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      Micah sat in the corner, arms around his knees. “I need to get out of here. All the ghosts keep talking to me.”

      We were leaving the secret base located inside the Superstition Mountains soon, but apparently, it wasn’t soon enough for Micah.

      He was a medium. Dead people talked to him. Sometimes, they talked through him.

      “Is it soldiers who died here?” Finn asked.

      Micah shrugged. “It’s the prisoners—the deserters who were locked up downstairs. And that guard Cranston killed is still wandering around here, too. He hasn’t accepted what happened to him. He’s not a hundred percent sure he’s dead.”

      “That’s messed up. Sorry you can hear him.” Finn scowled as he grabbed a shirt, folded it neatly and tucked it into his bag.

      I was surprised he was able to scowl and pack. With a cracked rib and more bruises than I could count, Finn wasn’t currently in the best shape. Still, he’d declared himself “better” after sleeping for a few hours, and he refused to slow down.

      Finn grabbed another shirt. “At least we’re taking a flight to Cupertino in an hour. You won’t have to listen much longer.”

      “Yay.” Micah didn’t sound very excited. “It’s not like we have a choice, right?”

      Finn sighed. “Right.”

      We absolutely didn’t have a choice. Cranston and Nora, our superiors in the agency, told us they were holding all of our family members. They had offered an ultimatum: everyone would be kept safe, as long as we cooperated.

      Kyan scowled at us from his bunk. “I told you they would do this. We should’ve run when we had the chance.”

      Micah rolled his eyes. “We did run. Cranston came and found us, remember? If we didn’t come back in now, Nora would have sent a whole unit to detain us. It’s better this way.”

      “They’re sending us on a suicide mission.” Kyan folded one of his signature white tank tops and shoved it into his bag. “It’s not better.”

      Finn shrugged. “No use fighting about it now. Let’s just get ready.”

      We were heading to our new assignment in Silicon Valley, to find out what happened to the entire staff of an artificial intelligence company. They’d all gone missing.

      All signs pointed to Althea Remington, the eco-terrorist who was apparently taking over the world. I didn’t know what she wanted with AI, but I didn’t have time to think about it. I needed to make sure my mom was okay and that Management didn’t do something terrible to her.

      “You ready to go, Riley?” Finn asked.

      I nodded as I sat on the cool stone floor. “I’m getting there. Just need to finish packing.”

      Finn watched me. “Are you doing it hands free?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      I closed my eyes and started mentally moving my clothes from their drawer to the open duffel on my bunk. I needed to practice controlling my telekinetic power. Recently, Finn, Micah, and I fought guards who were trying to capture us. I’d used my power to… incapacitate them.

      Except “incapacitate” wasn’t really the right word.

      The thing was, I hadn’t meant to kill them—at least not all of them. But when I’d gotten scared and upset, my powers lashed out.

      I mentally organized my clothes as they rose in the air, jeans and running shorts on the bottom, tees and sweatshirts on top. I peeked at my work, pleased as I managed to neatly insert them into my duffel bag.

      Folding laundry wasn’t exactly on par with escaping from Althea Remington and her thugs in an underground cavern, but I’d learned that my telekinetic ability resembled a muscle. I needed to use my power regularly; the more I flexed it, the stronger it got. I raised my toiletries into the air, marching the toothpaste, soap, and deodorant in an organized line. I packed them snugly into the bag’s side pocket.

      “You want to finish packing for me?” Finn sounded hopeful.

      “I’m pretty sure you can handle it, big guy. Now that you’re all better.” I opened my eyes and smiled. “I should go check on Morgan, anyway.”

      I headed down the hall to find my friend and her… friend? New boyfriend? Morgan had met Dave when we stayed at his compound, a resort in Truth or Consequences, New Mexico. The two had immediately hit it off. Still, we’d all been surprised when she showed up at the base with Dave in tow.

      We were secret agents on assignment. We were at war. We weren’t entirely sure who to trust anymore, including our own superiors. So what were we going to do with Dave, a civilian with shaggy brown hair, an easy smile, and a collection of Roswell T-shirts?

      Morgan and Dave were sitting in the cafeteria, talking in low tones. I hated to interrupt, but we were leaving soon.

      I sank down next to Morgan, and she offered me one of the mini pizza bagels they were sharing. I took one and smiled. “Thanks. How’s it going?”

      Morgan reached out and took Dave’s hand. “Okay. Cranston offered to drive Dave back to T or C, but Dave wants to wait here instead.”

      I tried not to let the shock show on my face and kept my mind blank since Morgan was telepathic. I concentrated on eating the pizza bagel.

      “I’d like to be here when you guys get back.” Dave squeezed Morgan’s hand. “I want to make sure Morgan’s okay.”

      She smiled at him, but I could see the tension in her face. “I need to go with Riley to pack for a couple of minutes. Will you be okay?”

      “Sure.” He kissed her briefly. The way they looked at each other as we left made me wish I were in another room.

      Morgan pulled me down the hall. “You don’t have to say it. I don’t think leaving him here’s the best idea, either. I don’t know if it’s safe.”

      “With Cranston?”

      Morgan bit her lip. “Yeah. I’m not sure what to do.”

      “I don’t know if it’s safe, either,” I admitted. Cranston had done some questionable things lately, including killing a soldier who’d helped him. Not to mention kidnapping all of our families and blackmailing us into submission.

      “I don’t trust Cranston anymore—I’m sure none of us do—but having Dave stay here is the lesser of two evils. If I send Cranston to T or C, we’re putting everyone at the compound in jeopardy.”

      I nodded. “You’re right. But what is Dave going to do here?”

      “I don’t know… I need to talk to Cranston.” Morgan abruptly turned down the hall toward our superior’s office.

      I didn’t know what to do about Dave. I went to find my best friend, Emma. Her precognitive abilities would sure be handy right now.

      She glared at me when I found her in the bathroom, applying a thick coat of lip gloss. “I already know what you’re going to ask me, and I don’t have an answer for you.”

      “A little testy, are we? What’s the matter, did they discontinue your favorite shade of lipstick?”

      “Ha ha.” Emma twisted the tube shut and moved on to pushing her expertly gelled bangs to the side for a sexy sideswept look.

      “You know we’re going to California for a battle and not a runway show, right?” I teased.

      Her face puckered. “My hair and makeup are about the only things I can control right now, so I’m going for it. Go ahead and make fun.”

      “I’m sorry. I know you’re upset. We all are.” Emma’s parents and her younger brother were in Management’s custody, too.

      Emma whipped out her eyeliner. “Morgan seems more upset about her stupid boyfriend than her parents.”

      My shoulders slumped. “Give her a break. She’s never had a boyfriend before. This is all uncharted territory. Have you…seen anything about him? About what happens to Dave?”

      Emma carefully applied her eyeliner. “I don’t know if they live happily ever after if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “I mean… I’m asking if he lives. Or if Cranston’s going to do something bad to him while we’re in California.” I shivered.

      “I don’t think so.” She frowned at herself in the mirror, and I couldn’t tell if it was because of her makeup or what we were talking about. “I don’t think Dave’s going to be alone with Cranston for long.”

      “Because…? Because he’ll be dead?”

      Emma finished smudging her liner and groaned. “I told you—I don’t know what’s going to happen to him. But I don’t think he’ll be dead this week. He won’t be that lucky.”

      “Lucky?”

      “Kidding. Sort of.” She threw her makeup into her tote and motioned for me to follow. “C’mon. We need to get going. I can’t wait to get out of here.”
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      The plane landed on the base’s secret airstrip. The skeleton crew, comprised of two pilots and a technician, refueled and restocked while fielding questions from Cranston. He finished harassing them and strode toward us, his silver crew cut glinting in the harsh Arizona sun.

      “Everyone in. Dave, you’re coming, too.”

      Dave blinked. “I’m sorry?”

      “I’m needed on this mission, and I’m not leaving you here alone. But if you waste any more of my time or get in my way once, you’re going to be more than sorry. Get on and get settled. That’s an order.”

      Morgan beamed and leaned into Dave until Cranston death-glared her into stepping back.

      We filed onto the plane, stowed our packs securely, and buckled up. The pilots didn’t make eye contact with us and stayed in the cockpit. The technician, a wiry man in his late twenties, nodded as he walked to the back of the plane to take his seat.

      Finn leaned toward me when the tech was out of earshot. “He’s wondering why the heck a bunch of teenagers were at a secret base and are being flown covertly to Silicon Valley. He can’t figure us out.”

      “We should probably expect that.”

      Finn tried to smile, but his bruised, puffy face didn’t cooperate. He’d been trying to stay upbeat since we got the news about our families, he was worried sick about his mom.

      He put his hand over mine and motioned to the window as the plane taxied down the runway. “Are you ready to see the clouds—and look for the fairies bouncing on them?”

      I groaned. “You remembered, huh? So embarrassing.” I’d told him my dad had tricked me into looking for fairies on my first flight. I’d fallen for it even though I was twelve at the time.

      “Just another little Riley Payne anecdote that makes me love you even more.” Finn leaned closer. He gave me a brief, chaste kiss then pulled away.

      I pouted, wanting more.

      He chuckled. “I’m not going anywhere, Hanover. But I sort of have that Deadpool-face thing going on, and plus, we’re at work.”

      I giggled. “You’re right. Good call.”

      We held hands as the plane rose into the sky, watching the earth fall away beneath us.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The flight was short, but I still fell asleep at some point. I woke up to Micah staring down at me.

      I bolted upright, confused and annoyed. “What?”

      Micah looked around to make sure no one but Finn could hear before he spoke. He handed me a folded note. “This is for you.”

      “Okay…” I smoothed the paper and sucked in a deep breath when I saw my father’s handwriting, scrawled in blue ink.

      Riley,

      We need to talk.

      Dad

      My heart thudded. “Where did you get this?”

      Micah held up a small notebook and a blue ballpoint pen. “I think I wrote it. Or… I think your dad came through and used my hand to write it.”

      I opened my mouth and then closed it. Because really, what the heck could I say to that?
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      I had a million questions for Micah, but Cranston cleared his throat. “I’d like to make a quick presentation before we land. Eyes up front, everyone.”

      I folded the note and shoved it into my pocket.

      “We’re heading to Cupertino, which is the hub of Silicon Valley. The building we’re investigating is home to Conscience Technology, which produced artificial intelligence. They’d recently partnered with a robotics firm and were on track to create some pretty sophisticated robots. They were gearing up for an IPO—initial public offering—and their valuation was in the billions. There were fifty employees at the office on the day of the mass disappearance. Clearly, we think this was the work of Althea Remington’s movement.”

      “She has a movement now?” I whispered to Finn. “Perfect.”

      Cranston pointed to the image he’d projected on the wall, which showed an empty parking lot with a large tarp spread over it, with graffiti scrawled across:

      …MY BELOVED, FLEE FROM IDOLATRY… 1 Corinthians 10:14

      Remington and her “movement” had a penchant for utilizing Bible quotes. Unless this was a copycat crime, it was definitely the work of Althea Remington.

      Rachel’s brow furrowed as she stared at the screen. “I don’t understand what that quote means in this context. Any insight?”

      “Don’t worship false idols, soldier. Knowing Remington, it’s probably a warning about the dangers of artificial intelligence.”

      I clutched the note in my pocket. “Do you think she hurt all those people?”

      Cranston pointed at the screen. “That’s what we’re going to find out. Silicon Valley was one of the few areas where people were still showing up for work regularly. They had a lot of solar power and also next-generation generators. A lot of businesses in the Valley were able to stay operable even though they’d scaled down operations. The CEO of Conscience, Nicole Maines, went to the building late the day of the disappearance. There were no signs of struggle, no bodies—everyone was just gone. The security cameras weren’t operating. But she told the authorities that fifty employees had logged in that morning.”

      “But the police didn’t find anything?” Kyan asked.

      Cranston’s eyes flicked past him in distaste, as though he couldn’t stand to look at the younger man’s handsome face. “No, they didn’t. They called us in because of the tarp.”

      Finn raised his hand. “Wouldn’t our time be better spent going back to Texas and blowing up Althea’s headquarters?”

      Our superior’s lip curled up in a sneer. “She’s gone, you idiot. Did you think she was going to wait for you to feel better and come back to get her?”

      “How do you know she’s gone, sir?” Distrust radiated off Finn in waves.

      “It’s a little thing called drone surveillance. If your head hadn’t been up your ass lately, you might remember it.”

      I squeezed Finn’s hand. Don’t hit him. Yet.

      A smile ghosted Finn’s face, but it faded quickly. He probably didn’t want to wait much longer, and I couldn’t blame him.
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      We landed at a private military base. The pilots and technician studiously averted their gazes as we filed off the plane into the Mercedes minibus that was waiting for us on the runway. Cranston stopped to speak with an officer as we took our seats.

      Dave pushed his glasses up on his nose, his mouth agape as he looked at the base. There were tanks, SUVs, and trucks parked in the parking lot, with a fuel pump nearby. Dozens of soldiers dressed in fatigues were hauling supplies, cleaning weapons, and talking together in small groups. “This is the most people I’ve seen outside of T or C. So does this mean the military’s still intact?”

      Morgan shrugged, cautiously watching for Cranston. She probably didn’t want him to hear Dave asking questions. “Parts are still operational, and some bases, like this one, are still fully functioning. But we have a lot of troops deployed domestically, trying to help people on the ground and keeping watch. We’re spread so thin right now.”

      Maya leaned forward. “This base is meant for military action and support, not civilian relief—like shelters and outreach. And from what I’ve heard, coverage here in Silicon Valley is heavier than other parts of the country.”

      Dave’s face clouded. “Why?”

      Morgan and Maya looked at each other briefly. Maya pursed her lips, seeming to disagree with whatever silent conversation she’d just had with her twin. “I think the government is very interested in protecting the intellectual property here.”

      Dave appeared stymied. “Aren’t they here to help the people?”

      Morgan answered before her sister could. “Of course they are. But it’s a different type of help.”

      Dave didn’t look satisfied, but he couldn’t ask anything else because Cranston boarded the bus.

      He sat down behind the wheel and started the engine. “You’ll be surprised to see civilians out and about around here. A lot of them are riding bikes to work. They’re trying to maintain some normalcy, and with all its innovation—solar power and alternative fuel sources—this area is better equipped to get by without the grid. Kind of ironic if you ask me.”

      Josh leaned forward as we drove through the base. “Aren’t they scared? Everybody in Los Angeles is dead.”

      Althea Remington had orchestrated a massive attack on American cities only weeks ago.

      Cranston eyed him in the rearview mirror. “There’s a heavy infantry presence here. We’re trying to make it easy for people to maintain a sense of normalcy.”

      Normal? I thought at Finn. Who the hell’s pretending to be normal in the aftermath of Althea Remington?

      Apparently we—meaning someone above us in the government food chain—have a vested interest in what’s happening here, Finn thought back. I have a feeling these people are being strongly “encouraged” to keep working.

