leg is the swelling. It’s coming from the blood pooling up against your muscles outside your veins. As I said, we’ve got to get that swelling down so your body can heal itself, and we need to do it tonight, while we’re safe. Tomorrow we’re going to be running again, and I need you to be able to keep up. The best way to fix it is to drain the free blood that’s floating around.”

      “Oh, boy,” I said, starting to get an idea of exactly what he was going to do. “And to drain the blood…”

      He held up the little creature in his hand and wiggled it slightly. “Exactly. The leeches.”

      I turned and heaved up the Nurmeal I’d drunk at my cabin. I couldn’t help it. The thought of having those things attached to me, sucking my blood…

      Then I felt something cold and slimy on my leg, and I whirled back around. Jace had already put one of them on me—right on my knee. It had… attached, or whatever they did, and was now sort of pulsating. I decided immediately that I couldn’t look at it or I would be sick again.

      “And this will help?” I asked, staring at the opposite wall. “This will get rid of the swelling and make it feel better? Make me able to run as fast as I normally run?”

      “It should do all of the above,” Jace said, moving back toward the leaf with the leeches in it.

      I looked down to meet his eyes. “Promise?”

      He gave me a nod. “Promise. And you know I don’t say that lightly.”

      I nodded back, his answer good enough for me, and looked up at the ceiling. “Then let’s get this done. How long does it have to last?”

      “Until they’re full and the swelling in your leg is down. After that, I promise you can call me every bad name you can think of for putting you through this.”

      I bit down on my lower lip, tried not to think about tiny fangs sinking into my skin, and started making a list of the names I’d call him as soon as I was free of the slimy bloodsuckers.
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      I limped to the mouth of the cave to stand near the fire, enjoying the thought that I no longer had slimy little beasties sucking my blood, and comforted myself with the idea that no one would be able to accuse me of slowing them down from here on out.

      Jace, as promised, had let the leeches stay on my leg until they fell off, one by one—it ended up taking about twenty minutes—and I’d looked down at the end to find that the swelling had indeed reduced. A gentle fingertip on the bruise proved that it still hurt, but the pain was manageable. The swelling had been the bigger problem, and it was gone now.

      After Nelson had bandaged me up, I’d given Jace a quick glance of gratitude, unable to decide whether I loved him for having fixed me or hated him for having exposed me to leeches, and then he’d disappeared, stating that he was going to put the leeches back where he’d found them before they dried out and died.

      I’d been pacing the cave ever since, trying to focus my mind on more important topics, and then decided to stretch my legs outside to assist with that. Walking always helped me think, and right now I was in desperate need of some brilliant ideas. We hadn’t gone over the timeline yet, but when we did, I wanted to be ready. Plus, the movement would be good for my leg.

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket, turned on the flashlight, and set off into the darkness, mentally flipping through the problems at hand.

      The cave had given us a blessed break from the chase, but none of us had forgotten that the Authority was out there searching for us. And we couldn’t hide in this cave forever. The timeline might be able to provide some direction in regard to an escape—if we could somehow glean a location for Little John from it. Finding the elusive group might not be the easiest escape plan, but they had the ability to save us from this mess. They were at the top of my list of mysteries to solve.

      Them and Nathan.

      I’d walked about thirty feet into the forest by now, and though I suspected that the only things I’d find out here were my wolves, I didn’t want to chance it, so turned and started back toward the cave.

      “Dude,” someone suddenly called from the darkness in front of me.

      I jumped, wondering if the voice was talking to me, and then frowned.

      Just there, at the edge of the firelight, I could make out someone leaning up against a tree, his gangly arms crossed in front of him, his head down.

      Ant, my brain told me. Or Abe. I looked harder, and realized that it was definitely Ant. I wasn’t sure how I knew, but something about him had changed—enough, at least, that I could now tell the difference between them. Maybe it was in the way he held his shoulders, a bit straighter than before, or the fact that the last week had brought out a tension in his posture that also hadn’t been there before.

      I didn’t know who he was talking to, but it certainly wasn’t me, and I didn’t have any intention of standing here spying while he was having a private conversation. I lifted one foot to take a step in his direction, intent on letting him know I was there and walking past him back to the cave, when another figure suddenly emerged from the forest and leaned up against the tree next to him.

      Abe.

      Their silhouettes were exactly the same, but Abe had a spring in his step that Ant was missing.

      Abe reached a hand toward his brother, and Ant gave a choked sob and turned to his twin. He buried his face against his brother’s shoulder and began to cry.

      I stalled, then took several steps back so that I was hidden behind a tree, not wanting to be seen by either of them, and peered around it. I’d never seen anything but good-natured teasing between those two, and though they’d always seemed close, I hadn’t really seen them sharing any affectionate moments. This… Well, I didn’t want to be caught interrupting it.

      I glanced back into the cave, wondering if I needed to keep anyone else away, and wondering how I could get there myself, but saw that the others were all spread out on blankets and sheets, talking in low voices and drinking Nurmeal. Jace, I noticed, was eating raw vegetables instead, and my glance lingered on him for a moment as I wondered how he felt about living in a cave again.

      Then I turned back to stare at where Ant and Abe were standing and wondered how to get around them. Whatever they had to say to each other, it should be a private moment, and I didn’t want to intrude.

      But then I realized I had a problem. I was standing in the middle of a forest, surrounded by dry twigs and pine needles. I wouldn’t be able to sneak anywhere.

      “I can’t believe any of this is happening,” Ant said, his voice hoarse with tears. “I can’t believe I almost lost you.”

      “I can’t believe you have a girlfriend,” Abe replied. “And especially Jackie. You do remember how mean she’s always been to us, right?”

      I saw Ant shrug it off and grinned to myself. I wasn’t sure Ant had had any choice in the matter, honestly, because from what I knew of Jackie, once she decided on something, nothing was going to get in her way. If she’d decided that she liked Ant, he hadn’t stood a chance.

      “It just happened,” he said quietly. “I don’t know when it did. We were together so much, and the world was suddenly so dangerous, and she just seemed… It was like she was the only thing I recognized. The only thing that was truly safe. The rest of the world had turned upside down and inside out.”

      “You’re telling me,” Abe answered quietly. “Seems like it was only yesterday that we were fighting about whether or not to join Nelson’s club in the first place.”

      “You didn’t want to,” Ant said, laughing quietly. “You said it would just lead to trouble.”

      Abe gave his brother a soft shove with his shoulder. “And it looks like I was right,” he said. I could hear the grin in his voice and could picture exactly how it spread across his face. He’d be gloating at having won some sort of bet between the two, and also probably feeling successful about having made Ant laugh. “Though not even I could have imagined this much trouble.”

      “You have no idea what it’s been like,” Ant said, his voice turning serious. “What it was like. Running through that forest outside the warehouse, not knowing where you were or if you were even still alive. Then getting on the ship with Alexy and Zion and picking up team member after team member—but none of them was you. We saw Winter captured, did she tell you that? We saw those soldiers jump her, pin her to the ground, and take her away. And all I could think was that they might have done that to you. That you might have been stupid and fought them, and they might have killed you…” His voice broke.

      “They got me right away,” Abe said simply. “Right outside the warehouse, in the parking lot. I didn’t have time to fight them. Didn’t have time to think of anything clever to say—which was probably what saved my life, now that I think about it. But do you think it was any easier for me? I was locked up in a plastic box for a week, Ant! A week of not knowing where you were or what had happened, thinking maybe you were dead, or maybe you’d been captured and they were just keeping us apart. We had no idea what they were going to do with us. They just threw us in those boxes and then left us there. No information, nothing, until the day they decided to make those videos. Nelson figured they were making them to show who they had, and we figured they were sending that to someone, but we had no idea who might be on the receiving end.”

      He paused and turned to his brother.

      “I was sure you guys were dead until you showed up in the prison last night. And it almost killed me.”

      My heart broke for the two of them, and I realized abruptly that I hadn’t even asked any of our friends who’d been imprisoned what they’d gone through. We’d just woken up in the meadow that morning and immediately started running. This was probably the first time Ant and Abe had had a chance to talk about it.

      I couldn’t begin to imagine what the two of them were feeling right now. And though Ant had talked to us about it while we were working on ways to rescue our friends from jail, I hadn’t thought too hard about what he’d been going through. I definitely hadn’t thought about whether our friends in prison had wondered about us. I’d been too busy trying to figure out a way to get them out of there.

      It must have been torture for the brothers. And I didn’t want to watch any more of their reunion scene. It was a huge invasion of the privacy they deserved.

      I was about to attempt to start moving again when the sudden crack of a twig made me jump. It took me a moment to realize that it wasn’t my foot that had made the sound, but Jace’s. He was striding right toward Ant and Abe.

      “You guys seen Robin?” he called, giving them a rather wide berth, but obviously intent on entering the trees.

      Ant straightened abruptly and started wiping at his face, while Abe stepped protectively in front of him.

      “Nope,” Abe said quickly. “You sure she’s out here? We were just… getting some air,” he finished lamely.

      Jace, bless his soul, acted like he believed them, and let it go. “I figured,” he said. “Yeah, I saw her walk out here a while ago. Pushing her leg to the limit already, no doubt. She’s probably off running with the wolves or something.”

      “Wouldn’t put it past her,” Ant replied. “Her faith in them is downright creepy.”

      Jace laughed. “Got us to shelter, didn’t it? I’m not going to complain about her methods.”

      Ant and Abe nodded, still seeming as if they were uncomfortable at having been nearly caught in the midst of showing their emotions, and stood shuffling their feet, until Jace gave them the excuse they were obviously waiting for.

      “You two must be exhausted,” he said. “Why don’t you go in and claim a couple of blankets? We need to go over the timeline tonight, and I have some other research to do, but there’s no harm in getting comfortable before we start.”

      “Yeah,” Abe said. “Ant, I think he’s right. We should, uh, rest.”

      “Rest, of course,” Ant said, and though he was trying to hide the smile in his voice, I could hear it leaking through. Abe might not know Jace well, but Ant did, and he most certainly saw through the ruse.

      The twins began a quick walk toward the cave, passing Jace and leaving him in the darkness behind them, and once they were out of earshot, Jace turned back toward the forest.

      “You can come out now,” he called softly. “And I don’t want to know any of what they were saying out here in the dark.”

      I laughed softly, surprised that he’d been alert enough to know where I was, and walked quickly toward him.

      “Just the stuff you say to your brother, I guess, when you’ve been separated from him for a week, and when you didn’t know until last night whether he was dead or not,” I murmured.

      Jace nodded. “If I thought my sister was in danger, it would kill me.”

      “And they both spent the entire week not knowing,” I replied. “I don’t know how they stood it.”

      He shrugged. “Probably harder for Abe than for Ant. The one good thing about being kept constantly on our toes by the Authority is that none of us had a chance to slow down enough to think about how it made us feel.”

      I sighed. That was absolutely the truth. For the most part, we’d all been so busy running for our lives that we hadn’t had a chance to parse through the emotion of it yet. Survival was the only motivation. Emotions had been put to the side, to be dealt with later.

      “So, what’s next?” I asked, knowing that it wasn’t later yet. We were still in the middle of survival mode. We didn’t have the choice of relaxing.

      Jace gave me a nod. “I have some research I have to do. I have… a plan, but I need to know where we’re supposed to go to execute it. And in the meantime, there’s the timeline. I’m not sure how much longer we’re going to be able to count on safety up here. The sooner we know what we’re doing, the better.”

      I nodded and fell into step next to him as he walked back toward the cave. The timeline. Right. As for safety…

      That was also going to have to come soon, I suspected. Because until we were in a more secure position, with either Nathan or Little John, we couldn’t count on it.
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      We returned to the cave to find that the others had been discussing the very thing we were about to dive into—thanks, no doubt, to the fact that Ant and Abe had tipped them off. The moment we were past the fire, Nelson looked up at us from where she already had the papers with the timeline out of Jace’s bag and tidied into a stack.

      “So, the timeline,” she said. “We agreed it’s the logical place to start, right?” She pulled out her phone and my tablet and gave me a grin. “And I figured that we would be doing some research. In which case, I’m going to commandeer this bigger, fancier device and leave all of you to your puny little phones.”

      Jace put up a quick hand. “The timeline for you guys, yes,” he said. “But I have other research I need to do. And I’ll need a device. Since my phone is…” He gestured helplessly at the wreckage that was his phone, and Nelson nodded.

      “Take mine,” she said, throwing it at him. “The combination is 137398. Just don’t send out any flirty texts or call any numbers you don’t think I’ll like. Remember, I’m watching.” She gave him a serious glare, and though I wasn’t quite sure what it was about, Jace chuckled and shook his head.

      “I will treat it with the utmost respect,” he said solemnly. “And I’ll fully expect you to be watching over my shoulder.”

      Then he reached down into the bag at his feet, grabbed the unlabeled address book he’d been so relieved to find in his apartment, and made his way back to the fire, his fingers already flipping through the pages, his face lowered over it, reading intently.

      I watched him, still curious about why he was blocking us from whatever search he was doing, and wondered if it had anything to do with the plan B he’d started to tell us about in the cabin. The plan that I was sure he’d been referring to several times during the day, and that he’d stopped short of giving us any details about.

      What was he hiding? And why was he hiding it? Given what I knew about the deeper layer of OH+—which I’d begun to refer to as the shadow side in my head—I was assuming it had something to do with Nathan and security. Perhaps even Little John, though I didn’t think Jace would know if that larger organization was connected, as it didn’t seem that he’d taken the step into Little John, himself. At least, not that he knew of.

      None of which explained why he wasn’t telling us. We were his team—and we were the ones running for our lives from the Authority. If anyone had the right to know about a plan B, it was us.

      I put it out of my mind and turned to my friends. Jace wasn’t the only one with a plan. Ours might not be a sure bet—in fact, it might be a long shot—but at least it was something.

      I dropped down next to Nelson and eyed the stack of papers on the floor of the cave.

      “Everything the Authority knows about Little John,” Ant said quietly. “Or at least, everything they thought they knew. Everything they thought important enough for a timeline… This is real live spy stuff. Right out of a novel.”

      Jackie gave him a wry glance. “And if we don’t hurry up and start figuring it out, instead of sitting here staring at it like a bunch of idiots, we’re going to be the characters that end up going to jail for the rest of their lives in that novel,” she said. “Let’s get started.”

      Her words spurred the rest of us to action, and within seconds, six pairs of hands were rifling through the stack of papers, grabbing as many as they could, and then starting to fit them together. It was like doing a puzzle, but along a single line—and one where the stakes were a lot higher than just a game you played on rainy afternoons.

      We focused on the dates over anything else and moved the papers as necessary to put them in the right order. While we worked, I scanned the events, wondering what it was we were about to see. I’d looked at them when we were in that office, but I hadn’t committed many of them to memory. We’d had slightly bigger things to think about at the time. Like getting out of there with our lives intact. The one thing I remembered with clarity was the event that now caught my eye, right under my fingertips.

      Warehouse raid, Belmore, it read. OH+ somehow involved here as well. Reverse hack, arrests made. Could they be part of Little J.O.H.N.?

      That was the real question. Were we part of this Little J.O.H.N.? (And why did the Authority spell it with the periods? Was that Little John’s official preference? How would the Authority know something like that?)

      But if we were part of Little John, why hadn’t we been told? Why hadn’t we been warned? And why hadn’t they taken us to their headquarters when they had us in their airship after the jailbreak?

      I turned to the rest of the timeline as it started taking shape and scanned through it for other mentions of our name. Only one, I saw, and this was another event I recognized as something in which I’d been involved.

      Call about possible large gathering of rebels, it said. Neighbors saw a large group of people, accompanied by carrier trucks, meeting in a warehouse. Definitely OH+, motivation unknown.

      The city attached to the note was one I recognized. It was the place where we’d held our first OH+ event, and where one man had almost turned everyone in, in some bizarre plot to steal our exo-suits and get some sort of bounty from the local law enforcement agencies.

      A man whom Zion had promptly killed, though he hadn’t told us about that until later. Now I figured I knew why. If Zion was part of Little John, it meant he was into something a lot bigger than we’d realized, which meant the stakes were a lot higher. They were messing with the government and didn’t have any patience for anyone who might turn them in. The idea of someone potentially handing them over to the enforcers had been more than enough to earn that man a death sentence.

      Serious business indeed.

      Nelson leaned back from the completed timeline, grabbing my attention, and shook her head. “Well, to start with, it seems they’ve been tracking this Little John for the last twenty years,” she said, her eyes on the timeline’s first date.

      “And pretty efficiently, at least for the first ten years,” Jackie said, leaning over the papers. She put her finger down close to the starting date. “Look at this, at the start. It looks like they’ve got something once a week on them.” She frowned. “But such small crimes, really. Hacking computers? Stealing tech from small stores?” She looked up at me, the frown still creasing her forehead. “Those crimes aren’t big enough for the government to even care about them. If anything, they would have been handled by the local enforcers. Definitely not some super-secret government enforcement agency.”

      I looked down at the timeline and saw what she was talking about. “January 1, local library’s files are hacked, specifically in regard to city plans,” I read. “Firewall down at the time due to damage in the wires after New Year’s fireworks.” I looked up at everyone else, frowning. “New Year’s fireworks? When did we ever get fireworks for New Year’s?”

      “A long time ago. Before some of you were even born,” Nelson said. She was already on my tablet, her fingers a blur over the keyboard. She looked up to meet my eyes. “Something happened and the government outlawed them. Said they were a waste of taxpayer money.”

      I glanced at the timeline again, wondering if that decision had anything to do with what we were looking at. More likely, I thought, Little John had used those fireworks events for their own purposes.

      Much like they’d used explosions to help us get into the prison.

      “You don’t suppose…”

      “That the fireworks that damaged those lines weren’t actually fireworks?” she asked, reading my mind. “I suppose it’s a possibility, yeah. And that the government outlawed fireworks right after that because they suspected as much. Fireworks do, after all, provide pretty good cover for actual explosions. Though, that would depend on whether this timeline is factual or not, and whether Little John was actually responsible for that. Whether they could pull it off?” She shrugged. “There are explosives that mimic fireworks; that’s not the question. The question is how well funded Little John was at that time. If we’re to believe this, and believe that the government has all the facts, it would mean that Little John would have been brand new at that point. Would they have had the money for that sort of thing?”

      I shrugged, then moved on to the next point. We had an entire timeline to go through, and it would take us all night if we dwelled too long on one particular event.

      The next event was a robbery of a computer goods store, and a list of the things that had been taken.

      “Nelson, what is all that stuff?” I asked, pointing at the list.

      She leaned over and read through it, then shrugged. “Standard computer hardware. Stuff that anyone would need if they were setting up a home office. Nothing to tell us who they might have been, or what they might have been doing.”

      “So how would they even know that Little John did it?” Ant asked. He scanned through the timeline with his finger, his frown growing deeper and deeper. “I mean, it’s all well and good to have this list of things that happened, but what good does it do if we don’t know how they came to their conclusion that it was Little John at all?”

      Jackie pushed his finger away. “Well, they must be sure, right? I mean, they’re the government, and they have unending resources. If they put it all down on a timeline they must be pretty damn sure. The question is, how does it help us? What we need right now is shelter, and to get that, we have to find Little John. So, what on this timeline is going to help us with that?”

      I glanced through the timeline again, desperate for anything that might help us—addresses, even vague locations—and then slowed down and looked again, focusing more intently on the timing.

      “The government might have unending resources, but they’re not actually making much progress,” I said. I pointed to the start of the timeline, and then ran my finger along it. “Look. There are dates every few days at the start, with specifics for each hit. But later…” I ran my finger farther, where the timeline became more modern—and the dates became less common—then looked up at my friends. “More and more time is passing between dates. The government isn’t catching them as often. Little John is getting better at hiding what they’re doing. They’re getting smarter.”

      “Or they’re using other people to do their dirty work,” Kory said suddenly, bringing his finger down on the first OH+ note. The one from that first meeting in the warehouse. Then he lifted his eyes up to meet mine. “Maybe it’s not that they’re getting better at hiding. Maybe they’re just using people and techniques the government won’t recognize as theirs.”

      I pulled back, my mind racing.

      Well, that was a thought. It matched almost exactly with my earlier thoughts, from when we’d first found out that Little John had rescued us, and that they’d known who we were, and how the mission would have gone, but hadn’t known what we were going to see inside the prison. I’d sensed at the time that we’d been used and that it had been some sort of research mission. Except that we’d never had a chance to report back to Little John about what we’d found. We hadn’t even known that we were supposed to report back—heck, Zion and Alexy were probably supposed to be the “reporters.” We also hadn’t known what they’d been looking for, if there had been a specific target.

      Instead, they’d dropped us in a meadow and left us there, to escape the Authority on our own. And our contacts who had known about Little John—Alexy and Zion, and perhaps Allerra—had disappeared without a word.

      “Well, a couple things that we do know,” Nelson said. “Little John has been around for twenty years, according to this timeline. That’s a lot older than Operation Hood. So there seems to be a very good chance that Operation Hood was an offshoot of Little John. A younger sibling? Something to maybe take the heat off the main office, so to speak? There are also notes here about raids on Little John offices, or what the government thought were Little John offices. None of them successful.”

      She pointed to three different dates on the line, and I leaned over to see that she was correct. At some point, the government had thought they knew enough about Little John to raid a specific location. But each raid was marked with one word: Failure. They might have thought they’d known where to find Little John, but they’d been unsuccessful. Either they’d had the wrong spot, or all the members of Little John had gotten out of there before the Authority showed up.

      “But how much of a failure?” I wondered aloud. “Does that mean they didn’t find anything? Or just that they didn’t find the leader?”

      “And then the final operation,” Ant noted, putting his finger on the last date of the timeline. The raid on the warehouse, which was marked as our doing. “The warehouse raid. But…” He leaned closer, squinting at the timeline, and then sat up again. “This is labeled as a reverse hack. What does that mean? Isn’t that…” He looked up at Nelson, seeking confirmation for whatever he was thinking, and she nodded.

      “It means they followed a line to that warehouse. Someone in that warehouse had… hacked them,” she said slowly.

      I shook my head. “But that warehouse was holding the server for that mail order and auction site. And we know that site belongs to the Ministry. Or at least, we think we know…”

      I stopped talking, wondering whether we’d gotten it all wrong. But surely we hadn’t. That place had been chock full of things that were Ministry-level documents. The files on all those kids. The applications for adoption. The physical folders with all that information. It was all specific to the CRAS. Who else would have had any of that but the Ministry?

      “No,” I said firmly. “That had to be a Ministry site and a Ministry building. There was way too much Ministry stuff in there for anyone else to own it. So why would they label it a reverse hack? That isn’t what they did to you, is it?”

      Nelson shook her head. “No. What they did was set a trap for me. That didn’t have anything to do with hacking. They set a trap, and once I tripped it, it told them where I was. A reverse hack can only mean one thing,” she said. “It means someone hacked into them, and then they reverse hacked the hacker, and then followed the trail. They weren’t… prepared for the hackings, so they didn’t have time or warning enough to set a snare protocol. They probably did that later. The first time, they must have figured out they’d been hacked, and then done whatever they could to trace it back to where it came from. The warehouse, though…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t make any sense. That warehouse showed as the location that housed the IP that ran the site, so the warehouse must belong to the Ministry. Why would they be watching a warehouse that was theirs, just on the off chance that someone broke in?”

      My mind raced through the implications, and then came to a screeching halt.

      “What if the warehouse itself was a trap?” I whispered, understanding dawning suddenly. “Little John is clearly a major thorn in the government’s side. Hell, they’ve been trying to get rid of them for twenty years! What if the warehouse was a trap they’d set up for Little John… and we walked right into it? It would make sense. The Ministry set it up, knowing that Little John would bite, and then had the Authority standing by, ready to make arrests. Then we happen across this site, and we find where we think it’s housed, and…”

      “And we walk right into the trap,” Kory finished for me. “Oh my God.”

      “But that doesn’t make sense either,” Jackie said, crossing her arms.  “It doesn’t explain the reverse hack. If that warehouse belonged to the Ministry—or the government, at least, because who knows if it’s actually the Ministry or some other secret department we don’t know about yet—why would there be a reverse hack associated with it? And secondly, if it was something Little John already knew about, why would Zion and Alexy have gone along without saying anything to us about it?”

      “What if they were raiding it at the same time as us, and using us as… I don’t know, involuntary backup? Or a decoy?” Abe offered.

      I shook my head. “It just doesn’t make sense. If that was true, why not coordinate with us? And how were we the only ones who ended up being caught?”

      “We weren’t,” Jace said suddenly from behind me. “Those two men we gassed down in the camera room were also caught and taken to jail. And we never found out who they were. They disappeared after we rescued them.”

      “Either way, the conclusion seems clear,” Nelson said. “That raid should have been something between Little John and the government. And we were arrested because we were in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “And after that, they started researching who we were,” I said, quickly coming to some conclusions of my own. “Then we up and raided their jail to save our friends. And now we’re on the Most Wanted list with Little John. Who I’m starting to really distrust.”

      “So how exactly are we supposed to trust them to help us find a safe location?” Ant asked. “If they’ve gotten us into this much trouble, why would we ever go to them voluntarily?”

      “Because we don’t have much choice,” Jace said, dropping to sit down next to us, Nelson’s phone and his address book in his lap. “And because they’ve gotten us out of trouble in the past. We know that they’re fighting the same government we’re fighting, and that makes us unintentional allies. My enemy’s enemy is my friend, and all that. And finally, because I suspect that Nathan is in charge of Little John, and I’d trust him with my life,” he finished.

      Several of us shook our heads, unconvinced. Whoever Little John was, and whether or not Nathan was involved with them, the picture we were putting together was less than complimentary. Sure, they seemed to be fighting the government, and if the government’s obsession with them was anything to go by, they were getting a lot closer than the government liked. But they also seemed to have thrown us into the mix, and I didn’t appreciate being used in that way.

      Not without having a say in it myself.

      “Nathan isn’t infallible, either,” I reminded Jace. “Remember what happened at the coffee shop?”

      He brought his hand down in a chopping motion and shook his head. “That wasn’t Nathan’s fault. He trusted the wrong person, and I think we’ve all done that once or twice.”

      I guessed I couldn’t argue with that, given my experience with Henry… and my adoptive parents.

      “Besides,” he continued, “if we’re going to get out of this, we have to trust someone. We don’t have a choice. I don’t know how much longer we can stay here, and we know that we don’t have Zion or Alexy to lean on. Nathan… Well, he left me a getaway option. And I didn’t know for sure that it would work—I never even thought to check it before, because I never thought I’d be in this position—but I’ve just done some… research, and I think it will give us a way out. So, unless any of you have a better option, I say we trust him one more time. It might be our only shot at getting out of here alive.”

      “He gave you a getaway option?” Jackie asked, her voice harsh with shock. “Why did you get one? And what about the rest of us?”

      I reached out and took Jace’s hand, feeling that he needed someone to back him up right now, and that Jackie was looking at this the wrong way. The timeline hadn’t told us anything. All it had done was open up new questions. Which meant we still didn’t have a plan. If Jace was offering one…

      “If you have a plan, I say we take it,” I said firmly. “Because the timeline is a complete bust. There might be a lot of information in there, but it’s not going to do us any good right now. There’s no helpful address, and we don’t have any way of finding one that I can see.”

      I looked around the circle, daring anyone else to disagree—and hoping they’d see the logic in what I was saying—and saw a range of expressions, from shock to frustration to anger. Gradually, though, they melted into acceptance, and then agreement, until Ant finally spoke up.

      “You’re right,” he said quietly. “And we can’t stay here. If there’s a chance at finding a way out, I say we take it. So, what’s the move?”

      Jace laid the address book out in front of him, open to a page that had several lines of writing on it, and I saw one sentence: Code Name Corona, Samsfield. And then a full address I didn’t recognize.

      “Nathan had a plan B worked out for me,” he said. “It was the first thing I thought of when we woke up in that meadow, because it was specifically labeled a plan I was to use only if the worst happened. I wasn’t supposed to even think about it unless I was in absolutely the worst possible position. At first, I thought that Zion and Alexy would be in their apartments, and that they’d be a better option. But then we couldn’t find them, and when Allerra went missing and I couldn’t get ahold of Boyd or Nathan, I knew we had to do it. The problem was that he left it in code, so that anyone who found it would think it was just gibberish, and I had to access certain parts of the web to decode it. Once I did, I realized what it was.” He looked up at me, his expression going back and forth between surprise and relief.

      “What?” I asked. “What is it?”

      “He’s given us the address of his second-in-command,” he said quietly. “I only know Corona by name, but I know she’s important, and I know she knows almost everything about Nathan’s operation. She’s the one he’s kept secret all this time. The one he’s hidden even from his own people. And he did it for exactly this situation.”

      “So she would be safe if the Authority found out about him,” I said, my voice as quiet as his. “So she could offer safe harbor.” I shook my head, clearing it of the surprise that came with Jace’s statement, and jumped right to the next topic. “So, when do we leave?”

      “First thing tomorrow,” Jace said. “I don’t want to travel in the dark. But I want to be on the road by the time the sun comes up. The longer we’re here, the greater the risk of getting caught. If we can get to Corona’s without the Authority catching on…”

      “We might actually be safe,” I breathed.

      I could only hope he was right. Because I was more than tired of running.
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      An hour later, we gathered in the cave again, Ant, Abe, Jackie, Nelson, and I were sitting close enough to the fire that we could feel its warmth, but far enough away that we weren’t in danger of random sparks.

      Jace had given us our plan for the next day, and we’d taken the hour after that to try to rest ourselves, savoring the peace while we had it. We had no idea whether we’d be able to find Corona or run into another dead end, and whether we’d end up back in this cave, or running from the Authority again. We all needed a moment to sit and stop thinking.

      I hadn’t had enough blankets for everyone, so the guys had voted that the girls got the blankets and then had taken the sheets and moved a bit closer to the fire themselves. We were now picnicking on what food we had brought with us and taking turns sipping water from a hollowed-out branch that Jace had found.

      Luckily it was summertime, which meant it was both lighter out than it would have been during the winter, and warmer. I wasn’t sure what we would have done if we’d wound up in this situation during the winter. Frozen to death, most likely. Although, Jace seemed intent on proving to all of us how handy he could be when it came to getting us safely through this outdoor living experience, with Kory acting as his sidekick.

      The two of them had just come back with more firewood and kindling when Ant asked the obvious question—and the one that Jace, Kory, and I probably should have all known was coming.

      “So how exactly do you two know so much about making fires and all that?” he asked, gesturing vaguely toward the fire. “Leaves as cups. Hollowed-out branches. Leeches.” He gave Jace a narrow-eyed look, and then turned it on Kory. “Don’t think we haven’t noticed how comfortable you are out here. What’s the deal?”

      Jace glanced at me, and I moved toward the fire to help him with the wood. It wasn’t the first time I’d built fires by hand either—my small cottage had gotten most of its heat from the fireplace—and though I wasn’t as comfortable in the woods as he was, the environment didn’t bother me nearly as much as it seemed to disturb Ant and Abe. Then again, I also knew we were there with people who had lived in the woods for their entire lives, up until about four months ago.

      Maybe it was time to let the others in on the secret as well. It was providing comfort for me in the midst of a truly horrible situation. It would do the same for everyone else. And was it really fair to keep that from them?

      Jace sighed and came to sit down next to me, sharing the blanket I’d laid out over the floor and then pulling an extra length of my sheet over his legs. “Well, it’s hardly the time to sit around telling stories, but I have to say that if we’re stuck here for the night—and safe—I guess it’s as good a time as any.”

      “Not like we can go anywhere right now. Not safely, at least,” Jackie said.

      My shoulders grew tense at the thought, and I turned worried eyes to the mouth of the cave. The wolves were out there, I knew—but so was the Authority. And though I hoped the wolves would make a noise if the soldiers got too close, we were also sitting in a cave. Sitting in a literal dead end.

      Jace, noticing my tension, reached out and took my hand, bringing my attention back to the conversation within the cave.

      “Be that as it may,” he said, referring to Jackie’s comment, “we’ve been through… well, more than a lot, together, and it feels…” His voice drifted off as he seemed to think about what he was about to say, and then he nodded to himself. “It feels right that you guys should know who I am, really. I want you to know.”

      I could feel the ripple of tension run around the circle and forced myself to smile to dispel the nervousness in the cave.

      “You don’t have to be so dramatic,” I teased, shoving him a bit with my shoulder. “The way you say it, it sounds like you’re about to admit to being a spy for the bad guys or something.”

      He laughed and dipped his shoulder to touch mine in thanks, then started again. “Nothing like that. You asked me who I actually am, and the truth is that until four months ago, I lived in a cave.” He stopped to allow the others to take that in, then continued, laughing at the looks on their faces. “You heard right. I was part of a small commune that escaped society. Escaped the CRAS, specifically. My parents and their friends knew that they wouldn’t be allowed to keep their children, thanks to their incomes, and they weren’t willing to accept it. So they ran.” He left the story there, awaiting the questions he must have known would come, and after a moment of silence, several shot through the air.

      “They just up and left? How? How would they have managed that?” Nelson asked. (Of course, I noted to myself, she was probably doing research.)

      “A real-life caveman?” Abe asked, leaning forward. “Cool!”

      Jackie, of course, just snorted—and she put all of her attitude into that snort, so that it seemed to say not only, “Of course you’re a caveman; that explains so much,” and also, “You’re lucky we even let you hang out with us.”

      Ant frowned, though, and leaned back, considering. “Well, that explains a whole lot,” he noted quietly.

      Jace, for some reason, chose to answer Ant’s comment rather than any of the questions. “Meaning?”

      Ant tipped his head to one side and then the other. “Well, your apartment, to start with. No one could have gone into that thing and thought you’d been raised in the city. It was underground, and there were no windows! The ideas you had about computers and how to work them. The disconnect in how you explained things when we found out that OH+ was down. Trying to start scooters with a lockpick. But mostly the way you walk. It’s so quiet it’s almost creepy.”

      Jace laughed and shrugged at that, accepting it as the truth. “I guess you learn to walk quietly when you grow up having to hunt for your food,” he allowed. Then he turned and grinned at his friend. “Right, Jack?”

      Kory lifted one eyebrow at Jace. “Jack, eh?” he asked. “If we’re coming clean, seems like it makes sense to come all the way clean.” He turned to the rest of the group and gave a mock bow. “I’d like to officially introduce myself. My real name is Kory, second name Albertson. I did indeed grow up in the forests and mountains. My parents were best friends with Hux’s.” His face fell into a frown at that, and his voice died out a bit.

      Ah, I thought, my heart breaking a little bit at the change in him. So, his parents had been killed during the raid as well. It made sense, but I’d never really considered it. Now I wondered if he carried that scar as deeply as Jace did, and if he’d managed to save anyone. Could it be that he had a sibling at the convent as well?

      Ant looked from one of them to the other, his eyes narrowed in thought. “And where are your parents now?”

      “Dead,” Jace said bluntly. “All of them are dead. Most of the people we used to live with are dead, actually. Only a few of us survived.”

      Then, much to my surprise, he dove right into the story he’d told me—with some additional details now, like where Kory had been when it all happened, and the fact that Denver and Cloyd had also had families in the area.

      “That’s how we ended up… well, in Trenton, at least,” he finished quietly, his eyes on the ground. Then he looked up at everyone else, bringing himself out of the story and back into the present. “And that’s how we ended up with Nathan. He brought us to town, gave us our papers, got us places to live…”

      “Wait, what about Zion and Alexy?” I asked. “He got them places to live too, and we know how important they are to him. Were they up there with you guys as well?”

      It made a certain sort of sense, given the relationship between Alexy and Zion, and Nathan’s attachment to them. From what I knew, Nathan treated Jace and particularly Cloyd as if they were his family, and the only other people he seemed to care about that much were Zion and Alexy—though Zion and Alexy definitely got more toys than Jace did. But that much affection… surely it was because they all fell into the same group.

      But Jace shook his head firmly. “No, I’d never met them before I moved here,” he said. “I got to know them better when we were planning the jailbreak, same as you, and I got the idea that they were part of a circle even more important than mine. We were in on the same meetings, but they… Well, they were definitely higher up on the food chain than I was. Maybe even higher than Boyd, though you can never tell him I said so, because he’ll hate it. They’ve certainly known Nathan longer than we have.”

      “I thought you were one of the inside guys, though,” Ant said. “You go to all his private meetings.”

      “I’m still an outsider,” Jace responded. “True, I’m on the inside meetings, but only because Cloyd… well, you guys would know him as Boyd… has told Nathan that I have value. Cloyd is the inside man there, not me. He’s the one who knew Nathan first.”

      “I guess that explains quite a lot as well,” I murmured, thinking through what I knew of Cloyd. The man had a chip on his shoulder a mile wide, and particularly when it came to Jace’s interactions with Nathan. Or Jace making a decision that didn’t sit right with him. “So if he knew Nathan first, is he the one who coordinated everything?” I asked, my mind jumping to all sorts of conclusions. How had he found Nathan? What sort of deal had he made? How was it that he’d just happened to have friends who were people Nathan had been interested in?

      The conspiracy theories were virtually boundless.

      Jace just shrugged, mostly disinterested. “Cloyd arranged the whole thing, made the introductions, and gave us a way out,” he said. “At the time, I was mourning my family and trying to take care of my sister. I really wasn’t thinking about much else. I’d known Cloyd my whole life, though, and had always respected him. It didn’t take much more than that for me to agree to the plan. I just knew Nathan was a godsend. We didn’t have any idea who to turn to or where we were going to go. We knew that our settlement wasn’t safe anymore, with the CRAS after us. Nathan gave us an… option.”

      “What’s your real name?” Nelson asked quietly.

      Jace smiled at her. “Jace Huxley. And my sister’s name is Rhea. She’s at a convent near here. An arrangement which Nathan also set up. I couldn’t bring her into the city. Not with the work we were doing. It was just too dangerous. So, Nathan gave her a safe place to go.”

      “I had a sister once,” Jackie said, her voice unexpectedly intense. “Didn’t get to keep her long, though… She was so tiny, so fragile. She loved to hold onto my finger when she was going to sleep.” She smiled a slow, dreamy smile. “She was four years younger than me, and I was sure we were going to be best friends. Everyone said we looked the same.” Then, suddenly, her face turned dark. “Then the Ministry came and got her. One night, middle of the night, they just showed up and banged on the door, shouting. We all slept in the same room—didn’t have enough money for a house that had more than the one bedroom—and it woke us all up. Mom, Dad, and I all ran to the front door. We were afraid there was a fire or something like that, because they were shouting that they were emergency officers and that we had to open up.”

      She sobbed and shut her mouth. Ant put his arm around her and drew her to him until her head nestled up against his shoulder. The rest of us kept quiet while he rubbed her arm, and when she continued, her voice was stronger again.

      “They grabbed my sister right out of my mom’s arms,” she said. “Held her up against some scanner thing they had, and then did fingerprints on her. Said they were the Ministry, and per CRAS standards the baby was being taken and sent to a family that could afford to keep her. Said my parents hadn’t passed the test for being able to keep their own child.”

      She sobbed again and turned her face into Ant’s chest.

      “I ran,” she continued, her voice muffled by his shirt. “I ran away that night, sure that they were going to come for me too. I mean, I didn’t run far. I was only a kid. But I got out of the house and hid in the backyard for a whole day, watching the driveway to see whether they were coming for me. My parents hardly even noticed. They were too distraught over losing the baby. I went home when I got hungry, though. We moved after that, to another city, where my dad could get a better job. But I never stopped being scared.”

      “What was her name?” I asked softly, remembering how much it had meant to Jackie every time we rescued a baby and returned it to its parents.

      “Scarlett,” she said. “And I’m Delilah Jacqueline. Well, back then I was. The minute I got out of that house and got to choose for myself, I became plain old Jackie. Delilah never quite fit.” She sat up and blinked at me through stubborn, tear-filled eyes, and I nodded.

      Jackie might be a lot of things, but she definitely wasn’t a Delilah.

      “Got to keep my brother,” Ant jumped in, saving Jackie from saying anything else. “Don’t know how or why—especially with what we know now, about how rarely they keep siblings together. But we went to the same parents. Decent people,” he said, looking to Abe, who nodded. “A doctor and his wife. Lots of money. Had a few other kids. I never really understood why, though, as they didn’t seem to care for us that much. Didn’t feel like a real family, you know? They were always sending us to nannies and schools and stuff, rather than taking care of us themselves. It was like they just took us in as a favor to the government.”

      “You got to stay together?” Nelson asked, and I glanced at her, realizing that she hadn’t been with us when we’d heard this part of the story before. I already knew that Ant and Abe had been adopted and that they’d somehow managed to stay together. I’d already gone through the surprise of it… and the jealousy at knowing that they had someone of their own blood and DNA in their lives. Someone that they were actually related to, rather than someone they’d just been thrown together with.

      Abe nodded. “We figure there must have been a mix-up at the hospital, or the collection center,” he said. “Maybe they didn’t label us right, had us down only as a pale-haired boy. Maybe one employee grabbed him, and then another grabbed me, neither of them realizing that there were actually two of us, and we got handed to the couple that adopted us separately. Whatever the case, it probably shouldn’t have happened, but it did, and our parents obviously didn’t complain.”

      “Why do I have the feeling this doesn’t have a happy ending?” I murmured.

      Ant laughed. “Because you know us. The minute we realized that we looked exactly the same—and that we looked nothing like the other kids in the house, and nothing like the adults who kept telling us to call them Mom and Dad—we started asking questions. Not like it’s a big secret how the CRAS works. We’d learned all about it in school and knew what the answers were ahead of time, but the people we lived with hated talking about it. It was like they thought it was dirty, or some sort of secret. They didn’t have any biological kids, so maybe they were embarrassed that they couldn’t have them and had to adopt poor kids instead. I don’t know. But we… Well, we ran away the first chance we got. What were we, fourteen?”

      “Thirteen,” Abe corrected him. “We ran away twice and got caught both times. Caught and punished. The third time, when we were fifteen, we got smart and did it the right way. Actually made a plan ahead of time and knew where we were going and what we were going to do once we got there. Knew how we were going to support ourselves, and how we were going to keep from being caught. Neither one of us wanted to be sent back again.”

      “And you’ve been, what, looking for your real family ever since?” Kory asked.

      Ant and Abe gave him long, identical looks.

      “Wouldn’t you?” Ant asked.

      “And your real names?” I asked. “As long as we’re all giving our real identities…”

      “Ant and Abe are our real names,” Abe said, grinning. “Or at least, they sort of are. I’m Abraham, he’s Anthony. Only thing is our last name, which isn’t actually Lincoln. Last name of Richards. For now.”

      I stared at them, surprised at this incredibly serious side of them, and how similar their story was to mine, in some ways.

      “My real name’s Robin, too,” I said. “Robin Sylvone. At least…” I smiled at Abe. “For now. That’s the name the people who adopted me gave me. I don’t know where I came from. No idea about my family or who they were. I’ve seen some of my paperwork, though, and I know I was taken at birth. My real parents must have been incredibly poor—probably never even had a shot at keeping me. I was adopted by a man high up in the government and grew up on a rich street. Got everything I ever wanted. I actually liked my mom, though my dad was… intense. Had a lot of other kids around me. Kids that I loved like brothers and sisters. And that was enough, until I was a teenager and started thinking for myself. Then I rebelled. Fell in love, got pregnant. When I told my parents I was going to have a baby with a boy I hadn’t married, the man who’d been my father had my adoption revoked.”

      Nelson, who knew about the fact that I had lost my child, reached out for me and took my hand. “Oh my God, that’s how it happened?”

      I nodded. “The CRAS took the baby within days of her birth, and her father left pretty soon after that. I ended up in the factories… and then I found Nelson.” I gave her a fond grin, thinking about how that first connection had changed everything for me. How she’d taken such a chance to meet me and invite me into her group, giving me another shot at a family. “And that led me here.” I looked around at the rest of the team, surprised and fascinated by how close I suddenly felt to them.

      I’d spent two years obsessed with privacy, terrified of anyone knowing my real name because of what they might give up if they were ever arrested. And then the worst had happened, and my friends had been arrested—and had not given up my name, because they hadn’t known it—and I’d come out the other side knowing that privacy wasn’t the most important thing.

      Friendship and family were.

      And those were exactly what this government was trying to take away from us.

      “Nelly, I think you’re the only one left,” Ant said, lifting an eyebrow in her direction.

      She gave us all a soft smile. “I guess I must be the only one here with the background I have,” she said. “Born into the middle class. I actually grew up with my real parents, and a younger brother. We were a happy family, for the most part, and I don’t have any complaints about my childhood. But my dad… didn’t agree with the Burchard Regime. He didn’t agree with CRAS, the Ministry, any of that. He didn’t know about the Authority, I don’t think, but if he had, he would have hated them. He was a schoolteacher by trade, but at night he was a revolutionary. Always coming up with ways to fight the man, going to secret meetings. He had an entire office that I wasn’t even supposed to know about, and the one time he caught me in there, he grounded me for six months. Then one night the enforcers showed up at the house.” She stopped talking suddenly and closed her eyes. “I grabbed my brother, and we ran. I knew enough to know that my dad wasn’t going to survive it if the enforcers ever showed up. I was surprised when they involved my mother, too.”

      After a long pause, she went on. “When my brother and I got back, my father was gone, and my mother was lying in the entryway, dying. The enforcers had shot her trying to get my dad to tell them what they wanted to hear. She wouldn’t let us take her to the doctor—said she couldn’t allow us to endanger ourselves. She sent us into the closet in her bedroom, and behind it we found a hidden safe. There was new paperwork for us in there, along with the addresses of people we were to go find. I took my brother to one of the addresses, dropped him off, and haven’t seen him since. Too afraid to get him in trouble by showing up there again. Never saw my dad again, but I’m sure he’s dead. And I became Nelson Peters. Nelly to my friends. Had a baby, but she was taken three years ago. I’ve been fighting to find her ever since.”

      I bit my lip. I’d never even known there were people fighting the government until I met Nelson. No wonder she’d been so wrapped up in it—it ran in her blood. “Real name?” I finally asked.

      “My parents called me Natasha,” she said. “But I prefer Nelson. Natasha… I’m not that girl anymore. It’s been a long time since I’ve answered to that name.”

      A long silence followed this announcement, and I gazed around the circle, wondering exactly where we were supposed to go from here. A group of wounded soldiers, each with our own twisted and damaged background… each with a vendetta against the government that had destroyed our childhood.

      But then I shook myself. We didn’t have time to sit around feeling sorry for ourselves. We all had baggage, yes, but that was all the more reason for us to keep fighting. To take down the government that had done this.

      “So what next?” I asked, after a moment. “How do we make sure it doesn’t happen to anyone else? That is what we’re doing here, right?”

      Jace shook himself back into the real world as well and glanced around the circle of faces. “Samsfield,” he said simply. “That’s the only answer we have to those questions right now. As for the people we’ve already lost… Have we all still not heard back from the rest of the team?”

      Everyone pulled out phones and started checking various communication routes, but there was a unanimous shaking of heads. I was sure we’d probably all expected it, honestly, because we would have heard our phones go off. I’d taken a moment to type a quick text to Gabby after we finished with the timeline, and had sent her all the pictures to get started on researching whether there was news of those raids in the papers, and I’d received a confirmation of receipt—and a note to be careful because she was evidently “going out of her head,” whatever that meant.

      But she was the only one who had been answering me.

      “Nothing,” I muttered. “And we’re going to have a bigger problem soon. My phone is running out of battery, and there’s not exactly a plug out here for charging. Not to mention a coverage problem. Before long we’re not going to have any way of contacting the outside world. We’re going to be legitimately underground.”

      Then I looked up, frowning. “Hold on, Jace, you have Nathan’s personal number, and he has yours. If you’re so important to him, why isn’t he trying to find you? And why hasn’t Little John sent someone after us? I’m not saying they’re related, but they’ve never failed to save you before.”

      Jace held up his shattered phone. “Even if he is—even if they were planning on it—I’m not traceable anymore,” he said quietly. “I suspect that some of the phones had bugs on them, which is how Little John found us so easily, but if mine did, it’s toast. I’m sorry, Robin, but we’re not going to be able to count on any help from that quarter.”

      A chill settled into my bones as I gazed back at him, the only answer to his statement a chorus of howls from outside.
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      Moments after the wolves stopped howling, Jace rose to his feet.

      “Start gathering the supplies we won’t need in the morning,” he announced.

      “Huh? What?” I asked, thoroughly confused.

      He heaved a deep sigh, as if he’d come to a conclusion that he very much disliked, and looked around the cave. “As convenient as this place is and as much as I hope we find Corona tomorrow and she solves everything, we can’t count on it. And I don’t want to be coming back here again if we can help it. We know the Authority is searching the area, and we know they may have found the rock face below. If they find their way up, it only leads to one place.”

      “Our valley,” I finished. He was right, though I never would have admitted it if he hadn’t brought it up.

      This place felt safe because it was so far removed from the forest below, where my house sat. But the truth was, the Authority was searching the entire area, and they knew we were here somewhere. They weren’t going to let any stone go unturned.

      Or unclimbed.

      The rest of us groaned, got to our feet, and started moving around gathering what we thought we could do without for the night. But it was more difficult than it had originally sounded. What did we keep and what did we leave? What was actually necessary?

      “Keep enough food for the morning,” Jace said, seeing my hands hovering over our small store of Nurmeal. “One bottle for each person. And keep the vegetables. They won’t travel, so we’ll eat them in the morning. Pack the medical supplies. Pack the timeline. Keep the blankets because we’ll need those tonight.”

      “And where exactly do you think you’re going to leave all this stuff we’re packing up?” Kory asked.

      “In the trees by the ledge,” Jace answered, sounding as if this was the most logical thing in the world, and like Kory should have known the answer already.

      Kory gave him a long look, then started laughing. “In the branches?” he asked, shaking his head. “You think the Authority won’t notice that?”

      Jace gave him a quick grin. “Our parents never did.”

      “Except something tells me the Authority is going to be looking more closely for us than your parents would have looked for anything,” Abe noted.

      Kory snorted. “If you think that, it’s obvious you never met Jace’s mother. You never saw how seriously she took it when he stole her things and hid them to get back at her for not letting him do what he wanted. Hiding things in the trees was one of his favorite tricks. But it did always work.” He shook his head, and then started moving quickly through the cave, gathering things and putting them into a pile, or shoving them into the boxes.

      I watched him moving, then turned my eyes to Jace, unsure whether to laugh or cry at this sudden glimpse into what must have been a truly unique childhood.

      Then, shaking my head, I started packing things into the box in front of me.

      If we were going to stay in the forest, moving to another location was the only smart choice, and having our supplies out of this cave would make for easier collection. We couldn’t leave them here for the Authority to find.

      With that thought, I started gathering up any trash we’d left around the place, including pieces of the vegetables and scraps of cloth.

      Jace put a hand on mine quite suddenly, and I stilled.

      “Leave the trash,” he said.

      “Why?” I asked, confused.

      He smiled a bit. “If they find the place and find trash in it, maybe they’ll think we’re coming back to it. And if they think that, they might spend less time searching the rest of the forest.”

      

      I slept badly, partially because I was incapable of lying on the leg with the bruise, and partially because I was intent on listening to the wolves outside (and making sure they stayed outside, rather than coming into the cave, questing for the food that I’d sometimes given them before).

      I was also listening for a change in the tone of their howls, because I figured that might mean there were intruders in the area. I doubted the Authority would find the rock face we’d climbed, and even if they did, I didn’t think they’d assume that we had climbed it. That narrow ledge wasn’t immediately obvious. But if they did somehow find their way up that rock face, and then into the chasm we’d walked through to get here, then they’d be in the wolves’ territory, and the wolves should react.

      The final and somewhat most pressing reason I was having trouble sleeping, though, was the large male sleeping right behind me. It wasn’t that he was doing anything wrong. In fact, he was deliciously warm, and by the time he’d finally appeared again, after having spent an hour shifting and hiding the supplies with Kory, the night had turned chilly, and I’d moved instinctively toward him, sucking up the warmth as quickly as I could. No, the problem was that he was there at all—and that I still had no idea what I was supposed to do with him. He’d spent much of the previous day taking care of me, taking care of all of us, and I hadn’t had a chance to thank him. I didn’t even know how to thank him, or what kind of thanks would be appropriate. In our situation—

      “If you don’t stop squirming around, you’re going to wake up even stiffer in the morning than you will believe possible,” a sleepy voice murmured in my ear.

      I grew still, my heart hammering, and tried to act like I was actually asleep. Like I’d been squirming in my sleep, because of a dream. That was right, I’d just been dreaming.

      “Hmmm?” I asked, stretching and doing my best impression of a person who’d just woken up.

      A soft snort was the first answer. “And don’t act like you’ve been asleep. I’ve been mostly asleep myself, but I’ve felt you lying there stiff as a board all night, and that’s when you’re not acting like there are ants in your blanket or something. That’s not the way a sleeping person acts.”

      He took me by the shoulder and rolled me over onto my back, then propped himself up on his elbow and leaned over me. The fire, which he’d banked into mere coals earlier, was still glowing, and the orange of it glinted off the natural amber of his eyes, playing havoc with my insides.

      Talk about a set-up. The middle of a summer night, a firelit scene, us under the same sheet…

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, reaching to brush my cheek with the tips of his fingers. “You’re shaking, and I know you’re not cold. I’ve been lying as close to you as I could all night just to keep you warm.”

      What was wrong? It was a good question, and there were a lot of answers. If I was being honest with myself, though, none of them mattered as much as the question around our safety.

      “I’m worried,” I admitted. “Worried that the Authority is going to somehow find us. Worried that everything is going to go wrong with getting into Samsfield tomorrow. Worried that we’re not going to be able to find this secret agent person, and that she won’t be able to give us what we need. Or that she’ll end up being someone we can’t trust, like Walter. Worried that the Authority has found our friends and they’re in jail, or dead. Worried that we’re all by ourselves, and there’s no Nathan or Little John to tell us what to do…” I paused, surprised at the flood of words, and stopped to actually consider what I’d said. It was more than I’d meant to say, and with that acknowledgement came even more fear.

      I bit my lip, trying not to let it show on my face, and Jace chuckled softly.

      “That’s a whole lot to be thinking about in the middle of the night,” he chided. “Especially on a night like this.”

      He meant a night where we were lying in a cave together under a sheet, the fire glowing softly next to us, everyone else in the cave safely asleep. Oh God, I thought, terrified and embarrassed—and elated—all at once. This was it. This was the moment we’d been dancing around basically since I met him and made that stupid joke about a “sew job.” He was going to kiss me. I knew it.

      And with Ant right there across the cave. How horrifying.

      “On a night like this?” I asked, my lips trembling.

      He frowned. “Well, yeah,” he said. “Tomorrow we’re going to be taking our lives into our hands—intentionally this time. I mean, I hope for the best, but it’s not the safest thing I’ve ever done. Going into any sort of civilization is dangerous, even if it’s not the town where the Authority is searching for us. We’ll all do better if we’ve had a full night’s rest. Really, you should be sleeping. I should be making you sleep.”

      The night around me shattered into a million pieces, and I could have died of embarrassment and frustration. What was I thinking, to let him get to me this way? Of course he was just talking about going to sleep, and I was stupid to have expected anything more.

      I nearly flopped over away from him, too mortified and frustrated to care about how it looked, and honestly angry—at both him and myself—for the way this was going. Had I been crazy to think there was more happening here? Maybe so, but the way he’d touched me before had made me think…

      He leaned toward me until our faces were only inches apart, and whispered, “I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to sleep right now. Even if it would be the smarter thing to be doing.”

      I gulped and nodded, unable to find my voice, and finally replied, “I don’t want to sleep, either.”

      A squeal suddenly sounded out from the other side of the cave, and we both jumped, and then quickly put space between us as if we’d been caught doing something wrong. I glanced across the cave, wondering what had happened, or who had caught us, but only found Ant sitting up and looking around, horrified.

      “Was that you?” he asked me, his eyes enormous.

      “Nooo,” I said, trying to figure out exactly what had happened. Had that been Ant squeaking in his sleep?

      He looked around dazedly, as if he was trying to get his bearings again, and then lay back down and went immediately back to sleep next to Jackie—who, I noticed, hadn’t moved through the entire ordeal. I frowned at that, wondering if it was something I should be concerned about, but then Jace scooted downward and rested his head on my shoulder, taking a deep, stuttering sort of breath.

      “Tell me what you’ll do when this is all over,” he said. “Where will you go? What do you want to be once you’re finished being an outlaw?”

      I almost laughed. Such a simple-sounding question, and yet there were so many layers to it. It certainly wasn’t a question with one simple answer. I reached up to run my fingers through his long hair, and though it was gritty now with dirt, I didn’t stop. I dug my fingers into his scalp and began to massage him, and he groaned deeply.

      “God, don’t stop doing that,” he said. “But answer the question. Just keep rubbing my head while you do.”

      I grinned. “The only thing I’ve wanted for the last two years is to find my daughter,” I told him, starting at the beginning. “That’s why I began working with Nelson in the first place. I was hoping she might be able to help me. And then I realized what we were doing, and what it meant, and I guess… I guess I started splitting my time between wanting to find Hope and wanting to fight the government that had taken her. The government who had taken a lot of babies. A lot of the time those two things have really been the same goal, you know? After all, the government is why I don’t have her anymore. And now…”

      He shifted his head so he could look directly at me. “And now we’re on the run from that same government, and you’re worried that you might never find her. And that she might never even know about you,” he finished for me.

      I nodded, tears coming to my eyes. I hadn’t thought about it like that, but he was right. I’d never known my parents, and the thought that my daughter might never know about me, about who I’d been and what I’d looked like…

      “It’s not fair,” I whispered. “I never even got to hear her speak. She saw me smile, she looked into my eyes, but she’ll never remember that. They’re not just taking our children, they’re taking our hope.”

      He reached up and stroked my jaw. “We’ll find her,” he said quietly. “If that’s what you’re searching for, then we’ll find her. I’ll make sure of it. I don’t want you to be scared or think you’re alone in this. No matter what happens, I’ll be here to take care of you.”

      His eyes closed, then, and his head grew heavier, and within minutes his breath was slow and even again, the breathing of a happy, relaxed man. His cheek grew warm and sticky against my skin, but I didn’t move him. I turned my eyes up to the darkness, where the ceiling of the cave melted into shadows, and let my eyes go fuzzy, then closed them.

      Outside, the wolves continued to howl, and a part of me stayed tuned in to the sound. But most of my brain relaxed, noticing only Jace’s head resting on my chest, the rest of his body pressing against me. And a part of me that had been wound up ever since the jailbreak began to slowly unwind, my heart thudding to the beat of his, my breathing slowing to match his.

      I’d never thought about a future that held anyone other than Hope. I’d never bothered putting anyone else in that picture. Now I wondered whether I’d ever be able to think of a picture that didn’t have Jace in it as well.
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      When I woke up the next morning, the sky a predawn gray outside, he was still lying on me, and I stayed there for at least ten minutes, just enjoying the feel of him and the sense of peace it brought me. I knew I was going to have to get up soon, but for a moment, I lay there with the sun still just a smudge of light filtering between the trees outside the cave, and enjoyed life. Enjoyed what it would be like if we were normal people living a normal life. Well, not entirely normal, because we would be sleeping in a cave, but even so.

      “Are you guys going to lie around all day, or are we going to get going?” Nelson suddenly said from right above us, her eyes staring down at me, caught between a laugh and a glare.

      I glared back at her. “No need for jealousy,” I joked, then grinned and poked Jace in the ribs. “Jace, it’s time to get up,” I said softly.

      He exploded up off the ground like he’d been bitten by a snake and came to a crouch just to the side of me, his gaze roving from left to right. Nelson and I looked at him, surprised and more than a bit amused.

      “Was it something I said?” I wondered out loud.

      He turned to stare at me, and then started chuckling. “I guess sleeping outside brings back my caveman instincts,” he said with a shrug. “I’m almost never the last one up. Evidently I was more comfortable than usual.” He gave me a shy grin at that, and I grinned shyly back at him, agreeing wholeheartedly.

      We were in the middle of nowhere, hunted by the Authority, and were on the verge of trying to travel through what might be a swarm of Authority soldiers, just to get to a mysterious contact who may or may not be able to get us to safety. And yet I’d slept like a baby, safe in the knowledge that he was with me.

      I sat up and turned my brain to more important things. I rose and slipped my shoes back on. “Where’s that spring?” I asked Jace. I wanted to wash my face and clean my teeth—and get my thoughts moving forward. “And how exactly are we going to get into Samsfield?”

      “Turn right at the mouth of the tunnel and go about twenty feet, and you’ll find it draining right out of the side of the mountain into a small pond,” Jace said, answering the first question. “By the time you get back, I’ll have an answer for you about how we’re going to do it.”

      I nodded, all business, then turned toward the mouth of the tunnel. Before I left, I stopped by Jackie’s pallet to pick up some company.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked gently.

      “Like I’ve just slept on a bed of rocks next to someone who hogs the blankets,” she answered. “Are you going for water?”

      I nodded. “Want me to bring you some? Or do you want to come with me?”

      She jumped up before she’d even had much chance to think about it and took my hand. “Coming with you. I don’t even have to consider it. I’ve been basically sitting in the same place since we started telling stories last night. I want to move around, and I need a moment of privacy.”

      I laughed softly at that and then turned and walked with her out of the cave. At the mouth, we turned to the right and headed for the pond Jace had told me about.

      “How’s the leg?” she asked as we walked.

      “Better than I expected,” I allowed. “Though, I don’t recommend the leeches. They’re cold and creepy.”

      She shook her head, her mouth a moue of distaste. “That Jace,” she said. “Always surprising me. You two seem to be… getting along well.”

      She looked at me and lifted her eyebrows as far as they would go, and I blushed.

      “More walking, less joking. Jace wants to get moving, and I don’t want the lecture I’ll get if we’re the reason we end up leaving late.”

      We made it to the pond relatively quickly, and I found a tree with the leaves Jace had been using to ferry water and picked one, then filled it at the rush of water coming out of the mountain and held it to Jackie’s mouth. She drank deeply and smacked her lips.

      “God, that’s good,” she said. “Do you think it’s a bad thing that that water tastes so good? Is that my body’s way of appreciating the small things, suddenly? You don’t… You don’t think that means my body knows we’re going to die, do you?” She said it like it was a joke, but I took a look in her eyes and knew the truth—that she was just as worried about what we were about to do as I was.

      I swallowed firmly, gave myself a mental shake, and said, “Absolutely not. It’s probably just the freshest water you’ve ever had. I mean, it’s coming right out of a mountain.”

      She laughed while I tried to get my emotions under control, and I caught more water in the leaf and gave us each a makeshift shower, allowing the cold water to dribble over our heads and down our faces. Then I took a long drink and let the water run down my throat. She was right: the water was delicious. And I didn’t think it was because we were dying. Not yet, anyhow.

      

      When we got back to the cave, we found Jace in the middle of explaining his plans for our journey into Samsfield.

      “First, we drop off everything we’ve got in another location,” he said. “I don’t want everything in the same spot, in case one or the other gets discovered. Then we get down to where we left the scooters and see if they’re still there,” he said, pointing to things in the dirt.

      I looked down and saw that he’d drawn a rough map in the sand in the middle of the cave. Our location versus where we would be going, I assumed. I could even see a little stick figure house that must have been my cottage, and to the side of it were several simplistic scooters.

      “How do you know that’s safe?” I asked. “Don’t you think the Authority will have someone there watching them?”

      He tipped his head to one side in a halfway shrug. “Maybe,” he said. “But I don’t think they’d leave more than one person to guard them. They think we’ve run into the wilderness. With luck they’ll assume that we’ve died out here. Without luck, they’ll be searching high and low for us in the forest, with as many men as they can gather. We’d have to be completely bonkers to go back to your house or the surrounding area. So, they might be guarding them, but not heavily. And if it’s only one or two men, we can take care of them.”

      He shared a glance with Kory, and I put it to the side, not wanting to think about the fact that they were talking about the guns—and shooting whoever was left with the scooters.

      “Right, so we’ll say the scooters are even still there, and we manage to get through whoever the Authority left with them,” Abe said. “Then we’ll assume that we’ll be able to hotwire them again. What then?”

      “We get to Samsfield,” Jace replied. “And we already know what we’re doing there. I even have an address. Any more questions?”

      He paused for a moment, waiting for anyone to add anything, but silence was his only answer, and he nodded once, accepting that everyone was in agreement.

      A moment later, he was barking instructions at the rest of us in regard to what we were taking and what we were leaving—just enough, it seemed, to make the Authority believe that we were coming back—and within ten minutes we were walking out of the cave with Jace’s backpack, a couple of guns, all the blankets and sheets we’d been using the night before, and a large, strong stick for me to use as a crutch in case walking became too difficult. We were leaving behind more than I was comfortable with, including some of our food, but we couldn’t carry it all, and there were important reasons to leave it behind.

      With luck, we wouldn’t be coming back up to the forest at all, because Corona would be ushering us to safety.

      I rushed through the forested valley after Jace with that thought pushing me along, and before long we were in the chasm, Jace taking out his compass to guide us.

      “How do you even know which way we came from?” I asked, struggling to keep up with him on my still-not-quite-right leg.

      “Natural sense of direction,” he replied. “I’ve spent most of my life figuring out how to tell north from south and east from west without using a compass. The sun is there”—he pointed right toward the sun—“and when we got here last night the last glow was there.” He pointed in a different direction. Then he pointed in the first direction again. “That means that’s east, where the sun is rising, and there”—a finger in the second direction—“is where west lies. We were walking right toward the sun setting last night, so we’re reversing that now. Once we get into the forest below, it will be trickier. That’s why I have this.” He held up the compass and gave me a quick grin, and I shook my head.

      “We’d be totally lost if it weren’t for you,” I told him.

      “I get that all the time,” he replied with a chuckle. Then he strode ahead of me, toward Ant. “Ant, do you have your gun ready? We’re about to hit the gorge that leads out of here, and then the trail down the rock face. I don’t know what we’re going to find in the forest below, but I want to be prepared for anything. That means having the weapons within easy reach.”

      Nelson appeared at my side and shoved her arm under mine to support me. “How’re you holding up?” she asked.

      “You don’t have to help me,” I said, laughing, but she shook her head.

      “You were helping me. That’s how you got shot. Figure it’s fair play for me to give you a hand.”

      “Well, when you put it that way…” I said, leaning on her a bit more heavily. Then I remembered that I hadn’t yet really talked to her since we rescued them. And I had questions. “You know, we went to your offices after we got back from the raid. To see whether you were somehow still there.”

      She glanced at me, her eyes wide. “Well, that was suicidal. After what you heard? You must have known that the Ministry—or the Authority, I suppose—would have spies watching it.”

      We hit the chasm, then, and the ground turned rocky. I grunted and leaned still more heavily on her. My leg was better than it had been, but as long as I had the offer of support, I was going to take it. Maybe it would help me save my leg until I really needed it later.

      “I was actually forbidden from doing it, for that very reason,” I told her. “Nathan forbade me from trying to find you.”

      “So you went against his orders,” she said, shaking her head. “Oh, Robin.”

      “Of course I did!” I said. “I needed to see whether you were still there!”

      She shot me a grin. “I appreciate that. And what did you find?”

      I remembered that burnt-out shell of a building in the night, the beams rising up from ashes. The smell of barbequed meat. The destruction in Nelson’s offices.

      “They burned the entire thing,” I said quietly, picking my way carefully across the ground between the walls of rock. “There was nothing left. I mean, just ashes. We were lucky to get out of the building without falling from your floor down to the ground.” I paused, trying to figure out how to ask the next question. “We found your hard drives, though.”

      “How many?” she asked.

      “Only two. We got them back to Ant’s, but they were both fried. Couldn’t take the heat, he said. But the third…”

      “Is hidden,” she finished. “I was afraid something like that might happen. It was why I made three copies in the first place. But then I realized that it would be stupid to leave them all in the same spot. What if the building was destroyed? Or someone found them and destroyed them?”

      “You do have the third one still!” I said, relief coursing through me. I’d thought she must, but until I’d heard it from her own lips…

      Before she could answer me, Jace came to an abrupt stop ahead of us, and I saw that we’d reached the wide, flat plateau that sat right above the sheer face of rock we’d climbed to get up here.

      He turned and stared right at me.

      “Moment of truth,” he said. “Are you going to be able to make it down on your own?”

      “Yes,” I said without thinking. I didn’t want him worrying about me—not when there was more pressing business. Like what we were going to do at the bottom.

      “I got up it on my own, didn’t I?” I asked. “And I’ve had your magical leech treatment since then. It’s bound to be easier.”

      He nodded without even responding to my joke. “I’m going first, to draw the attention of anyone who might be at the bottom. I want you between Ant and Kory.” Then he turned to those two. “I want each of you with a hand on her shoulder. If she starts to wobble, stop her immediately and pick her up. Throw her over your shoulder if you have to.” He turned to look at Nelson and Jackie next, and lifted an eyebrow. “Are you two going to be okay?”

      Nelson just snorted at him, and he gave them both a quick nod, then turned and dropped over the edge onto the ledge of the stone.
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      Kory dropped quickly after him, and then it was my turn. I made my way toward the edge and gazed out at the view, then reminded myself not to look over it. Just look at the rock, just look at the rock, I told myself again and again.

      “Get on the ledge and then turn to the side,” Nelson suddenly said from behind me. “Face the rock rather than facing forward. It’ll be easier.”

      I glanced at her, remembering that that was how she’d come up, and nodded. I turned so that my back was to the drop, took the hand Ant offered me, and stepped backward onto the ledge.

      The footing wasn’t any slicker or shiftier than it had been yesterday when we came up, though I wasn’t sure why I’d expected it to change. I took a deep breath, coughed at having inhaled dust right off the rock face, and then nodded to Ant, who was leaning over me, still holding onto one of my hands. Kory reached back from the path ahead of me, put his hand on my right shoulder, and gave me a reassuring squeeze. Then he started scooting down the pathway sideways. I followed him quickly, sliding my feet along the ledge so they didn’t lose touch with the ground and picking them up only when I came across a large rock. A second later Ant had joined me on the ledge and had his hand on my other shoulder. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nelson follow us, and then Abe. Jackie came last. Abe put his hand on Nelson’s shoulder, and then Jackie’s, even though Jace hadn’t told him to, and my heart squeezed a bit. It had been so long since I’d seen him in action that I’d forgotten how very like Ant he was. They were two peas in a pod, which meant that if Ant’s heart was overwhelmingly in the right place, Abe’s was as well.

      Jace was striding confidently down the path as if he were walking along the broadest street in the world, although I thought that the path downward might have been more difficult than going up had been, given the danger of falling due to too much momentum. Still, it was also a lot faster, and within ten minutes we were at the bottom, each of us jumping down to the ground with relief.

      Jace turned and nodded at us once, then whirled around and started striding quickly through the trees, his compass in front of him. “I was doing some figuring last night,” he said, “and based on the way we came through the trees and how we got to the rock face, I think I know which direction we came from. If my calculations are correct, we’ll be coming to that thick bit of forest in about five minutes.”

      None of us argued with him, having very little idea how he had come to those conclusions, and when we did in fact get to a part of the forest that I recognized as the area where we’d first come into contact with the wolves, I shook my head in amazement. I didn’t know how he’d done it, but he did seem to have found the right path. To this bit of woods, at least.

      Suddenly the wolves materialized around us, looking at first as if they were part of the shadows themselves, but then melting further and further into the light until they were solid creatures, and I gasped in surprise. I wasn’t sure what they were doing there, whether they were seeing us off or running with us to try to ward off any outsiders. I couldn’t imagine that they were heading right toward danger—it just wasn’t their way—and that made me think that perhaps we were in safe territory, rather than an area where Authority soldiers were waiting for us.

      Then we walked through the thick tree line and came right to the clearing where Jace and I had been blown into the air by whatever weapon the Authority soldiers had been using. I stopped abruptly, as did Ant, and stared at the grass in front of us. It felt dangerous here, though I hoped the Authority soldiers would have been long gone by now. Even so, I felt exposed. Vulnerable.