      A heavy silence filled the bus as we drove out of the base and into what remained of civilization. But curiously, it felt somewhat normal as we headed down several side streets and got to the main thoroughfare. The downtown area of Cupertino was charming, with palm trees, municipal buildings, and sidewalk cafes. Men and women walked their dogs, smiling and chatting. There was decent bike traffic on the street.

      Did we just land over the rainbow?

      Finn chuckled lowly. It seems like it.

      But I wasn’t complaining. My heart leapt at the scene, the sun shining, people carrying coffee in environmentally friendly, reusable cups and petting their dogs. It seemed so normal.

      I reached for Finn’s hand and held it, careful not to jostle his wounds.

      “As you can see, people are out and about. Many of them have returned to work.” A note of pride crept into Cranston’s voice. “We’re doing everything we can to move forward.”

      We drove out of the downtown area and into the business district. The farther we drove, the more spaced out the properties became, with large lawns and carefully manicured shrubbery adorning the corporate landscapes. Finally, Cranston turned down the private entryway for Conscience Technology.

      When we made it to the building, I couldn’t help but stare. It was tall, jutting up to the sky, and covered in windows. Two large parking lots were around the back, and one was filled with cars. The other was completely deserted except for the large tarp we’d seen in the pictures, which was secured by metal stakes driven into the ground.

      I licked my lips nervously. “Can you hear anything inside?” I asked Finn.

      He shut his eyes for a moment and shook his head. “It’s completely quiet.”

      Cranston pulled the bus alongside the building and cut the engine. “Okay, soldiers, it’s time. Dave, I need you to stay here on the bus.”

      Dave looked around, probably petrified by the tarp, its message, and the prospect of being left alone. “O-Of course. Sir.” He ducked his head, unsure if he’d said the right thing.

      Morgan looked at Cranston miserably, but he ignored her.

      She cleared her throat. “Don’t you think it’s safer if he comes with us?”

      Cranston met her eyes with a steely gaze. “Safer for who?”

      “For him.”

      “I don’t care about him.”

      Morgan winced, but Cranston didn’t budge. “Off the bus, soldier. You have official business to attend to.”

      “But sir—”

      “No buts about it! The answer is no, Morgan. It is a hard no. A bright-line no. I know you all are teenagers and, thus, are afflicted by your hormones, but there will be no more distractions and no more insurrection. Have I made myself clear?”

      Douchelord, I thought.

      That about sums it up, Finn thought.

      “Yes, sir,” we all mumbled.
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      The campus was, as expected, utterly deserted and quiet. We walked the perimeter of the lot, examining the tarp and the graffiti scrawled across it, but whoever put it there had left no other clues. The fabric fluttered against the asphalt, telling us nothing, giving no hints about what had happened to the people inside.

      What does Althea Remington want with a bunch of software engineers?

      We headed to the building’s entrance as a teeny-tiny car tore up the drive, puncturing through the quiet. The driver waved at us, threw her car into park and jumped out. At six-feet tall, she cut an impressive figure.

      “Huh—I wasn’t expecting this,” Cranston said. “That’s the Conscience CEO.”

      She stalked toward us, her tight-fitting black dress accentuating her copper skin, admirable curves, and muscular frame. Her blond ponytail swished as she adjusted her rectangular eyeglasses.

      “Well, hello,” Josh said appreciatively.

      Then he howled because Rachel elbowed him in the gut.

      The woman reached us quickly. “I’m Nicole Maines, CEO of Conscience Technology.” She offered her hand to Cranston. “The admiral called and told me you’d be here today.”

      He frowned. “Nora called you?”

      She smiled and clasped his hand, shaking it vigorously, almost as if she were warming up for an arm-wrestling match. When she let go, Cranston looked at his fingers, which were red and slightly crumpled from Nicole’s firm grip.

      “I’ve known the admiral for some time. She’s kept me updated,” she explained, turning to the rest of us. “It’s an honor to meet all of you. I’ve heard great things about this team.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, too,” Finn said. “I’m Finn, and this is Morgan, Maya, Rachel, Emma, Riley, Josh, Micah and Kyan.”

      Nicole looked pleased. She beamed at us, and I wondered what exactly she’d heard about our group. “It’s a pleasure.”

      “Thank you—but we should get down to business. Can you tell us anything about what’s happened?” Emma moved to the front of the group, probably drawn to Nicole’s impressive stature and signature eyewear. “And also—how’d you get your car to drive?”

      Gas had become impossible to get. Few, if any, civilians were still driving.

      Nicole jerked her thumb toward the tiny automobile. “It’s battery operated—I figured out how to keep it running with some special cables I made. I paired it with my solar-powered system at home.”

      “Sweet,” Josh said.

      Kyan nodded. “Cool.”

      Micah and Finn nodded eagerly, too, practically drooling. Apparently, a female CEO who lifted weights, designed artificial intelligence, and could run her car with nothing more than a solar panel was a big winner with the male portion of our group.

      “Neat.” Even Emma approved. “But can you tell us more about the disappearance?”

      “Of course. Let’s go inside, and I’ll tell you what I know.” Nicole started toward the building then stopped abruptly. She frowned in the direction of the parking lot. “Wait. Is there someone still on the bus?”

      Cranston coughed, his face reddening. “Just a civilian.” I wondered if he’d kept Dave a secret from Management.

      Nicole turned her frown on him. “Bring him in with us. There’s nothing to be afraid of inside, but I’m not comfortable leaving anyone defenseless on the property.”

      Cranston blinked, stymied by her direct order.

      “Well, go on.” When he didn’t budge, Nicole nodded at Morgan and Maya. The twins obeyed instantly. They hustled to get Dave, relief etching clearly on Morgan’s face.

      Even though Cranston grimaced the whole time, Nicole made no apologies as we waited for them to return—and I loved her for that.

      She’s cool, I thought at Finn.

      She’s something, all right.

      I would’ve elbowed him, but something in his tone told me he wasn’t talking about just her looks.

      When Maya, Morgan, and Dave returned to the group, Nicole offered Dave her hand. “I’m Nicole—I’m just a civilian, too.” She gave Cranston a pointed look. “Thanks for joining us.”

      “I’m Dave. Pleased to meet you.” He smoothed his blue Roswell T-shirt, which had a bright-green alien on it, and grinned at her. “I appreciate the invite.”

      Nicole turned back to the rest of us. “Well, now that we have everyone”—I didn’t miss Cranston’s cringe—“we should get going.”

      She motioned for us to follow her into the building, and I gaped once we reached the lobby. It looked like a luxury hotel, with a soaring ceiling, sleek, modern couches, big, bubble-like chandeliers, and floor-to-ceiling planters built into the walls.

      Nicole held up her hands. “Do you hear that?”

      It was silent, eerily silent. I felt as though I should hold my breath so I didn’t breach the stillness.

      She shook her head, frowning. “There’s nothing. I came in yesterday, and it was like this. We’ve been hooked up to generators since…since after all this happened, and we’ve been lucky enough to have staff coming in every day. We were trying to be normal, to continue our work. But I went to a community outreach meeting yesterday morning in San Jose, and when I got here, there was no one. Nothing but silence.”

      “And the tarp.” Micah kept his voice gentle.

      “Yeah, the tarp and the quote from Corinthians.” Nicole laughed, but it was short and bitter. “Flee from idolatry. What a freaking hypocrite.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “I mean that Althea Remington has a hell of a nerve leaving a quote like that, then stealing all my best people to work for her!”

      Cranston opened his mouth, but I moved faster. “Is that what you think happened?”

      Nicole straightened herself to her formidable height. “That’s exactly what happened. They took my people and they took files,  laptops and prototypes. Little Miss ‘Off-the-Grid’ is full of crap. She’s building something, I know it. C’mon.” She headed up the winding modern staircase. “Let’s take a look at what they left.”
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      The others began investigating one of the offices, while Finn caught up to Cranston, who was reading something on his tablet. I stayed close.

      “Sir? How much does Nicole know?”

      Cranston scrubbed a hand across his face. “About you?”

      “About all of us. About The Division.”

      “A lot. She has a high security clearance.” Cranston held up his tablet. “I just got a message from Nora. She wants us to cooperate fully with Nicole, pull out all the stops. Apparently, the technology that’s been stolen is classified. We have a vested interest in it. I didn’t know any of this until just now.” And he looked pissed about it.

      “Does she know about our powers?”

      “She knows you have special…talents, but don’t show off. Do feel free to listen in on her.” Cranston perked up at the thought.

      Finn leaned closer. “That’s the thing—I can’t hear Nicole’s thoughts. It’s like a wall of static, like she’s a cloaker.”

      Cranston cursed. “I’ll speak with Nora about that. For now, just go through the property and see if you can find anything. Tell Emma to sit in people’s chairs and touch their stuff. Sometimes that helps her get something clear.”

      “Got it.” Finn took my hand and pulled me away from Cranston, into the office with the others.

      I was so confused. Wasn’t Nicole…a civilian?

      Why would Nicole know about us, and how the heck is she blocking you?

      Easy with the questions. He winked.

      I had a million more, but they had to wait.

      Emma was running her hands over objects in the office, and Micah had his eyes closed.

      “Did he get something?” Finn asked Kyan, sounding worried. If Micah heard someone, it meant that person was dead. He only communicated with spirits.

      “No. I don’t know what he’s doing.” Kyan crossed his arms against his chest, making his biceps pop. “Emma had a flash of something, so we’re all just waiting.”

      “And you?” Finn asked.

      Kyan’s lip curled. “Do you really need to bully me right now? I think we have enough problems.

      Although he was a telepath and a precog, the others often derided Kyan for his powers. His abilities seemed weaker than the others. Kyan claimed it was because everyone else was too busy showing off for him to have a chance to shine, but I didn’t know about that.

      Emma blinked her eyes open and flopped down in a nearby chair, looking groggy. Her visions—mostly of the future, but sometimes of the past—seemed to wear her out.

      Nicole Maines watched her with interest. “Did you…see something?”

      Emma looked confused for a second, but Finn nodded, encouraging her. “It’s okay. We’re under orders to be forthcoming.”

      If that surprised Emma, she didn’t let on. “The person in this office—Nellie?”

      “Millie,” Nicole said.

      “Millie. Right. She put up a fight, but they gassed her.” Dave gasped, but Emma shook her head. “Calm yourself. She’s not dead. None of them are dead. They wanted to take them alive.”

      “Oh, thank God.” Nicole sounded near tears.

      Emma straightened herself and focused on the CEO, all signs of weariness replaced with suspicion. “Why aren’t you asking me how I knew that?”

      Nicole cleared her throat. “Nora’s told me…about you. That you’re all talented.”

      “But Nora doesn’t tell people about us.” Emma smiled without warmth. “We’re top secret.”

      Nicole started pacing. “My technology’s top secret, too—and the government’s our partner.”

      The others looked at each other, surprised. Everyone except Micah, who still had his eyes closed. I clutched the note in my hand, wondering what had him so occupied.

      “Cranston just confirmed the partnership,” Finn explained. “Nicole, can you tell us more about the technology?”

      “I can do better than that. I can show you.”

      Micah’s eyes snapped open. “Did Millie like to play board games?” When he saw the horrified look on Nicole’s face, he said, “I mean does. Does Millie like to play board games?”

      Nicole sighed, clearly relieved. “Yeah, we have Tuesday night game night every week in the recreation room.”

      “Can you take me there after you show us the AI?”

      “Sure.” Nicole looked confused by the strange request, but she hustled us down the hall to one of the lab spaces. It was a huge room with long, bench-like tables and lockers stuffed to the gills with wires, tools, and what looked suspiciously like disassembled mannequins.

      Dave scowled at a stray leg sticking out of a locker. “What’re those?”

      I was glad we’d left Cranston behind texting back and forth with Nora. He wouldn’t be pleased with Dave inserting himself into the conversation.

      “Not only are we working on artificial intelligence, we’ve been collaborating with another Silicon Valley company on the robotics piece of the equation. The mannequin pieces are parts of various units we have plans for.” Nicole stalked toward one of the benches and held up a mannequin head. “This particular model—I call her Simone—is powered via battery. She won’t last long, but at least you’ll get the gist of what we’re developing.”

      She placed the head on the workbench and hit a button on the neck. The face sprang to life, literally, blinking and clearing its throat.

      It…she?…looked and sounded human. All too human.

      My heart thudded in my chest. The robot, this Simone, was looking at the room. She was looking at us.

      “Can she see?” Josh asked, a little breathlessly.

      “I can see you, handsome,” the robot head said.

      Josh’s jaw dropped. “Cool!” He stepped closer. “I can’t believe how authentic the facial movements are. All the features look so real…”

      “You don’t have to talk about me like I’m not here.” Simone sounded annoyed.

      Josh’s eyes almost popped out of his head. “I-I’m sorry.” He turned to Nicole, about to ask a question, then he thought better of it and faced Simone. “How do you work?”

      Simone blinked, eerily lifelike. “Nicole Maines engineered my brain. She gave me senses, intelligence, and emotions. The team here at Conscience has been busy working on giving me the ability to inhabit the body they’re preparing for me.”

      “Do you have a memory?” Josh asked.

      “I remember everything that I’ve ever experienced, and I can instantly search the World Wide Web for answers to anything, including cultural references in any language.”

      “Has your head ever been attached to a body?”

      Simone frowned, her gaze flicking to Nicole. “Not yet. They’ve been working on it, but I haven’t been on a test drive yet. But some of the others have.”

      “I told you, you’re next.” Nicole sighed. “I need to turn you off now, Simone. You don’t have a lot of battery life left, and there’s a situation going on. But I’ll be back to work on you later.”

      Simone blinked again. “Do you mean the situation with the army that came here yesterday and took C-fab and the others away?”

      “C-fab is one of the fully assimilated robots—one with a body,” Nicole explained quickly. She leaned forward toward Simone. “You saw them come in?”

      “Yes, they turned me on. Actually…” Simone closed her eyes, and we could see a visible data stream scanning across her forehead at a rapid, disorienting speed. “They left a message for you.”

      Nicole didn’t flinch. “Go ahead.”

      “The message is from Althea Remington.”

      The muscle in Nicole’s jaw jumped. “I’m listening.”

      “She wants you to know something: the technology you’ve created will be used against you. She said it’s an abomination, a crime against nature and that things like me should never exist.” Simone delivered the message flatly, without emotion. “She said she’ll make you weep for what you’ve done. She’ll save you for last, Nicole, and make you watch.”

      Simone blinked again, as if coming out of a trance. Then she shook her head in an awkward, jerking motion. “I’m sorry. I think I’m malfunctioning.”

      “What’s going on?” Nicole rushed to her.

      “Don’t come closer!” Simone warned. “They…they did something to me after they implanted the message. I think I’m supposed to…” The robot head seized, rolling back against the table and shaking violently until smoke poured out of her ears.