      “We need to be more careful,” Kory said quietly. “Just because we assume the Authority has cleared out doesn’t mean they actually have.”

      “You’re right,” Jace agreed. “We’re getting too close to Robin’s house to be sloppy now. From here on out, single file. I’m in the lead, Robin second, Nelson third, Jackie fourth, and Ant, Abe, Kory, you bring up the rear. Before we go, though, this is where we’re leaving our remaining supplies.”

      He turned and held out his arms, waiting. The rest of us stacked a number of blankets and sheets on him, confused.

      Then, without a backward glance, he jumped into the nearest oak tree and started climbing. Like some sort of ape.

      I watched, mouth hanging open in what had to be a truly attractive pose, until he disappeared into the branches, then stared at the last place I’d seen him until he reappeared and gave me a quick grin.

      “Safe and sound. I don’t think the Authority will ever think to look there.”

      “Is that where you put the stuff we packed up last night?” I asked, too surprised to come up with anything more intelligent than that.

      He shook his head. “I don’t want it all in the same place. Spread our eggs, so to speak, in case the Authority finds one set of things.” He reached into his pocket and yanked out a sheaf of papers. “I’ve kept the timeline. Never know if we might need it.”

      None of us seemed to have any response to that, so he whirled around, reminded us that we were supposed to be in single file, and started forward.

      We immediately became a more disciplined crew, moving after him in single file as instructed, keeping in sync so as to avoid stepping on each other as we walked. I didn’t think we would be running into any soldiers, given the presence of the wolves—I could still see them in the woods around us, their ghostly forms merging with the shadows whenever they got close to the trees—but there also wasn’t anything wrong with being more careful.

      I followed closely behind Jace, my gaze shooting back and forth between the trees surrounding us. Searching for anything out of place. For the dark blue that would indicate Authority presence, or the bright green that would mean enforcers. At this point I knew they were one and the same, and equally dangerous to us.

      We altered our direction and crept along the border of the clearing, rather than going right through the middle, moving from tree to tree, hiding behind the trunks and peering around them until we were sure it was safe. Jace, Ant, and Kory all had their handguns out and held in front of them, and I wasn’t certain whether that made me feel safer or more nervous.

      We passed through the clearing and arrived at a familiar area. I felt suddenly homesick and put my hand to my stomach to try to settle it. Shortly thereafter, we found ourselves in the trees immediately around my house. Here Jace put up a hand to halt us and motioned us forward slowly.

      “We skip Robin’s house,” he said. “It’s obviously too dangerous to go there again, and I don’t think there’s anything for us there anyhow. The Authority could suspect we might try to return for shelter.”

      My heart sank a bit at that, and I glanced in the direction I knew held my cabin, my senses reaching out to it. After so many nights of living in other people’s houses—and more recently, in caves—my mind was crying out to be back in my own space. Back in the space that I called home.

      But then I caught a scent on the wind and suddenly knew that my home wasn’t even there anymore.

      Smoke. Smoke and ashes. And the smell of burnt plastic. Not a fire in the woods, but a fire that had consumed something very manmade.

      My house was gone.

      They’d burned it, just as they’d burned the houses of those techs we’d been searching for last week.

      I clamped my mouth shut, intent on keeping my emotions in check, and turned back toward our path. I found Jace there, still stopped and staring at me, and knew immediately that he’d smelled it as well. His eyes held doubt and sorrow, and also a promise that he would offer me a different home. A home where I didn’t have to live by myself.

      I nodded wordlessly at him, accepting that offer—and telling him that I was fine, and ready to keep moving. I didn’t want to stay here and mourn my house or my things. I didn’t need to see what was left of that cottage. It was part of my past, now, and we had places to go and very little time in which to get there.

      We started running through the forest again, our footsteps as silent as we could make them, Jace keeping his gun up and prepared in front of us, and a moment later we were slowing once more, Jace’s steps drawing to a stop in front of us.

      He turned and motioned for us to stay put, and then whirled around and disappeared into the forest. I backed up against the tree next to me, my heart hammering in my ears, and waited. For the sound of shouts, or gunshots. But there was nothing. Just silence through the forest, interrupted now and then by the sharp call of a jay.

      I’d just started to wonder how long he was going to keep us waiting when Jace appeared in front of us again, his face more relaxed.

      “I can’t find anyone near the scooters,” he said. “Don’t see any sign of a guard. The scooters are all there and look as if they’re in the same condition. Hopefully we hid them well enough for them to have gone unnoticed, and the Authority is positive that we’re deep in the woods.”

      The rest of us didn’t need further encouragement. We broke and ran for the scooters ahead of us, naturally falling into the pairings we’d used the last time we rode them.

      “Remember that you just have to get on and hit the throttle,” I huffed as I ran. “Just get on and ride, don’t worry about trying to start—”

      “Robin, we literally went through this yesterday. I think we know,” Nelson muttered.

      Oh, that was right. How could it have been only one day since we stole the scooters? It seemed like too much had happened for it to have been only a day.

      Reaching my scooter’s hiding place, I rummaged through the bushes and pulled it out. Jace immediately jumped on the kick-starter, bringing the engine roaring to life. I breathed out a sigh of relief, glad to know the hotwiring was still in place, and then tucked myself up against his back, preparing for the start of our journey.

      Kory revved up his scooter, then Abe, then Ant, and we were just rolling out toward the dirt track when a shout came thundering out of the forest.

      “Get off those scooters and put your hands on your heads! You’re under arrest! Stop, by order of the Compliance Authority!”

      We ducked down as one, the drivers hit the gas on the scooters, and we went shooting into the forest, crouched over the handlebars of our bikes. Behind us, I heard several other engines roar to life, and a second later I could hear other bikes behind us. Bikes with much larger engines, if the sound of them was any indication.

      “Jace, they’ve got motorcycles!” I gasped.

      “I can hear them just as well as you can, Robin!” he hissed back. “My gun, it’s in the waistband of my jeans at the small of my back. Right between us. Can you reach it?”

      I shoved my hand in between us, ran it down his back, and found the handle of his handgun sticking out of his jeans. I grabbed it and pulled it out, quickly moving my fingers over it to make sure the safety was still on. The last thing I wanted to do was shoot one of us in the chase.

      Behind us, the sound of the motorcycle engines was getting louder, their riders obviously gaining on us.

      “Dammit, how did you miss them?” I shouted.

      “They must have had them covered with brush!” Jace answered. “I circled the scooters three times!”

      A bullet came whizzing right by our heads, barely missing us.

      “Well, as long as they’re shooting at us, I suggest we return the favor!” Jace snapped. “Think you can take them down?”

      I gaped at him, then pulled myself together and shot a glance behind us. There were three of them that I could see, and the good news was that they were quite close. That would make it easier to hit them. Not them, though, I corrected myself. I’d never shot a person before in my life, and I really didn’t want to start right now. They might be trying to kill us, but that didn’t mean I had to stoop to their level.

      I held the gun up, pointed at the motorcycle closest to us, and took a moment to steady my arm and sight down the barrel of the gun. Squeeze without turning the barrel, squeeze without turning the barrel, I reminded myself, remembering the things Nelson had taught me the first time she let me shoot one of her guns. Too many people twisted their wrists when they pulled the trigger, thereby throwing off the aim and making the shot go awry.

      I’d never had that problem. I’d learned early to keep my wrist stiff. I just hoped my body remembered that. Because I was under no delusions about the danger in this situation. If I made the first shot, the others would fall back and become more cautious—and give me more time to get another two shots off.

      Jace suddenly ran over something, and my hand shot up and then bounced, and I had to really work to correct my aim. But there it was, a moment later, and I firmed my wrist, made certain that the gun was aiming at what I wanted to hit… and pulled the trigger.

      The motorcycle closest to us skidded out and went running off in the other direction, the front tire blown out. The man who’d been riding it went skidding in the other direction and came to a sudden and complete stop against the trunk of a tree.

      He wouldn’t be getting up to bother us again, I thought, and I turned my arm, aimed for the next motorcycle, and pulled the trigger. The same thing happened, and I grinned to myself and then aimed for the third bike.

      This driver was more clever, though. He’d seen what happened to his colleagues. He knew what I was going to do and started dodging in and out of the trees around him, making it harder for me to lock on with my gun. Until, a few seconds later, I realized that there was a pattern to his movements. Veering on the far side of two trees, then on the close side of one. It meant he was exposed to my gun for less time, but it also made him predictable.

      I followed him with the gun, committing his path to my mind, and then shot as he came around a tree again.

      His bike skidded out and then hit a rock and flew up into the air, coming down in the distance with a horrible crunching sound.

      The man had jumped off during the skid, though, and was barely moving in the pile of leaves into which he’d flown. He wasn’t going to get up and chase us anytime soon.

      “Got them,” I said, turning back to Jace and flipping the safety on the gun.

      “That was well done,” he called back to me. “But keep the gun out. We don’t know how many more agents we’re going to run into.”

      I didn’t argue with him. I just fitted the gun more firmly to my hand and kept an eye on the path behind and ahead.
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      The rest of the ride through the forest was uneventful, but I kept the gun in my hand all the same, quickly taking a liking to the security of having it there. I rode with my gun hand lowered at my side, the weapon hanging next to my hip, and my other arm wrapped around Jace’s middle. And for the first time in a very long time, I felt as if I was in control of a situation. As if I had actually accomplished something. Maybe I needed to start carrying a gun all the time.

      Then I realized how ridiculous I probably looked. Who was I kidding? I wasn’t the gun-wielding sort. I hadn’t even wanted to shoot those Authority agents back there. I’d only shot to get their bikes out from under them and make sure they couldn’t follow us. With any luck, they wouldn’t be in any state to radio in to their team where we’d gone, or that we’d gone at all.

      I couldn’t deny, though, that it had been nice to feel powerful for once, and I put the thought into my memory banks as one worth keeping. Maybe I needed to stop taking orders so often and start being more proactive in our actions.

      A moment later we were skidding to a halt at the main highway, and Jace was turning around to grin at me.

      “Amazing!” he said. “I couldn’t have done it better myself!”

      I grinned and blushed, and tried to hand the gun back to him, but he shook his head and motioned for me to keep it.

      “We don’t know who we’ll run into on the road to Samsfield,” he said. “I don’t want to be caught unprepared.”

      When Ant and Jackie pulled up, Jackie was grinning from ear to ear. “Robin!” she cried. “I never knew you had it in you!”

      “Nice shootin’, Rob,” Ant agreed.

      At a sign from Jace, he yanked his own gun out of the front waistband of his jeans and handed it back to Jackie, who took it quickly, checked it for ammunition, and slammed the clip home like a pro.

      Ant pretended to be horrified but actually looked proud, and I laughed at the moment of levity between them.

      On the other side of them, Kory was handing Nelson his gun, so she could fend off anyone who got too close to them, and then we were off again, speeding down the highway toward our next stop. As a lone rider, Abe didn’t have anyone to shoot for him, so the rest of us would just have to keep an eye out for him.

      “Do you know where you’re going?” I shouted, leaning close so that Jace could hear me.

      “Of course!” he shouted back, his face turned so I could hear him. “Samsfield is where I met you for the first time, remember? I know it like the back of my hand! It’s where Nathan held all his meetings.”

      I shook my head, surprised at myself. In the rush of learning about Jace’s plan B, and having just gone through the timeline, I hadn’t paid attention. Now that I was, I remembered Samsfield distinctly. It was a very industrial city, or at least one side of it was. The other side was made up of big, beautiful houses. The sort that the upper crust lived in.

      The places that housed people who could afford to adopt the kids the government stole from the poor class.

      That day when we met him now felt like forever ago. Our first contact with OH+. Back then we’d known Jace only as Mr. X, an admin for OH, and the one who had invited us to a special meeting to discuss something bigger.

      Something bigger, indeed. His mission had been to recruit us into OH+… only, I was starting to think that the real mission had been a lot bigger than that. Because Nathan went a lot deeper than just OH+, and if people like Zion and Alexy had seemed to have access to too many expensive toys, I suspected it was because of that deeper level.

      Which begged the question: Why hadn’t he told Jace what he was into? If Jace was so important to him, why hadn’t Nathan let him in on his larger secrets?

      The landscape flew by me, a blur of greens and blues and purples, and I turned my face to the side, leaned my cheek against Jace’s back, and tried to turn my brain off. I’d been asking myself the same questions over and over again, and it hadn’t gotten me anywhere. It was high time I stopped doing that and started thinking about what we were going to do, rather than what we didn’t know.

      

      An hour later we arrived at the outskirts of Samsfield, our ears ringing from the noise of the scooters and our hair in knots from the wind. Jace pulled over into a small residential park and turned the scooter off.

      “Remind me never to use scooters for any long journeys again,” he muttered, reaching out and stretching his arms to the sides. “I miss my motorcycle.”

      I stretched as well, agreeing wholeheartedly, and then turned to watch the others pull up. Ant and Jackie looked about like I felt, and the other three looked little better.

      But we’d made it to Samsfield without the Authority getting hold of us, and that had been our main goal.

      “What’s next?” Ant asked. “If she’s not who she’s supposed to be, or she’s not going to carry through on Nathan’s promise, I want to know about it sooner rather than later. So we can start working on our next plan B.”

      Jace gave him a long, level look, and then shook his head. “Have some patience, Ant. If this was Nathan’s plan for the worst-case scenario, I have faith that it’ll work.” He turned to Jackie and held up the palm of his hand. “832 Winston. Can you map it?”

      She stared at him. “You wrote the address on your hand?” she asked scornfully. “How do you know it’s even right? How do you know it didn’t get smudged into different numbers or something?”

      “Because I also memorized it,” he said. “Now, can we stop with the questions? We sort of have a meeting to get to. We don’t know how safe this city is, and they’ve got to be looking for these scooters. They must have seen them in the forest. Let’s stop acting like we have a lot of time here.”

      She gave him another look that told him exactly what she thought of him bossing her around, but got onto her phone and punched the address in. A second later she nodded.

      “Looks like it’s on the outskirts of the city,” she said. “I guess that’s a good thing, seeing as how we didn’t bring any disguises with us and don’t know whether people in this city have been told about us or not.”

      Before she could even finish, Ant hit the gas and pulled his scooter out onto the street, then revved the engine and shot forward, Jace and me cruising along after him. Behind me, I knew, Kory and Nelson would fall into line, with Abe in the rear.

      The streets here were wide and airy, the houses around us built in a modified ranch style, each of them done in shades of red, taupe, and brown, so that they looked like a color-coded village. Each had a large, sweeping green lawn, and many of them sported copses of trees in front of the houses—both for increased privacy and a place for kids to play.

      I’d been right in my memory of this place. The rich area was exactly the sort of place where adopted children were sent, to grow up rich and forget about their histories as they learned to circulate in the upper crust of society. Several of the trees had treehouses in them, and I paused for long enough to smile at the thought that the parents who lived in those houses cared enough about their kids to build houses in the trees.

      Then the smile died, and I frowned. Those weren’t their kids. Those were kids they’d taken. Kids they’d maybe even ordered, if what we’d found in that Ministry warehouse was true. And though I was glad they were treating the children well, that didn’t change the fact that the kids had been confiscated from their parents.

      Surely the adoptive parents knew that. It was a standing philosophy of the CRAS, and part of the Burchard Regime’s main platform. There was no way for the rich to have missed it, or to be misconstruing the truth.

      Was there?

      Jace jerked the scooter to one side, and I looked up from my musings to see that Ant had turned into a driveway and stopped. Jace followed quickly, and within thirty seconds we were all sitting on our scooters, staring up at the house we’d been sent to by Nathan’s directions.

      It looked like every other house on this block. Probably like every other house in the entire development.

      The Burchard Regime had taken control of all construction when it came to power, and they liked consistency. Which meant all of the poor areas—all the tenements and factories—were built out of old-fashioned red brick, with small windows and unimpressive doors. If we were lucky, the poor areas got some variety from the stone the regime used sometimes to build, and even, occasionally, whitewash.

      The rich areas, on the other hand, got all the color and size. And all the grass. But all the houses in specific areas were painted the same colors and built in the same style. I didn’t know why, and I’d never bothered trying to figure it out. The government did things the way it did them, and we’d been taught for so long not to ask any questions that eventually it became habit.

      Still, it surprised me to know that one of Nathan’s contacts was in this sort of area. Who was she, and how had she come to be in contact with Nathan, a man who was fighting the very government that made it possible for her (if she did indeed live in this house) to have the life she did?

      I gazed up at the building, noting the taupe walls and red shutters, with the adobe-colored roof and enormous front door, and shook my head.

      If she had enough money to afford a place like this, surely it meant she also had a way to get us out of the city and into safety.

      “We can’t just leave these scooters parked in the driveway!” I hissed. “If the Authority is here and they’re looking for them, this will lead them right to her door!”

      We grabbed the scooters and pushed them quickly toward the detached garage. The builders had for some reason left a space between the house and the garage, and it was exactly the right size for four scooters.

      I shoved ours in first, and the others followed, and after a moment we had them at least somewhat responsibly hidden.

      “Shall we?” I asked quietly. I glanced up at Jace and lifted an eyebrow. “Is there some sort of etiquette for this? Should we wait here or something?”

      He reached out, grabbed my hand, and tugged me toward him. “If you think I’m walking in there by myself, you’re crazy,” he muttered. “Let’s go.”

      We filed nervously up to the door, climbing the three steps it took to get there, and then stood, staring at it for nearly a minute.

      “Well, this is going to get us nowhere,” Jackie finally snapped.

      She took two steps forward and rapped sharply on the door. When there was no answer, she rang the doorbell. Three times.

      A second later, a female voice that I could only describe as harried called through the door. “Who is it? Who’s there?!”

      Jace and I shared a nervous glance, and then he cleared his throat.

      “Um… My name is Jace Huxley, and… Nathan sent me.”

      There was a crash on the other side of the door, and then it flew open, emitting a blast of cold air and the smell of something burning.
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      A woman’s hand appeared through the door and grasped around frantically. She yanked Jace into the house, then gestured for the rest of us to follow, and leaned out the door and glanced frantically around before slamming it shut again and moving to push an armoire in front of it.

      Jace, after watching for a moment in confusion, quickly moved to help her.

      Once that was done, she turned to us, and I actually got to see what she looked like. That was when I realized that she was beautiful. She had ivory skin, with deep raven hair, though there was a white strip running back from her right temple, as if she had a scar there and the hair had turned white in response. Her eyes were large and deer-like, and though she looked delicate and overly feminine, something told me that this wasn’t a woman you messed with.

      She also looked to be much older than the rest of us. In her forties, at least.

      That was all I had time to observe of her. A second later she darted past us and grabbed something from a cupboard she’d thrown open under the stairs. She whirled back around holding the item up, and I was surprised to see that it was a scanner like the ones the enforcers used.

      Something with which to verify our identities.

      “Fingers,” she snapped. “One at a time.”

      Jace went first, staring at the woman—who I assumed was Corona—like she was some sort of hallucination, and when the scanner beeped the woman glanced at the screen.

      “Jace Huxley. Right, you’re on the approved list.” She gestured for him to move to the side and beckoned urgently for the next person.

      I stepped forward, my heart in my mouth, and held out my finger. She slipped the scanner over it, pressed the button, and nodded at the beep.

      “Robin Sylvone, you’re clear.”

      This unexpected scene repeated itself again and again as she scanned the twins, then Nelson and Jackie, and finally Kory, and then she frowned at Jace.

      “You’re supposed to have a lot more people with you than just this. Where’s everyone else? I was told to expect at least twenty of you.”

      Her voice was tense and commanding, and for a moment I felt as if we were in trouble for not having brought as many people as she’d expected. Jace, however, responded to her as if he’d known her for years.

      “We split up,” he said quickly. “And we don’t have time to get to the others right now. The Authority—”

      “Don’t care,” she said, whirling and starting up the stairs. “If you don’t have the others with you, it means they’re not my problem. Not right now, at least. Follow me. There are things I need to tell you before I go.”

      I stared at her for a moment, then looked at Jackie, and noticed the smoke coming out of the kitchen. That explained the burning smell, then.

      One quick prod from Jace sent me flying up the stairs after the woman we’d come to find.

      She had already disappeared down the hall on the first floor of the palatial house, and after a moment of looking at each other in confusion, we all darted after her.

      I had always thought my parents’ house was large, but this one put their dwelling to shame. The stairs were of pure white concrete, bordered by an iron railing, and a red rug ran right down the middle of them, from top to bottom. When we reached the first floor we found a long hallway covered in artwork, and though I’d never been an artist myself, or even someone who really appreciated art much, I could tell that this stuff was expensive. Maybe even original.

      The woman I assumed to be Corona hadn’t even paused to look at it, though, and by the time we got to the top of the stairs she was just darting into a room on the right, about halfway down the hall.

      We ran in that direction without bothering to discuss it, each of us thinking, I assumed, that whatever had her worried and rushing around—leaving something to burn in her kitchen—was something we probably needed to worry about as well. If this woman was truly associated with Nathan, it meant she was on the same side as us, and her worries were therefore ours.

      When we arrived in the room we found an enormous four-poster bed, and on the other side a wall full of windows. The view beyond was breathtaking, showing a landscape of stretching green fields dotted with picturesque groups of trees.

      But the scene inside the room was anything but peaceful. It looked as if Corona had pulled out every piece of clothing she owned, as well as all the jewelry, and had stacks and stacks of books and papers on the bed as well. She was shoving it all into suitcases, not bothering with things like folding or saving space, and as we watched, she walked intently back to her closet, grabbed another armload of books, and then returned to the closest suitcase.

      “Um… Corona?” Jace asked. “Are you Corona?”

      “I am,” she said, huffing. “And you’re Jace. And I’m glad you finally showed up. I’ve been told to wait for you, but I couldn’t have waited much longer.”

      He frowned. “Um… are you going somewhere?” he asked, looking around.

      I looked around as well, utterly confused. Whoever this woman was, she was in a hurry to get out of here, and she didn’t look like she was going to be waiting much longer. What would have happened if we hadn’t shown up on time? Was Jace positive that this was the right version of his plan B?

      “I’m getting out,” she said abruptly. “I’ve stayed too long, and though I would do anything for Nathan, this is asking too much. He’s asked me to stay too long.”

      She paused and looked closely at Jace, then seemed to come to the conclusion that he deserved more than she was giving him.

      She walked over, put her hands on his shoulders, and shook him slightly.

      “If you work with Nathan, then you know. You’re only safe until you’re not, and you’ve got to constantly be watching for that moment when things change. Two nights ago, I got a phone call from one of my contacts. It seems the Authority has a file on me, and they’ve been asking around. Asking dangerous questions. My cover story is good, but it’s not going to hold up if they decide to get aggressive. I was told by an inside source…” She paused, as if she was going to say more than that, but then charged on ahead. “That they were going to be coming for me today. Asking for my papers.”

      Her lips turned up into something that would have been a smile if it weren’t so grim.

      “It doesn’t take a genius to know that once they start asking for your papers, you’re in trouble. There’s only one reason to want to see those, and it’s not good.”

      “Why would the Authority be bothering you, though?” I asked, wondering who exactly she was, and why she was so important to Nathan.

      She cast a glance in my direction, but evidently didn’t see anything she liked, because she whirled around and went back to the bed to continue her packing.

      “It’s because of my husband,” she said vaguely. “A long time ago he did something that the government didn’t like. Then he… disappeared. Haven’t seen him since, but the government’s never stopped asking questions about him. I think it’s because they want my money.”

      She gestured around the house to finish out the statement, but I narrowed my eyes. That wasn’t the truth. It was a story. A well-rehearsed story, and one that came out smoothly, probably because she’d told it so often. But it was a story, nonetheless.

      She and Nathan had probably come up with it as the perfect excuse for her to have so much money but not be involved in anything illegal herself.

      Code name Corona, indeed.

      “So about that plan B…” I said, looking directly at Jace and willing him to understand what I was asking.

      We didn’t have time to be standing around talking about Corona’s troubles with the Authority. We were here for one reason and one reason only: to secure our own escape.

      Jace nodded. “I’m sorry to hear about your troubles, Corona, but Nathan had your name and address down for me to find if I was ever in danger or isolated, and… well, now’s that time,” he finished softly. “Our friends are disappearing. Our contacts are gone. Nathan isn’t responding to my calls, and neither is the rest of our team. We finished a mission and were isolated from Nathan, and now we’re out in the cold. We need help.”

      She turned to Jace, her eyes narrowed.

      “And you think any of that is news to me? I’ve had a trace on you right from the start—right from when Nathan told me you’d be coming to me if there was trouble. This is the right place,” she said. “I hadn’t expected to meet under these circumstances, however. After all, I’ve been hiding in plain sight for years. I don’t know what’s changed to bring my existence to Authority notice, but it’s distinctly unexpected.”

      She turned and strode quickly to the large desk sitting against the far wall of the room. There she bent and jotted something down on a piece of paper, then turned and walked back to Jace, getting there far more quickly than her casual stride should have carried her. She handed it to him and gave him a grim smile.

      “If you know the protocol, then you know I can’t take you until I’m sure it’s safe. I have to travel ahead of you. But you are my responsibility now. You and your friends.” She looked around at all of us, and behind her eyes I could see a compassionate and extremely intelligent being.

      This was a woman, I realized, who acted as Nathan’s second-in-command. A woman who could match him, I suspected, and maybe even best him in some regards. I seriously wanted to get to know her better—she could have answers to so many of our questions.

      I put it on my list of things to do. Right after we got the hell out of town.

      “And what does that mean?” I asked. “You’ll have to excuse me, I don’t know the protocol. I’m more concerned with the reality of the situation.”

      Corona favored me with the ghost of a smile, and then nodded once. “We have a place of refuge planned out for myself and anyone I’m going to bring with me,” she said, turning and beginning to pack again. “But I can’t take anyone there until I’ve been there myself, to make sure that it hasn’t been compromised. If I’m there alone, it will be easier for me to escape any traps. If I have a number of people…”

      “The more people, the better chance of getting caught,” I murmured, understanding. We’d been operating on the same basis, so I knew what she meant. But even so… “How long will we have to wait?” I asked bluntly. “How long will you take? We've just been hiding out in the forest, barely scraping by.”

      “Tomorrow,” she replied, then turned to Jace and motioned to the paper in his hands. “That address. Tomorrow at ten a.m. sharp. I’ll be there, and I’ll have traveling papers for you. If I’m not, it means you’re truly on your own.”

      She paused suddenly, as if she was thinking—or listening to a voice that the rest of us couldn’t hear—and then nodded and started moving again.

      “I have to go,” she announced. “I’m sorry I can’t help you right now, but you understand the reasoning. If you can stay safe for the night, I’ll get you to safety tomorrow. You cannot stay here; that much I know.” She stopped abruptly and turned back toward Jace, her face deadly serious. “There’s transportation for you in the basement, and it will get you out of here more quickly than those things you came in on. I’m afraid I can’t offer you anything more than that, except for the promise of tomorrow, and the warning that no one’s address is truly safe. No city is safe. And no one else will be coming for you. Not yet. Don’t go into any houses, because you won’t know whether you can trust the people. Avoid all people, even those you think might be your friends. Go back to the forest where you’ve been hiding. It is your safest option for the moment. I will see you tomorrow. But don’t be late, Jace Huxley. If you’re late, there will be nothing I can do for you.”

      Then, without any warning, she grabbed the two suitcases and the bag she’d packed, somehow hefted them up on her back, and strolled quickly out of the room, leaving the rest of us staring after her in shock.
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      We must have stood there for at least thirty seconds, staring at the door in surprise, none of us knowing exactly what to do with the information Corona had thrown at us. We didn’t move again until we heard rushing steps on the ground floor, and the slam of the door. Less than a minute later, an engine roared to life in the driveway, and tires squealed as a vehicle raced out of the gate.

      I turned to the window, my mouth still hanging open, and watched an expensive car speed down the street, away from the house.

      “Well, driving like that, in that sort of car, is going to get her attention she doesn’t want,” I said quietly.

      Then I turned back to my friends and particularly Jace.

      “What the hell was that? Did she actually just tell us that we need to wait another night before she can get us out of here?”

      He nodded firmly, and began making his way around the room, searching for something. “It certainly wasn’t what I wanted to hear, but she’s right. Our plans have always been pretty specific when it came to Nathan’s inner crew. I was given my plan B—the person who would get me to safety if it ever came to that—but Nathan also told me that there was a specific protocol for the situation. Wherever our refuge is, it’s well hidden, but that doesn’t mean it’s guaranteed to be safe.” He found what he was looking for and shoved a chair away from the wall, exposing an outlet, then jerked a charger out of his pocket and plugged it in.

      “Robin, how much charge do you have left on your phone?” he asked, looking up at me.

      I glanced at my phone, surprised that he was thinking of that at a time like this. “Um, like five percent,” I murmured.

      That would be a problem if we were trying to get in touch with anyone else, I realized. Including, and possibly most importantly, Gabby. If we’d just been sentenced to another night in the forest, which Corona seemed to have said was safer than anyplace else right now, we were going to want to know what was going on in the world around us, so we could avoid it.

      I strode quickly toward him and handed him my phone, and Jace pulled another charger from his pocket—he must have raided the stash I’d brought with me to the cave—and plugged my phone in.

      “Everyone else, take turns,” he said, looking quickly at the rest of the group. “If we’re spending another night in that forest, I want to be doing some research, and that’s not going to work if we’re all out of battery.”

      The others surged forward, each of them holding out their phone, and Jace grabbed Jackie’s and plugged it in.

      I dropped into the nearest chair to rest my leg and glared at him. “So, you were saying?” I asked. “There’s supposedly a good reason that Corona didn’t take us with her right now?”

      He nodded. “Right. The refuge, wherever it is, probably hasn’t seen any action since Nathan set it up. We haven’t exactly had time to go around checking all the hiding places and making sure they’re dust-free or anything like that. Now that we’re trying to get out of sight, Corona, as a senior member, is responsible for getting there and making sure it’s secure before she brings in anyone else.”

      I stared at him. It had made sense when Corona said it, but now that we were sitting in the house she’d been so anxious to get out of, I was feeling a lot less optimistic about it.

      “But she could be walking right into a trap,” Jackie said. “And she’s a senior member of the organization. Why would she put herself at risk like that? And why couldn’t she risk us all? It’s a lot safer for us to be going to a place that we at least think might be safe than staying on the outside!”

      Jace sighed heavily. “I had that same conversation with Nathan when he told me about the protocol, but he was set on the point. He was certain that it would be safer for one person to investigate a hiding place—less chance of being followed, less chance of being caught. And it does make sense up to a point. I just never thought it would mean we were left out in the cold while Corona fled by herself. If we’d been thinking, we would have had the agents in charge of the exit points checking them earlier, instead of just sitting around waiting. Honestly, I don’t think Nathan thought it would come to this, either. I suspect that his organization had managed to stay out of the Authority’s clutches for so long that he’d started taking it for granted. He must be just as surprised at all of this as the rest of us.”

      I stood quickly from the chair and started toward the wall to get my phone, which was at least somewhat charged by now. I ducked down, yanked it off the charger, and motioned for someone else to plug theirs in.

      “Be that as it may,” I said firmly, “he’s also not the one stuck in an impossible position right now. So his opinion doesn’t get to be part of the decision. What do we do next?”

      Ant, who had jumped up to put his phone on the charger, looked up at me. “Do we have a choice? We can’t stay in the city. It’s only a matter of time before the Authority is here at the house. If Corona was told that they were going to be here, I trust that they’re going to be here.”

      “And they could be here at any second,” Jace agreed, nodding. Then he frowned. “They shouldn’t have even known about Corona, though. She was always kept outside of our physical missions, never part of our meetings. Nathan was very careful about that because he wanted to make sure she was safe—and that she’d be available to get us out if we needed to. How would they have—”

      He was cut off by someone hammering on the door below us, and we all jumped into action, then darted for various hiding places. I ran toward the bed and dropped to my hip, sliding under it with only half an inch to spare, and watched from underneath as Jackie, Abe, and Ant, who grabbed his phone and the charger from the wall, darted toward the closet. Nelson ducked behind Corona’s desk. Within seconds, Jace and Kory were under the bed with me, cramming me against the wall with their large bodies, and we were all breathing as quietly as we could, our ears pricked to hear any further sounds from down below.

      The front door was right under this room, more or less, and that meant that the windows straight ahead of me looked out onto the driveway. The sound coming from below us wasn’t precisely clear, but it was also hard to mistake officers of the law shouting for whoever was here to surrender.

      “Open up in the name of the Compliance Authority!” someone shouted. “Corona Luther, we know you’re in there! We have questions for you, and it won’t do you any good to try to avoid us any longer!”

      I held my breath, wondering what the hell we were supposed to do now. I was positive that there were back exits to this place—probably about twenty of them, given how large the house was—but our scooters were in the driveway, and we needed those if we were going to get away. I was also terrified that the Authority agents had already seen them, which would mean that they would know there were others in here besides Corona. And if they’d gotten the reports, they might have matched those scooters up to the ones we’d been seen with, or were assumed to be using, in the forest.

      If all that happened, it would mean that they’d know we were the ones in here. And I didn’t think they had orders to handle us gently. We’d been labeled terrorists. We’d already been chased by one Authority officer who’d recognized us in Trenton. We had to assume that the ones downstairs would do the same.

      “Well, this is bad,” Kory murmured from right next to me.

      “I think this blows right past bad to worst-possible-case scenario,” I answered. “We’re effectively trapped in the house of someone the Authority is trying to arrest. If we’re found in here, we’re done for.”

      “Which is exactly why we can’t be found,” Jace said sharply.

      I would have laughed if I could have done it quietly. “I agree. So how the hell do we get out of here?”

      Jace turned to look at me, his face deadly serious. “If Corona has been following the rules, and she was telling us the truth, it means that we’ll find a means of escape in the basement. Any house connected to Nathan was built—or modified—to contain several escape routes and… devices. We just have to get down there.”

      He started to move, then, as if he was going to shimmy out from under the bed, but Kory’s hand shot out and stopped him.

      “Forgive me for my doubt, brother, but I think we’re all going to need more to go on than that. You’ve dragged us to the house of some woman who was supposed to save us and then didn’t, and now we’re trapped upstairs in that same house, with Authority agents below us. Enough with the vague statements. Give it to us straight. I’m not getting out from under this bed until we know exactly where we’re going and what we hope to find there.”

      My eyes grew big at his tone, and though I felt bad for Jace—a little—I completely agreed with Kory.

      “I concur,” I hissed. “Jace, enough with protecting Nathan. His cover’s blown with all of us. Just tell us what we’ve got to do and how we’re going to get out of here alive.”

      I glanced across the room and saw Nelson peeking out from under the desk at me, listening, and she nodded as well.

      “I second—or third—that,” she whispered.

      Jace exhaled, but we were right, and he must have known it. There was no reason to try to keep Nathan’s secrets and hidden protocols at this point. Not when they’d started to fail us. Our lives were in danger, and that meant we needed to know the whole story.

      A moment later he nodded. “You’re right. Nathan never expected any of this to happen, but now that it has, we have to assume that his cover is blown. No point in keeping him secret any longer. All of our houses were built with high security and escape routes. As a member of the absolute inner circle, and one of the contacts for extraction, Corona should have even more than that here.”

      “Like what?” I asked, unsure whether to be excited or worried. How did you get more security than Zion? What more could she possibly have? “She said transportation. What does that mean? Like a time machine or a secret tunnel or…?”

      Jace glanced at me, and the corner of his mouth twitched in what might have been a smile of assurance.

      “Beyond security is escape,” he said bluntly. “According to the message I decoded last night, her basement will come stocked with vehicles for us. And she basically told us as much before she left, so I believe it to be true. If we can get down there without the Authority catching us, we won’t have to worry about the scooters. We should have something even better.”

      Anything else was cut off by the sound of the door being blown open below us. That confirmed it: the Authority was tired of waiting, and the agents were coming into the house.

      I had no idea whether we would find anything useful in that basement, but we didn’t have any other options. And we were now out of time.
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      “Let’s go!” Kory hissed, grabbing my hand and scooting out from under the bed.