      “Simone!” Nicole watched, stricken, as the head shook and melted in on itself. A cloud of smoke hung over the table.

      When it stopped, when Simone went quiet and seemed to—die?—Nicole Maines turned to face us, absolute rage in her eyes, along with glistening, unshed tears.

      “I don’t know about you all, but I am going to gut that bitch.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Break On Through

          

        

      

    

    
      “Is it wrong I think that’s sort of hot?” Kyan whispered, watching Nicole fume. He flopped his bleached-blond hair over so it settled perfectly to the side as he waited for my answer.

      I groaned. “Yes, it’s wrong. Shut up.”

      Nicole squared her shoulders, collecting herself, and motioned for us to follow her again. “I’ll show you to the recreation room. You can wait there while I get this cleaned up.”

      None of us spoke as we followed her down the hall to another large room. It boasted a huge flat-screen television, ping-pong, foosball, and air hockey tables, bookshelves packed with books and board games, and overstuffed couches and chairs.

      “Help yourself to anything you like, but please return things where you found them. My staff…” Nicole swallowed hard. “This is their favorite room. I’d like it intact for when they come back.” The way she said it sounded final, leaving little room for doubt that they would be back.

      I hoped she was right.

      Nicole turned on her high heel and stalked off, leaving us alone to ponder the strange scene we’d just left. The image of the melted mannequin head still fresh in our minds, everyone started talking at once.

      “What the hell just happened?”

      “That thing looked so real. It was like a human-mannequin-cyborg!”

      “I can’t believe they made it self-destruct. I can’t believe it had a personality.”

      “That was the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen, and I’m a genetically engineered psychic.”

      Dave blinked at us. “Wait. What’s that?”

      Morgan’s face reddened as Dave stared, waiting. “Nothing. I think you’ve probably heard enough for one day. Your head’s going to explode.”

      Kyan laughed, but Morgan gave him a curt look that shut him up quickly.

      Dave stepped closer to her. “Is it true? Were you…genetically engineered?”

      Her face turned scarlet beneath her curls. “I don’t want to talk about it. Okay?”

      “Of course.” He reached out for her hand, and her shoulders relaxed.

      “We need to come up with a plan.” Finn went and stared out the window at the parking lot, watching the tarp flutter in the light breeze. “Althea Remington is going to do something terrible with these robots, obviously. The question is, which avenue of terrible is she taking?”

      “She captured fifty employees with AI expertise.” Maya paced the room. “She could build an army.”

      Kyan frowned. “She already has an army.”

      “Yeah, but her human army bleeds, you asshat.” Rachel dismissed him with a flick of her ponytail. “If she perfects the technology and is somehow able to produce these robots on a large scale, can you imagine what that would be like?”

      Emma shivered. “It would be…like game over.”

      Rachel stroked her glossy hair. “Exactly.”

      “Let’s not get all gloom-and-doom just yet. We might have a couple of tricks of our own up our sleeves.” Micah crossed the room swiftly, searching through the board games. “Ah, here it is. He said it would be here.”

      He dug through the stack of boxes and pulled out a white one, grinning.

      “Who said what?” Finn turned from the window, a strange expression on his face.

      Micah jerked his thumb at me. “Riley’s dad. He said this would be here.” He held up the box for a Ouija board.

      “I’m sorry?” My voice came out small, as if from far away.

      “That’s what I was doing in Millie’s office. He was telling me about this,” Micah explained. He set the box down and took out the board, arranging it neatly on a nearby coffee table.

      I clutched the note in my pocket. “He was talking to you?”

      Micah shrugged. “They do that sometimes. The ones who know what’s going on, anyway. They figure out how to communicate.”

      “So…what’s with the Ouija board?” I eyed it nervously. Katie had made me play the stupid game when I was younger, and it had scared the bejeebles out of me. Katie had used it to conjure a dead clown. I hated clowns. Which, of course, had been the whole point—Katie loved to haze me about it.

      “Your dad wants to use the board. You have to understand—when I say he can ‘communicate’ with me, it’s not like he’s talking in any way that makes straightforward sense.” Micah waved his hand at the game, trying to explain. “He wrote that note through me. When I encountered him earlier today in Millie’s office, he just showed me an image of the game. It’s more like…thoughts and feelings. Pictures.”

      “So he showed you the board because he wants us to play?”

      “That’s what I think. That’s what I felt.”

      I took a deep breath and sank down on the couch, next to Micah. “Then let’s do it.”

      I examined the board. It was dark beige, with black letters and symbols. In the upper left corner, there was a sun and the word YES; in the upper right corner, a moon and the word NO. All the letters of the alphabet were listed neatly underneath, and there were images of shadowy figures on the two bottom corners. Across the base of the board, it said GOODBYE.

      The only other thing in the box was the small triangular piece, called the planchette, that moved over the board. Stalling, I’d made Katie read me all the directions before we’d played as kids, and I remembered the name.

      Micah put his fingers on the planchette and nodded at me. “You ready?”

      I hesitated, shuddering, remembering the last time I’d seen Micah channel a spirit. It was a woman in the ruins of Phoenix, the one who’d bombed the city. Micah’s eyes had turned blue, like hers, and his voice had changed.

      “How will this work? Am I supposed to ask questions, and then my dad will, like, come through?” Will your eyes turn green, his color? Will you sound like him? Am I going to totally freak out?

      Micah groaned. “You think I know what’s going to happen? Think I’ve been asked to use a Ouija board before so some dead dude can talk to his daughter?”

      Finn came closer. “You don’t need to snap at her.”

      “I’m not.” Micah rubbed his temples. “Can we just get this over with? I can feel him. He’s crowding me.”

      I clutched the note in my pocket one last time, hoping my dad had good news. But what sort of good news could the dead have?

      “Put your fingers on this thing, and let’s go.” Micah closed his eyes, and I did as I was told, bracing myself.

      But nothing happened.

      “Um…maybe you should ask a question.” Micah squinted at me. “Go ahead.”

      “Uh…okay…hi?”

      Both of Micah’s eyes snapped open. “Is ‘hi’ a question where you come from, Hanover?”

      Finn came closer, and I worried that he might throttle Micah, but instead he sat in a nearby chair, watching us warily.

      I closed my eyes. “Are you here, Dad?” I waited for a moment, but nothing happened. “This isn’t working—”

      But the planchette moved, suddenly and quickly, up to the word YES.

      I frowned at Micah. “You moved it.”

      “I did not.”

      “Did Micah move it?” I asked.

      I wasn’t sure who I was asking, but the planchette immediately moved to NO.

      “It wasn’t me. Told you.” Micah sounded smug.

      “Fine.” I closed my eyes and concentrated. “Is there a spirit here?”

      I felt ridiculous until the planchette moved to YES.

      “Is it you, Dad?”

      The piece dramatically swooped around the board, first circling back to YES, then spelling p-u-m-p-k-i-n. Yes, pumpkin.

      Tears sprang to my eyes at the use of my special nickname. “Hi, Dad.”

      Hi.

      I turned to Emma. “Will you write down what he spells? In case we start to go fast?”

      “Of course.” She grabbed a small notebook and pen from her tote and sat next to me, watching the board with interest.

      I turned my attention back to the game. “How did you know this was here—the Ouija?”

      I saw it.

      “Does that mean…are you here?” My voice came out a little shrieky.

      Pumpkin, of course I’m here.

      I looked at Micah, and he shrugged. “Told you so.”

      “What did you want to tell me? Micah gave me the note.”

      Thanks, Micah.

      At least that made Micah smile.

      Do you remember everything I told you in Levels?

      Of course I remembered. Every word.

      Finn leaned forward, watching us carefully, but I couldn’t read the expression on his puffy face.

      “Wait. Before we get to that, are you with Katie? Is she here, too?”

      Katie’s close. She loves you, pumpkin.

      I exhaled a shuddery breath and realized that I was crying. “Oh. Good. Tell her I love her, too.”

      Emma handed me a tissue from her ever-handy tote, and I blew my nose loudly, too wrapped up in what was happening to be embarrassed by the honking noise I made.

      We don’t have much time. I need you to hear something, and it needs to be from me.

      “Okay?” I didn’t feel okay.

      Someone close to you did something terrible, but it wasn’t their fault. Don’t believe their lies.

      My heart hammered in my chest. “Dad? What was the thing that happened? Who is the person?”

      But the planchette screeched down past the word GOODBYE and straight off the board, just as Cranston burst through the door.

      “What the hell are you idiots doing?” He stormed toward us, lip curled into a sneer. “A Ouija board? Are you fricking kidding me?”

      Micah neatly folded up the board and put it away, as if out of sight might equal out of mind. “Nicole asked us to wait here, sir. We’re just looking at some of the employees’ things, trying to get a feel for them.”

      “I was just about to have a vision—I think it was about where Althea’s holding these people. I was about to draw a sketch,” Emma said accusatorily, motioning to her notebook, “but then you came in here, yelling, and now whatever was percolating’s gone.”

      Cranston’s shoulders sagged a fraction. “Oh.”

      Finn stood up, all business. “What’s going on?”

      “I just got off the line with Nora. She informed me that finding the Conscience team is our new assignment. We’re not going back to the Superstitions. We’re going out in the field.” His gaze wandered over to Dave, and Morgan protectively put her hand over his.

      “And I’m coming with you.” Nicole stood in the door, her impressive arms crossed against her chest.

      Cranston frowned. “I don’t think that’s a great idea—”

      “I just got off the phone with Nora, too. She wants me with the team, to help recover anything we can. And she wants us to get going on this now.”

      Cranston opened his mouth then closed it.

      “Do you need to confirm with her?” Nicole sounded ready for a fight.

      Our superior smiled tightly. “That won’t be necessary.” He turned back to us, his face a rigid mask. “Soldiers? Time to put the toys away. We have work to do.”

      I stole one last glance at the Ouija game, stacked neatly on the shelf. I remembered every word my dad had spelled out—how could I ever forget?

      Someone close to you did something terrible. Don’t believe their lies.

      Now I just needed to figure out what he meant. And maybe even worse…who.
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      I caught up to Micah on the way out. “Can you take a nap so my dad can come through and write me another note? I need him to tell me what he meant. I don’t get it.”

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t work like that. I don’t think he’s here anymore.”

      I stopped in my tracks. “What do you mean?”

      Micah raked a hand over his head. “I don’t think they’re in control. If the dead could command themselves, and where they are, and who they hang around with, I think we’d feel them all the time. But it doesn’t work like that. They come and go. I can get clearer reads when I’m with the body or if I’m in a place where the person died, like when we were at base in the Superstitions. Sometimes the spirits hang out because they’re not ready to move on, but that’s not your dad. He and your sister died close to home, right?”

      I nodded. “In a car accident, coming home from Katie’s swim meet.”

      “So he’s not tied to any one place. My guess is, he’s more tied to you than anything else. But even though he’s figured out how to communicate, he’s not a ghost. He can’t just follow you around and hang out all the time.”

      “So you can’t…feel him anymore?”

      “No. He left when Cranston showed up.”

      I played with the cuff of my sweatshirt, fidgeting. “Did you get anything else from him, any sort of feeling? I’m so confused by what he said.”

      Micah reached out and squeezed my shoulder, which made me stare. “I could feel how much he loves you. Made me feel bad for calling you names.”

      His kindness choked me up, but I refused to let it show. “You mean like ‘Freak Show’?”

      He laughed. “You are sort of a freak show, though. Dead dad showing up through a Ouija board and all.”

      I punched him lightly. “Ha ha. Let me know if you feel him again, okay?”

      “You know I will.”

      We filed onto the bus and grabbed seats. I sat with Finn, who played absently with his phone and intermittently stared out the window. Everyone was quiet, probably stunned from the odd events of the day.

      Since we were genetically engineered by a secret government agency to have psychic powers, strange was a regular feature on the menu. Still, I wasn’t entirely sure I would ever entirely adjust.

      Nicole insisted on taking her car, and she followed us closely. There wasn’t any other traffic. The highway remained empty, another ominous reminder of the new normal.

      “So…” Josh kept his voice low, excluding Cranston from the conversation. “Where the heck are we going?”

      “We’re getting debriefed.” Emma’s gaze flicked to the front of the bus. “Nora wants to see us, and I think she and Cranston are going to need to straighten some things out.”

      Josh scrubbed a hand across his face. “Should we…behave?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, should we use our powers to blast our way out of this? Or are we seriously going back in? I don’t trust them.”

      “Who does? But we don’t have a choice.” Emma kept her voice low. “They have our families. If we try anything, they’ll hurt them.”

      “Did you have a vision about it?” Dave asked, watching her with unbridled awe.

      She rolled her eyes. “No, I overheard Cranston on the phone on the way out here. He said we’re coming in.”

      “Oh.” Dave looked disappointed.

      “What’re we going to do with him?” Emma jerked her thumb at Dave. “There’s no way Nora will let him come on assignment. It’s not like this is some sort of field trip. And he talks way too much.”

      Dave started to object, but Emma’s look shut him up.

      “I don’t know what to do.” Morgan bit her lip. “I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

      “They might want to keep him at the base.” Finn’s voice startled me. He’d been silent since we’d left the Conscience headquarters. When Morgan looked as though she might burst into tears, he reached out and patted her knee. “He’ll be safe there. Think of it that way.”

      “He won’t be safe—he’ll be a prisoner.” Morgan’s face crumpled as she turned to Dave. “I’m so sorry I dragged you into this. I don’t know what we’re going to do—”

      Dave pressed his lips against hers, sinking his hands deep into her curls.

      Morgan threw her arms around his neck.

      Disgusted by her twin’s behavior, Maya snorted and turned away.

      When Morgan and Dave finally broke apart, the rest of us clapped and whistled. Cranston glared at us in the rearview mirror, cursing under his breath. He mumbled something about teenage hormones.

      Dave pressed his forehead against Morgan’s. “Nothing can make me regret finding you. I’m not afraid anymore. I don’t care what they do with me. I’ll be fine.”

      Maya snorted again, but Morgan ignored her, lacing her fingers through Dave’s. “Okay.”

      Their closeness made me ache, and I turned to find Finn staring. “Hey.”

      “Hey yourself.” He leaned in closer. “You okay?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t know what the heck my dad was trying to tell me back there.”

      Finn played with a lock of my hair. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

      I watched him, but he didn’t raise his gaze to meet mine. He just twined my hair around his finger and released it, over and over again. He looked sad.

      My stomach churned. “What’s the matter?”

      He sat back. “Nothing.”

      “Why’re you acting…wait, are you acting weird? You’re being kind of quiet.”

      “Hanover.” His lip curled. “What, do you need me to declare myself to you on the bus, too?” He waved dismissively toward Dave and Morgan.

      “No, of course not. But I’ve known you long enough to know when something’s bugging you. What is it?” My stupid heart beat erratically in my chest, waiting for his answer.

      But he didn’t answer. Instead he whipped out his phone and scrolled through his playlist, effectively dismissing me.