      I scooted out after him, and saw Jace emerging from under the bed on Kory’s other side. In front of us, Nelson was appearing again from behind the desk, and Abe, Ant, and Jackie were already standing near the door, bouncing on their toes as they waited for us.

      “How are we going to get down into the basement without the Authority catching us?” I hissed, coming to a stop right up against the wall that bordered the door.

      Jace came to a stop next to me, his breath coming fast, and gave me a quick shake of his head. “I don’t know the layout of this place. Never been here before. I’ve never been in a house this big at all. I have no idea how they operate or where stuff is.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, making a mental note to have a talk with him later about rushing into places without adequate planning, and then realized that I was probably the only one of us who had been in a house this big before. Jackie had been born poor, and though Ant and Abe had grown up in a well-to-do house, their adoptive father had just been a doctor. They wouldn’t have been able to afford anything in this sort of neighborhood, no matter how many kids they’d had. Nelson’s family was middle class, and Jace and Kory were legitimately no more than cavemen.

      My father had worked for the government. We’d lived in a mansion. It hadn’t been as large as this one, but I figured all of the large houses were probably built along the same basic lines, and if that was true…

      “The basement will probably sit right below the kitchen,” I said, remembering. “It might not be as big as the whole house, but it will definitely be connected to the kitchen in one way or another. They were meant for storing things, originally, and were cold enough to store food, back in the day. We have to get to the kitchen. From there we’ll find a door into the basement.”

      “And how do we get to the kitchen?” Jackie asked. “That’s great to know where the basement might be, but I’m sort of more concerned about the steps we have to take to get there.”

      I nodded, thinking furiously about the layout of the house in which I’d grown up.

      “I don’t know for sure, but I’m guessing that this house is laid out in the same basic manner as the one my parents owned,” I murmured, one ear still on the crashing and banging coming from below. The soldiers had evidently decided to sweep the first floor before they came upstairs—which might actually work in our favor. If we could manage to avoid them when we went down and they came up…

      “In our house, the kitchen was toward the back of the house,” I remembered. “And if the government is in charge of all construction…”

      “Then it makes sense that they’re reusing the same design,” Jace said. He slid over to the door and peeked around the corner, then turned his eyes back to me. “No one up here yet. I think they’re searching the first floor right now, and I’m betting most of them will come up to the second floor at the same time. They might leave one or two people downstairs, but they’ll be guarding the doors. Which should give us a window of time when we can be on the first floor without getting caught. As long as we get there without passing any of the doors that lead out of the house. Robin, how do we get down there?”

      There would be multiple staircases, I realized, especially in a place this big. Hell, our house had been half this size, and we’d still had three staircases leading up and down between the stories. In a house this big, where they must have expected there to be housecleaning crews and maids…

      “There will be a back staircase,” I breathed. “At least one of them, probably more than that. We have to find them before any of those soldiers get to this floor. They might not know about them, and they might not be able to cover them all.”

      I moved toward the door and slid my head out far enough that I could look one way down the hall, and then the other. I saw exactly what we’d seen before: long hallway, big bay windows on both ends, lots of gorgeous artwork, lots of doors.

      No soldiers. Not yet.

      I didn’t even stop to tell the others what I was doing. I just ducked through the door, turned right, and ran for the end of the hall, praying that the soldiers didn’t choose that moment to come up the main staircase.

      The hall was impossibly long, and I was positive that we were going to be caught before we got to the other end. I was also positive that we were going to be in big trouble if we got there and I’d been wrong. There should be another staircase there, though, and I kept my mind on that. The houses had been built with the assumption that there would be maids in them, and the rich didn’t like to see the help. They’d insisted on—or at least taken advantage of—a setup where the maids could come and go by different routes than the people who actually lived in the house. In our house, the kids had used those staircases as hiding places during hide-and-seek.

      I’d used them when I was coming home after curfew and didn’t want to be caught by my parents.

      Now I needed to find one for a much bigger and more important reason.

      I slid to a stop right up against the window, my heart hammering in my chest, and turned to my left. Nothing there but a blank wall, and I frowned. That couldn’t be right. Then I whirled in the other direction and saw… not a staircase at all. Not even a room where we could hide. But a door, nonetheless. It was just a lot smaller than I’d been expecting.

      “The laundry chute!” I exclaimed. “Perfect!”

      I turned to the others and began speaking quickly. “This will lead right to the laundry room, which should sit right off the kitchen, or at least be close to it. And neither of those rooms should have a door to the outside in them. It just wouldn’t make sense. It’s going to be straight down, though, a sheer drop, so use your hands and feet—or even better, your feet and back—to brace against the sides of it on your way down, or you’re going to fall, and I can’t guarantee a soft landing. I’ll go first.”

      I held out a commanding hand, palm up.

      “Ant, gun,” I hissed. I’d handed mine back to Jace earlier, and now I needed to remedy that problem.

      He didn’t even stop to ask me why, and a second later the gun was in my hand, the handle nestled comfortably against my palm. I felt a thrill of sudden confidence run through me but didn’t stop to appreciate it. The gun slid easily into the waistband of my shorts, and I nodded to the others.

      “Wait for my signal, then give me about five seconds,” I told them. “I don’t care who comes first, but we’ve got to move quickly. Let me get into the laundry room and look around. If it’s safe, I’ll give you some sort of new signal. If it’s not, I guess you’ll hear shooting. Or me screaming. In that case, stay in the chute and try to get back up.”

      That was going to be an impossible chore, and I hoped they wouldn’t have to try it, partially because if they were going up, it meant I’d been captured or shot. Worst-case scenario, indeed. I turned, threw the door of the laundry chute up, and reached in to grab the support bar I knew would sit at the top of the chute. I didn’t know much about construction, but this chute would lead all the way up to the top floor, and they’d put these bars across the tunnel right above each door, presumably for support.

      Thank God we were only on the second floor. We would never have been able to get past them if we were any higher up.

      A moment later I’d grabbed the bar and pulled myself through the door, and was dangling over the sheer drop of the chute. Below my hanging feet, I could see only dim light. Corona hadn’t turned on the lights in the laundry room, then. Not that big a deal, I told myself. I didn’t need to see what was down there. I just needed to get there.

      I moved my feet to the wall in front of me and pressed the balls of my feet against it, my toes pointing upward at an extreme angle, and cringed. I’d spent large amounts of time in this position in my youth—either hiding to get some peace from the household or reading a favorite book—and had been able to maintain this pose for some time. But I’d been younger then, and I hadn’t had an enormous bruise on my thigh. Right now, I was glad that I wouldn’t be here for more than the thirty or so seconds it would take me to creep down the chute to the bottom floor.

      I pressed against the wall and moved my body backward until my back was against the other wall—only about a two-foot space between my feet and my back—and waited until I thought I had everything set, then slowly let go of the bar above me, barely daring to breathe.

      My weight held, and I sat there for a split second, wedged between the two walls, then realized that we didn’t have time for me to be taking so long.

      “I’m good!” I whispered. “Lowering myself now!”

      I grabbed the gun out of my waistband, checked that the safety was still on, and started to scoot down, shuffling my feet downward and allowing gravity to move my body for me, the gun held right above my knees. Once I started moving, I remembered how easy it was, and I started going more quickly. Above me, I heard someone moving into the chute, and looked up.

      It was Jackie, and she was looking down at me with panic.

      “Grab the bar over your head!” I hissed. “Use it to swing yourself in!”

      She looked up, saw the bar, and nodded, and I looked back down below me. I didn’t have time to help her. I had to figure out what I was going to find down there, and how I was going to take care of it.

      I started scooting again, allowing my body to move even more quickly now that I was getting closer to the bottom, and heard someone else entering the chute above me. I didn’t look up. Around me, I was starting to hear the sounds of the soldiers searching the house, and it didn’t sound as if they were being gentle about it. There were bangs and breaking glass, and they were shouting at each other, calling out that they still hadn’t found anything.

      I took a moment to feel sorry about what the house was going through. If the artwork on the walls above was any indication, Corona had filled her house with beautiful and valuable things. And the Authority soldiers were breaking them without a thought.

      Just like they broke people who didn’t agree with them.

      I looked down, saw that the floor was only about ten feet away from me now, and realized that we were in luck. Corona had been using this chute, and right below me was a large rolling basin. A basin full of laundry. It would be dirty… but it would also be soft.

      I slipped down five more feet, then turned the safety off on my gun, pulled my knees sharply toward my chest, and allowed myself to fall the rest of the way.
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      I dropped into the bin full of clothes and froze, my gun up and ready in front of my face, my ears straining to hear anything at all. The room was dim and dusky around me. This was just the laundry room, and it wasn’t lit up, my mind said sharply. Would they even have bothered to search in here?

      Of course they would have, the other voice in my head said. They’re searching the entire place. Whatever they think Corona has done, they’re serious about finding her and no doubt punishing her for it.

      In that case, I replied rationally, wouldn’t the fact that the lights were off mean that they’d already searched in here? Because I didn’t think they were here anymore.

      Maybe they haven’t searched yet. Or maybe there’s someone in here, just waiting for you to step out of that bin, the horrible voice replied.

      I froze at that thought, every muscle tensed against the idea that there might be someone in the room with me. Someone with a gun, who had orders to shoot first and ask questions later.

      But surely if there had been anyone in here, they would have seen me fall and be dashing toward the laundry bin right now, gun out and ready to shoot. I brought my own gun up higher in front of my face at the thought, pointed outward, and waited a few more seconds.

      No one appeared.

      Rolling gently to my side, I managed to get my knees under me, and into a crouched, turtle-like position, then paused again. Still no movement outside the bin, at least nothing that I could hear. I breathed out through my mouth, preparing myself, then popped up to a kneeling position and scanned the entire room, my gun held up and pointing outward from me as I looked. I spun first one way and then the other, my breathing coming in gasps now, and strained my eyes, trying to see into the shadowy corners of the room.

      But I didn’t see anything. And I would have, if there was anyone in there, because the room was completely empty, save for the bin in which I was sitting, and a stackable washer/dryer set. Strange, I thought randomly. This house was so enormous that I’d expected at least a full-sized washer and dryer. Not that I’d been thinking about it, but now that I looked at them…

      Then again, all signs pointed to Corona having lived here by herself. Perhaps she didn’t need much in the way of space when it came to washing and drying. At the thought, the mystery around her deepened, but I put it to the side for after we got out of this mess.

      Life-saving efforts first. Escape second. Solving of mysteries could wait until we were miles from this place.

      I climbed out of the bin and dropped to my feet on the plain concrete floor. No fancy decorations in here. This room was purely utilitarian, which meant there was nowhere to hide if anyone came in.

      I turned and hissed up the chute, “Jackie! I’m all clear down here, but I don’t know how much longer we’ll be safe. Just drop the last five feet or so. There’s a laundry bin down here to land in.”

      I quickly adjusted the laundry bin so it was directly under the chute again, and three seconds later Jackie fell out of the ceiling and landed with a soft thump in the laundry. I reached in to help her out, anxious to get her out of the way before the next body came, and then helped Ant once he appeared, with Jackie’s assistance. We went through the same process four more times, and within a minute my entire crew was standing in the laundry room with me. Jace and Kory both had their guns out, and the three of us moved toward the door, motioning for the others to stay behind.

      I didn’t have my second-skin suit on anymore, and Kory had never had one, but we were the people with the guns, which meant we went first.

      Jace, who did still have his second-skin suit on, took the lead. He crept up to the door and pulled it open a couple of inches—just far enough to slide his hand and the ever-present hand mirror through the space so he could look around. He stared at it for several seconds, the muscles in his arm telling me that he was turning it, and a second later, he nodded.

      “This room isn’t attached to the kitchen, but I can see the kitchen to the right,” he whispered. “This opens up into a hallway, and I can’t see what’s on the other side. Where are the agents now? Has anyone been listening?”

      We hadn’t, but we all grew immediately still, tuning our ears to the sound of other people in the house.

      For a moment everything was still, and then a crash sounded directly above us, so loud that we all jumped and ducked, thinking the ceiling was coming down. Nothing further happened, though, and it quickly became obvious that most of the soldiers had moved upstairs.

      “They’re on the second floor,” I hissed. “And that means they’ve probably left guards at the doors, so with luck we won’t have to pass any. There are four floors in this place, and if they keep moving upward, that gives us a bit of time to get to the kitchen, find the basement, and figure out what the hell we’re supposed to do from there.”

      I was about to step out into the hallway when Jace put a sudden hand on my arm and yanked me back.

      “As long as they didn’t leave anyone in the kitchen to keep an eye on things,” he whispered cautiously. “We can’t be sure that all of them went upstairs, or even that they’re only at the doors. We can hope. But hope isn’t going to do us a lot of good if we end up rushing into a room where Authority soldiers are keeping watch. I go first.”

      I bit my lip and nodded, grateful again to have him along. I’d evidently become the person who rushed right into danger without thinking about it enough, thanks to my overwhelming need to get out of here quickly. The idea that there were soldiers upstairs who would shoot us on sight was completely overshadowing what I’d always thought of as my more practical nature.

      Though, I was starting to realize that maybe my nature had never been all that practical in the first place. The last two weeks had showed me that I was more impulsive than I’d admitted. But right now, I needed to be smart and play it safe.

      “You first, me second,” I said quietly, taking a step back.

      He gave me a single nod, pulled the door open wider, and stuck his head through it slowly, turning his gaze first one way and then the other. He brought one hand up behind his back, extended all five fingers, and started counting down. Five, four, three, two, one…

      Then he darted through the door, and I went right after him. I could hear the shuffling of bodies after me, and assumed everyone else was coming as well, and then we were darting right through another doorway and into the kitchen.

      This kitchen was nearly as big as the one we’d seen in the Authority’s compound, and I had a sudden sense of déjà vu.

      “Why exactly are we always running from Authority soldiers and finding ourselves in kitchens?” I muttered, moving past the large marble island in the middle and searching the wall for a door that might lead into the basement. This kitchen seemed to be made up of windows more than anything else, as if it was an extension on the house or something, and I was just thinking that I must have guessed wrong when I noticed another hallway leading out of the far corner. I darted for it, tripping on a barstool in my haste to get past, and a second later I’d found exactly what I was searching for.

      A door that screamed basement. Even in a house this big and fancy, they hadn’t bothered to make this door attractive. After all, it only led to the basement—the place to store your bags of potatoes and Christmas decorations. Maybe the lawnmower that you didn’t want to keep in the garage. The door was a utilitarian gray, the paint matte and unattractive.

      It looked exactly like the door to the basement at home, and I felt abruptly sick to my stomach—and more homesick than I could have imagined possible. I hadn’t seen that door in two years. The last time I’d seen it, I’d just returned from summer camp at the lake, and had been taking my luggage down to the basement for storage. I’d had the most exciting, freedom-filled summer of my life, and my head had been full of sunshine and warmth. I’d been positive that I was in love with Henry, and was picturing some sort of spring wedding with daisies as the flower.

      I hadn’t yet known that I was pregnant. I hadn’t yet known that life as I knew it was about to end abruptly, with the only father I’d ever known actually shooting my boyfriend.

      I shook my head firmly, jerking myself out of the memory, and put out a hand to shove the door open. I had to get myself under control, mentally, or I was going to get us all caught.

      The door opened into an extremely dark stairway, and I yanked my phone out of my pocket, hit the flashlight function, and darted forward. If this basement was like any other basement, then the only light was downstairs, no doubt a single bulb hanging from a length of twine. People just didn’t put money into fancy lighting for such an unimportant room.

      We slid and scrambled down the stairs, the seven of us running into each other and getting tangled up in the dark, and I was surprised when we got to the bottom of the staircase without falling. I shoved my phone up in front of me and shone the flashlight around the room, looking desperately for the hanging lightbulb I was sure had to be there somewhere, and four other phones lit up to help me look. Then the place was suddenly flooded with light.

      I jerked to the side and turned my eyes to the wall, certain we’d been caught, to see Jackie standing there looking at us like we were all idiots.

      “Normal people look for light switches on the walls,” she hissed. “Have you guys lost your minds?”

      Her eyes roved scornfully over us, then went past me … and widened in shock.

      “Oh God!” she breathed. “Would you look at that?”

      I whirled around, terrified that she’d found something awful, and nearly fell over when I saw what she was talking about.

      Fifteen sleek black motorcycles sat in a row against the far wall of the basement, their matte black paint sucking the light up, their chrome edging reflecting it back at us. They were absolutely gorgeous—and looked completely deadly.

      And Jace was right. They were about five million times better than the scooters we’d arrived on.

      They also each had a helmet propped up on the seat, and I didn’t have to try mine on to know it would be a perfect fit. Somehow, Corona would have known that. She’d guessed at exactly what we’d need and supplied it.

      I couldn’t wait to get to a safe place and start to pick that woman’s brain.

      “I guess your contact came through for you after all,” Ant said, his voice awed. “Oh my God, are those really for us?”

      A clatter of pans falling was his only answer, and we all jerked back into movement.

      “Hell, they’re in the kitchen,” Jackie hissed, rushing toward the motorcycles. “Whether these are here for us or not, we’ve got to go. If they belong to someone else, they’re going to have to deal with us borrowing them for a bit.”

      We each raced to a bike, and I found the keys already in the ignition of the one I’d chosen. I looked up at Jace to find that he was holding a hand up, telling us to wait.

      “Helmets on. We all start them at the exact same time, and not until we know how to get out of here,” he said sharply. “The minute they hear these engines, those agents are going to know that we’re down here. I don’t want them figuring it out until we’re on our way up and out.”

      We all slid the helmets onto our heads and then turned and stared around us, looking desperately for the door. Surely there was a door here somewhere.

      Then Jackie coughed and pointed, and I saw what she was talking about. There, at the far end of the basement, was a ramp leading right up toward the ceiling. And at the top of it, a wide door attached to a motor.

      “But how do we open it?” Abe asked, panicked.

      I was about to shake my head when I saw something on the wall next to the ramp. I jumped off my bike and ran toward the wall to find that it was just… a button. In a pad. Embedded in the wall.

      I turned and stared at Jace, my thoughts full of questions, and he nodded. “That’s got to be it,” he said firmly.

      I whirled around, jammed my finger down on the button, and heard the door above me engage and then start rolling upward. It took me five seconds to get back to my bike, and ten seconds later we had the bikes started and were roaring up the ramp, through the door, and into the light of freedom.
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      None of us stopped when we hit what turned out to be another driveway at the back of the house. Instead, we tore out onto the street behind the houses, never pausing to look back, and raced up the street, Jace in the lead. He swerved right at the first corner and kept going, turning at random as we came to streets and racing through the development, the large, colorful houses flying by us in blurs of red and brown. I was ducked so low over the handlebars of my bike that I could feel the seat jamming into my belly, but I didn’t sit up. I didn’t slow down.

      I prayed that those agents in that house were ignorant of what had just happened. I prayed that they’d been making enough noise that they didn’t hear our engines or the door we’d opened. But we couldn’t be sure of that. Not until we were far enough away to stop and determine whether we’d been followed.

      Once we’d been driving for ten minutes, Jace pulled into a parking lot, coasted to where a row of trees would hide us from the main road, and killed his engine. The rest of us followed suit, and then sat there, breathing hard and taking our helmets off, then staring at each other.

      “I swear, I’m starting to feel like we’re living in some sort of movie,” Nelson said, her voice hoarse with tension. “And not the good kind. The kind that you watch and think, ‘Man, I’m glad my life isn’t like that.’ Are we actually riding motorcycles that we just found in your contact’s basement? In what world does this happen?”

      “In a world where we’re being chased by an authoritarian government that steals people’s babies and sells them, I guess,” I said, giving her a quick grin. Then I turned to Jace. “So, what’s the move, Captain?”

      He glanced at the street behind us, his eyes intense. “I want to see if they’re following us,” he said quietly. “I can’t see how they would have missed us starting so many bikes in the basement of the house they were actively searching, and I don’t know how they would have missed seven motorcycles tearing up the street at high speeds. But I didn’t see any immediate response from them, and I’m figuring that if we’re lucky, we took enough turns and got out of there quickly enough that they might not know where to go, even if they saw us leave. It would have taken them some time to get back to the main driveway and get their vehicles started. If we’re lucky…”

      At that point, we heard sirens in the distance, and all of us ducked. That sort of sound only came from one thing: government law enforcement cars.

      “Either someone in this neighborhood has called the cops for some inane reason—maybe on us, come to think of it—or those agents did in fact see us, and now they’re giving chase,” Ant said shortly. “And I’m guessing, given our luck, that it’s the second of those two options.”

      “I agree with you,” Jace said, leaning down and staring at the road. “The only question is whether they’ll come this way, or whether they’re just going to canvass the area randomly.”

      “Either way, I don’t think we can afford to sit around and wait to see,” I said, my skin feeling itchy at the concept. I hated being a sitting duck. Now that we’d figured out how to take action, and I had the confidence of a gun at my hip, I was ready to run.

      “I say we get the hell out of here. If they’re canvassing the neighborhood, they’re going to find this spot sooner or later. I don’t want to be sitting here when they do.”

      Jace gave me a nod of acknowledgement, and that was good enough for me.

      “Jackie?” I said, turning to her. “Can you get the map up to get us back to the forest, quickest way possible?”

      She winked and took out her phone, typed for a second, and then held it up. “Got it,” she said, and held out her hand. “Ant, my comm, if you don’t mind.” He jerked it out of his pocket and tossed it to her, and a moment later she had it in her hand and was looking at the group. “Everyone with comm devices, turn them on. I’ll lead. The rest of you, don’t lose us.”

      She popped the device back into her ear and hit the power switch, and I watched as Jace, Kory, and Abe turned theirs on as well. Jackie gave everyone a minute to get ready and get their helmets back on, and when she had nods from everyone, she turned the ignition on her bike again, hit the throttle, and roared off into the street.

      The rest of us followed, my bike cruising just to the left of Jace’s, Nelson on my other side. Ant and Abe were right in front of us, and Kory rode behind us, so we’d have someone with a comm on if we got lost. I had my gun out still, and I knew Jace and Kory had theirs as well.

      We weren’t too far from the outskirts of town, and once we hit the main highway, it would be a fairly simple ride to get back to the forest. I just hoped we could get out of there before the Authority picked up our trail. We might be riding something a hell of a lot better than the scooters we’d had, but something told me the Authority soldiers would be on bikes—or in cars—that were even faster. They did, after all, have the government’s money at their beck and call.

      I didn’t want us pitted against them when it came to speed. As long as we got out of town quickly enough, we shouldn’t have to.

      I stopped myself there, not wanting to think about the fact that we had to come back out into the world tomorrow—and hope that Corona was still alive to keep her word that she would get us to safety.
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      The ride back toward the area that I’d come to think of as my forest was both less eventful than those last twenty minutes at Corona’s house and incredibly tense at the same time. Tense on a very basic level, given the fact that I was now driving my own bike and couldn’t just gaze at the scenery as we passed it, and tense because what I was looking at constantly was my rearview mirror to see whether we were getting out of town without someone on our tail.

      We sped through the rest of the residential area and hit the borders of the town within a couple of minutes after leaving Corona’s house, the bike engines screaming with effort, the seven of us crouched over the handlebars in our need to both hide and try to make ourselves more aerodynamic. Jackie was leading us, glancing at her phone every so often and, I assumed, giving those with headsets updates about where we were going and what we were doing. We were already in territory I remembered from when we arrived, though, and I was guessing that we were going out the same way we’d come in.

      It would lead us right to the main highway, and from there we’d have a straight shot to the forest. Which was good, since it meant we wouldn’t have to worry much about lots of turns that could separate us. But it was also bad, because it meant that we were stuck on a straight highway with little in the way of camouflage. We wouldn’t be going through any towns, and we wouldn’t be going through any forested areas. Just enormous fields of nothing.

      And that meant, in short, that there would be nowhere to hide if the Authority agents suddenly showed up behind us.

      I did my best not to think about that and leaned forward a bit farther, trying to enjoy the feel of the fresh air around me, the wind whipping against the visor in front of my eyes. Thank God Corona had thought to leave helmets for us, and thank God even more that they fit. I didn’t know how we would have pulled this escape off without them.

      Even better, they were now acting as masks for us.

      That brought up the thought that we were currently riding along the highway on motorcycles that we’d just stolen—borrowed?—from the basement of a secret contact within Nathan’s organization. An organization, I told myself, that I needed to start calling Little John, because there was almost zero chance that they were anything other than one and the same. They’d both shown up in our lives around the same time, and it was virtually impossible to believe that they were separate entities. If they were, they were almost certainly working together, and both far better funded than OH or even OH+ had been.

      That begged the question, though, of why Nathan had bothered to start OH+ in the first place. It was obviously some sort of recruitment technique, but why? Why not just ask those of us he’d chosen to join Little John, outright? And that led back to the question I’d been asking myself almost nonstop since that morning in the meadow—was it yesterday?—when we woke up alone and far from civilization: Why hadn’t they just taken us to their headquarters when they had us?

      Mystery after mystery, and none of it was going to get any clearer until we had someone who could answer those questions for us. Which meant, I supposed, that I had to be patient until… Well, until we got to the next step. The step where Corona took us to the refuge, whatever that meant, and we slowed down enough for me to start asking questions other than what we were going to do next.

      “What do we do next?” I shouted in Jace’s direction, wondering if he’d had more success figuring that out than I had.

      He glanced at me from his hunched position on his bike and shook his head. “Don’t see that we have many options!” he yelled back, his voice straining over the sound of the engine underneath him. “Get back to the forest and find a new place to hide. Get the supplies. Do some research and try to get a jump on where we might be going and what we might see there. Wait.”

      More waiting. Terrific. The Authority was actively searching for us, and sitting around waiting for someone else to do something about it felt wrong in a million ways. I also didn’t like the idea of going back to the forest, but Corona had been certain that it was the safest place for us.

      Certainly safer than the cities. Safer than any of our houses. At least in the forest we had more places to run if the Authority found us.

      

      When we arrived at the spot where the road into my forest broke off from the main highway, we skidded to a halt, took off our helmets, and stared at each other for a long moment.

      “Should we just go in?” Jackie asked hesitantly, her voice loud in the silence that had encased us once we cut the engines.

      Jace nodded, his expression equally tense. “Yup. Less risky in the trees than standing in the open, close to where we recently shot down a bunch of agents. We look for a new spot as far away from here as possible. Somewhere to hide the bikes and then ourselves. Let’s move.”

      I gulped. Right. No problem.

      I grabbed my bike by the handlebars, flipped the kickstand up, and started pushing. The others followed me as I walked into the forest, the bike growing increasingly more difficult to push as we got into deeper cover. I jumped at the slightest sound of twigs snapping around us, at the slightest glimpse of movement through the quavering leaves, convinced that at any moment Authority agents would come lunging out of the trees toward us. But after at least half an hour of walking both away from the road and away from the path that would have taken us toward the cave, all was still calm and quiet.

      We arrived at a spot where a family of oak trees was growing, their branches dipping all the way down to the ground. I gazed around, taken aback by the beauty of it, and then started searching for an opening in the branches.

      It was perfect. Almost like we’d designed the spot ourselves. The universe had finally decided to give us a breather, it seemed. I just hoped it would last until tomorrow.

      I pushed my bike toward a gap I found in the branches of the tree to my right, and within a minute I was through the foliage and inside the sheltered area beneath. I parked my bike and turned to see Jace entering, his eyes wide with appreciation.

      Ant ducked in after him—and of course started asking questions immediately.

      “Can we just leave them here? Do you think we should cover them with brush or something? Are we sure the Authority won’t—”

      “Ant,” I said, interrupting him. “Could you see in here when you were standing out there? Did you suspect there was anything inside?” He shook his head, and I gave him my best version of his own are-you-an-idiot look. “Then don’t you think the bikes will probably be okay in here, even without other covering? What are the chances the Authority is going to happen upon this grove of trees and happen to think to get under and search?”

      I figured the chances were slim to none. Plus, if anyone was under here, they would hear soldiers coming from a good distance anyway. This was the perfect hiding place for us too, I realized. Way better than the cave itself. Not as secure, because there wouldn’t be stone around us, but I doubted we’d find any place safer in the near vicinity. And the longer we stayed out there searching for a hiding spot, the greater our chances of getting caught.

      “I say this is where we stay, too,” I concluded firmly, pulling the key out of my bike and shoving it in my pocket.

      I glanced around the group, but no one posed an objection, not even Ant. His eyes were on the enclosure, his expression seeming to grow more relaxed the longer he stood inside the shelter of the trees. He nodded slowly, and I gave a satisfied nod back.

      New hiding place, check.

      Now we just had to figure out how we were going to get our supplies and what we were going to do for the rest of the day, and another night in the forest. Another night before we were finally taken to safety.
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      The moment we had everyone else settled, Jace grabbed my hand and started towing me toward the branches that ringed the tree.

      I struggled against him, wondering what the hell was going on.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, torn somewhere between panic and annoyance. We’d just gotten back from a fairly stressful morning, and everyone else was settling down into the leaves on the ground and closing their eyes, trying to recover.

      Why was I being dragged away from that?

      “We need to get the supplies,” Jace said. “We need nourishment and blankets. In these circumstances, none of us can afford to get weak or sick. Not until Corona gets us to safety. Kory! I need you!” he called over his shoulder.

      A moment later, Kory appeared next to us, striding along as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

      “Going to get the stuff?” he asked casually.

      Jace nodded. “We’ll need another set of hands,” he added. “And possibly another gun.”

      I sighed. “Okay. So which batch are we going for first?” I asked, falling into step beside the two men. “The one we hid earlier today, or the one you hid last night? Where exactly did you put the latter, anyway?”

      Jace ducked through the drooping branches of the oak tree, and I followed, my hand clasped in his. Kory came two steps to the side of me, catching the branches before they could come down on my head. I turned and gave him a quick grin of thanks.

      Jace, I had found, didn’t think about the fact that people were following him, and had a bad habit of letting branches snap back into their faces. It was one of the very few faults I’d found in him, but it was starting to affect my life, given how often we found ourselves escaping through forests of late.

      “We’re splitting up,” Jace replied over his own shoulder. He got to the last branches of the oak, ducked through them—and let them snap back in my face—and then stood up and stretched in the open sunlight of the forest beyond.

      I ducked, blinking against the sting of oak leaves on my skin, and then stood up in the fresh air and took a deep, heaving breath.

      “Splitting up?” I asked, deciding we had more important things to discuss at the moment than branch etiquette. “And just leaving everyone else here? Do we think that’s a good idea? Shouldn’t we have guards or something?”

      “Right,” Jace answered. He looked one way and then the other, gazing across the forest with narrowed eyes, and then turned back to the tree. “Ant, Abe!” he called, pitching his voice low enough that it wouldn’t have carried through the forest.

      There was a scuffling at our back, followed by a muttered curse, and two sandy-blond heads poked out through the branches.

      “Yep?” Ant asked, blinking heavily, as if he’d been on his way to sleeping already.

      “You two are going to serve as lookouts for the time being,” Jace answered. “We might think that the Authority doesn’t know that we’re here—and that they won’t be venturing to this side of the forest—but that doesn’t mean that we’re safe, and I’m not willing to take that chance.”

      The twins disentangled themselves from the tree’s branches, twisting and turning with more drama than I believed the task warranted, and ended up in the open air, both of them looking around as if they expected to see Authority agents showing up at any moment.

      Abe tipped his head in agreement. “Good point, I guess. We’ve got it. You guys going after the supplies?”

      We told him that we were, and then strode into the forest after our things, leaving Ant and Abe discussing the best way in which to stand guard, and the merits of guarding the entire copse or the single tree in which our friends—and our bikes—were hiding.

      “Those two are like a nonstop comedy routine,” Kory muttered out of the side of his mouth as we fell into stride together, Jace on my left and Kory on my right.

      “You have no idea,” I answered, grinning at the memory of the twins and their obsession with doing things that made them stand out from one another. “Wait until we get to a place where we can go for more than twenty seconds without running for our lives. You’ll realize that they’re so alike that it’s almost impossible to tell them apart.”

      The forest was peaceful and quiet around us, and I could feel myself starting to melt into that stillness, the tension of the morning draining away from my shoulders.

      Though, it was a trap we couldn’t fall into. We had to expect the worst.

      Jace had already broken into a light jog, and I increased my pace to keep up with him, knowing that he was thinking the same thing.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked.

      “We get as far as the first spot, and then send Kory back with the first set of supplies,” Jace said. “The fewer people we have heading to the second location, the better.”

      “Why?” I asked, already knowing that I wasn’t going to like the answer. “What’s the second location?”

      “It’s closer to the caves than I would like,” Jace answered vaguely.

      He picked up the pace, and I was so busy trying to keep up with him that I didn’t have time or breath to press him further.

      We’d been jogging for nearly half an hour when we reached the tree where Jace had stored our possessions, and he climbed up and back down quickly, handing the stuff to Kory.

      “Good?” Jace asked shortly.

      Kory nodded, not bothering with words, and Jace nodded as well.

      “Good,” he said. “Get back to the others, and make sure that Ant and Abe have been doing their jobs as lookouts. Robin and I are going to go get the rest of the supplies. Text Robin if anything is wrong at the trees when you get there. Look for us within the next hour. If we don’t return…”

      “We’ll come out and find you,” Kory answered.

      Before Jace could contradict him, he spun on his toes and disappeared into the forest again.

      I stared at where he’d been, surprised, but Jace just muttered a curse.

      “Does he know how to get back there?” I asked, frowning.

      “Of course he does. But I wasn’t finished talking to him.”

      I smiled at that, then turned to Jace, ready to make our way forward.

      Jace looked past me into the trees. “Okay, now. Follow me closely.”

      With that, he turned and headed right toward where I knew the steep rock face sat.

      I followed him, my stomach twisting into knots the closer we drew to the rock face’s familiar territory. He’d seriously hidden that stuff near the rocks?

      Not long afterward, I could see the cliff rising up in front of us.

      I gulped and instinctively shoved my hand out in front of me, grabbed Jace’s, and yanked, bringing him skidding to a halt. He turned and looked at me, his eyebrows raised in question.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked, his voice in a whisper.

      He grabbed me and shoved me backward, driving my back up against the trunk of a tree and pressing his entire body against mine, and then stared around us, his eyes intense as he looked for danger.

      “Did you see something?”

      I swallowed as heat rushed through every part of my body and tried to fight the sudden weakness in my knees at the feel of his entire form pressed up against mine. This definitely wasn’t the time to be noticing something like that. But it was also the first time I’d been this close to him, and—

      “Robin!” he hissed, turning his face toward mine and ducking close to look into my eyes. “Did you see something? Why did you stop me?”

      I opened my mouth and tried to engage my voice, but nothing came out. Between the shock of his sudden movement and the further shock of him pressing up against me, my voice seemed to have disappeared completely.

      I cleared my throat and swallowed heavily again.

      “I-I was just going to ask what the hell we were doing, heading for the rock face again,” I said with a croak. “Are the supplies really worth it?”

      “Oh.” He stepped back, his face flushed, and I wondered briefly if he’d felt the same heat I had at how close we’d been standing to each other.

      “I… uh… Yes, it’s where we put most of the remaining Nurmeal,” he said, finishing in a rush.

      I frowned at him. “You didn’t think the cave was safe enough to stay in for more than one night, yet you left the supplies close to where you suspected the Authority would be searching?” That seemed uncharacteristically shortsighted.

      Which certainly explained the flush.

      That flush now deepened, and I felt the corners of my mouth drawing up into a smile at the realization that he was actually blushing.

      “I didn’t want to go too far from the cave because… Well, honestly, I wanted to get back and make sure you were okay,” he said. “I didn’t want to leave you for long, okay? And I figured the Authority might find the cave, but that if they were up there, they wouldn’t be down here, and that would make it safer to retrieve anything I left down here. Look, I’m not perfect.”

      He finished the statement defensively, and now I couldn’t stop the grin on my face from growing. I realized abruptly that we were in the middle of the forest, all by ourselves, and that there was no one around to see what we did—or hear what we said to each other—and that made me suddenly braver than I’d been before.

      “So, you wanted to come back to the cave to see me, huh?” I asked, my voice quiet.