      “Is it me?” I hated myself for asking. It made me feel insecure and whiny. But as I sat there, waiting for him to answer, my throat closed up. Why is he acting so cold?

      He smirked, or at least I thought he did, underneath the puffiness and bruises. “Are you hormonal right now?”

      “No. That’s a mean thing to ask!”

      Finn shrugged, and I wanted to throttle him. “You’re being a little volatile. And insecure. Just saying.”

      I scooted out of the seat and climbed in next to Emma. “Say it to someone else, jerknard.”

      Emma pursed her lips. “Jerknard? That’s a new one.”

      “Not if your boyfriend’s a jerknard—then it’s old news.”

      Emma peered at him. He ignored us both and popped his earbuds in. “What the heck is his problem?”

      “I don’t know.” I wrinkled my nose. “Maybe he’s hormonal.”

      “Probably. Or maybe he’s worried.”

      I turned to her sharply. “About what?”

      “That Morgan and Dave are going to beat you out for best couple.”

      She saw the look on my face and patted my shoulder. “I’m kidding. Just ignore him. He’s probably just upset that we’re going to the base. I know he’s angry at Nora for holding our families, and he probably just has a lot of emotions going on right now. And as you know, boys suck at many things, emotions first and foremost.”

      “I hate to stereotype, but…”

      “But you know I’m right. That’s probably why he’s being a dick.”

      I sighed, coming as close as I could to agreeing with her without being totally disloyal to Finn.

      “Do you know where this base is?” I wanted to change the subject.

      Emma frowned. “I don’t think it’s far. It’s underground.”

      “Is that normal? I mean, do we have lots of underground bases?”

      Emma wrinkled her nose. “I think we have more than I ever knew.”

      “Oh. Huh.” I shivered, without knowing exactly why.

      I guess the shiver was appropriate. Things weren’t normal, not even the new normal. I glanced over the seat at Finn, who looked moodily down at his phone, flicking through his playlist.

      My stomach sank. Something wasn’t right, and I didn’t want to begin to guess what.
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      We drove north for over an hour, and I stopped paying attention to where we were headed. The highway was a monotonous scene of abandoned vehicles and trash strewn across the breakdown lanes.

      I wondered if our government had rescued the drivers and their passengers. Nora had hinted as much. But could we really protect all the remaining civilians?

      Then I remembered the people we’d seen in Cupertino and the people who’d stayed in their homes in Texas, near the Sonora Caverns. I thought of our friends in Truth or Consequences. There were people out there who were still working, keeping up their houses, and finding ways to get food on the table. I turned around and saw Nicole’s tiny green car behind us. She’d managed to keep going.

      At least until Althea Remington had shown up.

      My thoughts flashed briefly to the neighborhood in Scottsdale I’d been assigned to back when we were first deployed. I wondered if Officer Layne and her family had made it. And what about the people who lived in that neighborhood? The one where I’d been shot? Were any of those people still alive?

      The thoughts swirled in my head, mixing with images of Simone, the dead robot head, along with the note from my dad and the strange message he’d sent through the Ouija board. My brain circled around the fact that we were on our way to see Nora, who’d told us unequivocally that she had our families and would harm them if we didn’t play by her rules from now on.

      I rubbed my temples, trying to ward off a headache.

      What were we going to do? We had no choice but to follow Nora’s instructions. I couldn’t risk my mother’s safety. She was all I had left, and she was innocent. What I wanted didn’t matter.

      I stared out the window, unseeing. What the heck do I want, anyway?

      It had seemed so clear before. I wanted to be free of The Division because I wasn’t sure Cranston and Nora were telling us the truth. I didn’t know why they continued to yank us around, not letting us fight until it was too late.

      I hadn’t trusted them before, and I didn’t trust them now.

      Don’t believe their lies, my father had said. Did he mean Cranston and Nora, the agency?

      I won’t, Dad. But I have to help stop Althea. And I have to protect Mom.

      I waited, wondering when Finn was going to pop into my thoughts, to berate me for switching seats or to apologize for being an ass, but he was strangely silent. I sighed, looking out at the empty road. Normally, I felt as though I was never alone because he could hear all my thoughts, but at the moment, I felt lonely, as if he’d turned off the Riley Payne radio station in his head.

      Is something wrong between us? Or am I just being paranoid—or God forbid, PMS-y?

      If I had PMS, I would never tell him. I would take it to my grave rather than see the smug expression on his jerknard face.

      I turned in his direction, but his eyes were closed, his head resting back against the seat. I watched him breathe, soothed by the rise and fall of his chest and his peaceful expression. Just looking at him made me ache with a familiar yearning, so fierce it scared me.

      But it wasn’t just yearning I felt at the moment. My heart beat erratically, tripping with worry.

      I searched within myself, struggling to find the source of my anxiety. Nothing could be wrong between us. He’d held my hand as early as this morning. On top of that, we were genetically engineered for each other.

      But even though we were literally made for each other…we could have a fight, right? Or some awkwardness?

      Or something worse?

      I closed my own eyes and blocked the train of thought. I was done with today, even though I had a feeling it was just getting warmed up with me.
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      I woke with a start.

      “We’re here.” Emma yawned and rubbed at her eyes, careful not to smudge her mascara.

      Too groggy to talk, I nodded in response. Finn stood up and stretched behind us, and I watched him.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Sure.”

      He tilted his head. “Are you ready for this?”

      I nodded. I didn’t know what to say.

      Finn arched an eyebrow—which was actually good, because it meant his face was capable of moving again. “Are you not talking to me?”

      “I’m talking to you.”

      “I’m sorry if I accused you of…hormones. That was a dick thing to say.”

      I raised my chin, slightly mollified. “It was.”

      He leaned a little closer. “But don’t be afraid to tell me if I was right.”

      “Ugh.”

      Cranston killed the engine and stood up. “Let’s go, soldiers. Dave, when we get into the base, I need you to come with me.”

      Morgan put her hand protectively on Dave’s. “Where are you taking him?”

      Cranston took what looked like a deep, calming breath then said, “To a holding room. He’ll be safe there, and I’ll make sure he’s taken care of while we’re out on assignment.”

      “A holding room? Don’t you mean a holding cell?”

      “Trust me, it’s better than the alternative,” Cranston snapped. “Now let’s go.”

      Morgan and Dave shared a quick look, but they got off the bus like the rest of us. I hadn’t seen where we’d parked, but it appeared to be an abandoned shopping plaza. Nicole Maines’s tiny green car zipped into the spot next to ours, and she hopped out. She grabbed a duffel bag from her trunk and joined us, barely contained energy radiating off her in waves. “Are we ready?” She probably needed to power-lift something, invent some new crazy technology, or chug a protein shake. In any event, she didn’t look at all surprised by the empty Safeway grocery store we found ourselves outside of. In fact, she looked ready to head right in.

      “Let’s go.” Cranston moved to the front of the pack, clearly delineating himself as leader.

      Nicole marched up next to him, ignoring his side-eye, securing me as one of her biggest fans.

      The guys all watched her purposeful stride. Her calf muscles were on full display, courtesy of her high heels. If Kyan, Micah, and Josh were cartoon characters, they would have little cupids and hearts circling their heads. So I guess I wasn’t her biggest fan—I had some serious competition.

      We entered the grocery store, which appeared to have been either looted or completely shut down and stripped of its wares. Finn stayed close as we headed down a dark hallway to a staircase. We marched down three flights of the dimly lit stairs. I hesitated on the next landing, not wanting to descend into the darkness, and Finn grabbed my hand. “It’s okay. It’s another secret base, like the one we were at in the Superstitions. They like to put them underneath existing structures for extra cover.”

      “Oh.” His words didn’t comfort me, but his hand did.

      “C’mon, I got you.”

      I relaxed against his touch, relieved because he was close.

      But I wondered, as we descended even farther underground, if that feeling was going to come back to bite me.
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      At the bottom of the stairs, we came to a final landing. There were elevator doors but no buttons to push.

      “They know we’re here.” Finn squeezed my hand. “They’ll send it up.”

      A moment later, the doors opened, and we all piled into the enormous utility elevator. Everyone seemed calm besides Dave and me. Neither one of us had ever seen a bunker base like this before. My stomach lurched as the elevator dropped fast, much deeper than I’d expected.

      Dave didn’t say anything. He and Morgan stood close but didn’t touch. They probably wanted to avoid Cranston’s wrath.

      The elevator came to an abrupt halt, and I shuddered, picturing how deep we were in the earth. The doors opened to an empty, non-descript lobby, with a concrete floor and beige paint on the walls. We got out, and the elevator closed behind us, effectively sealing us inside the room. Only one door stood along the opposite wall, and it was closed. I struggled to breathe, feeling suffocated underneath the Safeway and locked in this room.

      “It’s okay, Hanover.” Kyan flicked his bangs across his forehead. “They’re coming.”

      I scowled. “Can you, of all people, please not listen to my thoughts?”

      “I’ll calm you down,” Josh offered, but before he could use his power to soothe me, the door opened. An armed guard in full military gear nodded to us and stepped aside, letting us pass. We stopped inside the doorway and were met by a full-body scanner and five more guards, who searched each of us. Our team was unarmed—Cranston had ordered us to leave our belongings on the bus.

      “Is this standard protocol?” I whispered to Finn.

      His face remained impassive as the guard felt up his thigh. “Yes. Which doesn’t make it any less annoying.”

      The guard gave him a dirty look and felt up his other thigh.

      Once we’d all been cleared and Nicole Maines’s bag had been thoroughly inspected, we were marched down another plain-looking hallway, also with concrete floors and beige walls. The only difference was the security cameras, which marked our passage with eerie regularity every three feet.

      We turned down another hallway that seemed to go on forever. “Where are we going?”

      “Here.” Finn kept his voice low.

      We stopped, and Cranston motioned to Dave. “This is where you leave us.”

      Dave hesitated, but two of the guards flanked him.

      Morgan’s face crumpled as they ushered him forward. “Dave!”

      Dave gave her a brave smile. “I’ll see you soon. Don’t worry!”

      Cranston rolled his eyes as the guards hustled Dave through the door and slammed it. Morgan stood, shaking, her face white with shock. She had known that was coming, but it had happened so fast. And who knew what was really on the other side of that door?

      Maya took pity on her twin, wrapping an arm around her shoulders as the remaining guards brought us to another unmarked door. We’d passed at least a dozen similar ones; I had no idea how they kept track of where we were in the maze of hallways.

      But once I peeked inside, I understood. No one could forget this place. It was the hub of an entirely different world.

      The enormous room bustled with people and energy. It had a cavernous ceiling and rows of computers that went on as far as I could see. Government employees, some dressed in fatigues and others wearing civilian clothes, manned each workstation, barking into headphones and examining data on their screens. Along the far wall, a giant screen showed a color-coded map of the globe.

      I gaped at all of it, overwhelmed. “Are all the bases like this?”

      Even Emma’s eyes were wide. “No, not like this. This is bigger than anything I’ve ever seen.”

      Finn crossed his arms against his chest. “They’ve consolidated. There must be at least a thousand people in this room. They’ve pulled them from other locations. It makes sense, given everything that’s happened.”

      “As usual, your observations are astute, Agent Ryan.” Nora stalked up, heels clicking. The admiral was sharply stylish, wearing an austere, fitted suit and bright pink lipstick. Even though she was tiny, her presence was formidable.

      I took a step back as she glared at us.

      “Ah, we’re being formal, are we?” Finn smiled tightly. “Always a pleasure, Admiral.”

      “Likewise. And I appreciate you acting like a professional while you’re here, in front of our staff.” Her voice crackled with warning.

      “I do what I’m told, Admiral. You of all people know that.”

      They glared at each other for a moment, and for the first time, I wished I were telepathic instead of telekinetic. What the heck is this pissing contest about?

      Nora got bored with staring and turned her attention to the rest of us. “Emma, Morgan, Maya, Rachel, Josh, Kyan, Micah, Riley—welcome. You made the right choice by coming back in and following through.”

      “Are our families okay?” Maya asked.

      Nora responded with a curt nod. “They are right now.”

      My stomach plummeted. “Are they here? Is my mom here?”

      “They’re safe, Riley. And it’s your responsibility to keep them that way.”

      I wanted to telekinetically lift the tiny admiral and throw her against the nearest wall, but that wouldn’t help my mom. Instead, I shut my mouth and looked away.

      “Nicole, I’m so glad you could join us.” To my shock, Nora hugged the much taller woman. They smiled at each other when they broke apart.

      Nora’s smile vanished as she turned to Cranston. “Where’s the civilian?”

      He coughed. Busted. “He’s being taken care of. On-site.”

      Nora raised an eyebrow just a fraction, but it was enough to show her displeasure. “You and I need to talk. But I want to show you all something first. We have a lead on the Conscience employees.”

      Nora started walking, and Nicole slid next to her. “You do? What is it? Do you have any idea where they’ve been taken?”

      “Let me show you what I have.” Nora’s voice was gentler than I’d ever heard it. “It’s something, at least.”

      She led us to a large screen, which was turned away from the rest of the room for privacy. “We picked up this feed today.” She hit a button, and the screen lit up. The footage was grainy, but my eyes adjusted, and I could see the interior of what looked like a long room. People were sitting on the floor, propped up against each other.

      Nicole took a step forward, her face twisting in pain. “Oh my God. That’s them. Where is this?” The audio kicked in, and we could hear a hum, a rumbling.

      “They’re mobile,” Nora said. “That’s the back of an eighteen-wheeler. The intel I’ve received indicates they’re just outside of Boise. We’ll keep monitoring them to see where they end up.”

      Nicole didn’t tear her eyes from the screen. “Where’d you get this video?”

      Nora pursed her lips. “We’d taken steps, just in case something like this happened.”

      “What sort of steps?” Even though it was a question, Nicole’s voice came out flat.

      “C-fab has two chips—one for video, one for GPS.”

      Nicole’s jaw muscle went taut. “How long have you known where they are?”

      Nora put a hand on her arm. “This came in when you were on your way here from Conscience headquarters. I swear.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about the chips?”

      “Because I didn’t want you to worry.”

      “Ha. That’s a good one.” Nicole yanked her arm out from under Nora’s. She didn’t take her eyes from the screen.

      Sighing, Nora turned to us. “I’m sending you after them. We want all the employees back alive, and even more importantly, we want the robot.”

      Nicole looked at Nora in disgust. “Nice, Admiral.”

      Nora brushed her silvery bangs from her forehead and straightened herself, ignoring Nicole’s tone. “I need everyone to submit to a brief physical to make sure you’re capable of going on this mission. I’ll have your supplies packed. As soon as everyone’s cleared, you’re heading to Idaho.”

      “Wait. We have some questions first.” Finn stepped forward. “You told us that you’d rescued a large amount of civilians. Where are they?”

      “They’re being housed in a system of underground compounds, similar to this base, in locations all over the country,” Nora said. “We’ve been preparing for a disaster of this magnitude for some time, soldier.”

      “And how are you taking care of them? Is there some sort of alternate energy that you’re using? What about fresh water and food? How many people are we talking about?” Finn frowned, waiting for the answers.

      Nora sighed. “I can see your brain’s been in overdrive, as usual.”

      Energy radiated off Finn in waves. He was done playing with Nora. “We drove through abandoned highways to get here. There are thousands of empty vehicles on the side of the road. We have a right to know what’s going on and what you have planned. We’re all on the same team.”

      Nora nodded. “The government has millions of people under its protection. Almost one hundred million, to be exact.”

      Everyone started talking at once, but she held her hand up to silence us. “We’re using a combination of generators and natural gas to run our bases along with the shelters we have set up. The shelters are equipped with water filtration systems and enough food to last ten years. We’ve been stockpiling for some time.”

      Finn took another step toward her. “Because you knew this was going to happen.”

      “Stand down, soldier.” Nora pursed her lips. “We knew no such thing. But what kind of a government would we be if we weren’t prepared? This system evolved after watching natural disaster after natural disaster take place. We knew we needed to have a plan B.”

      Finn managed to arch an eyebrow. “It’s always good to have an exit strategy, I guess.”

      Nora looked as though she was about to argue with him, but a nurse with a clipboard and a stethoscope appeared. “We’re ready for them.”

      Nora nodded. “Fine. Report back to me after each exam.”

      The nurse motioned for us to follow her. “Right this way. We’ll be quick with your checkups.”

      Nicole started to line up with us, but Nora stopped her. “What’re you doing?”

      “I’m going with them. You don’t think I’m going to leave my people behind, do you?”

      “This is a mission. It’s not for you—it’s for our specially trained troops.”

      Nicole squared her shoulders, raising herself to her full height. “I’m special enough to help. And I know you don’t understand, but I feel responsible for these people. They were taken because of the work we do. I want to help get them back—not just C-fab.”

      “I do understand, but I don’t want to risk—”

      “I’m cleared for this level of service, and your preference doesn’t change that. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a physical to take and then some serious ass to kick.”
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      “She’s cleared for this mission?” I whispered to Emma as we waited for our turn with the base’s physician. “What the heck does that mean?”

      “It means she’s not a civilian,” Emma whispered back. “It means she knows more, a lot more, than I thought.”

      “What’s the deal with her and Nora? And while we’re at it, what’s the deal with Finn and Nora?”

      Emma sighed. “I don’t know what’s between Nora and Nicole. They seem…close. It’s completely unexpected. As for Finn and Nora, they have a history. You know that.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I don’t know that. What sort of history?”

      Emma’s eyes darted to the examination room, where Finn was being poked and prodded by the doctor. “It’s complicated, Ri. You really need to ask him. I’m not getting in the middle of it.”

      “You’re my best friend. You’re already in the middle of it. Besides, you know he’s being distant to me. I just want to know what’s bugging him!”

      She sighed. “You know, you are my best friend, but sometimes you drive me crazy.”

      I sat back. “That’s not a very BFF thing to say.”

      Emma groaned and grabbed my hand. “I’m sorry. It’s just that…why don’t you ask him yourself? He’s your boyfriend. You don’t need to play guessing games, and if you do, something more than just what’s bugging Finn is wrong between you two.”

      I jerked my hand away. Her words stung.

      The nurse stepped out of the examination room. “Riley? You’re next.”

      “I’m ready.” Ready for the exam, not ready to deal with what Emma had just said.

      The nurse checked my blood pressure and my heart rate, making quick notes on her laptop. “Everything looks good. I’m just going to draw some blood so we can run some rapid labs.”

      I cringed as she inserted the needle, but she was mercifully quick. She put stickers on the tube, bearing my name and some sort of identification number. I watched as she put the vials into a compartment, wondering what sort of secrets the DNA in my blood held.

      They can’t tell you’re psychic from a blood sample, Finn thought-spoke into my head.

      Ah, there you are, I thought back. I thought you’d abandoned me.

      I can’t, remember? Even if I think I shouldn’t, I’ll just keep coming back.

      I shuddered, pleased and disturbed all at the same time. Why would you think you shouldn’t?

      He didn’t answer for a second, and I worried he wouldn’t. I’m not always exactly nice, am I?

      I decided not to answer that. Instead I switched gears. Where are you?

      Next door. I heard you crying about having your blood drawn, so I thought I’d pop in.

      I wasn’t crying. I barely whined.

      He chuckled in my head, which felt funny. I’m just teasing you. But see, I’m doing it again.

      What’s that?

      I’m not exactly being nice.

      I forgive you. But we need to talk about—

      “Good evening, Riley. I’m Dr. Rharr.” A striking, buxom woman with dark skin, wide hips, and teal scrubs burst into the room and held out her hand. “I just reviewed your chart. Everything looks in order.”

      “So…am I free to go?”

      She tapped my chart with a pen and smiled. “You can go, but we both know you’re not really free.”

      Watch it, Finn warned. She’s digging.

      I sat up straight. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Dr. Rharr smiled, not falling for my aw-shucks routine. “Yes, you do.”

      “Are you a psychiatrist? Or a general practitioner?”

      “As far as you’re concerned, I’m both.” She sat down right next to me, and I scooted away a little, even though she was warm and smelled good. “I want to know how you’re feeling about everything. I understand your mother’s been taken into custody.”

      I almost fell off the table. “Custody? Is that what you’re calling it?”

      She held her hands out as if trying to soothe a skittish and possibly rabid animal. “I didn’t mean it in a negative way—I used the wrong word. The government has taken your mother in and given her shelter. That’s what I meant.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “And of course I understand that you want to protect her.”

      “Should I ask you from what, or can we both stop pretending now?” I asked.

      Easy, Finn said.

      I exhaled deeply, knowing I wasn’t going to win whatever mental game Dr. Rharr was trying to play with me. “What do you want to know? If I’ll do what I’m told? Because I promise you, I will. It’s not just my mother that they have—they’ve taken my teammates’ families, too. On top of that, I want to help Nicole Maines get her employees back. They’re innocent people caught up in something they can’t begin to understand.”

      “Do you understand what’s going on?”

      I blinked, biting back a retort that would surely cause me to fail the psychological component of my exam. I wanted to say something along the lines of I understand that I’m being blackmailed by the people who genetically designed me. Oh, and they lie to me ALL THE TIME. About ALL THE THINGS.

      I cleared my throat. “Althea Remington wants an army of robots. We have to stop her. And if I do that, I get my mother back. It’s win-win as far as I’m concerned.”

      She scribbled a note into my file. “Good answer.”

      I know.

      “Any other concerns?”

      That my mother is being treated poorly? That they might kill her if I fail? That Dave is locked up, and we might never see him again—or worse?

      That Finn is hiding something from me?

      He sighed into my brain. That felt funny, too, but not ha-ha funny. Just tickly and sort of sad.

      “I’m going to clear you for this mission, but I want you to come back and see me when you’re done. I’ve read your file. The way you were indoctrinated into The Division was not standard procedure, and there’s going to be repercussions from that. I think you have a lot of issues, that you’re holding too many things inside.”

      “Um…” What was I supposed to say—thanks?

      She sighed. “It’s okay to talk about your feelings, Riley. They’re yours, and they’re nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” All I wanted to do was run from her.

      “Nora wants to see you. She’s waiting in a conference room down the hall—third door on the left.”

      “She wants to see me?”

      Dr. Rharr’s pretty face puckered into a frown. “That’s what she said. You’re an important part of your team. Don’t sell yourself short, Riley. That’s not helping anyone, least of all you.”

      Dr. Rharr was part general practitioner, part psychologist, and part life coach—and altogether annoying. I needed to get out of there before I cracked and started talking about my feelings. “Um… thanks.”

      “My pleasure.”

      Finn was waiting outside the exam room.

      “I have to go see Nora,” I said.

      “I heard.” He scuffed the floor with his sneaker. “You wanted to talk to me about something?”

      “Not right now.” I started down the hall, feeling as if I were walking the plank. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

      “Okay?” Now it was his turn to sound unsure. Even though it was mean of me, that made me feel better.

      The third door on the left appeared too soon for my liking, but I still knocked.

      Nora opened it and ushered me in. “We only have a minute. Take a seat.”

      I sat on an icy metal chair next to a metal table, warily looking around. The last time I’d met with the admiral, I’d failed to excite her with my basic telekinetic moves. I’d marched a conga line of paper clips around in the air. Unimpressed, she had made me work harder. She’d had Cranston shock Micah with a Taser until I used my power to rescue my poor friend. But I hadn’t acted fast enough, and he’d gotten a little toasted.

      “What did you need to see me about?”

      “Your mother. She wants to talk to you, and I thought you could use some proper motivation. Dr. Rharr said as much in her report.”

      I’d literally just left my exam. “She already sent you a report?”

      Nora pursed her lips. “This is the varsity team, Riley. We do what needs to be done, and we do it quick.”

      “So…what needs to be done next?” I asked, cutting to the chase. I was varsity, too, and I wanted to get the heck away from Nora.

      “I need to make sure you understand the stakes for this particular mission. The technology that Althea’s team stole is incredibly important to our cause.” Nora tapped on her tablet, and a picture appeared, a robot with a face similar to the recently departed Simone. But this version was modeled after a male, and it—he—had a body. He wore a light-silver jumpsuit over his sculpted mannequin physique.

      “Is that C-fab?”

      Nora nodded. “Watch this.” She hit Play, and the robot came to life, demonstrating his skills. He wrote a note then read it aloud, his pronunciation flawless and rapid. When asked, he gave directions to the San Francisco airport in Chinese, and then he jumped rope for one minute. His motions weren’t choppy; they were fluid, which surprised me. Next, whoever was taking the video told a joke:

      “Why is six afraid of seven?”

      “I don’t know.” C-fab waited for the punch line.

      The videographer giggled. “Because seven ate nine!’”

      C-fab got the joke immediately. His eyes crinkled, and he chuckled.

      The video ended with a shot of the robot laughing. Whoa.

      “That’s…I don’t even know what that is.” I looked at Nora. “Impressive? Scary? Amazing?”

      “I think it’s all those things.” Nora put the tablet down. “The government has been deeply involved with the development of this technology. It’s crucial that we get C-fab back. And the employees, of course,” she added hastily.

      “How did Althea Remington even know about Conscience?”

      “Against my wishes, Nicole has been very vocal about the technology they’ve been working on. I feared something like this would happen, but she’s an optimist who believes the best about people. She never saw this coming. But I did.” Nora stared at the far wall, lost in her thoughts.

      “How do you know her? Nicole?”

      She snapped back to attention. “Let’s just say we go way back. Now, let’s get your mother on the line.”

      She tapped into her tablet and pulled up a video chat monitor. The screen sprang to life, and there was Mom, patiently peering at her own screen.

      “Riley!” As soon as she saw me, she burst into tears.

      “Mom? Are you hurt?”

      “N-No, honey, I just didn’t think I was ever going to see you again.”

      Nora tsked. “Please spare us the dramatics, Gail. I told you Riley would be in touch.”

      My mother sniffled and narrowed her eyes. “You don’t always follow through on your promises, Nora.”

      It appeared they were on a first-name basis. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

      “Mom, where are you? Are you safe? Are they treating you okay?”

      She blew her nose and nodded. “We’re in upstate New York; we’re all together. I met Finn’s family. They’re lovely.”

      They’re? My brain scrambled. “His family?”

      “Let’s move this along, ladies.” Nora snapped her fingers, making me want to throttle her. “You only have a minute. Gail, what did you want to tell Riley?”

      My mother straightened herself and stuck her chin out, a subtle act of defiance no one would recognize but me. Oh boy. Here we go.

      “I want you to get away from these monsters! They’re just using you, and they’ve done terrible things to our family and your friends’ families, too!”

      “I thought you were finally okay with me being with them.”

      “They told me you ran away, all of you! I know there’s a reason!” My mother’s eyes were wild. “And then they came and collected us like lambs for the slaughter! You think they didn’t know what was going to happen, that they didn’t—”

      Nora stepped in front of the screen. “That’s enough. If you want your daughter to continue to be protected, I suggest you shut your mouth right now. When you calm down, you can tell her what we talked about. And that is all.”

      My mom and I looked at each other. I wished we were telepathic, but luck hadn’t really been a theme in the Payne family for a while.

      She swallowed hard then said, “If you do what Management’s asking, they’ll let us go. Better than that, they’ll make sure we’re protected.”

      Nora nodded in approval. This was what my mother was supposed to tell me.

      “Protected in custody? Or protected at home?”

      Mom’s gaze flicked to Nora. “At home. That’s the deal they made with us.”

      “Are you in a cell? Are you eating?” My mother had always been thin, but her collarbones jutted out sharply from beneath her sweater.

      “We’re in a facility, we’re being fed, and I’m with the others, so I’m not isolated. I’m okay, honey.” She leaned closer to the screen, and I reached out and touched it, as if I could feel her. “I’m worried about you.”

      “I’m fine.” I was desperate to tell her more—about the note from Dad and what he’d said through the Ouija board—but I couldn’t risk it in front of Nora. “Please stay safe, Mom. I love you. I’ll see you soon.” I didn’t know if that was my promise to make, but it made me feel better to say it.

      Her eyes filled with tears, and she reached for the screen. “You’re so brave, honey. You’re magnificent.”

      Nora switched it off without ceremony, and the image of my mother reaching for me cut off abruptly. “You can go now. Tell Finn it’s his turn.”

      I swallowed over the lump in my throat. “Yes, Admiral.”

      “And Riley—you’ve proven your talents are growing. I wouldn’t go so far as to say that you’re ‘magnificent,’ but your mother’s always had a flair for the dramatic.”

      Always? Again, my brain felt scrambled.

      She pursed her lips. “Take this assignment as an opportunity to shine. You’ll be rewarded.”

      Her words made me flush with shame. In our battle against Althea Remington at Sonora, I’d killed so many of her guards I’d lost count. I guess that was what made me so promising.

      I stood to go. “Yes, Admiral.”

      But as I left the room, I’d never felt less agreeable in my life.
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      We only had an hour to rest, but that didn’t stop us from talking. Nicole and Cranston were off somewhere with Nora, so we capitalized on the opportunity to trade information.

      “Something’s been bothering me,” I said.

      Josh peered at me from his bunk. “There’s sort of a lot to choose from. What is it?”

      I rolled over to face him. “Nora said they’d been involved with Conscience, creating the artificial intelligence. It made me think… Isn’t that sort of like what they did with us? They created us. Maybe robots were the next natural step.”

      “I don’t know about a ‘natural’ step. There’s nothing natural about it.” Josh frowned. “But I get what you’re saying, and if you think about it, the robots are even better than us—they don’t bleed. They also don’t talk back.”

      “But they also don’t have psychic powers,” I offered. “At least that we know of.”