      His eyes softened into molten honesty and his head dipped toward mine. “Well, I was worried,” he said quietly. “About all of you, of course,” he added firmly. “But mostly—”

      A shout from about twenty feet away interrupted whatever he’d been about to say, and all the romance fled right out of my head, to be replaced abruptly by absolute, ice-cold fear.

      “What was that?” I breathed.

      Jace’s hands, which had flown to my shoulders and tightened until they were almost hurting me, slid down my arms, one of his hands taking mine.

      “Someone is very close to us,” he breathed back. “Come on.”

      We crept forward, moving from tree to tree, my feet trying to mimic Jace’s as closely as they could. The man was an absolute marvel at being able to move silently, quick and quiet as a shadow, and before I knew it we had progressed all the way to the sheer wall of stone in front of us. We still hadn’t seen whoever had shouted, but now that we were up against the cliff, we could certainly hear them.

      “What do you have?” a man asked gruffly.

      They were on the cliff’s ledge, I realized. We weren’t at the start of the ledge, thank God, but about twenty feet to the side of it, still in the trees and still hidden. The men sounded like they were about ten feet to our right. They were either climbing the ledge or going back down it. Which meant they were either on their way to finding the cave or had already seen it and were on their way back down into the forest.

      Jace gestured to the tree right in front of us, and then mimed climbing the tree itself. I scowled at him, not wanting to believe that he actually expected me to climb the tree with him.

      Then another voice sounded out from where I assumed the ledge started, and I quickly nodded. Up the tree, then. Less chance of being discovered up there than down here.

      It was an oak, luckily, which meant that there were branches relatively close to the ground, and all it took was one boost from Jace—his hands firmly planted on my butt, and me blushing furiously the entire time—and I was on the first branch and reaching for the second, using the trunk to push my body upward to the next branch, and then finding another one.

      Meanwhile, the men on the ledge kept talking.

      “Several caves up there,” another voice said. “This ledge opens up onto a wide plateau, and that leads right to another walkway, which leads into another valley. Easy enough to navigate. Caves in the side of the valley up there.”

      “Any sign of them?” the first voice asked again.

      “Yes, sir. Lots of litter in one of the caves, and we’ve found their footprints in the sand right outside the mouth of it. Definitely the group we’ve been searching for. There are seven of them. Three women and four men.”

      My heart dropped, and my hand slipped from the branch I’d been grasping at the mention of us all.

      “And have they been back?” the other voice snapped.

      “No, sir.”

      “What makes you think they’ll be back at all, then?”

      “What else are they going to do? These are kids from the city. They don’t know what they’re doing out here. They’ve found shelter, and their instincts will tell them to stick with it. I don’t think it takes a rocket scientist to see that these kids aren’t the smartest, sir.”

      There was a smirk in his voice as he said it, and it made chills run up and down my spine—and fire spark in my veins.

      How dare they? These men had been hunting us for who knew how long and had been actively trying to kill us. They’d captured our friends, done who knew what to them, had ruined our lives, and burnt my house! How dare they stand around insulting us like that? How dare they think they knew us—or what we were capable of?

      My eyes narrowed, and I could feel my fists curling up with the need to do something. The need to hit something. Suddenly, all the fear and horror I’d been feeling coalesced into a solid ball in my stomach, and I realized that it had changed. Something had changed.

      It wasn’t fear anymore. It was anger. It was fury.

      These were the men who supported a government that had been stealing our children and dictating our entire world. And now they were laughing at our expense.

      Jace seemed to sense my sudden change, because he reached up from below me and put a cautioning hand on my hip. Looking down, I saw him setting a finger up against his mouth and shushing me, then motioning for me to keep moving.

      I took a deep breath. Right. Had to go up. Had to find the supplies. Had to get out of here. There were only two of us right now. We couldn’t afford to pick any fights with the Authority agents. No matter how angry I was.

      I started climbing again, my ears still attuned to what the agents on the ledge were saying.

      “So, we stay here for the day,” the “sir” concluded.

      The other agent muttered some sort of agreement, and then they drew silent, their footsteps indicating that they were climbing upward toward the wolves’ valley.

      I dedicated two seconds of time to hoping that the wolves were safely away from there, and then directed all of my energy to getting up the tree, and to the supplies Jace and I needed.

      The agents sounded like they’d decided they were going to go up into the mountains instead of back into the forest undergrowth. I just hoped we could get out of here before they changed their minds.

      And that they would stay up in those damned mountains until we left here again in the morning.
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      We dropped our armful of boxes and bags on the ground where the others were lying about, and I quickly commanded everyone’s attention.

      “Why are you looking so excited?” Jackie asked, frowning at what was no doubt a red-faced, wild-haired version of me.

      “The Authority,” Jace said stoically. “We were at the spot where we left the first batch of supplies, which was rather close to the rock face, and we overheard a conversation between Authority agents. They found the cave, and they noticed that we left some things in it, just as we’d hoped.”

      “Oh man,” Nelson murmured. “Then it’s lucky we didn’t try to go back there. And? Anything else?”

      “They think we’re going to be heading back there after we’re finished with whatever adventure we’re on today,” I said, remembering the laughter in the agent’s voice. “They also don’t have a very high opinion of our intelligence.”

      Jace shot me a look that said very clearly that I was missing the important part of the story, and added, “They also don’t seem to be planning to venture back into this particular forest. It might not give us a lot of time, but it might give us some. Which is all we need, right?”

      The others gazed at Jace and me in surprise, and then in relief, but after a short discussion everyone agreed that we still couldn’t let our guard down. We did decide, however, that one lookout at a time was probably enough.

      With that in mind, we began settling in for the evening. We were all exhausted from the events of the last week, and though I would have preferred to be on our way to safety with Corona right now, I had to admit that it was going to be nice to just sit and rest for an entire night. It wasn’t ideal. Not by a long shot. But as long as we were stuck, I was going to make the most of it.

      In our absence, the others had managed to even out the ground in the clearing, scooping and scraping the leaves to fill up any holes so that we were walking on—and would be lying on—a bed of cushy leaves rather than rocks.

      Way better than the cave.

      It was Ant, of course, who started the conversation back up again and ended my hopes for a night of some sort of quiet.

      “What now?” he asked, cracking open a bottle of Nurmeal. “Are we going to… I don’t know, take this opportunity to plan something?”

      It was a question we’d had to ask way too often lately, and I was growing sick of the never-ending guessing about the next step. But Ant was right. If we were going to be here, we ought to use the time to figure out what we were going to do.

      “As much as I don’t want to have to think about it, I think we do need to come up with a plan B for tomorrow,” I said.

      “Glad you said so, Rob, because I was thinking the same thing,” Ant replied.

      “You don’t think Corona is going to come through?” Abe asked his brother, frowning. “Don’t you trust her?”

      Ant shook his head. “I don’t trust anyone, bro. Not after what I’ve seen in the last week. People we thought we could count on ended up being people that we couldn’t trust, and places we thought were safe ended up being traps. You saw what happened at Jace’s house.”

      “But maybe that was a one-time thing,” Abe said cautiously. “After all, we didn’t know Walter. He might have been weak from the start, a piece just waiting to fall.”

      “And can you guarantee that Corona isn’t the same?” I asked. “What if she’s another weak piece? What if something goes wrong and she can’t get us out the way she thinks she can? Wouldn’t you rather have a plan B waiting for us?”

      He stared at me for a moment, and then nodded, but said, “I think we can hope she gets us out, though. I mean, it seems like it’s about time something goes our way, doesn’t it?”

      “We might have already used that card with the Authority, honestly,” Jace said. “And things will have a better chance of going our way if we go in well prepared.”

      I glanced at him, surprised at this. He’d sounded so sure of Corona when he first decoded the message from Nathan—and even after, when we were on our way to her house. Now that I’d met her, I could see exactly why he was so confident in her abilities, especially if her attitude was a reflection of Nathan himself, like I believed it probably was.

      Which was why it took me aback that he was admitting there might be a hole in their protocol.

      “You don’t think Corona will show?” I asked.

      “I think she’ll do her very best,” he replied fairly. “I know she’s important to Nathan, and I knew he was saving her as a last resort. Which means he trusts her to save the day if everything goes wrong. I’m not questioning her loyalty to him. I’m questioning her ability to evade the Authority agents that are already searching for her.”

      He pulled the piece of paper she’d given him out of his pocket and stared at it for a moment.

      “She’s given us a location that sits in the forest outside the city,” he said. “There’s not even an address. Just a set of directions. And she wrote it down, which was the smartest possible thing. If the Authority somehow bugged her house or something, writing it down means they didn’t hear where we’re going to be meeting.” He looked up at me, his eyes full of determination. “Still. I’m not saying that Nathan doesn’t have everything planned out perfectly, but he can’t guarantee her safety, and that means we don’t have a guarantee that she’s going to show up when we need her—or that we’re going to get there before she has to leave. We have to have a backup plan. It’s the only sensible thing.”

      Well, growing in leaps and bounds, I thought wryly. There was a time when Jace had put too much faith in Nathan, and though I was sorry to see him compromising that level of faith, I was in total agreement.

      “Backup plan it is,” I said, shifting to make myself more comfortable in the bed of leaves. “So, what are our options?”

      There was a long moment of silence, and I glanced around at the members of my crew, my mind rushing through anything that seemed like it might be an option. Going back into Trenton was out, and I didn’t think we could risk another trip into Samsfield, either, since our escape on the bikes. The Authority would be searching that city more carefully now, especially given what they already seemed to know—or suspect—of Corona’s alliances.

      Staying here wasn’t an option, either. We needed some real security. Preferably a location that had walls. Maybe even carpeting and real beds.

      “Little John is our only option for a path forward,” Nelson said. “We have to do the same thing we were trying to do before: figure out where we can find them. We know—or at least we suspect, if we follow the Nathan-is-part-of-Little-John theory—that Corona is part of that organization, and that would mean that Little John’s offices or headquarters or whatever are where we’re going to end up. Surely if Corona is willing to bring us in, that means Little John has finally come for us. Or, at least, we’re going to them. Right?”

      I frowned. “I still don’t understand why, though. Why make us go through all of this if we’re just going to end up back with them, eventually? What is this, some sort of test? A test where they throw us into the wilderness blind, and don’t bother to get in touch with us afterward? That’s like some sort of insane hazing ritual!”

      Jace coughed and held up his phone, the shattered screen glinting in the light that filtered down through the leaves of the tree. “Well, we know why they haven’t gotten in contact with me. As for the rest of you, Nathan wouldn’t have your numbers. He was never on the group texts between us, or even in the encrypted app. Made sure to keep himself separated from all that. So, he wouldn’t have any way of getting in touch with any of you. Cloyd would, but there’s no guarantee that Nathan is with Cloyd, or that Cloyd still has the phone that had all that information on it. We ditched those burners pretty often. It doesn’t explain why they didn’t keep us when they had us, but it does explain the radio silence.”

      “And without your phone, and with us so far off the grid, they might be searching for us and failing,” I finished. “They might not have meant to leave us out in the cold at all. They were just waiting for us to figure it all out and get to Corona.”

      “Then I guess that leaves us no choice, right?” Jackie said. “We don’t know whether Nathan is trying to save us or not. We can hope that he is, but he’s going to fail. Because we’ve hidden ourselves so well that even he can’t find us. And we can hope that Corona’s going to come through, but we’re smart enough to know that it might not happen. Which means we have to help ourselves. That’s the only option.”

      I nodded, agreeing with her on all counts.

      Standing up, I moved toward Jace’s duffel bags, where he’d put the timeline. I grabbed the papers out of the bag and marched back toward the group. There, I started laying the papers out in order again, thankful that we’d stacked them that way to make the line easier to reconstruct. It still seemed like an impossible task, but if we were going to find a way to safety, we needed some sort of direction, and the timeline was legitimately the only thing we had going for us. When I was done, I stood up and glanced across the faces in front of me.

      “Well, then,” I said, “let’s get to work. This timeline is still our best and only clue to what Little John is doing and where we might find them. We just have to find the right piece of evidence. This time, though, I say we call in some help.”

      Before the others could respond, I dialed Gabby’s phone number. After two rings she picked it up.

      “Robin!” she gasped. “Why the hell do you keep making me wait so long before hearing from you? What the hell are you trying to do, freaking kill me?”

      “Gabby, you’re too young to use that sort of language,” I said sternly. “I’m sorry, but we’ve been kind of running for our lives here.”

      “Still?” she asked. “Where are you? What’s going on? Why haven’t you been answering texts? Did you find anything on the timeline? Who’s with you?”

      “One question at a time, Gabs,” I said, trying to stem the flow. I knew how stressed she was, having to wait on a boat in the middle of nowhere while we were running for our lives, and not getting regular updates. It had to be doubly frustrating for her after she’d been so involved in things leading up to the jailbreak. But the truth was, we just hadn’t had a lot of time to stop for communications. And there hadn’t been a big need for her skills.

      That changed right now.

      “You remember those pictures I sent you of the timeline?” I asked, putting the phone on speaker. “Do you have a printer there?”

      She snorted. “Robin, of course I have a printer. What do you take me for, a caveman?”

      I cast a look at Jace, who was red in the face with trying not to laugh at that, and stifled my own grin. Gabby would be able to hear it in my voice, and I didn’t want to upset her. Not yet. I remembered how easy it had been to take things the wrong way at sixteen—particularly when you were dealing with people who were older than you—and I needed her to focus on what she was doing, rather than getting her feelings hurt.

      “I suggest printing those out so you can physically recreate the timeline,” I said. “It’s what we’ve done, and it makes it a lot easier to sort out what’s what. The problem is, we don’t really know what any of it means. It’s just a bunch of dates and locations for when the Authority thinks Little John did something—and for when the Authority tried to track Little John down to a given location.”

      “And I see there aren’t any convenient addresses,” she said quickly, demonstrating the nimble mind I’d come to love in her.

      “Exactly,” Jace said. “That’s to be expected because if there were, the Authority would have caught Little John already. Which we know they haven’t.”

      “And there’s more,” Nelson said. “First of all, hey, Gabs, it’s Nelson. Nice to be talking to you again.”

      “Nelson!” Gabby gasped. “You’re back! I mean, I knew they’d gone to get you, but…” She stopped for a moment, and then added, very hesitantly, “Is… Is Robert with you, too?”

      I cringed, already giving myself a mental slap for not having prepared for that, because I should have seen it coming from a mile away. Of course she was going to ask about Robert. And of course I didn’t have good news for her.

      I didn’t like the guy. But that didn’t mean I wanted to be the bearer of uncertain news about him.

      “He’s… not here, actually,” I said, raising my gaze up to meet Jackie’s. She’d been there on the night we got Gabby’s help on the OH+ site and was one of the only people who knew about Gabby’s feelings for Robert.

      She was also the only one, aside from me, who had noticed Gabby’s hero worship of the guy. True, Jace and Ant had also been on that call, but as males, they’d been distinctly distant when it came to her romantic entanglements. I didn’t even think they’d noticed, honestly.

      Jackie gave me a quick nod and broke in, having evidently already seen this coming and prepared a response. Either that or she was just quicker on her feet than I was.

      “He’s actually with Julia and Marco,” she said. “We left them back at Zion’s with the rest of the techs, and with Winter. Figured they’d just be in danger if they stuck with us, and it looks like we were definitely right about that.”

      “He hasn’t been answering my calls,” Gabby said hesitantly. “You don’t think… You don’t think it’s because he’s mad at me or something, do you? Or maybe he doesn’t want to talk to me anymore now that we’re not—”

      “I’m positive that it’s nothing like that,” I interrupted. “He’s lucky to have one second of your time, and I’m sure he must know that.” And he doesn’t deserve that much, and I’d prefer it if you didn’t give it to him, I didn’t add.

      Time enough to teach her how to judge the man’s character later. Right now, I needed her on point.

      “So, Gab, those pictures,” I reminded her.

      “And the something more I mentioned,” Nelson added, giving me a significant look.

      I’d forgotten that Nelson was even speaking, but nodded at her to continue. Whatever Nelson had to say, I had no doubt it was important.

      “What is it?” Gabby asked, evidently past the short distraction of Robert and whether he still liked her or not.

      “Little John,” Nelson said. “We’ve been going back and forth on this, but I think we’ve all come to the conclusion that Nathan has something to do with them. The timeline for Little John’s existence also mentions OH’s name, and I don’t think that’s an accident. We also know that Little John has been… rescuing members of OH+, for lack of a better word. And that the only common link there is Nathan himself.”

      “It’s funny you should say that, actually,” Gabby said. “Because I’ve been bored out of my mind, waiting for you guys to get around to actually calling me.”

      She let that hang for a moment, just to make sure that the guilt trip stuck, and I rolled my eyes.

      “And since I didn’t have anything else to do, I’ve been doing research wherever I could,” she finished. “Robin had already asked me to find out anything I could on Nathan, and I doubt I have to tell you how difficult that is when I don’t know his last name—and don’t even know if Nathan is his real first name.”

      “Granted,” Nelson said. “So what search parameters have you been using?”

      “Millionaires,” Gabby answered without hesitation.

      “What?” I asked, surprised. “Why would you jump to that conclusion?”

      She huffed. “Think about it, Robin. Who else would have had the money and the guts to start something like this? It’s not like he could have gone out and applied for a loan at the local bank. ‘Hello, sir, yes, I’m hoping to start a few online portals where some of my friends and I can discuss taking down the government, but I’m a little short on funds when it comes to all the tech and weapons we’re going to need. I mean, we might need airships, special suits, guns, all the computers… military contacts.’ It just makes sense that he was rich to start with.”

      I blinked once, my mind reshuffling all the things I thought I knew about Nathan. Could it have been that he was some rich guy right from the start, and that was how he got all his toys? But that didn’t ring true. I already knew that he relied on donations for a lot of things. Heck, it’s what Jace and I were doing during those first few weeks of my joining OH+—recruiting people who could not only help with future missions, but also bring resources to the table.

      Nathan might have been a millionaire, yeah… but he might also have just been great at networking, rather than spending a bunch of his own money all the time.

      “It could be,” Jace cut in. “I mean, I haven’t known him for long, but I’ve never known Nathan to be short on funds, and there’s always more tech to be had.”

      “And more convenient contacts in the military,” I said slowly, running through all the things Zion and Alexy had in their apartments, and the rapid acquisition of the second-skin suits. “His access to that stuff doesn’t mean that he had the money himself, though. Nathan’s proven that he’s a networking genius. Plus, we know that Alexy came from the military—she said as much. Couldn’t he also have just networked his way into all the stuff? It seems more his style, really.”

      “Anyway, none of that matters, because it doesn’t tell us who he is,” Nelson said practically. “We need to know who he is if we’re going to track him and figure out where we’re supposed to go. It’s a good idea, Gabby, but you know the first rule of research.”

      “Did it get me anywhere,” she said. “No, searching for random millionaires didn’t get me a damn thing. But then I thought if I reduced the parameters a bit…”

      “Good girl,” Nelson murmured, nodding in approval, and I had to stop myself from smiling. It was like watching a professor teach a promising student.

      “And I started searching for millionaires who went off the grid completely,” Gabby finished. “I mean, I don’t know for a fact that Nathan just disappeared from public life, or even that he was a millionaire. Maybe he wasn’t rich at all, or maybe he was and never disappeared, or maybe he did in fact start an underground organization to fight the government, kept making public appearances just to keep anyone from getting suspicious. But I was bored and waiting, with nothing else to do, and those guesses made just as much sense as anything else. I wasn’t getting any hits just by searching his name, but I figured if I could search what he was rather than his name…”

      “And?” I asked breathlessly.

      I could almost see Gabby shrugging. “I didn’t find anything concrete,” she said. “There are lots and lots of rich people who disappeared around the same time, fifteen to twenty years ago. I mean, lots of rich people who just mysteriously stopped appearing in public. And when I tried to look for them, there was nothing interesting. Random notes here and there, questioning what might have happened to so and so.” She paused for a moment, as if she was thinking, and then continued slowly. “But there was one guy. A guy who seemed… I don’t know, different.”

      “How so?” I asked. “Less bragging, more explaining, please, Gabby. We’re on a deadline here, remember.”

      “Right, sorry,” she said, her voice immediately faster. “So, as I was saying, I did some quick searches on a lot of these guys, and I didn’t get any useful hits, but the results were just that: a lack of useful hits. But this one guy was different. Disappeared from public life twenty years ago, just up and vanished. And when I searched him, there were hits. But when I followed them, they led to nothing. Just black holes in the web. Like there were firewalls that were reflecting my own image back at me—walls like I’ve never seen before.”

      I exchanged frowns with Jackie, and then with Jace, but when I looked at Nelson, I saw that she seemed to understand exactly what Gabby was talking about.

      “Next-gen firewalls?” she said shortly.

      There was a pause from Gabby. “I don’t know. I didn’t have any way to research them, and I’ve never actually seen one before.”

      “But they could have been,” Nelson replied.

      “Yes,” Gabby said.

      “In which case you need to watch yourself,” Nelson continued. “Where are you now?”

      “In the middle of the ocean,” Gabby replied. “The same place we always are. I don’t think I was traced, though.”

      “You wouldn’t know,” Nelson replied. “It would have been done by the firewall itself, and it would have been a recording and trace of the actual search, not your particulars. Even so, it could have led back to you. What have you been doing to protect yourself?”

      “Standard proxies. Nothing new or different. And nothing less than what you taught me. How do you know it was a next-gen firewall?”

      Nelson looked up and met my eyes, her expression deadly serious. “Because it’s the same thing I’ve been finding whenever I try to trace any of the events on the Authority’s timeline. Which means that there were once stories about those events on the web, and someone has gone out of their way to block those stories from the public eye.”

      I felt like I’d been punched right in the stomach and coughed. I didn’t understand 99 percent of what Gabby and Nelson had just discussed, but I understood Nelson’s last statement. She was saying that she was finding the same thing when she searched for Little John hits as Gabby had found for hits on this millionaire guy. And that the firewalls they were both running into could track who had made their way onto a given website.

      Gabby and Nelson had both been searching for something that someone was trying to hide, and they’d both run into firewalls that could have marked them. Someone had been setting traps.

      And we had no idea who had done it. But whoever they were, they might be tracking Gabby—and maybe us—right now.
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      “But what does it mean?” Jackie asked for the fifteenth time since we’d gotten off the phone with Gabby. “How are they connected?”

      “Put simply, it means that the millionaire Gabby found is most likely connected to Little John, just because of the similarities in their searches,” Nelson said, leaning over the timeline and putting her finger down to hold her place while she looked up at Jackie. “The firewalls she’s talking about—and the ones I’ve seen on my searches for Little John—are extremely specialized and very difficult to build. They wouldn’t exist on accident, and there aren’t many people who even know how to use them. The fact that we’re running into them during both searches…”

      We’d hung up with Gabby moments earlier, having wrung all the information we could out of her, and after having given her a new assignment: tracking ownership of the house in which we’d found Corona.

      At least with Corona’s house, we had a real address. And though it would have been beyond sloppy for whoever bought the house to leave a paper trail in regard to that address, we were hoping that there might be something there. Something that would give us a direction.

      “After all, maybe she bought that house before she was involved with Little John,” Ant had said when he suggested it. “Before she knew to be careful about stuff like that. Right? But obviously the government knew that something fishy was going on. Maybe they got wind of her meeting with Nathan, and they were already after him, and realized that she was trouble too. In fact…”

      He’d paused there, and I’d filled in the conclusion I’d already started coming to.

      “Corona’s story might not be a cover story at all,” I said quickly. “It might be the truth. Maybe she’s been a rebel for even longer than she’s known Nathan. Maybe she’s the person who had to disappear because she got in trouble with the government.”

      “Which leaves us with the question of what exactly she did to piss the government off so much that she had to disappear,” Ant continued.

      “And how she managed to do it,” I said, staring at the trunk of the tree to help myself concentrate. “Her money must have come from somewhere. Probably her old life. So how did she just disappear with it? If she was rich and pissed off the government, why didn’t they seize her money when she went off the grid?”

      “Maybe they don’t care about the money,” Jackie said with a shrug. “Maybe they care more about the joy”—her mouth turned down in distaste at the word—“of capturing the person they think did them wrong.”

      “But then this random woman appears back in the world, with a ton of money and a pretty flimsy cover story, and if they suspected that she was the same person, or that this new person had ties to a well-known rebel group…” I muttered, putting the ideas into words as I thought of them. “Then they would have had their eyes on her. And she would have known it, or at least suspected. God, no wonder she was so freaked out about the Authority being on their way to her house. She’s seen up close and personal what they do with people they don’t like, and she might have escaped it once already. She must have been terrified.”

      And she’d still taken the time to talk to us, write down a set of directions, and essentially hand us the keys to those motorcycles before saving herself. All so she could keep fighting the government with whatever tools she had at her fingertips.

      I agreed with her on that. I just wished that these guesses gave us a little more to go on.

      “What does any of this tell us?” I finally turned my eyes to the timeline on the forest floor. “How does that help us with our current situation?”

      Jace frowned deeply, staring at the timeline as well, and for a moment I thought he was going to come up with something. But then he shook his head. “It doesn’t,” he said. “It doesn’t give us a damn thing. Just a bunch of dead ends, and that doesn’t help us at all.”

      The unfortunate truth was that he was right. Because we still didn’t have any real locations. No convenient and new addresses that might offer us shelter if Corona didn’t show up in the morning.

      At that moment, Gabby called me again.

      “Yes?” I answered quickly.

      “Robin,” she said. “I’ve got an address for you.”
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      The next morning found us on the bikes again, tearing toward Samsfield once more, the seven of us hunched over the handlebars of the motorcycles as we sped through the mist of the early morning. We’d spent the night planning and planning again how we thought this would all go—including what we would do if Corona didn’t show at all—and at this point I thought we could probably all have recited the plan by heart, if we had to.

      And if any one of us didn’t know it by heart, chances were the person next to them would.

      It had been a completely sleepless night, between moving to a new location, the ensuing drama of retrieving the supplies—and finding that the Authority had discovered the cave—the confusion of all the new questions regarding Little John, Corona, and Nathan, and the combination of stress and excitement over what we thought could happen this morning. We’d walked through the timeline at least one hundred times, trying to come up with any way that the points on the line could have connected back to either Nathan or Corona—the only two high-level members of Little John we knew of—or how they might have led to any of their offices or hideouts. As the only one who had ever met Nathan in person, Jace had been called upon time after time to act as judge on some point or another.

      We’d set lookouts, to be changed every hour, to watch for any Authority agents creeping through the forest. We’d hoped that the Authority was on the other side of the forest, but we couldn’t count on it.

      Which was why we’d also been researching the address Gabby had given us. Trying to decide whether it was something we could use, or something that would end up being completely useless.

      It was the location of a house; we’d known that much. But it had been a house in a different city, and not a local one. It was another residence and had been used as a guarantee for the loan on the house in which we’d met Corona. We’d been right about the record still being open to the public, though Gabby’d had to dig a little bit to find it, because no names had been attached to it. Not Nathan’s. Not Corona’s. Not another man who may have been her husband. Instead, she’d found that a Samantha Molin had been listed as owner of the property—but that it was very definitely connected to the enormous house in Samsfield. Which was also in the name of Samantha Molin.

      We had no idea what it meant. But we had the address, and it had quickly become our plan B. If nothing else, it gave us something to shoot for. Another possible location. Because we were all tired of sitting around waiting for something bad to potentially happen. We all wanted action.

      I revved my engine, shot up to drive even with Jackie, and glanced over at her, taking in the small hunched form, the dark clothing, and the helmet that hid only the top half of her face. The girl rode the motorcycle like a pro, and I couldn’t help thinking that in another life, she would have been one of those girls that built and rode her own motorcycles, maybe even had her own brand.

      In this world, though, that was a pipe dream.

      “How much longer, Jackie?” I asked, using the comm in my ear so I didn’t have to shout. I’d taken mine back for this trip with the promise that if anything happened, every one of us with a comm would make sure we grabbed one of the team members without one. I was tired of not being able to communicate with my team.

      And it had been my comm in the first place. A very large part of me thought it unfair that I’d given it up and not gotten it back.

      “Half an hour, max,” Jackie’s voice said directly into my ear. “We’re eating up the miles at this pace, and as long as no one notices us doubling the speed limit and pulls us over, we’re going to get to Samsfield in record time. Well ahead of when Corona asked us to get there.”

      I swallowed heavily and wondered if we should consider slowing down. The last thing we needed was to get pulled over, and going so fast was almost inevitably going to get us noticed. Then again, we were going so quickly already that anyone else would have trouble catching up with us.

      I hoped.

      I dropped back a bit and left Jackie alone at the front of the pack, so that she’d be able to turn more quickly if anything came up. When Jace drew even with me, he turned his helmet to look at me and gave me a single nod.

      “Anything important?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” Jackie answered for me, via the comm link. “Robin just gets impatient on long rides. Has to constantly be asking when we’re getting there. It’s nothing new—she was like this when we were running missions with Nelson, too.”

      I glared at her, annoyed that she was making it sound like I was some impatient little kid… but then relented. She was mostly right. I just didn’t have that much patience when it came to things like this. Especially when we might find safety on the other end of the journey.

      Instead of answering, I ducked a bit lower over my handlebars, told myself to be patient, and started counting the mile markers as we passed them, trying to keep my brain busy with something other than ideas of how everything could possibly go wrong.

      

      Jace took the lead as soon as we got off the highway outside of Samsfield. He was, after all, the one in possession of the directions Corona had left. No address, he’d said, just a set of directions. And looking around, I could see why. Because we weren’t in a place where there were any addresses. Instead, we were driving right into a forest—one that looked completely different from the one in which we’d been staying, outside of Trenton. While that forest was made up of old, stately trees like oaks and pines, this one was much… lighter. The trees around us were sycamores and beeches, their leaves small and musical, their bark light. I frowned at that, going back to my schooling years, and tried to figure out why there would be such a big difference in the tree population when we were only a couple hours from where we’d started out.

      Ah. This was a manmade forest. It must have been, for the trees to be so different. And these were definitely landscaping trees. The ones people planted in the front yards of enormous houses—houses like the one where Corona had lived, which had to be less than five miles from here, on the very outskirts of the city. This was a decorative forest, then, built for the rich who lived in this area.

      It made me like the forest a little less, and I crouched down, trying to protect myself from a fear that came out of nowhere. If this forest had been planted for the benefit of the rich, it meant it had been done by the construction companies that were owned and operated by the government. And that made the trees seem immediately suspicious. As if they were somehow spying on us.

      Add that to the fact that we were so close to Samsfield again, and I started feeling distinctly worried.

      “Get it together, Robin,” I breathed out to myself. All of this running around and hiding was making me downright paranoid. Now I thought the trees were spies for the government? I was officially losing it.

      “What was that?” Jackie asked sharply.

      Dammit, I’d forgotten about the comm.

      “Nothing,” I said quickly. “Just talking to myself.”

      Suddenly, Jace made a sharp right, swerving off the road and directly into the trees, and slowed to a crawl, then stopped entirely. He hopped off the bike and turned toward us but didn’t take his helmet off.

      “This is where we go into the trees,” he said, the visor across his eyes making it feel strange to be listening to him. Whenever we’d worn masks in the past, we’d only been able to see the person’s eyes, and though it hadn’t been ideal, it had at least given us something to judge them by. A way to tell what the person behind the mask was thinking.

      Losing that was more disconcerting than I’d thought it would be.

      “Everyone keep your helmets on,” he snapped as Ant moved to take his off. “I don’t want anyone seeing our faces. We know the Authority is looking for us with facial recognition, and though they shouldn’t be in this forest—shouldn’t even know to be in here—we can’t take any chances. Helmets stay on, and we’re walking the bikes from here.”

      It was solid reasoning, and we all fell into line after him, our helmets still on and our bikes turned off but left in neutral so that we could roll them through the forest by hand. As we walked into the trees, I began cataloging the differences here. The possible escape routes and the things that would make escape harder. Because we might hope that the Authority didn’t know about this meeting, but I was way past the point of no return there.

      I’d started assuming that the Authority knew about everything. Particularly when it came to people they were hunting—and people who were connected to someone they seemed absolutely desperate to catch.

      We walked for about ten minutes, our eyes on the trees around us, and then Jace allowed his bike to roll to a stop in a small clearing. He glanced at the compass in his hand and then my phone, which I’d loaned him for GPS and mapping. He frowned at both gadgets, then looked up and around us, and then looked at the readings again.

      “What is it?” I asked softly.

      “The directions end in this spot exactly,” he said, his voice just as soft. “But I can’t figure out why she would have chosen it. It’s completely illogical. There’s no good cover here—no place to hide, if anything goes wrong—and it’s too far from the roads for any safe or quick getaway. There… If I was choosing places to meet, and I knew the Authority might be coming after me, this spot would never occur to me.”

      “Maybe this is the start of some super-secret tunnel that leads to the safe spot, or something like that,” Ant answered. “Maybe she’s meeting us here because this is how we get to her refuge.”

      I looked quickly around us, wondering if Ant was right. Was there the start of something here? If there was, would we be able to see it? Could it be that she would walk right up out of the ground, smiling at how surprised we were? Or would we receive some message that told us how to progress from here? The thought of a warm bed and safe walls had me turning my eyes from left to right, trying desperately to find her, positive that she would come with the news that her hideout was secure and that we were approved to move forward. Positive that she would give us direction once again.

      But she didn’t pop up out of the ground like some magician doing a wonderful trick for children. She didn’t step out from behind a tree, nor did she just come walking through the woods. She didn’t even show up pushing a bike—a situation that I had admitted might actually happen, given the relative lack of wisdom in giving us directions right to the safe place itself.

      Instead, we waited until ten, which was the time we’d been told to meet her. We sat in the woods in that spot, freezing, for nearly an hour. And then the time for the meeting came… and went. And she didn’t show at all. We looked around at each other, frowning in confusion and checking and rechecking our watches.

      “Maybe she’s just running late,” Ant said quietly. “Maybe something came up and she was late getting away from the refuge?”

      “Or maybe it took her longer to get back here than she’d thought it would,” Abe said, his tone a match to Ant’s reasonable voice. “Mapping systems can lie, you know.”

      “Or maybe something terrible happened and she’s not coming at all,” I said, my skin itching and my feet jumping with the need to get up and get out of here. Everything about this felt wrong. She’d been too sure of the location, too sure of the time to have just missed it without good reason. She’d even told Jace not to be late.

      Jace, sitting on the other side of the circle from me, was shaking his head. “She wouldn’t just miss it,” he said firmly. “She told me ten, and she meant ten. She even warned me against being late.”

      “She did more than warn you,” Ant added. “She made it sound like being late was absolutely the worst-case scenario.”

      Jackie and Nelson both jumped to their feet at that, and we all stared at one another, our minds working together the way they’d worked when we’d run missions, before OH+ was even a blip on the radar.

      “Her missing the appointment could mean they caught her already, when she was on her way here,” Nelson said quietly.

      “Or they could have been at her hiding place,” Jackie agreed. “We know they were onto her. What if they somehow knew the entire plan, and captured her yesterday when she got to the place where she thought she’d find safety?”

      We all turned and looked at Jace, asking without words what he wanted to do about this. Corona was his contact, and he was the one who was so close with Nathan. Did we stay here, wait it out, and just hope that she’d hit some sort of delay?

      Or did we get the hell out of here while we still could, with the assumption that something had gone very, very wrong and Corona was either already in Authority custody or not coming for some other reason?

      Because I knew what I wanted to do, and it certainly didn’t include sitting around in this forest, waiting. Corona had been firm about the time, and if she wasn’t here when she’d said she would be, that meant we were on our own. Again. Though, at least this time we had a new address as a potential starting point.

      Jace met my eyes again and nodded once. “We go,” he said firmly. “She said she’d be here at ten, and though I don’t know much about Corona, I do know that she meant it. I don’t know why she isn’t here, but we can’t afford to wait.”

      He strode quickly toward where he’d left his bike parked, Jackie and me on his heels, and threw the rest of his statement over his shoulder as he began walking his bike quickly back toward the road we’d come from.

      “We’re going back to the forest for now, so that we can get the supplies and do some planning. It’s dangerous, but it’s also our only base at the moment. I want to be back on the road by nightfall. We’ve already stayed in one location for too long. We have a new address to check out, and I want to get on it immediately. We might still be on our own, but at least we have a direction now. We leave here in singles and doubles, so we attract less attention. Robin, I’m taking your phone, so you stick with Jackie. If we get separated on the highway, we meet where the road into the forest takes off.”