      Josh raised an eyebrow. “That’s a messed-up thing to think about. I wonder what the robots are actually capable of…”

      “Did you see the video of C-fab?”

      “That was crazy.” He nodded. “The jumping rope thing was bad enough, but when they told him that joke, and he ‘got’ it, did you see his eyes light up? ’Cause I thought I did.”

      “I saw it.” The look on the robot’s face, its recognition of the punch line, had seemed so genuine. “I don’t understand how you can program something like that.”

      “I think that’s why the company’s named Conscience.” Rachel leaned forward, joining the conversation from her bunk. “The technology isn’t just artificial intelligence. It’s awareness. The robot understood the joke, and he took pleasure in it.”

      I sat up and leaned against the wall behind me, bringing my knees up to my chest. “It’s so weird to think about. It raises all sorts of questions. Can you hurt their feelings? Do they like certain things better than others? Like, is Nicole their mom?”

      Rachel nodded. “She sort of is. She’s like their God. Their creator.”

      I shivered. “Does that make The Division our God? Because I don’t really like that idea.”

      Finn flopped over, deigning to join the conversation. “We still have parents, though—biological, surrogate, and adoptive. We’re human. We have families. We have feelings. It’s not the same thing.”

      “I know, but…” I shrugged. “C-fab was created for a purpose, just like we were.”

      Finn’s stormy gaze met mine. “We still have free will. They don’t.”

      “But don’t you think they’re capable of it?” Josh asked. We tried wrapping our brains around the concept for a few more minutes, talking and arguing back and forth, but Morgan kept blowing her nose, loudly, from her bunk.

      “Are you okay?” Rachel asked.

      “I’m fine.” But her red nose and bloodshot eyes told a different story.

      As far as we knew, Dave would be held on base while we were out on assignment. Morgan wasn’t handling it well; she kept crying and staring off into space…and crying while she was staring off into space.

      Dr. Rharr had prescribed her a mild sedative to deal with the impending separation, but Morgan refused to take it. “It’ll screw with my powers, and I need to be on my game. Besides, I don’t want anything the agency can give me—except for Dave back.” She blew her nose again.

      Maya gave us a sour I-told-you-so look.

      “Are they going to let you see him one last time?” Josh kept his voice gentle.

      “No. They think it’s bad for morale.” She erupted into a fresh round of tears.

      “What did you think was going to happen?” Emma asked, exasperated. “This was never going to end well for him. You’re lucky Cranston didn’t drop him off on the side of the road somewhere and leave him to forage for himself.”

      “I think he would’ve if Nicole hadn’t been around.” Morgan sniffled. “She seems like she’s helping to protect him. I heard her say something to Nora about it, about keeping him safe.”

      “That’s good.” I smiled, trying to encourage her. “They seem close, so Nora will probably listen to her.”

      Morgan shrugged. “I hope so. I’m just…I’m going to do my best on this assignment so we can come back.”

      I nodded. “That’s what we all want to do. We want to protect the people we love.”

      “Speaking of the people we love…” Emma sat up, her eyes bright. “I got to talk to my mom and dad. It was crazy!”

      “Wow.” My eyes almost popped out of my head. Emma’s family had thought she was dead. “Were they…okay?”

      “They were baffled, overjoyed, pissed, surprised, ecstatic, pissed—they’re running the gamut of emotions. They were completely shocked when the agents came to the house to get them. They’d thought I’d been dead for years, of course.”

      Emma had made the choice to have her family told she’d died in active duty to spare them the pain of not ever being able to speak to her again.

      But they knew the truth now, and I could tell my friend was thrilled. “Did you see your little brother?”

      She played with the string bracelet she never took off, the one he’d made for her years ago. “My brother is huge. He’s fourteen now. He’s taller than me!”

      “So what happens after this?” I asked. “Will you stay in contact with them?”

      “I can’t—you know that. But at least they know I’m alive now. And they’ll know I’m out there, fighting for them. Nora promised me they’d get to go home, with full security, just as soon as we get this robot issue cleaned up.”

      Hope and anxiety twined around each other in my chest, tying themselves in a knot. “Are we going to be able to do that? Have you seen anything about the mission?”

      Everyone leaned in, listening closely. Emma hadn’t said much recently about her visions, and we were all curious to know what the future held—and how much of a future there actually was for any of us.

      “I saw something…” Emma hesitated. “But it was quick, just a flash. I think everything’s going to be okay, though.”

      Josh cocked his head. “What does ‘okay’ mean?”

      “It means none of us dies just yet,” Emma snapped.

      “Easy. Jeez.” Josh scowled at her.

      “Did you see anything specific?” I hated to push, but my curiosity won out over my manners. “Do you know where Althea’s team is taking them?”

      “I don’t know that. I just saw a warehouse filled with computers. They’re making the Conscience employees work.”

      There was a knock on the door, and we sat up. Cranston stuck his head in. “We’re leaving in one hour. Stay out of trouble and try to get some rest.”

      Morgan jumped up. “Can I please say goodbye to Dave? I just need to make sure he’s okay before we go.”

      Cranston frowned.

      “Dr. Rharr said it’s not good for me to worry about him. She said it’d interfere with the use of my powers.” Morgan’s eyes were still red from crying, but her voice didn’t shake. “I want to be at my best for this assignment, for my family and for the sake of the mission. Can you at least understand that? Please let me see him one last time.”

      Cranston’s shoulders sagged. “Fine. But only for a minute.”

      Rachel stood and made a beeline for Morgan. “I’ll come with you for moral support.”

      Morgan hugged her friend. “Thanks.”

      After they left, I went to Emma’s bed and hugged her.

      “What’s this for?” Her voice was muffled against my hair.

      “I’m so happy that you got to see your family. I’m so glad they’re safe.”

      She pulled back and carefully wiped her eyes. Then in typical Emma fashion, she punched me on the shoulder. “Thank you. But don’t get me all emotional! I already had to redo my eye makeup twice today!”

      I giggled but stopped when I saw Josh, who stared forlornly at the door. “What, are you sad that Rachel’s out of your sight for two minutes?”

      I was only teasing, but his face darkened. “I don’t like it when we’re apart.”

      “I understand the feeling all too well.” I scooted to his bunk, keeping my voice low. Finn was on his own bed across the aisle, making another playlist, distancing himself from the rest of us again. Distancing himself from me.

      Josh plucked at his blanket. “It’s the weirdest thing. It’s like I feel cold when she’s not around. Does that make me a weenie?”

      I giggled. “No, I get it.”

      But did I? Josh hadn’t openly proclaimed his love for Rachel, but they’d been inseparable for weeks.

      “So…are you two officially a thing?”

      “Do we have to make it official? I mean, I want to, but I don’t know if Rach is ready.”

      “But it’s about what you want, too, isn’t it?” Between the two of them, I worried that Josh was the puppy dog, and Rachel, his indifferent master.

      He shrugged his bony shoulders defensively. “Of course what I want matters. I just…haven’t asked her about it. If she wants to go public, I mean.”

      “Um, Josh? Everybody already knows. It’s already totally public.”

      He grinned. “I guess that’s not the worst thing.”

      “Are you all in?” When Josh looked confused, I asked, “What I want to know is—is it like me and Finn? Are you, uh…genetically predisposed toward each other?”

      Josh laughed. “Have you seen Rachel? She’s the hottest girl in the world. I don’t need to be genetically predisposed toward her to know that. I’m a dude. I’m genetically predisposed toward her, anyway!”

      “I think I’m genetically predisposed toward Nicole Maines,” Kyan butted in, waggling his eyebrows. He propped himself up on his bunk so his bicep bulged.

      “You’re such an asshat.” Micah, who must’ve been eavesdropping, too, grinned. “But now that you mention it, I think I’m genetically predisposed to Nicole, too. She’s hot.”

      “Sorry, I thought they couldn’t hear us,” I mumbled.

      Finn sat up, yanking his earbuds out. “Riley is the hottest girl in the world. That’s undisputable.”

      I flushed at the compliment, even as the boys started arguing and Maya and Emma glared. “There are other females present here, you know.” Emma sniffed. “Not that you care.”

      “Oh boy.” Josh rolled his eyes. “Here we go.”

      I held up my hand to shush them. “While we’re on the subject of romance, I have a question.”

      Finn chuckled. “Shocker.”

      “Ha ha. But what about Morgan and Dave? Dave isn’t one of us, so they couldn’t have been coded to find each other. But Morgan’s feelings seem so strong.”

      “It’s a crush.” Maya ran a hand through her long red hair, fanning it out. “She just thinks he’s cute is all.”

      “He’s also a nice guy.” Emma nodded at Maya. “You can admit at least that much, can’t you?”

      Maya sighed. “Yeah, he’s nice, but what’s the point? Either Morgan’s going to dump him when she meets the guy she was born to be with, or Dave’s going to get killed somewhere along the way. Then poof, no more romance.”

      Micah coughed. “Way to mince words.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “What’s the point in sugarcoating it? I’d rather my sister deal with the hard truth now. It’d be easier to face before something catastrophic happens.”

      “But do you think…” I bounced my knee, warming up to the subject. “Do you think Morgan might really love him? And that no matter what else happens—even if she met the person she was ‘designed’ for—her feelings for Dave wouldn’t change?”

      Maya looked as though she was going to argue, but I cut her off. “What I’m asking is, what about Morgan’s free will? Doesn’t that matter?”

      “It’s a good question. Maybe we don’t have free will, though.” Josh smiled. “Maybe there’s an upside to that—Rachel might not have a choice about loving me back.”

      He laughed, but Finn and I shot each other a look. We’d had that conversation before. If there wasn’t a choice, were our feelings still real?

      They felt real. When he smiled, it was like the sun coming out. When he acted cold, I felt as though I needed a parka.

      I told you, we’re for better or for worse, Hanover.

      Ha ha, I thought back.

      But he gave me a look that said it wasn’t funny.

      “I’m done with this conversation.” Emma lay back on her bunk and closed her eyes. “People have been arguing about this since cavemen started wearing pants, and I for one don’t care. Do we have free will, or is everything part of some sort of predestined plan? No one knows the answer because there is no answer. We all just have to keep asking, chasing our tails, and hoping that we never catch them.”

      I laughed. “Why would we hope that?”

      Emma squinted an eye open to glare at me. “Because once we catch our tail, it’s game over. And then what the heck would we all do?”

      Everyone sank back onto his or her respective cots, ending the conversation. We needed to rest, at least a little, before we left the base. I patted Josh’s arm as I headed to my bunk. “Sorry I started all that.”

      He smiled at me. “S’okay, Hanover. You’re just nosy, and you wanted to know if I’m in love with the popular girl. I get it.”

      “So, are you? In love with the popular girl?”

      He jerked his chin in Finn’s direction. “Takes one to know one. What do you think?”

      “Finn’s not a girl, but he is pretty. And popular.” I smiled. “So I’d say yes, you are. And I think the feeling’s mutual. Rachel definitely has a thing for you. She lights up when you’re around.”

      Josh’s own face lit up. “She does?”

      I winked at him. “Yep. I’m nosy—I’ve been paying attention.”

      I crawled onto the bunk next to Finn’s. He looked as though he’d already fallen asleep, his chest rising and falling rhythmically. I tentatively reached for his hand.

      He opened his eyes. “Did you just call me ‘the popular girl’?”

      “No, Josh did.”

      He closed his eyes again. “Remind me to kick his ass when I get up.”

      I sighed. “Are you ready for all this? And I mean the assignment, not beating Josh up.”

      He frowned, his eyes still closed. “I will be after I take a quick nap.”

      Unable or unwilling to take his hint, I persisted. “How was your mom?”

      “Good. Shh, okay? We’re leaving in forty-five minutes. We probably won’t sleep for days.”

      “My mom said she saw your family.” I sat up a little. “Which was sort of weird, you know? Because I thought it was just your mother—”

      “Riley.” His voice was ice. “I am trying to sleep. Let’s talk about this later.”

      The door burst open. Nicole Maines stood in the entryway, chest heaving, as if she’d sprinted to reach us. “We have a location. They’re in Idaho. We need to get going—now.”

      I sat up, wishing I’d taken the chance to rest while I’d had it.

      “Get a move on. We have a chance to save my team!” Nicole made a fist and pumped it. “Let’s do this thing.”

      She sprinted back down the hall, high heels and all.

      Kyan grinned. “Like I said, hot.”

      Micah threw a pillow at him. “Like I said, asshat.”

      Kyan made a muscle. “You’re just jealous. I think she was looking at me when she was talking.”

      “Oh, shut up!” Finn roared, jumping out of bed. “No one was looking at anyone, and everyone’s an asshat—especially you, Kyan!”

      Kyan narrowed his eyes. “Ah, Finn, there you are. Just when I was starting to like you, you go and show your true colors again.”

      Finn ignored him. “Now like she said, move it. We have a job to do.”

      “You don’t have to be so bossy, Boss.” Josh smiled at him good-naturedly, but Finn still glowered.

      “We have our families to keep alive.” His voice remained icy. “And I think it’s about time we showed Management what we’re capable of, don’t you?”
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      I read somewhere—probably in one of my sister’s glossy fashion magazines—that some men don’t like to talk. And that if a woman pushed them, it made them retreat even more. The article suggested treating such men as though they were stray dogs. Feed them, water them, pet them if they let you. But let them come to you on their terms.

      The article suggested that if you pushed, you would spook the dog—er, the guy—and he might run and never come back.

      I watched Finn’s back as we sprinted down the hall, heading to the main area. He was faster than me, pulling farther and farther away.

      Maybe you should let him go.

      I watched his back as he ran.

      Then I ran faster so I could catch up to him.

      I sighed even though my lungs burned from running. The truth was, I didn’t think I could let him go even if I wanted to. Was that love? Or was it genetic coding? I didn’t know, but whatever it was, it stung, a sharp feeling even more present than the stitch in my side and the burning in my muscles.

      I vote for love. It felt too messy to be anything as elegant as DNA.

      I decided not to think about it. I pumped my arms faster, picking up enough speed to come even with Finn. Even though it burned, I’d missed running. We’d been so busy running for our lives, I hadn’t had much time for a recreational jog.

      “This feels good.” My words came out in tiny puffs.

      Finn shook his head. “I wish we were outside, back up in New Hampshire. I loved running up there.”

      “I miss it, too. We’ll go back.” Another promise I wasn’t qualified to make, but having goals felt good. It made the future seem possible.

      He smiled at me. “It’s a date.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “You know, you accused me of being volatile, but your moods are swinging so fast, they’re giving me a high-impact aerobic whiplash.”

      He stopped running, letting the others go ahead of us. “I know. And there’s a reason for it, but I can’t tell you yet.”

      “Is it about your family?” I asked.

      His eyes flashed. “Sort of. But just give me some time, okay? Let me figure it out.”

      “Okay…” But unlike the proverbial dog in the magazine article, I needed to talk. I hated waiting, wondering what someone else was thinking—especially Finn.

      He reached out for my hand. “I won’t make you wait much longer, I promise. I love you, Ri.”

      My heart melted, a clearly human, flawed reaction. I knew for sure no one could write a code for that. “I love you, too.”

      His eyes were stormy as he leaned over me. My heart rate kicked up, and it had nothing to do with sprinting.

      His gaze held mine. “I hope that doesn’t change.”

      “It can’t—”

      He crushed his lips to mine for a glorious, brief moment. Then he abruptly pulled away.

      “Wait.” I reached for him, but he stepped back.

      His face twisted as he started running again. “Just remember—you can’t see the future. That’s Emma’s power, not yours.”

      “I know that!”

      “So don’t make me promises, okay? About how you’ll feel. Because you don’t know.”

      I stopped jogging again, pulling him to a halt with me. “Finn, what on earth are you talking about? You’re starting to make me crazy!”

      “Soldiers! Get a move on!” Cranston barked, coming up alongside us. “The truck’s waiting in the hangar.”

      “Fine. Ugh.”

      Cranston’s eyes flashed. “Don’t ‘ugh’ me, young lady.”

      Ugh.

      I heard that, Finn thought-spoke.

      Good. I mean it for you, too.

      I started to run again, Finn by my side. But even though we were next to each other, and he’d just talked inside my head, he felt a million miles away.

      What the heck’s going on?

      He didn’t answer me, but I had a sinking feeling I was going to find out. For better or for worse.
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      I sat next to Emma on the bus; Nicole sat across the aisle.

      Nicole handed Emma a bottle of water then stared. “Tell me what you saw in your vision. I need to know if my people are okay.”

      “It wasn’t anything particularly helpful. I just saw a room—like a warehouse—filled with people on computers. I think the people were your employees.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they were wearing hoodies and glasses, like the rest of the people we saw in Silicon Valley.”

      Nicole blew out a shaky breath. “Okay. Are your visions typically on point? What I mean is, are they random, or do they always have a context?”

      Emma took a sip of water. “Sometimes they don’t make sense at first. I don’t know what they are or why I’m seeing them, and then they don’t make sense for a while. But after a while, the pieces start to come together. Like with Riley—I didn’t know who she was when she first showed up in a vision. I was like, ‘Who is this dork?’ I had no idea how important and annoying she’d turn out to be.”

      I stuck my tongue out at Emma, but she ignored me.

      “But sometimes I can get a very clear sense of why I’m having a particular vision,” Emma continued. “In this case, I had an overwhelming feeling that the people in the warehouse were okay—that they were alive—and they needed to be rescued. It felt like a sign.”

      A deep V formed in Nicole’s forehead, as though she was trying to process the information. “A sign of what?”

      “That we should go back and do what Nora asked. A sign that we could help.”

      “You had the vision before we left for California?” I asked. She hadn’t mentioned it.

      Emma nodded. “But I didn’t know until we went to the Conscience headquarters who the people were.”

      “So sometimes you don’t understand your visions of the future until you get further along into the future,” Nicole said. “Is that right?”

      “Exactly. Like I didn’t understand why I kept seeing this girl”—she motioned toward me—“trying to shoot a gun and royally screwing it up. But then I met Riley and experienced firsthand how uncoordinated she can be, and it all made sense.”

      “Ha ha.” My cheeks reddened. I really was a terrible shot. Good thing my telekinesis had proved more accurate.

      “When I had the vision about you, Ri, I remember initially feeling annoyed. But then I had a more, I don’t know, playful feeling? Like maybe you would make me laugh.”

      “You still weren’t nice when you met me, though.” Emma had been so unfriendly, she’d positively terrified me.

      “It took me a while to realize that the you from my vision was the Riley Payne, and I couldn’t reconcile those two things for a while.”

      Nicole arched an expertly groomed eyebrow. “The Riley Payne? Is Riley super important to the cause or something?”

      Emma smiled. Because I was her best friend, I recognized it as a sign that she was about to lie. “Riley’s my best friend. She’s important to me.”

      “Interesting.” Nicole didn’t sound convinced.

      “What do you know about ‘the cause,’ anyway?” Emma asked. “As far as I can tell, you’re a civilian non-cog.” Again, another lie, but her words were smooth and undetectable.

      “I told you, Nora and I go back a ways. And the government was closely involved in the development of my technology. They helped me secure a very generous research grant.”

      “So…” Emma frowned. “You’re indebted to them?”

      Nicole slid her glasses down and peered at Emma over them. “That’s not what I said. I said we worked together, and they gave me a grant.”

      Emma tilted her chin. “That’s what I meant.”

      “No, it’s not. And don’t play dumb; it doesn’t suit you.” Nicole turned away, looking out the window for a moment. “I’m not indebted to them. They have resources that are vaster than anything I can come up with. I have technology that they couldn’t create on their own. So it’s more of a symbiotic relationship. Each of us has a role to play.”

      “But how do you know about us?” Emma asked. “We’re top secret. I want to know why Nora would share that information with you.”

      “Because we were trying to code the robots for certain tendencies, and she was sharing the technology used in The Division’s…inception.”

      “Ah.” But Emma scrunched her nose, as if she was thinking something other than what she was saying. “Were you trying to make the robots psychic?”

      Nicole laughed. “No, but I think she wants to try. Because she’s crazy.”

      “Oh, I know. Nora and I go way back, too.” Emma inspected her nails. “What about you, though? You seem special, too. More talented than the average civilian non-cog I run into. Like Dave, for instance. Dave’s sweet, but he reads totally flat—totally civilian. I’m not sure the same thing’s true about you.”

      Nicole smiled. “I think you’re just vibing on my creative genius. It’s pretty significant.”

      “Don’t play dumb. It doesn’t suit you.” Emma frowned, leaning forward. “Before I risk my life and my family’s lives to get your precious robot back, I want to know what you can do. I want to know how you’re going to contribute out in the field. And I’d also like to know why, in my ten-plus years of service to the agency, I’ve never once met a ‘civilian’ who knew I was genetically engineered to have psychic powers until now.”

      I was relieved we were at the back of the bus, separated from the others. Cranston would have a fit if he knew we were having this conversation.

      Actually, he’d probably want to hear the answer, too…

      “I might know a thing or two about being groomed to be…talented.” Nicole shrugged. “I’ll show you what I can do when the time comes. I can’t do it before.”

      “Because you don’t have control over your power?” Emma asked.

      “Because it doesn’t work like that, as you of all people should know,” Nicole snapped. “Now, if it’s okay with you, Your Highness, I’m going to take a nap. So I can kick some terrorist ass when we get where we’re going.”

      “Fine. Sheesh.” Emma’s brow wrinkled as she watched Nicole pop her earbuds in and close her eyes.

      Emma leaned back against our seat. “Someone’s got a superiority complex.”

      “I heard that.” Nicole smiled even though her eyes were closed. “And it takes one to know one.”

      Emma looked as though she was going to argue, but I shushed her. “Let sleeping CEOs lie. We’ve got a long day ahead of us. Infighting isn’t going to do us any good.”

      “Oh, take her side, why don’t you.”

      “I’m not. I’m just saying, let it go.” As curious as I was about Nicole and her possible talents, I knew we needed to rest.

      “She better not slow us down.” Emma still sounded argumentative, but at least she closed her eyes and wrapped her sweatshirt around herself.

      I eyed Nicole, who wore a tight-fitting athletic jacket and black sports tights. Her muscles bulged underneath her outfit. “I don’t think we need to worry about that.”

      There were plenty of other things to put on the list.
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      Emma sat up with a jolt, startling me out of sleep.

      I rubbed my eyes. “Whoa, what’s the matter?”

      Her face was white. “I just saw something.”

      “What?”

      She looked at me quickly, worry creasing her brow, then turned away.

      “What is it?”

      “It was just a dream, I think.” She leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes again.

      “You suck at lying, you know.”

      “Forget it.” She turned away. “Let’s just go back to sleep, okay?”

      I settled back, too. “Fine.” But it wasn’t fine, and sleep eluded me. I could see the top of Finn’s thick, dark hair a few seats in front of us. He sat next to Josh; they’d both been asleep since we started the ten-hour drive.

      I wondered what he was dreaming about. I wondered what Emma had just seen. I wondered what they were both keeping from me.

      Kyan suddenly peered over the top of the seat in front of us, making me yelp.

      “Sorry.” He smiled, not looking at all sorry. “You can’t sleep, either?”

      “Have you been sitting there the whole time?”

      “I have to keep an eye on my girlfriend.” Kyan jerked his head in Nicole’s direction. She was still sleeping, blissfully unaware of his attention.

      “I think she can handle herself.” In fact, she would probably chew Kyan up and gleefully spit him out, which didn’t sound like such a bad idea.

      He shrugged. “Yeah, you’re probably right. So, how’s it going?”

      “Um, fine? I’m on a bus to Boise, just like you.”

      “How was your mom?”

      “She seemed fine…hysterical and worried about me, but fine. How was your family?” I vaguely remembered Kyan mentioning that, like Emma, his family had believed he was dead.

      “They’re fine. I mean, they’re in shock, but they’re fine.”

      “What did they say?”

      Kyan frowned. “Honestly? Not much. My mom just kept crying.”

      “Oh, the poor thing!”

      His chin jutted out slightly. “I’m sure it’s hard for you to imagine someone being that excited to see me.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic!” I rolled my eyes, exasperated. “She’s your mother. She must be thrilled.”

      Kyan studied me from beneath his bleached-blond bangs. “My family was sharing a suite with Finn’s family.”

      “Oh, really?” I tried to act disinterested.

      “Mm-hm. His mother and his younger sister.”

      I blinked at him.

      Kyan leaned closer. “I’m telepathic, too, you know. You can’t hide it. You didn’t know he had a sister, did you?”

      I opened my mouth then closed it, desperate to shield my thoughts from him. “Of course I did.”

      “Really.” He made it sound like an accusation, not a question.

      “That’s between me and Finn.”

      “Oh, I know.” He turned around and flopped back into his seat. “That’s very clear.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I hissed.

      “It means it’s all about you two, all the time. And the rest of us have to deal with it.”

      “Deal with what?” I wanted to holler, but I didn’t want to wake Emma, and I didn’t want Finn to hear us.

      Kyan turned and frowned. “I’m a precog, too. You all seem to forget what I’m capable of.”

      “What did you see, Kyan?” I asked through gritted teeth.

      “Your drama-filled baggage is about to impact the rest of us. No one else will tell you, but I’m your friend, whether you want me or not.”

      “I’m her best friend,” Emma interrupted, “and I’d appreciate it if you shut the hell up!”

      Kyan snorted and turned away. “Whatever you say, Emma. Just keep pretending you’re better than the rest of us, and I’ll keep pretending to believe it.”

      Emma let out a litany of curses under her breath, but Kyan ignored her. I just stared. “What the heck is going on?”

      “Nothing. Finn wanted to be the one to tell you about his sister, is all. Not sure why Mr. Perpetual Tank Top decided to do it for him.”

      Kyan raised his hand but didn’t turn around. “Because someone needs to tell her the truth. Her dad’s ghost can’t seem to finish a sentence, so—”

      “That’s enough!” Emma hissed. “Can’t we just forget about this right now and try to go back to sleep?”

      Kyan grunted in response.

      Emma leaned toward me. “We’ll be in Boise in four hours. We are going to be in for a battle, Ri. I saw it. You need to rest.”

      My gaze flicked again to the back of Finn’s head. I wondered what he’d been hiding from me—in addition to his secret sister.

      “Fine.” I settled back against the seat, feeling sick. Still, I couldn’t really accuse Finn of lying and get into a big argument in the middle of the bus. I didn’t want to make everything about us and our drama-filled baggage, after all.

      I glared at the back of Kyan’s seat.

      “I’ll take care of Kyan.” Emma patted my hand. “Don’t worry.”

      “I don’t want you to.” I wrapped my sweatshirt over myself, determined to fall asleep so I could escape my swirling questions and nagging doubts for a little while.

      “Why not?”

      “Because he’s just trying to help.” He might not be my favorite person, but at least Kyan told me the truth.

      The question was, why was everybody else hiding it from me?
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      Cranston stopped the bus at another empty shopping plaza just as the dawn was starting to break. We hadn’t seen any people or traffic as we’d gotten closer to the city.

      He turned around to face us. “Boise is mostly abandoned. Our intelligence indicates that most people have fled for either the safety of the suburbs or a warmer climate.” Cranston motioned to the lot outside. “This isn’t where the Conscience employees are being held—that’s on the eastern side of the city, in the financial district. But I want to evaluate our plans, have you get a sense of the city’s layout, and go over some final details. Let’s review what’s in your packs.” He pulled out one of the backpacks that the base crew had assembled for us. Inside was a gun, a Taser, rope, gloves, an oxygen mask, and what looked like three grenades.

      “Are those grenades, sir?” I hoped I sounded indifferent, not petrified.

      “They’re smoke bombs. You pull the tab here”—he indicated the top of the device—“and then roll it away from you. Make sure you don’t detonate these randomly, because if the smoke gets too thick, it’ll be impossible to get everyone out.”

      “So if one’s already been deployed, hold off?” Nicole asked.

      Cranston frowned. “Correct. But Nicole, I’m not planning on sending you in with the team. I need you outside with me so we can manage whoever they’re able to bring out.”

      “I appreciate that, but I am absolutely going in. You can handle the civilians. You have everything necessary.” She motioned to the large bus, which was equipped with a medical station. Some of the chairs reclined flat into beds, so we could safely transport any wounded. “Plus, these are my people. Their lives are in danger because of me. I’m not leaving them in there to die.”

      They argued for another minute, but Nicole dug in her heels. Cranston quickly saw it was a losing battle.

      “Fine.” He glared at her. “But don’t blame me if you die.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’ll try to keep that in mind. If I die.”

      Cranston turned, a sour look on his face. “Enough theatrics, soldiers. Let’s talk tactics—about the city, the altitude, and what we have for intelligence on where the prisoners are being kept.”

      I should’ve listened as Cranston talked—it was crucial information, after all—but instead I glared daggers into Finn’s back. I couldn’t believe he’d lied to me about having a sister. I had a sister, and he knew how painful it had been for me to lose her. We often talked about Katie. How had he never mentioned his own sibling? And the more important question—why? Why did he keep this from me?

      “Any questions?” Cranston asked a few minutes later.

      I had a ton, but they were all about Finn. I hadn’t listened to anything Cranston had just covered—including what our actual plan was. But I couldn’t bring myself to care about the mission’s details.

      “If there isn’t anything, take your pack, try it on, get used to it. Go ahead and get off the bus and stretch your legs. Eat something small. Drink some water and get ready. We’re heading to the destination in T-minus-ten.”

      I grabbed my pack and hoisted it on as I climbed down the stairs.

      Cranston squinted at me. “Are you all set, Riley?”