      We all nodded, refusing to waste breath on unnecessary words, and without even talking about it, Jackie and I dropped back toward the end of the line. It made sense for Jace to go first—it was the position he’d been taking ever since we found ourselves in danger—and I knew that I wanted Nelson to go with Kory, Ant, or Abe, and as early as possible. She might be able to take care of herself, but that didn’t mean I wanted her on her own, and as far as I was concerned she was still partially injured. Jackie and I were the smallest, lightest riders. We’d make quicker time than anyone else.

      The two of us slowed almost to a stop and let the others draw farther and farther ahead, and a moment later we heard Jace’s motorcycle (I presumed) come to life and then zip out onto the road, the engine roaring as he revved it and took off. Two minutes later, we heard two more bikes do the same.

      “Good,” Jackie muttered. “One of the boys has taken Nelson. I feel better that she’s not going alone.”

      “I was thinking the same thing on the walk out here,” I said, amazed at how our thoughts had once again been in sync. We’d always been partnered when we were on missions for Nelson for that exact reason. When danger reared its head, Jackie and I tended to see the same route forward.

      I just hoped that right now, it would serve us well in terms of getting the hell out of here before anyone from the government showed up. Of course, we were just guessing about the Authority knowing the location, and we had no solid evidence to back it up. But something in my gut was telling me we were right, and my body was twitching with the need to be gone.

      Another bike pulled out onto the road ahead of us, and then a minute later, another, and Jackie glanced at me, the reflective visor of her helmet showing me nothing but my own expressionless head.

      “Our turn,” she breathed. “You ready for this?”

      I nodded firmly, got a good grip on my bike’s handlebars, and started walking forward, Jackie matching me stride for stride. Within thirty seconds we were at the road, and five seconds later we were mounted on our bikes and hitting the ignition switches. Both bikes roared to life, and it took us only moments to get out onto the road and hit the gas.

      Five seconds later, an Authority van came screeching around the corner ahead of us and slammed on its brakes, skidding sideways to block the road almost entirely, and Authority agents in blue jumpsuits started streaming out of the van, their hands up and guns already aimed at us.
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      I froze for a moment, shocked at what I was seeing, my brain refusing to accept what my eyes were telling it. No. No, no, no.

      The Authority. How could they have found us? Had Corona’s place been bugged, and they somehow figured out our destination? Had they followed her all this way? Had they caught her?

      What the hell was going on here?

      It didn’t matter, I realized. The Authority agents were less than five hundred feet from us—and they were going to be a hell of a lot closer the farther we drove. They had guns, and though I also had one, strapped to my hip, I knew that one gun against twenty was a lost cause.

      We had to reroute. Now.

      “Robin?” Jackie asked in my ear, via the comm. “What’s our move?”

      “Turn!” I screamed, yanking the handlebars of my bike to the left in a completely stupid move that should have tipped me right onto the pavement—and sticking my left leg out to support me through the turn, to keep that very thing from happening. I got halfway through the turn and revved the engine sharply, knowing that we were sitting ducks and open targets to those Authority guys right now, and ducked as low to the bike as I could.

      Behind me, I could hear the tires of Jackie’s bike screeching and knew that she was doing the same, and probably doing a hell of a lot better than I was. My tires were bouncing, now, the rotations too much for the speed I was going, and I let up on the gas a bit to get them to slow down. The minute the back tire stopped bouncing on the pavement and I was straight again, I yanked my foot back up to its normal resting place, hit the gas, and sped forward, the engine roaring with power.

      A split second later, Jackie was right next to me, hunched and staring intently ahead at the road.

      Behind us, I could hear Authority agents yelling into a megaphone about putting our hands on our heads and dropping our weapons.

      “Where are we going?” Jackie gasped. “Do you have any idea?”

      “You’re the one in charge of mapping things,” I murmured back. “Map it!”

      But she wouldn’t be able to do anything like that, I realized. Not with the way this situation was playing out. We were zooming forward in a straight line right now, but we were going to need to start taking turns soon, if we were going to keep from getting shot, and that wouldn’t allow her to casually use one of her hands to type the new location into her phone. I wasn’t even sure the mapping system would be able to keep up with us, considering how quickly we were moving.

      “What’s going on back there?” another voice suddenly snapped, loud and worried in my ear. “Why aren’t you guys coming out after us?”

      Ant. He must have waited to go right before us. I’d forgotten that he had a comm on as well, allowing him to hear everything that Jackie and I were saying to each other right now. As would Jace.

      But they weren’t going to be any good to us, no matter how bad this got. There were only five of them, and there were at least twenty soldiers on our tail.

      No matter what happened, those five had to get away. They had to. Coming back here would only get them in trouble, too.

      “Authority agents,” I said, motioning to Jackie that we were going to turn right at the next possible opportunity, and to let me take the lead. It would be easier for me to just make decisions and her to follow than to try to sign my intentions at every turn. “They came skidding in before we got to the main road. No idea how or why, but we’re running the other way now.”

      “I’m pulling over,” Ant said immediately. “What do you need? What can I do?”

      “Stay away from this place,” Jackie shot back. She’d dropped behind me now, but I could see her bike in my mirror and knew that her front tire was probably only inches from my back tire.

      If I went down, I was going to take her with me. But we had to stay close together if we were going to get away from the soldiers behind us.

      “You coming back here is only going to mean there are more of us to take care of, and I can’t possibly worry about you if I’m going to worry about myself,” she continued.

      I could almost hear Ant wanting to argue, but I cut him off just as we hung a right onto the street and sped up the road, looking for any route that might take us through the houses. Around us, I could already see people running out into their driveways and opening their windows, trying to figure out what all the noise was about. This was probably more action than this neighborhood had ever seen, and if we weren’t quick, we were going to have to worry about the citizens themselves trying to help the Authority.

      There weren’t any alleys in this neighborhood, and I knew immediately that if we were going to get away quickly, it was going to mean getting a hell of a lot more creative, and hoping the homeowners stayed out of our way, for at least a little bit.

      “Get us directions,” Jackie told Ant. “I can’t get to my phone. You still have the tracking app I gave you?”

      “Got it,” Ant replied. “I’ve already pulled it up. I can see exactly where you are.”

      “Find a way for us to get out,” Jackie said. “We need to lose the agents and then get out onto the highway and away from here.”

      “On it,” he replied.

      We were nearing the end of the road, now—of course we’d managed to pull onto a cul-de-sac—and we were going to be well and truly trapped if we didn’t get out of here.

      I slowed and swerved a quick U-turn, hoping that we could get out of this street entirely before they managed to find us, then saw the van racing right past the opening of the cul-de-sac.

      Jackie, who’d turned next to me, came to a stop right next to where I’d halted. “Oh my God,” she breathed. “Do you think they saw us?”

      I shook my head. “No idea, but I don’t want to wait around to find out. Let’s go!”

      I hit the gas on my bike, let the back tire jump on the pavement and then engage, and screeched right toward the first likely lawn I’d seen. There was a gate there, and I thought that if we built up enough speed, I might be able to just bust through it. Hopefully no one was standing right there watching the chase through a hole in the fence. I sped across the street and over their lawn, tearing up the grass as I went and not feeling at all bad about it, and then I was at the gate.

      I busted right through it, just as I’d hoped I would. Splinters and larger pieces of wood exploded into the air around me, and I heard Jackie gasp in the comm, but I didn’t slow down. We needed to hide first and get the hell out of here second. If we were at all lucky, and the people who lived here were too shocked to immediately communicate with the Authority officers, this unorthodox move would accomplish both of those needs.

      The gate opened into a short alleyway at the side of the mansion, where the people who lived here evidently stored their trashcans and various gardening tools, and we spent the next minute trying desperately to avoid the hoes, shovels, bags of dirt, and trashcans that littered our path, while maintaining our speed.

      “Why do rich people have all this?” Jackie shouted, frustrated. “I thought people came and did their landscaping for them!”

      “I apparently managed to choose the one house with an owner who believes in doing things himself,” I huffed, steering my bike around a particularly inconvenient wheelbarrow. “Figures.”

      Then I was past the gardening tools and into the wider garden area, and I saw not only a large lawn, but also a rose garden and a swimming pool.

      A pool. For a split second I thought it might be the place for us to hide. If we could get under the water and under one of the floating toys, we might just be able to hide from anyone who came after us.

      But no, I realized a second later. We wouldn’t be able to hide the bikes that way, and if we were in the pool, we’d be trapped. The homeowner would have the chance to call the cops, and any Authority agents with guns would be able to pick us off as they liked.

      I sped past the pool, revving the engine to pick up speed again, and aimed for the gate on the other side of the monstrous lawn. Plenty of space to pick up speed here, though the lawn was spongy with moisture and making it more difficult, and if we could just get through there and make another turn before the Authority’s van turned around and decided to search the cul-de-sac, we might get away. I wasn’t holding my breath, but things were starting to look a lot more positive than they had when we were out on the street.

      “Freeze!” a voice roared behind us, the tone magnified by a loudspeaker. “You’re under arrest for violations of Code 315 of the Burchard Regime, and for suspected murder of government agents!”

      I clenched my jaw and revved the engine again, having no intention of freezing. I knew they had guns, and I knew they were aimed right at our backs, so I swerved right and aimed for the fence that was running along my side, rather than the gate ahead of us. I bashed right through it, wood exploding out around me, and Jackie zipped through after me, and we fled through yet another backyard—which looked exactly the same as the one we’d already been in.

      But we needed to get out of here. That van might not be able to follow us, but agents on foot surely could, and being in wide-open areas like this was the stupidest thing possible. I also didn’t know how much fence-bashing my motorcycle was going to take. Sure, it seemed to be doing fine, but it was only a matter of time before a piece of wood punctured the engine, or worse, the fuel tank, and that would be the end of me, and probably Jackie as well.

      We needed to get out onto the street again, where we could run, and where I could stop using my bike as a battering ram.

      “Ant, how do we get back out onto the street?” I asked, breathing heavily in a combination of effort and panic. “I want out of the backyards and onto pavement again.”

      “I second that idea,” Jackie muttered from behind me. “I don’t feel like being shot in the back today.”

      My mind screeched to a halt and then stuttered forward again at that. Jackie was behind me, and therefore in a lot more danger of getting shot than I was. But she was also wearing a second-skin suit, at least.

      I wasn’t. I hadn’t put mine back on after we took it off to doctor my leg. Suddenly my back felt like an enormous target, extremely vulnerable.

      “Ant!” I shouted, when he didn’t respond.

      “I’m working on it,” he said. “It’s just hard when you guys are moving so fast. But it looks like you’ve got another street one house away from you. Keep going straight, bust through another fence, and you should be out on a street that runs between houses. They have streets every three houses in that neighborhood. The good news is that my mapping system shows that everyone has gone back into their houses, so you don’t have to worry about hitting people.”

      Bust through another fence. No problem.

      “And from there?” I asked. “How do we get to the main highway?”

      “Turn left,” another voice said.

      “Jace,” I gasped.

      I could almost see him nod, and the expression of grim determination he would be wearing.

      “Yep. Heard what was going on via the comm. We’re all back here with Ant. Get out of there,” he said simply. “The road Ant told you about will take you up to the main highway. If you have to turn, turn right, and then left again at the next street. Every street leads to the same place. It’s laid out like graph paper. Impossible to get lost.”

      “And it might be impossible to lose the Authority,” I replied grimly.

      We reached the fence, and I ducked down, praying to anything that could hear me that this wouldn’t be the end of the chase, and took a deep breath just as I hit the wood.

      My bike blew through it with a distinct and fairly scary stutter, and then I was skidding on pavement, my eyes moving back and forth with panic as I tried to figure out whether we’d come out on a street that was clear. I moved the handlebars to the right and the left, trying to regain control of my bike, and then turned to the left.

      No Authority agents. Clear street straight ahead of us. We had a straight shot to the highway. If we’d managed to lose the agents behind us.

      We took off up the street, no doubt breaking every speed limit in the entire neighborhood, and I watched the mirror on my bike anxiously, terrified of seeing that van pull into the street with us. We were making one hell of a racket, and it would only take slowing down and listening in order for them to find us. But that couldn’t be helped. If we managed to get out to the main road before they did, and get out of there quickly enough, I thought we might pull it off.

      And if we did that, I’d spend the rest of my life thanking the lucky stars that had been watching over us.

      True, they’d know we’d gone to the highway. But if we were gone long before they arrived, they’d have to guess at which direction we went. And they might guess wrong. Or they might not be able to catch up with us at all.

      Then I saw him. It wasn’t the van, and it wasn’t even a group of soldiers. One guy on foot had managed to follow us through the backyards. He must have seen the hole we made in the fence and known exactly where we’d gone. He came tearing out of the last yard, turned to the left, saw us, and immediately dropped to his knee and brought his gun up.

      A split second later, Jackie’s motorcycle exploded.
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      I swerved to the side of the road, came to a screeching halt, and jumped off my bike, knowing that no matter what had just happened to Jackie, I had to keep my priorities straight.

      That agent had to die. And I was the only one here to take care of him.

      I dropped to my knees and scooted behind the bike to take away his target, then yanked the gun from my hip and brought it quickly up to eye level.

      Another bullet came flying my way, courtesy of the agent, but it went wide and hit the bushes behind me, leaves exploding out in a cloud around my head.

      I straightened my gun. To my surprise, my hands were steady, my eyesight as sharp as it had ever been. And he was close enough for me to know that I could hit him. I could even see his face, since he wasn’t wearing a helmet. And that was the horrible part. I could actually see what he looked like—which was a big deal, considering I was about to kill him.

      But it also meant that I could see that he wasn’t speaking. He hadn’t had a chance to call this in yet, and if that was true, it meant that taking him out would set us free. Sort of.

      Plus, something seemed to be wrong with his gun. I didn’t know whether he was out of bullets (was that even possible?) or whether it had jammed, but he was knocking it firmly against the heel of his palm now, his expression panicked.

      I narrowed my eyes, steadied my aim on his chest one more time, and pulled the trigger.

      Two seconds later he dropped to the pavement. And he didn’t move again.

      I leapt to my feet, leaving him for dead, and sprinted toward where Jackie was lying on the ground, part of her clothing smoking slightly. The remains of the bike were now spouting flames about twenty feet away from her. She’d been thrown off it immediately, far enough away from the fire that I hoped it meant she wasn’t too badly burned. Though, my bigger hope was that she was still alive.

      Skidding to my knees, I put a hand to her forehead, then to her neck, and held my breath, straining against the world around me as I prayed for a pulse. Something—anything—to show me that she was still alive, still with us.

      I was also praying for it to happen before more agents showed up. We were in the least defensible situation ever right now.

      Suddenly, Jackie coughed and started trying to sit up.

      “Oh my God, what the hell was that?” she asked hoarsely.

      She froze about halfway up and collapsed back onto the pavement.

      “Oh my God, I’m broken,” she wheezed. “Robin? Is that you? Something inside me is broken. I can’t… I can’t feel my legs very well, and I feel…”

      “Well, you were just involved in an explosion,” I replied, leaning over her and trying to catch her eyes. Her gaze was wide and vacant, and for a moment I was afraid she’d somehow gone blind. Then her eyes spotted me and latched on, coming quickly into focus.

      I grinned, unable to stop the feeling of relief that was rushing through me and reached down to scoop her up.

      “We’ve got to get out of here,” I said, sliding my hands under her knees and then around her back behind her shoulders. “I’m sorry in advance for how much this is going to hurt, but we can’t stay here.”

      To my surprise, she started struggling against me. “You’re right!” she huffed. “You’ve got to get out of here. Just leave me, Robin. I’m injured, and you’ve got to leave me behind and get yourself out.”

      I leaned down and shoved my face in hers, daring her to look away from my gaze. “Not in a million years,” I said clearly. “I’m not leaving you behind, and that’s my final answer. Now, take a deep breath. Something tells me this is going to be unpleasant.”

      I shoved my arms under her and lifted, and she cried out, but didn’t struggle any more. I sent a prayer of thanks up into the sky above me for how light she was, then staggered back toward my bike, moving as quickly as I could and sending another prayer asking that the Authority be far away.

      I had no idea how I was going to get both of us onto that bike. I didn’t think she’d be able to hang onto me, and if I couldn’t put her behind me, I didn’t think this was going to work.

      “Put me in front of you,” she breathed out. “Facing forward. You’re going to have to hug me to reach the handlebars, but it’s the only way we’ll be able to do this.”

      I jerked, surprised at how lucid she was, then nodded firmly. I got to the bike and set her down gently, moving her so that she was straddling the seat, then threw my leg over the machine behind her and climbed on.

      It was a tight fit, no doubt about it. But we were both small girls, and this way I could keep her between my arms. I was going to be exhausted by the time we got out of here, but I would have done that and a million times more to keep her safe.

      I hadn’t been lying when I told her I wasn’t leaving her behind. My mind wouldn’t accept that as any kind of option.

      I leaned forward, hit the ignition, stretched out to grasp the handlebars—with Jackie huffing a soft laugh at my difficulties—and then hit the gas and tore up the street, my eyes on the mirror, watching for Authority agents coming up behind us.

      

      We got to the highway without anyone on our tail, and I turned right and sped toward Trenton, and the forest that was our current home base. More importantly, I got back on the comm.

      “Where are you guys?” I gasped, my left arm already aching with the effort of holding Jackie up. She was definitely damaged in some way, and it seemed to be on her left side, because I couldn’t get her to sit up straight to save my life. She’d also stopped talking, and that made me really worried.

      I hadn’t seen any blood, or anything that looked like burns, at least on the exposed skin. Her second-skin suit should have protected her from anything like that on the core of her body and most of her limbs. But a lack of injuries on the outside didn’t mean everything was okay. There were a whole lot of bones and organs inside that could have broken with a fall like that.

      “Hello?” I asked more sharply. Where were they? What had they done, waited until we were really in trouble and then—

      “Robin?” Jace suddenly asked in my ear. “Where are you? What happened? We heard an explosion, and one of the comms started fizzing out, making a bunch of noise.”

      “That’s Jackie’s,” I said. “She was involved in an accident. I need you guys; where are you?”

      “Fifteen minutes up the road,” he replied. “Is Jackie okay?”

      I inhaled. Was it better to tell them now, or better to let them see it themselves?

      “No,” I answered a moment later. “She’s hurt, but I don’t know what’s wrong with her. I took care of an Authority agent that caught up to us, and I don’t think the rest of them know exactly where I went, but they’ll figure it out, and fifteen minutes away isn’t enough distance from them.”

      Fifteen minutes away wouldn’t even give them time to lose the sound of the bikes, I didn’t think. And I definitely didn’t want to be sitting there on the side of the road if they came after us. We needed more distance.

      Then I remembered that there had been a copse of trees a bit further along. There weren’t many, and I’d discounted them as a permanent hiding place right away, for that reason. But right now, they seemed perfect. At least they were something other than sitting in an open field.

      I shifted my grip with my left hand, flexing my bicep to keep the arm tense so that I didn’t drop Jackie, who was now leaning heavily across my arm, and revved the engine. More speed would make it more dangerous if she fell, but it would also get us to those trees more quickly.

      “The copse of trees to the side of the road about half an hour up,” I said quickly. “Meet us there. It’s an obvious hiding place, but there’s nothing to be done about that. I have to stop. And be prepared. You notice Jackie isn’t saying anything right now. There’s a reason for that.”

      I bent lower over Jackie’s hunched body, trying to eliminate some of the drag, and increased our speed again, ignoring the voices on the comm asking me what the hell I meant. I didn’t have time or breath for more talking. Not when I was trying to support all of Jackie’s weight while driving a motorcycle and watching the rearview mirror for signs of Authority vans or whatever else they’d brought in terms of vehicles.

      It was the longest half hour of my life, ducking and weaving through traffic and going far too quickly, wondering every second whether the drivers I passed were going to call and report me for having an unconscious girl draped over my arm, and by the time I found the small copse of trees I was aiming for, I was convinced that my left arm was actually dead and hanging on just because the fingers couldn’t function enough to let go. I pulled off the road at the group of trees and skidded to a halt, my right hand overly twitchy on the brakes.

      Within seconds, Ant had emerged from the trees at a run, a hoarse cry emanating from his lips.

      “Oh my God, is she dead?” he wheezed when he pulled up. He began touching Jackie’s face and then her neck, running a hand through her hair and trying to get her to sit up. “What happened to her? Where’s her bike? Jackie? Jackie?!”

      He bent down, got his hands around her torso under her arms, and hefted her up, his breath heaving.

      At the movement, she finally came back to life, and cried out. Then she realized that it was Ant moving her and gave him a thin smile.

      “Boy, is this how you welcome me back?” she asked, her voice cracking. “By lifting me up like a sack of potatoes? Be careful, something’s broken.”

      He responded with another hoarse sob, turned her so she was cradled like a baby against his chest, and turned and dashed back into the forest.

      Jace, Nelson, and Kory had appeared next to my bike by that time—I assumed that Abe had stayed back, ready to help Ant with Jackie—and Jace’s hand was already on my left arm, which was hanging uselessly by my side.

      “What happened?” he asked, stooping down to stare into my eyes. “Are you okay?”

      He grabbed me and pulled me against him in a rough hug, squeezing the air right out of me, and I squirmed.

      “Nothing’s going to be okay if we’re standing here in the open when the Authority comes by,” I said. “Kory, can you get my bike? I didn’t see any agents after me, but I want to be under cover if they show up.”

      Jace’s arms disappeared from around me, but a second later he hoisted me up against his chest, turned, and ran for the small forest. As shocked as I was, I kept it together enough to look behind us and see Nelson sprinting after us, and Kory wheeling my bike rapidly after her.

      When we reached the forest, Jace put me on my feet, and I saw that we were in a small clearing, barely big enough to hold the seven of us. Jackie was lying on the ground, Ant and Abe both hovering over her like a pair of gawky storks, and the bikes were hidden in the trees.

      “What happened?” Jace asked, using his hands on my shoulders to keep me steady.

      “We were trapped by the Authority,” I said. “They came skidding in just after you guys left. We got away by driving through people’s backyards, but then an Authority agent discovered us and shot the tire out on Jackie’s bike. She crashed and it exploded. I don’t know what’s wrong with her, but she claims something’s broken.”

      Jace nodded, looking from me to Jackie and then back at me. “What happened to the agent who saw you?”

      I met his eyes, my own gaze firm. I’d done what I’d done. There would be plenty of time to think about it later. Right now, I did my best to use the words but avoid absorbing the idea. “I shot him. We couldn’t have him calling his team in, and I didn’t want him firing another bullet at Jackie. Then I got her on the bike and got her here. But I can’t take her all the way back to Trenton. I was barely strong enough to keep her on the bike this long.”

      I turned and looked at Ant and Abe, and their patient. “Ant, does she have any visible wounds?” I asked. “I didn’t see bleeding or burns.”

      Ant looked up, his eyes rimmed in red like he was about to start crying, but steady. “I don’t see any blood,” he said firmly. “And if there was an explosion, the suit protected her. But it doesn’t have shock absorbers. She might have broken bones or internal bleeding.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” I answered. I turned to Jace. “We can’t stay here. We’ve got to get to someplace safe, or at least safer than a bunch of trees by the side of a road that the Authority is likely to drive down at any moment.”

      He was already turned and walking toward his bike, motioning for the others to do the same. “You’re right,” he said. “We’ve got to go. Guys, the same plan stands. We get back to the supplies; we see what we can do for Jackie. From there…”

      He paused, and I knew exactly what he was thinking. We’d been planning to go research that address from Gabby, and we’d been expecting to leave by nightfall. But Jackie’s accident had changed everything. This wasn’t the time for research. We needed safety. Immediately.

      And we didn’t know where we could find it. Our only real shot had disappeared along with Corona.

      “From there we figure out what our next step is, because going to some random address where we may or may not find safety is no longer an option,” I said, striding toward my bike. “Ant, can you manage Jackie?”

      “I got this,” he said, scooping her up and moving toward his bike.

      Kory and Nelson headed for their bikes, and after Ant nudged him, Abe jumped up and moved toward his as well. We put them into neutral and rolled them out toward the highway, then paused for a moment to stare back toward Samsfield, our gazes alert for anything that looked like it might be an Authority van.

      “The sooner we’re out of here, the less chance they have of catching us,” Jace murmured. “Let’s ride.”

      We took about twenty seconds to hop on our bikes and rev the engines, and then we were shooting forward, getting up to speed and merging back onto the highway, Ant and his precious package in our midst.

      “Ant, you on your comm?” I asked once we were driving again.

      “Yep,” he answered shortly.

      “You have any problems, you ask for help. Don’t play hero.”

      “Got it,” he said.

      We spaced out a bit and sped forward, each of us doing whatever it took to avoid the cars around us. And I had one thing on my mind: trying to figure out where we could go to find safety and medical facilities. Because I could see that Jackie had passed out again, and I knew for a fact that even with all our supplies, we wouldn’t be able to fix whatever had happened to her.
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      By the time we got back to our forest, my body was humming with tension and fear. I didn’t like coming back here again, and I really didn’t like coming back here with a wounded Jackie. We knew that the Authority was in the area.

      We just had to hope our hiding place would be good for another few hours.

      “As my dad used to say, better the devil you know than the devil you don’t,” Jace told me when I said something to him about it. “Going back to the same place doesn’t make me happy either, but until we can get Jackie stabilized, I don’t want to chance going somewhere entirely new.”

      He motioned us forward with his chin, and everyone began to roll the bikes toward our set of trees, Jace in the lead. I followed Jace at first, but quickly fell back to try to help Ant, who was rolling not only his bike but also a floppy and relatively uncooperative Jackie. She hadn’t regained consciousness during the drive, and she looked pale and inert now—two things that seemed wholly unnatural, given how animated the girl had always been.

      I gulped, feeling distinctly uncomfortable with the situation, but tried to pull myself together. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen one of my friends hurt. It was just the first time I’d seen them hurt this badly.

      “What can I do to help?” I asked, watching him as he struggled with the double load.

      He grimaced. “Get her to sit up. Get her to be okay,” he said.

      I swallowed. We hadn’t even discussed the possibility that we were doing more harm than good by moving her around like this when we couldn’t tell what was wrong with her. For all I knew, we were doing permanent damage, like paralyzing her or something.

      I yanked my thoughts away from that. Get her to a safe place. Try to figure out what was wrong and what we could do. And then decide where we could find someone who could fix her, if we couldn’t.

      One step at a time. That was all we could do.

      “Just walk on the other side, I guess,” Ant said. “If she falls that way I don’t have to worry about trying to catch her or keeping the bike from falling on her.”

      I nodded and fell in right beside him, so that my left side was covering Jackie while my bike rolled along on my right.

      “What do you think is wrong with her?” he asked, his voice breaking a bit.

      “I have no idea,” I said honestly. “But I’m guessing Jace will know something we can do to hold her over. And we’re going to find her help soon. I promise.”

      I could hear Ant gulp, but he didn’t answer, and we walked in silence after that, moving quickly through the forest to keep up with Jace.

      What felt like two hours later, but was probably less than one, we were coming upon our hiding place, and I turned my eyes toward the enormous, drooping oak trees. Seven of them, right in the middle of a copse of stately pines, like squatty mushrooms next to giant, soaring towers. I couldn’t have been happier to see them. I turned my bike naturally to the one where we’d stayed last night, but Jace held up a hand and stopped me.

      “That one,” he said, pointing to the one that stood exactly in the center of the copse.

      “We’re moving?” I asked, surprised.

      “We are. I want to be closer to the inside of the copse. We’ll have longer to prepare if the Authority shows up, and more options for getting out of here,” he said firmly. “It’s a lot harder to surround the entire set of trees, and if they search the one where we’ve been staying and don’t find us there, they’ll have to take their time searching the other ones before they get to us in the middle.”

      I tipped my head in assent and changed my direction. It made sense. I just wasn’t looking forward to carrying the supplies over from the other tree. My arms were still exhausted from having supported Jackie during the short drive from Samsfield to the spot where I’d met the others.

      If the supplies were even still there.

      “You don’t suppose they’ve been here, do you?” I asked suddenly. “You don’t suppose this is another trap?”

      Jace cast a look in my direction, his eyes narrowed, and put out a hand to hush me. The rest of the group stopped as well, and Jace began to creep forward, his bike left standing on its own. He melted into the shadow of one of the trees in his path, and then moved silently to the next, and then the next, while the rest of us stood there watching him, out in the open.

      Several long moments later, Kory broke away from the group, and then Nelson, and then Abe. They each darted toward one of the trees and ducked into the branches—the safer way to check the hidden sections under the trees for intruders. Kory reappeared and gave us a nod, then went to one of the other trees, and within moments all our friends were walking back toward us, their faces clear.

      “No one here,” Jace confirmed. “And from what I can see, they haven’t been here. The leaves around the other trees are undamaged, totally undisturbed.”

      “That doesn’t mean they won’t show up at some point, though,” Kory muttered.

      This copse of oaks was at least in a completely different direction from the cave area the Authority had homed in on earlier, which was one positive thing going for us. And we knew that they hadn’t been planning to search this part of the forest. But that didn’t mean we were safe.

      We never knew when they might change their minds.

      “Hopefully, they’ll think we’ve moved along,” I said. “The team in Samsfield will inevitably have called the other teams in the area and reported that they saw Jackie and me. Maybe they think we’re traveling from city to city and moving toward… something else.”

      Moving toward what, was the question. Something even we hadn’t figured out yet.

      “We can only hope,” Jace said. “But for right now, they’re not here, and our priority is getting Jackie stabilized.”

      We all agreed with that and quickly pushed our bikes toward the tree that Jace had chosen, shoving them right through the branches and into the large, sheltered spot underneath. This tree was bigger, which gave us more room around it, and we parked the bikes on one side and started spreading out, moving the oak leaves and grasses around to make a more even foundation, the way we’d done with the other tree.

      Ant and I took Jackie and transported her to the base of the trunk, where Abe had scooped together a bed of leaves for her. We sat her down and leaned her up against the tree, and then I stood quickly.

      “We need our supplies,” I said.

      “Kory and Nelson are already on their way to the other tree for them,” Ant noted. He looked up from where he was crouching next to Jackie. “Do you think we can even help her?”

      I grimaced. “I’m no medic, Ant,” I said. “I’m not going to be any good at figuring that part out. And we won’t know for sure until we get her out of some of those clothes. We need to see if there are any external wounds, what they might be, and whether we can treat them. And if there is nothing visible…” I exhaled. “It’ll make finding someone who can treat her all the more urgent.”

      At that moment, Nelson and Kory stepped into the shelter of the tree with two of the boxes, and I walked toward them and started searching Nelson’s box for things that would help. Water, I thought. The first thing we needed was water. Nelson’s box had one of the large leaves we’d brought down from the mountain, and I grabbed it and darted out of the tree’s shelter. I took a moment to orient myself with the grove of oaks, then started walking straight back from the last one.

      This part of the forest had a lot more streams and gullies than the part where my cabin was located, and Jace had made sure I knew where the closest one was. It took me five minutes of walking quickly through the forest to get to it, and I went to my knees next to the stream and held the leaf down, cupping it and filling it the way Jace had showed me.

      On the list of things I never thought I’d be doing, I thought wryly.

      Once the leaf was as full as possible, I stood and walked quickly back toward the tree. When I got through the branches, I found the others huddled around Jackie, talking amongst themselves.

      “Is she awake yet?” I asked, coming to my knees next to them and handing Jace the leaf.

      “No,” Ant replied. “Nothing is working.”

      I frowned and nodded, trying to decide whether we should attempt to wake her up, using the water, or attempt to locate any injuries while she was still out cold.

      “We search for wounds first,” Nelson said authoritatively, before I could consider the options much further. “Search for them while she’s out and she won’t feel as much pain.”

      “Sounds fair,” I said, glad to let someone else make the decision. “Then we need to get her shirt off and the suit down so we can check her torso. I think that’s the logical place to start.”

      Ant gave me a look of horror, and I almost laughed. “Don’t worry, Nelson and I will take care of it,” I said. I had no idea how close he and Jackie had gotten, but evidently the thought of seeing her disrobed without her knowledge was more than he could handle.

      The others moved away, and Nelson and I quickly went to work, my hands supporting Jackie’s body while Nelson carefully and gently pulled her arms out of the sleeves of her T-shirt. With one more quick tug, she pulled the shirt up over Jackie’s head, and the girl was left in nothing but the second-skin suit. Unfortunately, that covered her from neck to wrists, so it had to go as well.

      “There’s a zipper in the back,” I reminded Nelson, even though she had helped me out of my suit in the cave.

      “I know, I know,” she said, scooting behind Jackie to get access to it.

      She tugged at the zipper and then pulled it all the way down to Jackie’s lower back. I saw the suit go loose over her shoulders and reached up to pull it down her arms while Nelson supported her.

      By the time we were done, she was left in nothing but a hot pink—and extremely lacy—bra. And over half of her torso was covered in deep purple bruising.

      “Oh, man,” I breathed, horrified.

      “I know,” a hoarse voice answered. “It hurts like you wouldn’t believe.”

      I looked up, shocked, to see Jackie’s bloodshot eyes staring back at me, hazed over with pain. Though, her lips were curled up in what could have been the start of a smile.

      “And don’t think I don’t realize that you guys just stripped me down to my bra in front of a bunch of boys. I’m going to remember that the next time you’re passed out.”

      I would have laughed were it not for the dire state of her body.

      “Shut up,” I said sharply. “If you distract me, this is going to hurt even worse.”

      

      “How is she?” Jace asked quietly when Nelson and I returned to sit with the rest of the crew.

      He had built a small fire and set up a shelter over it using one of my sheets as a blockade against jumping sparks, so it was throwing off a strange sort of only-on-the-ground glow, but it was warm, and the night had turned chilly.

      “Not good,” I muttered. “She’s covered in bruises and says that everything inside her hurts. There’s internal damage—things that are perhaps broken, or at least shifted—and I suspect there’s also damage in her back. Definitely in one of her legs, too. And her torso is so purple that I can barely see the color her skin used to be.”

      “Can you do anything for her?” Ant asked hoarsely.

      I shook my head. “Nelson and I aren’t medics, and even if we were, we don’t have the sort of equipment we’d need. I have no clue where we’d even start. I’ve given her water and some Nurmeal, so at least she’s had some nutrition. She’s sleeping now, and we don’t want to move her again unless we have to.” I turned and fixed Jace with a stare. “But we need to get to a place where she can get medical attention. As soon as possible. She’s badly hurt, and I don’t know how much longer she’ll hang on.”

      Jace returned the look and gave me a quick nod. “I’ve been thinking the same thing. And I know exactly the place. We should have thought of it right away. We should have headed there right away. I would bet good money that it’s where Corona was going to take us, if she’d made it to that meeting.”

      Wait, what? I stared at him, my mouth falling open at this unlikely statement. What the heck was he talking about? He’d known where Corona was going to take us, and he was just now telling us?

      “I didn’t think about it until we were on our way here,” he clarified, seeing the look I was giving him. “I was feeling a little bit sorry for myself, and wishing that there was someone else telling us what to do, someone who actually knew what they were doing, like a parent, or—”

      “Where, Jace?” I snapped. “Enough with the vagueness! Where are we going and how are we getting there?”

      “The convent. It’s the only option,” he said. “We should have been heading there right from the start, but we were so intent on figuring out who Little John was and where to find Corona that I didn’t think of it. It’s the perfect place. Out of the way, and under the Authority’s radar. They won’t even think to suspect that we went there. Plus, it has medical facilities. And I know they’ll take us in.”

      The convent. Oh my God, we were so stupid for having forgotten it. It was perfect. I’d only been there once, when Jace took me to visit his sister, but he was right about them taking us in. The nuns there had been very clear regarding their thoughts on the government, and they seemed to extend help to rebels however they could.

      But there was a big problem: the distance. It had been a four-hour journey from Trenton, and Jace and I had traveled by train for most of the trip, then taxi for the last hour of it.

      The journey hadn’t been quick and was going to be nearly impossible without easy transportation. Our bikes didn’t count—not with Jackie in such bad shape. Plus, they left us too exposed. And the train was out, too, thanks to the Authority plastering our faces all over the place and labeling us terrorists. Taxis as well; we’d never know when or if a driver was going to turn us in and collect some sort of reward for handing over dangerous criminals.

      Which meant we had to figure out another way. A way that would get us there quickly—and gently, for Jackie’s sake. And a way that would allow us to hide our movements from the Authority. Because the last thing we wanted to do was lead those soldiers right to the doors of a convent they would never have suspected otherwise.
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      “Um, so where is this convent, and why haven’t we heard of it before?” Nelson asked. “This seems like it should have been, oh, I don’t know, maybe first on your list, rather than an afterthought?!”

      “I never even thought of it, honestly,” I told her. “There were just so many other things that we had to take care of, and then we were constantly running for our lives from the Authority. Plus, with Corona, we thought we’d had a plan that had actually been set up by Nathan. We would have been stupid not to try it.”

      “Well, I guess those are fair excuses,” Ant said. “The question stands, though: where is the place?” He sent a worried glance back toward Jackie, his brow furrowed. “And how do we get there with Jackie in tow?”

      “Around four hours from Trenton, the last time we went,” Jace said bluntly. “That was by train and then by taxi. Neither of which is an option for us.”

      Ant stared at him, all the hope draining from his face.

      “Four hours?” Abe gasped. “Hell! If we’d known about that days ago, we could have been there by now! We should have started trying to get there right away!”

      Jace put up a hand to stop the quick stream of exclamation mark-laden sentences. “I know, and believe me, I wish we had. But as Robin just said, we thought we had a better option. Something that was a sure bet and already organized, and probably required a lot less travel.”

      “And something that didn’t work out so well,” Abe reminded him, his words blunt. “Something that ended up getting Jackie hurt. So now we’re going to be attempting that four-hour trip with a wounded girl on our hands. While still trying to hide from the Authority.”

      Right, that was enough of the Ant and Abe show for the moment. Them blaming Jace was going to get us precisely nowhere.

      “Enough of the whining,” I said sharply. When Abe rounded on me, I put a hand up to stop him. “Cut it out, Abe. It’s not helping. We’ve got a wounded Jackie, and we know that we can’t stay here much longer. We know that the Authority is on our tail, and that we’ve got a long distance to travel. So how about you put your mental energy into figuring out how we’re going to take care of all that, rather than blaming Jace for having made a perfectly reasonable decision at the time?”

      Ant shot me a betrayed look—and Jace shot me a thankful one—and the entire group felt like it got right down to business with the problem at hand.

      We had a destination in mind, and the fact that we were guaranteed safety in that destination made me feel a whole lot more secure. We just needed to solve the issue of transportation.

      “So, we all agree that we can’t take public transport,” Kory said, cutting right to the chase and giving each of us a steady, even look.

      “What if we took the bikes?” Ant asked, sounding as if he’d suddenly happened across the best idea possible. “We already have them, and we know they’ll make the trip. They’re all in great shape. I mean, except Jackie’s. And maybe Robin’s.”

      I exhaled, having already written off the idea. “Do you want to drive that far trying to support Jackie?”

      He shrugged. “We could split up that responsibility. I take her for a while, you take her for a while—”

      “And do you think it’s a good idea to transport her in such an exposed manner? The bikes are great, but they don’t exactly offer a lot of protection when it comes to someone shooting at us,” I said, cutting him off.

      “Especially when we don’t all have the fancy suits,” Nelson added. “No, we need something else. Something better. Something that gives us more protection, and a quicker trip. Hopefully a gentler trip, too, so we’re not damaging Jackie more than we need to. And something the Authority will never expect or think to look for.”

      We all sat for a moment in the glow of the firelight, our minds moving through the problem. We were already restricted in our movements, thanks to the Authority swarming this whole area, and we had no money to make any kind of purchase. We also couldn’t afford to travel too far with Jackie’s injury. Where could we get something that the Authority wouldn’t expect? My first thought was to steal a car or something, but then I realized that we would never be able to take it all the way to the convent. If we stole anything, the enforcers would be notified and would know to search for it—and they’d notify the Authority.

      No, we needed something that the enforcers and Authority couldn’t trace.

      “The airship!” Ant suddenly exclaimed, his face gleaming. “It’s perfect! It’s smooth, so it won’t be tough on Jackie, and we know exactly where it is—and it’s far enough away from here that the Authority might not have found it yet.”

      “That’s the obvious answer, but it’s far enough away that it’s going to be difficult to get to it,” Nelson said. “Plus, it’s out of gas. Marco and Julia said as much when we met them in the meadow.”

      “And we don’t even know if it’s still there,” Jace added.

      “Hmm. But Marco and Julia did hide it, remember?” I said. “It was covered in brush when we walked past it, and in the middle of a wooded area. There’s a chance the Authority didn’t find it. Why would they have been looking for it right there, anyhow? It might…” I paused, my thoughts flashing by and forming themselves into a highly unlikely—but not impossible—plan. “It might work.”

      Ant snorted, his optimism evidently tamped down at the reminders of the problems with the airship idea. “Oh, sure. No problem at all. We can’t go anywhere or do anything without the Authority latching onto us immediately, but that won’t stop us from getting an airship’s worth of gasoline from someplace.”

      I stared at him, my grin widening at his sudden swing from hopeful to pessimistic—and the fact that I had the perfect answer. “Actually… I think that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

      

      Half an hour later, it had gotten colder and darker outside of the tree’s shelter, but we’d had a quick dinner of Nurmeal, and I’d used the time to further formulate my idea. We were seated once again in a circle around the fire—with one change: Kory had gone outside of the tree’s branches to walk the perimeter of the small grove, as lookout.

      He was our designated alarm system and had two of the three guns with him, just in case.

      “What I’m thinking,” I said, leaning forward and stretching my hands toward the flames, “is that we actually just find a fuel tanker. It’s the easiest and most logical source of moveable fuel.”

      Nelson stared at me, frowning, but then nodded. “And it might not be as difficult to come by as you would think,” she said.

      She grabbed my tablet computer from the ground next to her and started typing something in. A moment later she held it up to the rest of us.

      All I could see was a weird graph, though, with a bunch of red lines and icons on it, and I shook my head in confusion.

      “What is it?” I asked. “Words, Nelson. We’re not living in your brain.”

      She snorted. “This is a map of Trenton. All those little signs are locations that require fuel. Any gas station, obviously. Any large building that runs on gas power. The large distribution centers that fuel the gas mains that power all the houses…”

      “And?” I asked, wishing she’d get to the point.

      “And,” she said, giving me a narrow look, “that gas has to get into the city somehow. It’s not just piped in from some big gas manufacturer. Trenton is far too isolated for that to be an option. There’s only one way to move enough gas to power an entire city, and that’s by tanker.”

      “Meaning that there should be a line of tankers coming into the city at least every couple of days,” I said, catching on to her train of thought.

      “And those tankers would be… open for new drivers, if we caught them in the right situation,” Ant said, grinning. “But where do we catch them?”

      “Simple,” Nelson answered. “I do some research on the trucking companies, what their routes are, and when they make scheduled deliveries to Trenton. Robin and Jace, you two get to work on their possible routes, any distribution centers, and a map to where we left the airship. A little research and we’ll figure out where we go for the gas. Then we just have to sort out the small detail of how we’re going to get the truck itself into our possession.”

      “And what about us?” Ant protested. “What are we supposed to do, sit here twiddling our thumbs?”

      “You’re going to get Jackie awake, give her some water and some food, if she’ll take it, and ask her… I don’t know, if anything is getting any worse,” I said. “We need to keep her as comfortable as we can for as long as we can, but we also need to know how she’s holding up. Abe…” I turned to him, trying to think of something for him to do, but he was already on his feet.

      “I’m going out to help Kory,” he said. “The last thing we need right now is for the Authority to catch us sleeping.”

      I was shocked at this willingness to leave the inner circle, which the Abe I remembered would have fought against, tooth and nail, but nodded to him solemnly. Abe, it seemed, was catching up with his brother in terms of sudden-onset maturity.

      And at exactly the right time.

      I watched Ant moving toward Jackie, spared a glance for the girl, who was starting to look a little blue around the edges, and turned quickly away from them. I was terrified about her condition, but thinking about it wasn’t going to do me or her an ounce of good right now. I couldn’t do anything for her, as much as that killed me, without any medical knowledge or experience.

      The best thing I could do was to find a truck full of gas and figure out a way to steal it, so that we could get to the airship and get it into the air.

      Once we did that, I was positive that we’d be free. Positive that we’d be set. It was just a matter of figuring out how to get there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            39

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood on my toes and stared through the row of bushes in front of me, my heart hammering in my ears at what we were about to try to do—and my brain asking me how the hell we thought we were going to pull it off, and why we’d thought it was a good idea in the first place.

      Ahead of us lay twenty square acres of asphalt surrounded by a huge swath of gravel, to form two squares, one wrapping around the other. And on that asphalt, I counted at least thirty trucks, each of them attached to an enormous silver canister of fuel.

      There were other structures, of course: gassing stations, and a couple of buildings around the perimeter where the truckers could get food and drink and use the bathrooms and showers. Trucking, I’d learned during our research the night before, was a somewhat strange occupation, full of people who hadn’t quite fit into regular society and had decided to live their lives on the road instead, without a home base. They didn’t have houses, many of them, and so took their food and bathroom breaks wherever they could. They also spent way too much time awake and counted on places like the one in front of us as safe spots, where they could climb into the mini-bedrooms they had in the backs of their trucks and sleep.

      It sounded like a horrible way to live, in my opinion. Which, I guessed, was probably why a lot of trucking companies had been turning to self-driving trucks, of late. In fact, it seemed that truck drivers themselves were a dying breed.

      But we had to hope with every ounce of our beings that there were real live truck drivers here. Because we needed human error if we were going to manage to steal a truck. If we got one that knew how to drive itself, it would probably undermine us the second we were in it.

      I took a deep breath and slid closer to Jace, taking some comfort in the fact that we would be doing this as a group. At least with the seven of us—five, I amended, as we’d left Ant back in the trees with Jackie—we would have a lot of brainpower going for us.

      The plan was relatively simple. “Simple” meaning that there weren’t a lot of steps involved. Those steps, though, were fairly… complicated. And success was going to require more than our fair share of luck.

      “Maybe our lack of luck over the last week means that our luck was saved up in some universal savings account to be used today,” Ant had joked when I’d said so this morning.

      I closed my eyes in prayer that he was right.

      “Stop thinking about it,” Jace suddenly murmured from beside me. “You’re shaking like a leaf, and you’re not going to be any good to us if you’re too nervous to do what you need to do.”

      What I needed to do. Right. Of course, it wasn’t just going to be me, but if any member of the team screwed this up, it would take us all down.

      We’d spent half the night researching the things that Nelson had outlined in her short speech and had managed to come up with a pretty straightforward plan. To our surprise, we’d found that there was a distribution center/truck wash/truck stop location just outside of Trenton, which meant we hadn’t had to go into the city at all. Which had been terrific news, since the city was basically a giant hornets’ nest as far as we were concerned. Of course, we’d known that getting to the distribution center might be a problem—the Authority had to know that we were on motorcycles of a certain description by this time—so we’d decided immediately to cut down on the number of bikes, to avoid the picture of five or six motorcycles traveling together.

      Instead we’d come on two motorcycles. And boy, had it been difficult. I’d been sandwiched between Nelson and Abe, while Jace had somehow managed to ride with Kory. The other bikes were still back in the forest, with Ant and Jackie.

      And with a little bit of that aforementioned luck, we would never need to use them again. Though, it broke my heart a little to think of them being left behind. I’d never owned anything that nice in my adult life, and if I could have held onto mine, I would have.

      Eyes forward, Robin, I lectured myself. I could get a new motorcycle when this was all done. If I managed to live through it.

      I felt in my pocket for the set of instructions I’d written down—the directions from our forest to a rough guess at where we’d left the airship, near the small town of Starkston. We would need these once we had the truck and had gotten to the forest to pick up Ant and Jackie.

      I stared ahead of us, watching the people moving back and forth across the huge asphalt parking lot, going about their business of getting food and gas, visiting with old friends, discussing the best routes, and no doubt checking their own delivery schedules. We just had to find a truck that wasn’t being guarded by an alert driver. A truck whose driver was, preferably, asleep in their bunk in the back of their cab.

      A truck that was far enough away from anyone else for our coming actions to be hidden. Because if anyone caught us, we’d be sent right to the place we never wanted to see: an Authority jail.

      But it was the only way to do this. The only way to get enough gas for the airship, while securing a source of transportation to the airship itself. The Authority might be looking for a group of bikes, but they almost certainly were not looking for a fuel tanker.

      “See any likely options?” I asked of no one in particular.

      Around me, Kory, Abe, and Jace were towering over my head, each of them able to look above the bush rather than through it, while Nelson and I were stuck spreading the branches with our hands.

      “There are a couple of trucks on the outer edges,” Jace murmured. “Those are going to be the best, I think. If we just all walk up to a truck in the middle of the parking lot, people are going to start asking questions.”

      “Oh come on, we’re just a group of kids strolling through a fuel tanker distribution center and… truck-wash thing,” Abe said. “That’s got to happen all the time around here.”

      “Maybe so,” Jace replied fairly. “But I doubt the kids who do that have been labeled terrorists by the Authority. We have to assume that our pictures are plastered up inside every one of those buildings, to catch the attention of people who travel often. I don’t know how closely truck drivers will be looking at them, but…”

      “One of the outside trucks it is,” I cut in, already tired of all the waiting. I was nervous as hell about this, but I also wanted to get it over with, already. Sitting around having a stupid conversation wasn’t going to save Jackie or get us to the convent. “Which one are we trying first?”

      We stared for a moment longer before Ant finally said, “Why not the one right in front of us? It seems like the easiest, right? Just get out of the bushes and go for it.”

      I stared at the one he was talking about. It was a big, cherry-red number, the tank behind it an enormous oval of bright chrome, rather than one shaped more like a cylinder. The truck itself was certainly large enough to have one of the mini-bedrooms in the back, and in this entire time of standing here—maybe half an hour, give or take—we hadn’t seen anyone getting in or out of that truck.

      It could mean that the guy was asleep in the back.

      It could also be exactly the sort of truck we needed.

      “Agreed,” I said. “You guys ready?”

      Everyone crouched down a bit, flexing their muscles in preparation for the sprint we were about to have, and I glanced out across the space once again.

      “Okay, if we get there and the situation’s not right, we turn to the left and go up to the next truck. That blue one,” I said, pointing. “If that one isn’t right, let’s get back here and regroup before we move to another.”

      It would give us two shots at finding the truck we needed, but also keep us from running around out there without a plan. At least this way we only would have tried the trucks that would keep us hidden. I really didn’t want to get out into the open space unless we had to.

      “Agreed,” Kory said. “Seems like a solid plan.”

      I nodded. It was a solid plan. I just hoped it worked.

      “Okay,” Jace said. “Enough talking. Let’s go.”

      He turned and darted to the left, toward the opening in the bushes we’d spotted earlier, and the rest of us fell in quickly after him, all of us sprinting at top speed to get this over with as quickly as possible. We hit the opening, turned and darted into the parking lot, and then hurried toward the red truck.

      We reached it within a few seconds, and I jumped up on the sideboard and threw the truck’s door open, then crawled up into the driver’s seat. A quick pat-down of the underside of the seat, and then the turned-up sun visor, and I found the keys. Of course, I thought, why would a truck driver leave them anywhere else but in the truck? We’d hoped they’d be there, but there had been a lot of back and forth about how stupid the drivers would have to be to actually leave them there.

      It looked like when it came to truck stops like this, the drivers assumed that everything was safe. Either that or we’d happened across a truck that belonged to the laziest driver in the entire world.

      I whirled around, my mind jumping to the next step in the plan, and scooted out of the driver’s seat, heading for the bedroom at the back. This truck had a wall between the driver’s cockpit and the room, which I found sort of silly—what a waste of space—but I didn’t take any time to admire it. Instead, I threw the door open and charged through it, my gun out and at the ready.

      I walked right into the smallest, most compact bedroom I’d ever seen. To the right was a bathroom so minuscule it looked like it would barely fit me, and against the left-hand wall was a tiny pilot seat made of bright red leather, presumably to match the truck itself. Dead ahead of me, against the back wall, was a set of bunk beds, built so close to each other and the ceiling of the space that no reasonable human being would have been able to sit up in either one of them.

      They were empty.

      “Dammit,” I breathed.

      I whirled around and dashed back out of the area, hurtling myself into the driver’s seat again and then almost falling out of the cab itself.

      “Nobody there?” Jace asked, glancing beyond me into the truck.

      “Nobody,” I confirmed. “The keys were there—oh.” I turned and threw them back into the driver’s seat, having completely forgotten that I’d grabbed them. “But no driver. So unless we want to sit here and wait for him to come back from wherever he is, we’ve got to move on. I’m not attached enough to this truck to want to wait. Anyone else?”

      Around me a range of heads shook in the negative, and we turned toward the blue truck that we’d chosen as our backup.

      “But walk this time!” I hissed before anyone started sprinting. “Running makes us look suspicious!”

      Jace cast a surprised look in my direction, but everyone nodded, and a second later we were walking oh-so-naturally across the pavement, staring at anything but the truck we were making for, our minds centered on what we would find inside.

      With luck, we’d find the driver. The longer we were here, the better chance we had of getting caught. But if we had a truck with a driver, we could just take them both—and avoid the possibility of any driver reporting to the authorities that his truck had been stolen.

      We’d come here thinking that I could maybe try hotwiring one, and that we could steal it that way. It had only taken me one glance at the size of the engines to know that would never happen, and we’d quickly adjusted our plan to take an entire partnership: truck and driver.

      It took us a full minute to get to the next truck at the slower pace, and by the time we got there my skin was humming with nerves. We followed the same process on this truck—mostly because if we were actually going to steal a truck, I was the one who was going to be driving it.

      I had no idea how to drive a rig this large. But as it turned out, among the five of us here, I was the only one who had a driver’s license. And though I obviously wasn’t going to be showing that to anyone—and if I did, that would be the end of me, and not because I had been caught speeding or driving a rig that I wasn’t licensed to drive—it also meant that I had the most hands-on experience with operating a moving vehicle of the four-wheeled variety.

      I’d agreed to that part of the plan extremely reluctantly. Though, it had also been a distant possibility at the time, as we’d still had to actually get to the distribution center and then find a truck.

      Now that we were here, and I could see the size of these things, I was starting to really rethink how cooperative I’d been.

      I threw open the blue truck’s door and hurled myself up into the seat, then started digging around for the keys. On the floorboard beneath the seat. No. Up above me, tucked into the visor. No. I threw myself across to the other seat and tugged at the handle of the glove compartment, trying desperately to think of where else someone might hide keys. But there was nothing in there but a bunch of paperwork, which I pulled out in a rush and then left all over the floor.

      I jumped to my feet and turned toward the back of the cab, wondering desperately if the driver, smarter than the guy who owned the red truck, had kept the keys on him rather than leaving them lying around.

      I rushed into the back compartment—no wall this time—and looked quickly around, my gaze rushing over more bunk beds, also empty, and another tiny bathroom. No one here. Well, that solved the key problem, then. Without the driver, this truck was a no-go.

      I was just turning to get back out of the truck when I heard a scuffle going on outside, along with several shouts—and then Jace calling my name, his voice hoarse with something that sounded an awful lot like panic.

      I rushed out of the back compartment of the truck, horrified at the idea that something had gone wrong and we were caught, and then came skidding to a halt in the space between the two seats.

      There, standing on the ground outside the truck and staring up at me, his soft brown eyes wide with shock, surprise, and horror… was Henry.
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      “Robin?” he gasped, his forehead suddenly creasing into a frown. “What on earth are you doing in my truck? And who are these people?”

      He gestured to my friends, who were standing behind him with their mouths open—either from the shock of the truck’s driver suddenly showing up… or the shock of him knowing my name. I couldn’t tell which. Jace, I saw, had his gun out and was pointing it directly at the back of Henry’s head.

      Crap.

      I stepped quickly past the driver’s seat of the truck and onto the sideboard, and then jumped down to the ground. Jace and Henry both immediately put hands out to catch me, then glanced at the other and dropped their hands awkwardly.

      I felt about the same, and looked from one of them to the other, my mouth opening and closing like a gaping fish’s. Of all the gin joints in all the world, I suddenly thought, the line from some old movie coming rapidly into my mind. This didn’t make any sense whatsoever. The last time I’d seen Henry, he’d been on his way out the door, having just told me that he’d taken a transfer to another factory far away from me—and that he was leaving me there with his parents, my life ruined, my own family nothing but a memory, all my schooling gone to waste.

      And my daughter gone, too, courtesy of the Ministry and the poverty-stricken life I’d managed to get myself into.

      I never thought I’d see him again. Not in a million years. Particularly not now, when we were in the middle of something so important.

      And that was the thought that suddenly got me moving again. I didn’t have time to stand around gaping at him.

      “Henry, what the hell are you doing here?” I asked.

      “What am I doing here? What are you doing here? And what are you doing in my truck?”

      He looked past me and up into the cab, as if he was suspicious that I’d done something to it, and I almost laughed. Because there was no way in hell that I could tell him what I’d been doing in his truck. Unless…

      Suddenly, I realized that there might be an easy way to tell him what I’d been doing, and a way to solve the problem we were currently in.

      We’d been planning to kidnap a driver… So now it turned out that my ex-boyfriend was the driver of the truck in question. Why not just kidnap Henry?

      I stared at him, wondering how much we could trust him.

      “This is your truck?” I asked, turning around to look back up into it. “You drive trucks now?”

      “I do,” he said shortly. “And I’m not telling you anything else until you tell me what the hell is going on. And you should know that your face, and your friends’ faces”—he gestured to the people standing behind him—“are all over the inside of the truck stop over there. They’re labeling you a… a terrorist.”

      He ended the sentence weakly, almost as a question, and I stared at him for a minute, then gave him a nod. Right. Well, the whole story it was, then. I didn’t see any way around it. This boy had been my first love, and he’d loved me once. Or at least he’d come close. He’d been shot trying to defend me, for goodness’ sake.

      Surely he still had a little bit of feeling for me. I’d trusted him with my life, once.

      “Yes,” I said, not bothering to look at the others. I reached forward and took Henry’s hand, summoning all the emotion I could find, and wishing I could cry on command, the way some of my friends had been able to do when we were young. “You have to understand, when they took Hope, something inside me broke. It was… I know you lost her too, and I know how much that upset you. But for me, it was even bigger. She was a part of me, Henry, and they just tore her out of my arms. I never got to hear her speak, will never get to see how she grows up! She’ll never know that I even existed!” My voice broke, and the tears did start, then, and I swallowed heavily. These weren’t things I often said out loud, and somehow hearing them as I spoke them made it seem even more terrible.

      But there was no time for me to break down now.

      I cleared my throat and continued. “And then after you left, I lost hope completely. But then I… I found a way to fight back, but it led to trouble, and the government… Well, you know how they feel about people who don’t live up to their standards.”

      He gave me a long, considering look, and I swallowed again, hoping that he remembered how much he’d cared about me when we were younger. Hoping he still had that big, beating heart that he’d once showed me.

      “You remember how you used to say that the only way to live was to rebel?” I asked, recalling something he’d told me during our summer of freedom. “I guess I took you at your word. And it’s gotten me into trouble, and now I have to get out of here. But I can’t do it alone. I need help.” I looked up at where my friends were standing with their mouths hanging open and added, “We all need help.”

      They were probably going to kill me later for telling him so much. But they didn’t know Henry as well as I did. They didn’t know how to reach his conscience.

      Suddenly, Henry smiled and pulled me into a hug, and just for a moment, I was that teenager again, the one who thought she’d fallen in love with him. He smelled exactly the same, and the smell went rushing right up to my head and had me melting into his arms before I could remember that we were in completely different circumstances now. I stiffened, but then realized that he would be more likely to help us if he was feeling affectionate toward me, and let him tighten the hug.

      “It’s so good to see you,” he breathed into my hair. “You don’t know how many times I’ve dreamed about finding you again. Never under these circumstances, of course, but I’ll take what I can get.” He leaned back and gave me a quick grin. “You’re right about the rebelling thing. It’s the only way to fight those bastards in the government. I’m in. What do you need?”

      I actually gasped with shock at how quickly and easily he gave in—and then I remembered that this was why I’d fallen for him in the first place. He’d been the most adventurous and spontaneous person I’d ever met, and being with him after living in my parents’ house had been like suddenly being able to fly.

      “Really?” I asked quickly. “Are you sure? It’s… I don’t want to get you into any danger.”

      He cast that aside with a wave of his hand. “I don’t care about danger. I’ve been living by the rules for far too long. What’s your plan?”

      Well, that was unexpected. Granted, he’d always been overly eager to break the rules, but I’d never thought he was actually brave. Maybe he didn’t realize exactly what I was talking about here.

      “Henry, I mean that the actual government is after me,” I said quietly. “If you help me, they’ll be after you, too.”

      Still, he waved off the warning, as if I was just talking about sneaking into a movie or something.

      “Robin, you are involved in some of my best memories, and I’ve never been able to forgive myself for walking out on you the way I did,” he said, taking my hands in his. “I mean, yeah, I was upset about what had happened and didn’t know what to do or how to make it right. I could see how much you were hurting, and I didn’t know how to take care of you. But running away wasn’t the right choice. I’ve been… I’ve been hoping I would get a chance to apologize one day. I just didn’t know how I would find you. But now you’re here, and this feels like fate. Don’t you think?”

      I didn’t know whether to punch him in the nose for being so stupid or kiss him for being such a romantic, and the ensuing confusion made my stomach flip several times, leaving me sick—but also elated.

      He’d just agreed to help us. I didn’t really understand why, and I didn’t think I would have done the same thing in his shoes, but that wasn’t what mattered here. What mattered was that he’d just said he’d help.

      And that was really all the encouragement I needed.

      “Thank you, Henry. Truly. From the bottom of my heart. What we need is your truck. We have a plan, but it doesn’t work without fuel, and we need a vehicle that will get us away from here and to… to a spot where we’ve got better transportation hidden. But I need a truck that won’t be reported as stolen. I can’t have the enforcers coming after us when we’re trying to escape.”

      I gestured to the others, indicating that they would be coming with me, and had a split second to notice that Jace was wearing a truly thunderous expression before Henry spoke again.

      “Okay,” he said firmly. “That all makes sense.” He reached into his pocket, grabbed his keys, and then motioned up into the truck in a gesture of invitation. “Everyone in. There’s not a ton of room, but if you sit on the floor in the back you should be okay. This thing doesn’t exactly make tight turns, so seatbelts are kind of unnecessary.”

      At that moment, I realized that we’d had a pretty severe miscommunication. He was speaking as if he was coming with us.

      “Wait,” I stuttered, trying to figure out why he would have thought that. “You’re not coming with us. I mean, we need to take your truck, and for you not to tell anyone about us. But we don’t need to take you with us!”

      He turned back from the truck and grabbed my arms. “And if you think I’m going to send you out onto the road by yourself when you’re in danger, you’re crazy. Besides”—he gave me the boyish grin that had once sent butterflies racing through my stomach—“I’m bored out of my mind in my current life, and I’ve been looking for an adventure. This seems as good as any other.”

      At that point I remembered the thing that I had hated about him: his inability to settle down and be a reasonable or responsible person. He’d always been looking for the next adventure, the next rebellion, and he’d been flighty enough that he’d do just about anything if he thought it would be a good time.

      Going up against the government must have seemed like the perfect adventure. Bigger than anything he’d ever done before. And it was also completely not going to happen. Not only because I didn’t want the awkwardness of having him and Jace in the same place, but also because I truly didn’t want to see him in danger.

      The idea of him getting hurt because of me was uncomfortable enough that I shied away from it immediately, without giving myself time to consider why it hurt so much.

      “No, Henry,” I said firmly. “I’m not putting you in danger like that. I’m not risking you, because I would never be able to forgive myself if anything happened to you. You can’t come with us. We just need the truck.”

      “And we need to hurry,” Nelson cut in, looking away from us and toward the restaurant about two hundred feet away. “Because people are starting to notice us. And we can’t take the chance that they’re people who have also seen the posters in there.” She turned her eyes to me, her face deadly serious. “We’ve got to go, Robin.”

      I bit my lip, my entire list of priorities suddenly shifting gears, and turned back toward Henry.  He was, to my consternation, grinning widely.

      “If you have to go, you have to go,” he said triumphantly. “And I guess that means you don’t have time to argue with me. I’m coming with you. I left you once. I’m not doing it again.”

      I glared at him, seeing the ruse for what it was, and then also saw people running toward us from the restaurant. I whirled to look at them and saw that they were just truck drivers, but the fact that they were running toward us in that manner could only mean one thing: they’d recognized us.

      Nelson was right. We had to go.

      “Fine!” I snapped, realizing that I was quite possibly sealing a contract for a guaranteed headache until we could get rid of this boy again. “But you’re driving! And don’t think this means you get to try to take over this mission and make it some crazy adventure of your own!”

      I jumped up into the cab without a backward glance and sank into the passenger seat. I was the one with the directions to the airship. I would be in the front, where I could do the directing.

      And I didn’t want to take the chance of Jace interacting with Henry any more than I could help it. I hadn’t missed the anger and confusion in his eyes when I glanced his way.

      The rest of my team jumped up into the cab and scuttled toward the back of the truck, and Henry leapt in after them, turning the key of the ignition before they were even seated. It seemed like it took forever for the truck to fully start up, and even longer for him to adjust the many gear sticks it took to get it moving, but we were jerking into movement before the people who’d run out of the restaurant had reached us. Henry pulled the truck into a slow, ponderous U-turn, the vehicle creaking and groaning like it was being put through torture and bouncing like nothing I’d ever felt before, and then he hit the gas.

      It wasn’t a fast acceleration, but it was powerful. By the time we got to the gate of the parking lot, he was lumbering quickly along and people were jumping out of the way. I could see up ahead that whoever owned the lot had closed the gates to the place, evidently in an attempt to stop us.

      Henry busted right through them, hit the highway, and started taking my directions to the forest.
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      By the time we arrived at the spot I’d indicated on the highway that passed the forest, my eyes felt like they were going to fall out of my head, they were so tired of staring into the extended side mirrors.

      No vans had showed up behind us yet, and between keeping a look out and dancing around Henry’s rapid-fire questions about what exactly was going on, the drive went more quickly than I could have imagined. But I was still terrified that I would see an Authority vehicle at any moment—or worse, a whole herd of them.

      We also had to hope that they weren’t approaching us from the sky, where we couldn’t see them.

      “Nelson, you called Ant, right?” I asked tensely, my eyes flitting to the sky and scanning as much of it as I could from my angle in the seat.

      We were just pulling off the highway about three hundred feet from where the road that had once led to my cabin headed into the forest, and I didn’t see Ant and Jackie yet. I hoped they were on their way, because we didn’t have time to wait around for them.

      “I did,” Nelson answered from the back of the truck. “He says they’re working on it. They’re leaving all the supplies behind, and the bikes. Says he figures we won’t need them anymore.”

      “He’s right,” I confirmed. It would have been nice to have my things, but that was secondary at this point. Getting out of here was more important. I could buy new clothes later.

      Maybe Sister Isobel would have something I could borrow. Something other than a nun’s habit, if I had my preference.

      I was just wondering why no one else was saying anything back there, and about to turn around and check on them, when Ant stepped out of the forest, carrying Jackie.

      I was out of the truck and running toward them before I had a chance to think, intent on helping him. He did have Jace’s backpack and one of the duffel bags—who knew why—and I took them both from him, then gestured toward the truck.

      “Get in and go to the back,” I told him. “There are beds back there for Jackie.”

      Ant gazed up at the truck, a frown covering his face.

      “Who the hell is driving that thing?” he asked. “What did you do, pick up a new recruit?”

      “Ant, this is not the time for jokes or stupid questions,” I said, pushing him along. “The Authority is likely on its way as we speak. Move!”

      I gave him another shove, and he stumbled into a walk, then a jog, moving toward the truck. When he got there, I saw Jace move into the passenger seat and reach down to grab Jackie, pulling her gently up into the truck. He turned and rushed toward the back with her in his arms, leaving Ant to find his own way up into the vehicle. The minute Ant was out of the way, I climbed up myself, threw the bags I held down onto the floor between us, and pulled the paper from my pocket.

      “We’re going to take this highway up to the 90 and head east there until we hit the signs for Starkston,” I told Henry.

      “Starkston?” he asked, glancing at the paper in my hand. “I know exactly where that is. Pass it all the time.”

      “Perfect,” I said, not caring to hear any further details about it. “Get us there as quickly as you can, but let’s try to be at least a little bit safe. I’m keenly aware that we’re driving a bomb right now, and I don’t want to die in a fiery explosion. We need to get to the forest right outside of Starkston. Ant, do you know which direction the forest is in, in comparison to the town?”

      “North,” he replied. “It’s half an hour north, by foot.”

      Henry, to my continued surprise, didn’t even argue. It was quite a change from when we’d been younger, and he’d had some smartass answer to any statement anyone made. He just nodded, threw the truck into drive, and pulled back out onto the highway.

      “Just north of Starkston. I know the place. In fact, I know several different ways to get there. Seems like a good idea for us to take an unexpected route, don’t you think? Maybe multiple unexpected routes? Given the fact that we can probably expect company. Good thing you guys have me as a guide, eh?” He glanced at me and waggled his eyebrows, and I shook my head in frustration at his antics.

      Then I remembered that he was literally putting his life on the line to help us, and that he’d volunteered immediately when he found out I needed help.

      That was the part of him I’d fallen in love with.

      The memory made me blush, and I turned and stared out the window, determined not to look at him again until I had my emotions under control. Of all the times for him to randomly show up in my life again, he had to choose now, when I didn’t have the emotional energy to protect myself!

      “What the hell is going on here, anyhow?” Henry asked suddenly, dragging my thoughts away from my embarrassment and back into the real world. “Who are these people? How did you get involved with them, Robin?”

      His voice had taken on a disapproving tone now, as if he were deeply disappointed in me, and I narrowed my eyes. Who was he to be questioning me?

      I turned to him and saw, though, that he wasn’t actually questioning me. His face was creased with worry, and though he was keeping his eyes on the road ahead of us as he navigated the traffic, his face was turned toward me. He was concerned.

      And it broke my heart, just a little bit. In another life, in another world, this boy and I might still have been together. We might have had our baby and found a way to keep her, and that might have kept us joined until we had time to grow up. Time to learn how to be a couple. Instead, we’d been ripped apart by things that had been almost out of our control.

      “They’re my friends,” I said simply. “And how I met them really isn’t important. What is important is that they’ve become… my family. The people who matter to me more than anyone else.”

      A sharp cough sounded out from the general direction of my left elbow, and I snapped my gaze down to see none other than Jace sitting there, his eyes staring stonily out the front windshield. He turned them up to me, and I saw the confusion there—and the pain—and realized abruptly how this must look. I’d practically jumped into this boy’s arms on sight, obviously having known him from some other life, and he’d saved us, and then I’d fallen right into the passenger seat so I could talk to him and sent my friends to the back. To Jace that must look like a whole lot of mystery and very little room left for him.

      “Jace,” I said quickly, putting a hand out.

      His own hand jerked up to stop me, blocking my gesture. “I just wanted you to know that Jackie’s asking for you,” he said, his voice uncharacteristically flat. “That’s all.”

      He turned and melted back into the bedroom area of the truck without another word.

      “What is his problem?” Henry asked with a snort.

      I turned to him, not knowing how to even begin to explain the situation with Jace, and then turned back to the road as I tried to get my thoughts in order.

      “We’re going to be turning here,” Henry said after a beat. “Just so you know. From here on out we’re going to be taking routes that you might not be familiar with. I just didn’t want you to think I was kidnapping you or something. As tempting as it might be.”

      “Uh, okay,” I said, still feeling thoroughly distracted.

      I turned back to the road ahead and saw that he was indeed turning onto a highway that I’d never even been on before—and taking the turn more quickly than I thought he should. The tires skidded, and I found myself grabbing at the armrests, horrified that we were about to tip over, but Henry kept his hands on the wheel and his eyes on the road, acting like this was something he did every single day.

      A moment later we were on a new road, safe and sound, our speed matching that of even the smallest cars around us. I wondered if it was smart or safe for us to be going this quickly in such a large vehicle. Then I thought that it would be even less safe to be caught by the Authority, who might be behind us right now.

      Henry must have noticed my increased tension, because he slanted me a glance. “It’s okay, Robin. I know you’ve put your life in my hands here, and I’m going to do everything I can to get you to safety. I’m taking alternative routes that I think will make it harder on the Authority.”

      I sat back, heart racing. Maybe I should just trust him, believe that he knew what he was doing. He’d been driving for… well, at least long enough to get his driver’s license for a truck like this, and he was getting us out of the area as quickly as he could—just like I’d asked him to. He was taking us on a route that would evidently be unexpected. He knew the Authority was after us.

      He’d never let me get in trouble before. Well, until we went to my parents. And I wasn’t sure I could really blame him for that.

      Needing a distraction, I got up and stumbled toward the back, finding walking very difficult in a vehicle that bounced this much. Jackie had asked for me, Jace had said. But I figured that she could wait for a moment longer. I stared quickly from one end of the bedroom to the other and found Jace in the pilot chair in the corner. Facing the corner. His shoulders were hunched over as if to protect himself, and his chin rested on his hands. His face was within inches of the wall, and though I reached for him, my heart shouting at me to go and make amends somehow, I felt another hand grasp my arm to get my attention.

      I turned to see that it was Jackie, reaching out to me from the bed on which Ant had laid her.

      “Leave him for a moment,” she whispered, her voice raspy. “He doesn’t think anyone else can see how upset he is, and he won’t thank you for drawing attention to it.” She glanced at me and gave me a healthy eye roll—her specialty. “Boys. They expect you to take care of their hearts, but God forbid you actually make them admit that they have feelings! He’ll come to you when he’s ready to be taken care of. Count on it.”

      I sighed at that and dropped to my knees, hoping she was right.  I didn’t have enough experience with men to know one way or the other. I’d only ever had two romantic interests in my life.

      And I was somehow stuck in a truck with both of them. Go figure.

      I turned my thoughts to Jackie just to escape the irony of that and scooted closer to her.

      “How are you feeling?” I whispered.

      She snorted right back at me. “What the hell did you guys do, put me on some kind of bouncy ride?” she asked hoarsely.

      I smiled and put a hand to her forehead. Burning up. I had no idea what that meant, but it didn’t seem like a good sign. Then again, at least she was still warm. I supposed that was pretty much the best I could hope for, given the situation.

      “We’re getting you out of Trenton and to a place where you’ll be safe,” I murmured. “And that has better medical facilities than the forest.”

      “Wouldn’t be tough,” she said with a cough. “I’d also like better nurses, please. Maybe even a real live doctor.”

      I did laugh, then, and drew back a bit. “We’re going to get you all of that. But rest for now. I’m guessing you have some time to sleep before we start moving you around again.”

      “So full of mystery,” she said sarcastically. But her eyes drifted shut, and I could see that she was thankful for the prompt to sleep.

      Whatever was going on inside her body, it had to be stripping her of whatever energy and nutrients she had, and we hadn’t exactly had a lot to eat over the last couple of days. The more rest she got, the better. With luck, we’d have her to the convent before she woke up again.

      I got to my feet and headed for the others, who were sitting in a group on the floor. I dropped down next to them, my head hurting with the stress of the last hour. The stress of the last week.

      “What’s our plan once we get there?” I asked.

      I noticed that Jace wasn’t looking at me, and my heart twinged a bit at that, but I put it to the side for the moment and looked around at everyone else. I wanted to have a plan figured out well before we got to where we’d left the airship, so we could hit the ground running. This was no time to play things by ear.

      “We have to get the truck close enough to the airship itself to run a hose from the tanker to the fuel tank on the ship,” Nelson said. “We aren’t going to have time to ferry gasoline by some small carrier. The ship will drain half of this tanker if it’s empty enough.”

      I nodded. “Makes sense. Henry?” I called toward the driver’s seat. “Can this thing go off-road? Will we be able to drive it to where we left our next… vehicle?”

      There was a brief pause, and then: “Depends on what sort of land we’re talking about. If it’s dry grassland, no problem. If it’s a swamp, absolutely not.”

      “Definitely grassland,” I said. “What about a hose for fueling something else up? Got anything like that?”

      He snorted. “’Course I do. You can use the hose I always use to transfer fuel from the tanker to wherever it’s going.”

      I looked back to Nelson, the initial question answered, and waited for the next step.

      “That’s it, really,” she said. “Once we have fuel, we get the airship loaded, and we get airborne. And from there, we get the hell away from here.”

      “Hopefully before anyone from the Authority shows up,” Jace added, finally coming to life and adding to the conversation. He looked up and met my eyes head on. “And then we get to our destination. And pray to God that the Authority isn’t watching the skies too closely along the way.”

      I gave him a shy smile, still feeling somewhat guilty about Henry, and nodded. It was good to have Jace’s voice in the conversation again. It made me feel as if we might actually be able to pull any of this off.
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      We came screeching to a halt just off the Starkston exit. Henry threw the truck into park and looked at me in the passenger’s seat, then at Ant, who was standing between the seats, his phone in his hand. He was plugged into Henry’s portable charger—a privilege he’d earned by being the one in charge of finding our airship for us.

      He looked down at his phone, frowned, and then looked up at the view in front of us.

      “That way, I think,” he said, pointing toward the right. “According to the map I’m looking at, it’s about fifteen minutes that way.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, immediately distrusting the vagueness of the statement. “We don’t have time for this to be a mistake, Ant.”

      It was the truth. We had no idea whether the Authority had been following or tracking us on our journey here. If they were after us in vans, there was a chance we’d gotten away from the truck stop early enough that they were still a fair distance behind us. If Henry was right about his alternative routes, there was a chance that we’d managed to bypass any blockades—or additional forces—they might have set up. We could have been extremely lucky when it came to ground forces.

      But I wasn’t stupid enough to assume that this was the case. Plus, that luck would have been completely discounting the possibility that we were also being tracked by air. We knew the Authority had airships. It didn’t take a big jump to assume that they were tracking us by air as well as land, and the more time we spent sitting around, the more time they had to potentially catch us.

      “I’m sure,” Ant answered, his tone firm. “I recognize the area, and I know this is the way we came. Starkston is that way”—he pointed left, then right—“which means the ship is that way.”

      I nodded. He had more at stake than anyone else, given his commitment to Jackie. I trusted him to be responsible right now, when it was most important.

      Henry, bless him, didn’t even wait for Ant to finish speaking. He’d already shoved the truck back into gear and was turning right—directly into the grasses that surrounded us. There was a huge bump, the truck groaned more loudly than it had before, and everyone inside of it—except for Henry—jumped and looked around, terrified that something had gone wrong.

      We were, after all, driving a portable bomb. I hadn’t forgotten it, even if Henry had.

      Then we rumbled forward over whatever it was we’d hit, and into the grasses, and the ride became slightly more even. The land we were passing through was relatively simple, thank goodness—mostly grassland with an occasional patch of soil or gravel, and Henry didn’t seem to have any problem getting the truck over the changing terrain. In fact, he was operating the steering wheel like he’d been born to do it. He kept his eyes on the land in front of us, and I divided my gaze between him, our way forward, and Jackie, who was still lying in the bottom bunk. She was growing paler, I was sure of it, and when we hit a particularly bad bump she shifted and groaned, though she was still asleep.

      All this movement was bad for her. Never mind the bouncing that came with riding in a truck this big. We had to get her into something gentler, and then to a doctor. I had no idea how long the flight to the convent was going to take, but it would inevitably be smoother, and perhaps that would help to improve her situation.

      I just hoped that ride was simple. If the Authority was tracking us via airship, we were going to have a battle on our hands once we got into the sky.

      “There’s your forest,” Henry suddenly said from beside me.

      I whirled back to face the windshield and saw the copse of trees we’d marched through the morning we found ourselves deserted in the meadow. God, it seemed like that had been at least a year ago, now. Before we’d been hunted by the Authority. Before we’d been labeled terrorists. Before we’d been completely alone in the world, without the steadying influence of Nathan or Zion or Alexy—and without the promise that Little John would be there to get us out of any scrape we managed to get ourselves into.

      Henry rolled up to the forest, and I tried desperately to think of how long we’d walked through it. How far away was the airship? Would the hose even stretch far enough?

      “I don’t suppose you can drive through the trees,” I said, not coming up with any answers to my question.

      Henry shrugged, his face tense. “I can. It’s going to make one hell of a mess, though, and it’s going to be an easy path to follow. And it’ll definitely be bad if we get stuck somewhere. This isn’t a bulldozer, you know. Easier if I go around.”

      He gestured to the left, and I saw, to my surprise, that this group of trees didn’t stretch indefinitely. In fact, it ended about five hundred feet from where we were sitting.

      “Was the meadow actually on the other side of the trees, or was it just in the middle of them?” I asked, of no one in particular.

      “It was on the other side,” Jace answered, coming up next to me and placing his hand possessively on my arm. “I looked around, wondering exactly the same thing, while you were still trying to figure out if your leg would work or not. There were no trees behind us when we left.”

      “Around it is,” I told Henry, sliding my hand up to take Jace’s.

      He squeezed mine in a show of support—and, I hoped, forgiveness for the situation. He had to know that I hadn’t planned for Henry to show up when he did.

      And I certainly hadn’t asked Henry to come with us. That had just been another sticky situation the universe had thrown us into. It had nothing to do with Jace, or my relationship with him. Granted, I obviously still had leftover feelings for Henry, but that didn’t change how I felt about Jace.

      Henry’d had his chance. He’d run. That was all I needed to know.

      But there was a small corner of my heart that dug its feet firmly into the sand at that thought and shouted that I was being stupid and naïve if I actually believed it. It seemed irrational, but we’d brought a child into this world together, after all…

      Henry suddenly swerved to the left and began crashing through the bushes and grasses surrounding the forest, and I tore myself from my thoughts and spared a moment to worry about the tank of fuel behind us, wondering if it would survive the journey at all, or if we’d find ourselves blown up courtesy of rough driving. But a second later the way smoothed out, and then Henry was turning right at the edge of the forest and rumbling up toward the large meadow that I could now see in the distance. There the bushes and taller grasses suddenly stopped and gave way to short grass and flowers. I would have recognized the area no matter how long it had been.

      “That’s it!” I breathed, my heart starting to race. Surely if we could see the meadow, that was a good sign. We’d just have to turn into it and find where the airship was parked…

      “Uh, guys, I think we’ve got company,” Jace suddenly said.

      I turned and saw that he was pointing up into the sky… directly at a drone. A round, sleek, eerily black object that looked almost beetle-like. It was hovering right over us, and it didn’t take a genius to see that its cameras were trained right on us. Right on the semi-truck that was barreling through a grassy field, in a place where no semi-truck should have been.

      “Oh no,” I said. The Authority had found us, then. And it didn’t matter whether this drone was a new addition, set to watch over a certain place, or something that had been following us since the road. More likely something that had found us on the reckless and rapid drive here. The only thing that mattered was that it had us now.

      And I had no doubt that it had already transmitted information back to the Authority’s HQ.

      We weren’t going to be on our own much longer.

      “Henry, can this thing go any faster?” I snapped, my mind flying ahead to the airship we were hoping still existed.

      Because I’d had one other quick thought about the drone. If it had been sitting here in this spot waiting for us, it meant that the Authority had found the airship. And if they had, then they would have been stupid to leave it in one piece.

      We might be heading right for what we thought would be our salvation, and find nothing but a burnt-out shell of what had once been our air support.

      Henry shoved the gear sticks into different positions, and we shot forward, hitting the meadow and turning right again, and then we were all staring desperately into the forest, trying to find the place where Marco and Julia might have hidden an airship. Praying that said airship was still there.

      And that we could still get it into the air at all.

      “There!” I shouted, shoving my arm out, pointer finger extended.

      The shape of the ship was clear as day. If the Authority had actually been looking for it, they would have been able to spot it.

      “I guess this means the Authority didn’t get around to figuring out that we’d hidden an airship in the area,” Jace muttered. “Thank heavens. Though, that does mean that the drone above us has been following us for some time. Let’s move it, guys. We can’t count on being alone for much longer!”

      I frowned at that. He wasn’t completely right. The Authority might have been here and left the airship. If that was the case, though, I was guessing that the engine was gone, or at least not working.

      It didn’t seem like their style. They always seemed to prefer burning things or blowing them up. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t a possibility.

      Jace was already on his feet and ready to get out of the truck. The minute Henry rolled to a stop, I threw open the door and we all started piling out, jumping to the ground without even trying for the step. Henry had done the same, and I could hear him running back toward the end of the truck, calling for us.

      “I’m going to need some help with the hose!” he shouted. “Someone big!”

      Jace turned and darted toward Henry while the rest of us moved toward the airship, one eye on the ship and the other on the sky. If there was a drone, there was bound to be other air support soon. And I was betting they’d have stealth technology, which meant we wouldn’t hear them coming.

      “Watch the skies, guys!” I shouted, my heart pounding. “The Authority is going to have planes or choppers on their way here, you can count on it, and we might not be able to hear them before they arrive!”

      “Might not be able to see them, either,” Abe huffed, striding along next to me. “Depending on what sort of camouflage tech they’re running.”

      Oh, God. I hadn’t even thought of that. The idea that they might be able to stay completely invisible terrified me even more, and my pace doubled.

      When we reached the airship, we started pulling the branches and grass from around it, brushing it off and trying to figure out whether it was still in one piece or not.

      “Seems whole on this side!” Ant called from the other side of the ship. He’d put Jackie gently on the ground at the nose of the aircraft, her back propped up against a tree, and had sped to the other side with his brother, leaving Nelson, Kory, and me to clear this side, brushing our hands madly over the metal wall as we looked for holes or problems.

      I didn’t see anything wrong with the ship on this side, either. It was still whole, and it didn’t look like the Authority agents had ripped off the wings or filled the sides with bullets. It looked airworthy. We were going to have a time maneuvering it out of the forest, but we also had Nelson, who was a more than capable pilot.

      “Robin, get inside and make sure the thing still turns on,” she muttered. “We don’t have time to gas it up if it’s not going to work.”

      I frowned. “Wait. If it’s out of gas, will it even turn on?”

      She exhaled. “Yes. Just try it.”

      She then turned and darted forward toward the nose, where I saw her throw open the door that led to the engine. She grabbed at the bag of tools we’d always kept right inside the door and jammed her hand into it, already reaching forward into the engine’s compartment.

      I nodded, praying that she didn’t find anything amiss in there, and jumped for the handle on the side of the cockpit. I’d never flown the thing by myself, but Nelson had forced me to take lessons when I first joined her crew, and I at least knew how to turn it on. I climbed into the pilot’s seat and stared around me at the range of dials and screens on the ship’s dashboard.

      “Thank the stars I’ve never had to fly this,” I said, knowing that I’d immediately be overwhelmed.

      That said, turning it on was easy. I reached out and jammed my finger into the bright green ignition button, and the engine… coughed slightly.

      Oh no. Oh no, oh no, oh no. Not now.

      I jammed my finger onto the button again, holding it for a second this time, and the engine coughed again.

      “You have to hold the button down longer, girl!” Nelson shouted from outside.

      I nearly slapped my palm to my forehead. Of course I did! I knew that, but was forgetting in my stress over the situation.

      I shoved my finger firmly up against the button again and kept it there, holding my breath, until the engine finally turned over and roared to life. I took a moment to grin at that, and then hit the button again.

      I was guessing it was probably a bad idea to have the engine on while they were refueling. Definitely a bad idea to have it on while Nelson was inside that compartment, even though it had been her idea.

      I jumped out of the cockpit and ran toward the rear of the ship, where I knew the cap for the fuel tank was, in case Jace and Henry needed help.

      When I got there, though, I found that they’d already fit the hose to the tank. Henry was using some sort of handheld pump to urge the gas from one place to another, since we couldn’t count on gravity, and Jace was standing to the side of him, bouncing with the need to be out of here.

      “How many gallons have you pumped?” he asked.

      Henry glanced at the pump in his hand. “About fifty,” he huffed, breathless from the effort required to make the handheld device work.

      “Nelson, is fifty gallons enough to take us for a few hours?” Jace shouted.

      “Not quite!” Nelson answered from the other side of the ship. “I’d be happier with seventy-five!”

      “Got that?” Jace asked, whirling back to Henry.

      “Got it. We’re almost there. Just a second more, and…”

      The sound of blades slicing the air made our heads snap up to the sky. Three choppers, I saw, scanning the air rapidly. Three full-sized military choppers, each a shiny, malevolent black, as if to match the drone. Their engines roared out over the quiet forest, and my heart shrank into a tiny, painful ball in my chest.

      “Guess they didn’t even bother with the silencing tech,” Abe shouted, skidding up from the other side of the ship. “What do we do, guys? I’m guessing they’ve got guns on those things, and I don’t want to find out what their range is!”

      Henry yanked the hose out of the airship, no longer bothering to count how much fuel he’d put in, and dropped it. Jace quickly put the cap back on the opening in the side of the ship.

      “Everyone on the ship!” he yelled. “Those choppers are about one thousand feet away, and they’re coming in quick!” He spared a glance for Nelson, who had appeared, her face covered in smears of grease. “Nelson, the engine all good?”

      “As good as it’s going to get,” she shot back. “We’re ready to go.”

      He nodded. “I’m guessing you’re our captain. Get into the cockpit and get us in the air.”

      He turned and darted after Henry, and I watched for only long enough to see them bend their heads together and start gesticulating madly over something, then whirled around to see Nelson, Abe, and Kory leaping into the ship. Ant was heading for the front of the aircraft to pick up Jackie, and I dashed after him, knowing that he would be the one in most need of help.

      The engine turned over and roared to life a split second before I reached Ant and Jackie, and he popped up, her body in his arms, and sprinted toward me.

      I turned and ran as well, around the other side of the ship, arriving at the door three steps ahead of him so that I could throw it open.

      The helicopters started shooting at us five seconds later.

      The explosive sound made my ears sting, and a tremble ran through my whole body as I jerked and turned, wondering what the hell was taking Jace and Henry so long. What was so important about that stupid fuel hose that they needed to be seeing to it while we were in the middle of a damned escape?! This was no time to become environmentally responsible!

      I exhaled in relief when I spotted the two of them sprinting toward me—but was confused by the looks on their faces. They were dashing haphazardly through the forest, trying to make themselves less visible to the choppers above us, and were stuttering back and forth as bullets slammed into the ground. But the looks on their faces went beyond the intense, focused look of someone running for their life, and right to… panicked. As if they were running from something a lot bigger than just the helicopters.

      Just the helicopters. I could have laughed at myself. The noise around us had become almost unbearable, and I didn’t think it would be long before we saw different weapons from the Authority.

      More dangerous weapons.

      We were going to have one hell of a time getting out of here at all. Even with an airship in our hands.

      “Let’s go!” I screamed, leaning out of the ship and holding out a hand. Jace jumped and grabbed my hand, and I pulled myself and him back into the ship and let go of him, sending him flying into the belly while I ducked quickly back out. My hand shot forward just as Henry jumped, and I yanked him in as well, not even bothering to ask what he thought he was doing.

      “Get us out of here!” I yelled, letting go of Henry’s hand. “We’re all on board!”

      Nelson was at the controls, Abe flying copilot, and we were good to go. With luck, we could fly through the trees and reach the cloud cover to get away from the helicopters. I was just darting forward to look up into the sky and try to help them with some directions when Jace’s voice shot through the ship.

      “No! We wait until each of those choppers is on the ground and the agents start piling out of them!”

      I whirled around to stare at him, both confused and, for some reason, angry. What was he doing? Was he trying to get us caught?

      “What? Are you crazy?!” Nelson and I shouted at the same time.

      “He’s right!” Henry added. “We want them to think there’s something wrong with our aircraft and we can’t take flight. We need to stay on the ground as long as possible, at least for another—”

      “They’re already on the ground!” Kory bellowed. He’d been at the back of the ship, keeping a lookout through the rear windows, and was now gesticulating madly in that direction, his face red with tension.

      “Agents are coming around the truck right now!” he yelled. He turned to stare right at Jace, and then quickly turned his eyes to Nelson. “Nelson, we’ve got to go. I don’t care what Jace says, get this thing in the air! I am not going back to prison today!”

      I agreed wholeheartedly with that assessment and was just turning back toward the front of the ship, my eyes on the sky in search of more aircraft, when I saw a strange look pass between Jace and Henry. A look that was obviously speaking volumes.

      Volumes about something that only the two of them seemed to know about.

      A split second later, Nelson was revving the engine and lifting us right into the air, and I darted toward the back of the ship to stand next to Kory, my eyes on the agents rushing through the meadow behind us. Kory was right: they were streaming around the truck now, their helicopters surrounding it, and there had to be dozens of them.

      They must have been following us during the drive. I kicked myself for having been so stupid as to even hope we might have been disguised—and then gasped as I realized that something else was going on in the forest behind us.

      The hose Henry had left on the ground was… on fire. And the fire was streaking quickly back toward the other end of the hose.

      A hose that was attached directly to a driving bomb. The truck. And the agents.

      Kory and I started backing quickly away from the window at the same time, having both seen the fire in the hose.

      “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God,” I muttered.

      I whirled around and dashed toward Nelson, screaming, “Get this thing into the air, Nelson! NOW! Hit the turbo or whatever you have! We’ve got to get the hell out of here!”

      She gave me a quick glance, her brow creased in confusion, but then hit the gas on the ship without asking questions. We shot forward and then up into the sky, bullets flying after us from the Authority agents below.

      We must have been about five hundred feet up when the flames in the hose got to Henry’s truck.

      The ensuing explosion almost blew us out of the sky. We were all thrown to one side as the airship turned abruptly and started to stutter. I grasped at one of the seats, my eyes on Nelson’s hands, and watched her flying through the motions of trying to straighten it, her hands a blur on the controls, her feet working the several different pedals under the dashboard.

      Abe was doing the same thing on his side of the cockpit, and they were shouting back and forth to each other—though I knew that only because I could see their mouths moving. I couldn’t hear anything; my ears were ringing severely after the horrendous noise of the explosion. I glanced to the left and right of me, saw that Ant was on the floor, sheltering Jackie, and realized that we had both doors open.

      Both doors open while people were firing at us was about the stupidest thing possible.

      I rushed to the one on my side, grappled with the handle while fighting to keep my balance, and managed to yank it shut. I threw the bolt, then turned and staggered to the other side of the swaying ship to do the same, sparing a glance at the forest below us, which was now engulfed in flames. The truck itself was just a memory, and the helicopters that had surrounded it didn’t seem much better off. Not all of those three choppers might have landed—my recollection of the last few seconds before the truck blew was fuzzy—but I couldn’t see any airborne ship through the smoke right now, and though it probably made me a bad person, I prayed that the explosion had killed them all.

      Taking a deep breath, I pulled myself back into the ship and yanked the door shut before turning directly toward Jace and Henry. Those two had some explaining to do.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked, caught between being angry at them and grinning outright at what they’d just managed to pull off. “You guys set up an explosion and didn’t think it would be a good idea to tell us first?”

      Henry did grin at that. “Sure did. I had a lighter in my pocket, and when Jace and I realized that we needed some sort of distraction, preferably one that would take out anyone who was coming after us…” He shrugged as if it had been the most natural thing in the world, and I almost laughed.

      “Jace?” I asked, turning to him.

      “Well, it worked, didn’t it?” he asked, one corner of his mouth turned up in a smile.

      “And it was incredibly dangerous,” Nelson said grimly. “We could have all been killed!”

      “But we weren’t,” I noted, knowing that Jace and Henry—a completely unlikely pairing—had probably just saved us from arrest. Or death. “But we also can’t count on that being the end of the Authority. What else is in the sky? Anyone see anything?”

      “The drone’s still there,” Abe said, his voice cold and serious. “Dead ahead. And I’m betting it’s relaying updates back to home base.”

      I turned to stare out the window at where Abe was pointing, my heart hammering against my ribs. I’d forgotten about the drone.

      We’d just set off an explosion that had destroyed an entire tanker and possibly all three helicopters, not to mention a number of Authority agents. But we still weren’t safe from them.

      Outside the window, the drone was about fifty feet from our ship, no doubt taking pictures as quickly as it could—red and green lights on the lens blinking like eyeballs.
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      I yanked myself around and stared into the ship, trying desperately to think of what we could do about the small machine. We needed to get rid of it, ASAP, but how? What did we have in here…

      Then I saw them. The pieces of tech that we often seemed to forget about, mostly because we never took them out of the airship.

      The drones. Our drones. We had two of them.

      I darted toward them, trying to remember everything I’d ever learned about flying them. Marco was our best drone pilot, and after him came Abe and Ant, but Marco was currently missing in action, and the twins were both otherwise engaged.

      I’d trained on them, and I’d played a lot of video games that incorporated flying when I was younger. How much different could this be?

      I grabbed one of the drones, hit the power switch, snatched up the remote that went with it, and turned and ran for the side of the ship. There I threw the door open once again. I needed a good view of what I was about to do, and unless that drone had guns attached to it, I didn’t need to worry about bullets anymore.

      “Kory!” I shouted, calling out the name of the only other person not doing anything right now. “Grab my belt! Hold me!”

      The man came rushing to my side and snagged the back of my belt without asking, and I leaned out of the ship into the open air, threw the drone into the sky, and put my hands to the controls.

      It took me approximately 2.5 seconds to figure out what was what, and that watching the drone itself was way more important than watching the screen attached to the remote. The controls were simplistic, and the joystick and the crosshairs were all I needed to worry about for the moment. The drone was sensitive to my every move, and the fact that the remote was almost the same as every gaming console I’d ever seen made this a whole lot simpler.

      I got the drone steadied in the air, made sure it was facing the right way, and then sent it diving right toward the Authority’s drone. I had no idea what I was going to do, exactly, but it had to be something that would take that evil thing out of the sky. We couldn’t have it figuring out which direction we were going.

      The government’s drone, unfortunately, was far quicker and nimbler than ours. It zipped out of the way before my drone could even get there. Then it turned around to face my drone and started firing at it.

      Okay. Definitely guns on that thing, then. But they seemed to be smaller guns than normal, which meant that they might not be able to damage the ship itself.

      Unfortunately, they could damage my drone. I hit the controls and started moving the drone to the left and right, and up and down, trying to avoid the bullets the Authority’s machine was sending at mine.

      I realized that I was going to have a big problem here. I could just about keep from being shot out of the sky, but I couldn’t damage the other drone as long as I was on the defensive.

      I needed a big move. And I needed it quickly.

      I shoved the joystick up and sent the drone flying right for the Authority’s drone, bullets be damned. I saw one bullet hit, and then another, and my drone started to stutter a little, but it was still darting forward toward the other drone. I might not be able to hit it, but I was distracting it—and in the meantime, that battle was getting farther and farther behind us as our airship tore forward.

      If we could just get up into the clouds while the drone was distracted, maybe we could get away before it could track us.

      I’d barely finished the thought when Henry appeared at my side, the other drone in his hands.

      “What are we doing?” he asked.

      I gestured to the air battle with my chin. “Trying to get rid of the Authority drone,” I said. “And I’m not going to be able to do it by myself.” I glanced at the drone he held and wondered if we might be able to do it with two drones.

      Then I wondered if he even knew how to fly a drone. He’d grown up in an extremely poor household. They’d never had toys like that.

      “I’ve learned a lot since the last time you saw me, Robin,” he said grimly. He hurled his drone into the air and grabbed at the remote, his thumbs quickly working the controls to gain control of the aircraft. The controls weren’t complicated, though I couldn’t help but widen my eyes at his ballsy move. “What’s the plan?” he asked, his tone impressively calm. “Is there a plan?”

      I could have kissed him for being so quick to understand what I was doing. Of course, there wasn’t time. And when it came right down to it, he wasn’t the boy I wanted to be kissing.

      That said, I was willing to take my allies wherever I could get them.

      “I’ll be the decoy,” I said. “You be the bomber.”

      “All right.”

      He didn’t say anything else, but bent over the remote like he was flying through the air himself. I stopped paying attention to him, then, and returned my focus to my drone, which was having a hard time. Two more bullets had found it, and the engines felt like they were starting to go. The steering was getting more sluggish. It was lucky I wasn’t trying to avoid the bullets anymore, because I wouldn’t have been able to do it at this point.

      So instead, I just went full throttle right at the government’s aircraft. I couldn’t turn out of the way anymore, and the drone was already damaged beyond repair. Given the fact that we’d only ever used these drones for recon, we’d never bothered to arm them, so I didn’t have anything that could cause serious damage to the other drone.

      I didn’t have anything but the drone itself.

      “Mission Kamikaze,” I muttered. “It’s got to be done.”

      I heard Henry grunt next to me and spared the second it took to look up and see that his drone was now diving straight for the government drone as well. We were going to sandwich it between us. Or try to.

      No. We were going to do it, I thought, my breath coming faster as the drones grew closer. We were going to manage it! We were—

      A sharp explosion sounded as our drones hit the Authority’s weapon at the same time, and we both fell back, stuck between gasping and laughing at our success. I turned and threw my arms around him, my heart hammering away—and his answering—and gasped out a giggle.

      “YES!” I breathed. “That was perfect!” Then I turned toward the cockpit and shouted, “Nelson, we got rid of the drone, and I haven’t seen anything else on our tail. Get us up into those clouds right now!”

      I then dropped my arms from around Henry’s shoulders and turned… to see Jace staring at me, his face a blend of confusion, pride, and sorrow.

      All the elation drained from my body, and I swallowed hard. I hoped we got to the convent quickly, not only for Jackie’s sake, but also for mine. I needed to sort things out with Jace, regarding Henry. And I needed a quiet place to do it, rather than an airship that was currently in the midst of a dangerous escape from the government.

      

      The rest of the flight to the convent was smooth, but no less stressful. Kory, Jace, Henry, and I spent most of our time hanging out of the open doors, our eyes on the sky around us as we watched for drones, choppers, or other airships. Any sign that the Authority was either still after us or had tracked us via another drone. We didn’t see anything threatening, but that didn’t mean we stopped looking. Not by a long shot.

      What we did see were several towns that looked as though they’d been completely deserted—just like the part of Trenton we’d driven through a few days earlier.

      “Um, is anyone else seeing that?” Henry asked, his voice full of confusion. “What is that, some sort of exhibit or something? Why would they build an entire city and then not have anything in it?”

      “Anyone else getting a sense of déjà vu?” Nelson murmured, gazing down at what appeared to be a ghost town below us. The entire place was empty, and though it had never been a large town to start with, it was absolutely devoid of action now. The houses were all quiet, the lights were all out, and there were cars stopped in the middle of the street, their doors still open.

      We were flying far above the town, trying to stay out of range of any drones, but even from up here I could see that nothing was moving.

      “What’s going on here?” I whispered to Jace, who had shown up at my side. Like Nelson had said, this wasn’t the first time we’d seen something like this. It was, however, the first time we’d had a bird’s-eye view of it. I’d just thought a neighborhood or two had been affected in Trenton.

      But this was an entire town. And that made it a lot scarier.

      “Who evacuates a whole town?” Jace replied in a low, equally disturbed tone. A deep line creased the skin between his eyebrows. “Why would they do that? Where are the people?” His gaze moved from one end of the town to the other, searching for any sign of life, and then he looked up at me. “Is the Authority… collecting people?”

      “Why would they do that?” I asked, mystified.

      When we passed over another such town, this one even more obviously deserted by the lack of light in the dusk, we asked each other the same questions—and gave each other the same answers.

      Where had the people gone? And why?

      And who was responsible for it? In this country, nothing happened without government approval, which led to the obvious conclusion that this was some sort of government action. But what would prompt them to evacuate entire towns? And where had they sent the people who’d once lived there?

      On the floor of the ship, Ant continued to hold Jackie, ignoring the rest of us as he spoke softly to her. I could hear her responding every so often, her voice nothing more than a croak. She was getting paler, and when I dropped down next to them, I could see that her eyes were also growing dull.

      “Jackie?” I asked softly. “How you holding up?”

      “How would you be?” she asked with a trace of her old snark. “I feel like I’m dying, and you guys keep insisting on moving me in the most dramatic fashion possible!”

      I let out a hoarse sob at that and put my hand on her arm.

      “We’re going to be there soon,” I murmured. “I promise. And then we won’t move you again until you’re good and ready. It’s a problem, you know. Without you awake and bossing us around, we don’t know what to do. We’re just running around like chickens with their heads cut off.”

      That earned a slight smile from the girl, and I felt a thrill of victory shoot through me. Surely if she was still able to be sassy with me, it meant there was hope.

      I just prayed we’d get to the convent before it was too late for her.

      “How much longer?” I shouted toward the front of the ship.

      We’d been in the air for over an hour now, including the time we’d taken to get rid of the drone and then up into the cloud cover. We had to be getting close. I could see the mountains rearing up all around us, and I knew for a fact that the convent was nestled among the foothills of those mountains.

      “I can actually see it!” Nelson called back. “It’s just in front of us!”

      I immediately left Jackie with Ant and darted to the front of the ship, my eyes hungry for the sight of the convent. The last time I’d been there, we’d been on personal business and I hadn’t really had time to look around. But now that it meant safety, I was anxious for a better view of the place.

      What I saw shocked me.

      I remembered the convent being busy, with nuns roaming about everywhere, children being housed in one entire section and schooled in another. And then of course there was the church, the gardens and kitchens, and the blocks where the nuns themselves had slept. There had been so many people that it had seemed like a small village unto itself, and I’d adored it.

      Now it looked totally empty. The light was fading, but I could still see the entire place laid out before me. No matter which courtyard or walkway I turned my eyes to… I saw nothing. There were still birds and what looked like cats and dogs roaming around in the open spaces, but there was a distinct lack of two-legged inhabitants.

      That was… odd. And worrisome. This place had been harboring fugitives, and the Mother Superior herself had indicated that they were both actively and passively fighting the government. They’d been willing to help Nathan with his goals, and they’d had several of his people already there, in hiding or helping.

      This had also been the place where we’d thought we were assured safety. Where were they? Had the Authority already been here?

      Oh God, were we too late?

      My stomach plummeted into my feet as I suddenly had visions of all those nuns—and the children—dead or in cells somewhere. I felt like I was going to be sick.

      “Jace?” I managed, motioning for him to come forward.

      He hurried back to my side and gazed out into the stillness.

      “Have you ever seen it this quiet?” I asked, a nameless fear gnawing at my heart. What was going on here?

      Jace’s face paled, and he shook his head, but then Nelson started lowering the ship, killing our ability to see over the convent’s walls.

      “I… I don’t know. But I know we’ve got to get out of the sky, and this is the only safe place,” he said, injecting confidence into his tone that I sensed he didn’t possess. He strode back toward one of the doors in the side of the ship. “I want to get out of here and find someone. Find my sister.”

      “It’s only safe if the Authority hasn’t found it,” I muttered to myself, giving voice to the worry growing in my stomach as I followed him. In my shock at seeing the place empty, I hadn’t even considered Rhea in my breakdown of the people we might have lost, and the idea that she could have been taken prisoner as well made me absolutely furious.

      And that anger was a welcome change from the fear I’d been feeling only moments before.

      The ship bumped as we touched the ground, and a moment later Nelson killed the engine.

      “Let’s go,” Jace said immediately.

      He threw the door open and jumped out, and I followed straight after him. When my feet hit the ground, I turned in a circle, gazing around cautiously and praying for some sign of life. Praying for the people who had been living here to come running out of some super-secret hiding place, laughing about how they’d fooled us.

      But there was no one.

      The place was completely deserted. So silent that I could hear the trill of birds settling in for the night for miles around us.

      And then, quite suddenly, Zion came striding out of the gates and straight for us.

      “Thank God you’re finally here,” he snapped. “I’ve been waiting for you for two days! I’ve got orders to take you in, immediately.”
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