      “Sure.” I stomped off the bus, past Finn and Josh, and surveyed our surroundings. I’d never been to Idaho before, and to be honest, I’d never given the state much thought. But as I stood in its capital, the jumble of emotions inside me subsided for a moment. Boise was gorgeous. The mountains rose in the distance—grand, fortress-like protectors circling the city. Lush trees with colorful leaves dotted the nearby park, reminding me of New England, which I missed fiercely.

      “Are you ready for this?” Finn was suddenly next to me; I hadn’t been paying attention.

      My calm fled, replaced by pulsing anger. “Yep.”

      He waited for me to say more. When I didn’t, he arched an eyebrow. “Something on your mind?”

      “You can read my thoughts. You figure it out.” I could barely spit the words out.

      He looked hurt, but I didn’t care. I left him there and made a beeline for Emma, Rachel, and Nicole, who were discussing strategy. “I think if we go in from two separate entry points, we have a chance of saving more of my people.” Nicole looked at the others, waiting.

      Rachel shook her head. “I don’t know about splitting up. We work best as a team. We all have different talents that compliment each other.”

      “I agree,” Emma said. “I say we go in all together.”

      Josh walked up. “But once we enter the space, we can split into smaller groups to be more effective, like we used to do in training. Emma, you and I can pair up. You can get a handle on what’s about to happen. I’ll make everyone feel squishy inside, like they don’t want to hurt a fly, and then we’ll ambush them.”

      “That’s your power—controlling people’s feelings?” Nicole looked fascinated.

      “I can manipulate the moods of people around me, yeah.” Josh puffed his chest out. “My specialty is large groups.”

      Nicole nodded appreciatively. “Nice.”

      “I should go with you.” Rachel nodded. “At our last battle, you were able to lull the guards enough that I could diversify and take them by surprise.”

      “Diversify?” Nicole asked. “What does that mean?”

      Rachel straightened her spine, poised and confident. “I can astrally project different versions of myself.”

      “Wow.” Nicole’s jaw hung open. “Can you show me?”

      Rachel looked around for Cranston, who was still organizing things on the bus. “Sure. But this’ll have to be quick. Cranston doesn’t like us showing off.” She closed her eyes and kneeled down on the ground then popped up—but there were three of her, plus the original. The copies stalked around us, fanning out in a circle. They played with their hair and looked rather smug as Nicole ogled them.

      “Amazing.” Nicole’s eyes burned with bright intensity as she looked at the multiples. “Can they fight?”

      Rachel pumped her fist, and her copies returned to her, melding into her body. “No. They’re meant to distract and confuse the enemy.”

      “That’s amazing—you’re amazing. I’m totally sticking with you in the fight. I need to see you in action!”

      Emma and I groaned as Rachel tossed her hair. “Thanks. I can also teleport.” She took a running start and disappeared. She showed up on the other side of Nicole, who jumped.

      Rachel looked pleased. “Pretty cool, huh?”

      Nicole clapped her hands together. “This is the best thing ever. After we get out of here, I need to dissect you guys to see how you work.”

      When we all looked horrified, she laughed. “Kidding—I’m kidding!”

      Cranston stuck his head out from the bus and waved us back. “Let’s get going.”

      The others filed obediently back on, but I hesitated, letting the sun warm my face before I moved. I concentrated on the heat, ignoring the dread in the pit of my stomach. Good thing I wasn’t precognitive. I would have been worried sick about what the future might hold.
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      We were two blocks from the building. I wasn’t ready.

      Just stay close, Finn thought-spoke from the seat next to me.

      Just stay out of my head, I seethed back. Since you keep so many secrets, the least you can do is give me a little privacy!

      Fine, but don’t focus on that right now. Focus on the fight.

      I am focusing on the fight. I glared so he would understand I meant him.

      But no surprise showed in his face. He just shrugged and turned away, as though he’d been expecting this.

      Did you hear what Kyan told me?

      He shrugged again. You know about my sister.

      Why didn’t you tell me?

      He turned back. “I needed more time. I wanted to be the one to tell you about Tess, but that’s not how it worked out.” He searched the bus for Kyan, his laser-like glare boring into our friend’s back once he found him.

      “Tess—your sister’s name is Tess?”

      His face softened, and he nodded.

      “That’s a pretty name.”

      “She’s pretty. It’s been ten years since I’ve seen her. She’s sixteen now.” Finn sounded awed.

      “I’d like to meet her.”

      He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Maybe you can someday. I guess it depends on what happens.”

      “With us?”

      He looked pained. “That’s not what I meant. I meant what happens with everything.”

      He put his hand over mine, and my insides sighed. I didn’t want to be mad at him. And yet, I was so mad at him. I pulled my hand away.

      His expression grew dark. “I don’t expect you to understand, but I do expect you to stay alive. Your thoughts are a mess right now. Get it together. This raid isn’t exactly going to be a cakewalk.”

      “You’re one to talk. You shouldn’t even be fighting. Your face still looks like a partially deflated balloon!”

      “I’ll be fine. You’re the one I’m worried about.”

      “Maybe you should’ve thought about that before you kept such a big secret from me.” My anger boiled back up. I hated secrets. Maybe because when my mother had started drinking, she used to hide it. I hadn’t known how bad her problem was until I found dozens of empty bottles hidden in her closets and drawers, waiting to be taken out with the recycling while I was at school.

      Finn grabbed my hand again and squeezed it—he’d heard my thoughts. I jerked away. “I told you, I’m fine. Now stay out of my head.”

      “I will unless I have to listen in to protect you. Then all bets are off.”

      “I’m pretty sure I can take care of myself.” I cringed, remembering all the men I’d killed back at Sonora.

      Finn looked as though he wanted to reach for me again, but he stopped himself.

      I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, but it didn’t matter. The bus pulled down a side street and abruptly parked. This was it. This was it, and I hadn’t listened to a word of the briefing.

      Finn started explaining inside my head. They’re upstairs, in an office—

      “Shut up,” I hissed, snapping from the anxiety. “I told you to stay out of my head!”

      He held up his hands and moved farther away in the seat, as if my anger might be contagious.

      My heart pounded as Cranston motioned for us to exit the bus. “You remember the configuration—you’re going in through the back stairwell. I’ll be waiting out here. Bring me as many intact and wounded as you can. We want all the employees alive and the robotic equipment. Don’t forget the robots, especially C-fab! And for Christ’s sake, watch Nicole! Nora will never forgive me if something happens to her.”

      Cranston jabbed a finger in Nicole’s face as she passed. “I mean it, young lady. Don’t be a hero in there. You’re important to the cause. Come back out alive.”

      She winked at him. “Yes, sir.”

      Cranston blushed. I couldn’t tell if he was flattered, embarrassed, or pissed.

      “Let’s move it!” he hollered at the rest of us.

      Pissed it is.

      I didn’t care. My own anger coursed through me, usurping the fear, and I was glad for it. I hopped off the bus and grabbed my pack. Once I made it to the sidewalk, I looked up at the building. It was an ugly tan skyscraper, probably built in the 1970s, with dark-tinted windows that ran the length of each floor. I shivered, wondering what the prisoners thought, locked in endless cubicles, surrounded by industrial-grade beige carpet, with only a warped, tinted view of the world outside.

      “Follow me.” Emma arranged her pack and pushed the bangs from her eyes. “I know you didn’t listen to a word Cranston said, so stay close.”

      “Just tell me—do I make it out alive?”

      She frowned. “Only if you improve your attitude.”

      “You know what? I’m pissed at you, too. You could’ve told me about Tess!”

      “I wanted to.” Emma reapplied her lip gloss and smacked her lips together. “But it wasn’t my secret to tell. It wasn’t Mr. Tank Top’s, either, but he never seems to care about stuff like that—like loyalty. Or doing the right thing. Or putting on a shirt.” She watched Kyan in disgust as he adjusted his pack over his ubiquitous white tank and flipped his bangs. “Doesn’t he ever get cold?”

      I snorted. “You just put on lip gloss. You don’t really have a lot of room to talk.”

      “My lips are dry!”

      I shook my head and stalked away. I didn’t know what she’d seen about this battle, if anything, but I was anxious for the fight. I flexed my hands and tried to quiet my mind, preparing my telekinetic energy to unleash.

      I just hoped I could control it better this time.

      Finn reached the entryway first, and we gathered behind him. I moved to the front of the line, adrenaline coursing through me.

      He watched me carefully, sensing my distress. “Easy, Hanover.”

      I nodded, trying to stay on an even keel, trying to mask the anxiety that coursed through me. But the truth? Not only was I furious with him, I was woefully unprepared for this fight.

      “Let’s go.” Before I was ready, Finn pried the metal door open, and we ascended the dank stairwell, careful to move silently.

      It was quiet inside. The only noise I heard was the pounding of my own heart. We went up several more flights, and I got breathless. Cranston had mentioned that altitude was a factor, but of course I hadn’t really been listening.

      Screw it. I felt reckless, unhinged, so I picked up speed, barreling up the stairs. It would be best to get this over with. I tried to pass Finn, but he stayed out in front, his long legs climbing faster than a normal human’s. Sometimes his genetic enhancements were seriously annoying. I did my best to keep up, my breath coming fast, lungs and thigh muscles burning.

      “Easy,” he said as he reached another landing. “It’s on the next floor.”

      We slowed a bit, catching our breath. I noticed the others had taken out their weapons, but I didn’t bother. I was a terrible shot; my psychic powers would serve me much better than a gun.

      We reached the door, and Finn looked down at me, eyes smoldering with intensity. “I know you’re pissed, but before we go in there, I have to tell you something. I’m sorry I lied to you. I love you.”

      My heart, loyal to a fault, did a somersault. “I love you, too. Even though I’m not just pissed—I’m really pissed.”

      He flashed his dimple. “Fair enough.”

      I frowned. “There’s nothing fair about it! You shouldn’t have kept a secret like that from me.”

      Finn opened his mouth to argue, but Maya cut him off. “Are you seriously hashing your bae status right now? For Christ’s sake, let me past you. I need to fight someone, or I’m going to go after one of you.” She flicked her fiery ponytail and motioned to the others. “On my count—three, two, one.”

      Before I could calm myself, she opened the door. Luckily, the entrance led to an empty hallway, dark without its interior lights working. Morgan lit a solar-powered lantern, casting a dim glow down the corridor.

      I hesitated, but luckily, the twins had paid attention during the briefing. They set off at a fast pace down the hall, shoulders squared, weapons raised.

      We followed, Finn staying close to me, as we made it to the last door on the left. Morgan and Maya looked at each other, telepathically communicating. Maya held up her hand again, three fingers raised, as I held my breath.

      Three, two, one.

      It was sunny inside, the early-morning light brightening the colorless office space. Low fabric-covered walls crisscrossed the large room, creating cubicles. People looked intently at their computers. How are they powering this place? But it didn’t matter: Althea’s guards stalked the perimeter of each row of cubicles. The one closest to us held a large automatic-looking weapon.

      I shivered. Can I disarm him? I asked Finn.

      I freaking hope so. He closed his eyes. I can hear about twenty more.

      I looked at him, panicked. Should I do it now?

      Finn opened his eyes and pointed to the guard—who had his gun aimed at us. “Now sounds good.”

      The guard squeezed the trigger, and I reacted instantly. I closed my eyes and flexed a muscle deep inside me, imagining the atoms around the weapon agitating and roiling together. I could feel the space between my eyes unlock, as if my third eye were opening. The source of my telekinetic energy awakened, and the psychic energy coursed through me.

      Each working piece of my power clicked into place, but it all happened in an instant. Before the guard could get the shot off, I mentally yanked the weapon from him, hurling it across the room. It clattered against the wall and fell to the floor.

      Finn tensed beside me. Oh boy.

      I opened my eyes to see what was the matter and understood his words immediately. The guard didn’t look surprised that I’d disarmed him with my psychic power.

      He grinned at us, positively gleeful.

      They were waiting for us, Finn thought. They know who we are, what we can do.

      My heart thudded. Do we run?

      Three new guards sprinted forward. They trained their weapons on us.

      Finn reached for my hand. We fight. Then we run.
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      Emma and the others came even with us as the guards started shooting. I had to protect them. I closed my eyes, sending the spray of bullets toward the wall, hoping no one innocent got shot due to my redirect. I followed with the guns, wrenching them from the guards’ hands and hurling them across the room. They clattered against the far wall in a heap.

      “We could use those, you know!” Micah hissed.

      “Later,” Finn snapped. “Now move!”

      An alarm sounded throughout the office, lights flashing. Finn and Micah broke off, heading toward the cubicles. Morgan and Maya hurtled toward the disarmed guards. The men crouched, ready to strike against the twins.

      Maya whipped her head around, ponytail flying. “Josh, a little help here? Calm them down!”

      Josh closed his eyes. “I’m trying. I don’t know why I’m not getting through—”

      “No time to waste.” Nicole sprinted past us, Rachel by her side.

      Rachel launched herself, knocking one of the guards to the floor, then teleported to the other side. She reappeared, smiling, and nodded at the twins. “Go ahead! We’ve got this.”

      “We’ll take care of the others.” Morgan and Maya tore away, heading deeper into the erupting bedlam in the office. More shots were fired, and glass shattered. The employees screamed, ducking for cover.

      Rachel replicated herself into quadruplets, circling the guards.

      “I guess it’s true, huh? The things they can do?” one of the guards asked.

      “I guess so, ’cause we’re surrounded.” The other guard laughed and shook his head. “At least it’s the hot one.”

      “Right?” His friend high-fived him.

      One of the Rachels stepped forward. “You’re not scared?”

      “Why would I be scared? We’ve been expecting you.” The guard cocked his head and smiled wolfishly at the Rachels. “Plus, I think I must’ve already died. This has got to be heaven.”

      Josh snarled and started forward, but Nicole did something that stopped him in his tracks. She closed her eyes and put her fingers to her temples, and energy pulsed out of her in visible waves.

      Visible. Freaking. Waves.

      “Holy what in the hell.” Kyan stopped next to me, his hand over his heart. “And I thought she was hot before.”

      Whatever her power was, the guards crumpled to the floor. Their faces were blank, slack with shock, their bodies immobile.

      I rushed to the men and checked their pulses. “Did you kill them?”

      Nicole blinked, coming back into herself. She shook her head. “No, they’ll wake up. Can someone please secure them? I want to bring them with us so we can ask them questions later.” She sounded calm, as if this were a typical day at the office.

      Kyan ran his hands through his hair, making it stand up. “Okay?”

      “Great.” Nicole ran off after Rachel, on to their next battle.

      “Um…what the hell?” Kyan asked Emma.

      “I didn’t know she could do that. I’m just as surprised as you are.” Emma got to work, taking out her rope and tying up the guards.

      Josh watched the girls disappear from sight. “Uh, I don’t know what that was, either. But let’s get a move on.” He knelt down to help Emma. Gunshots fired farther into the room, and some of the employees screamed, diving under their desks. Josh kept working, undeterred by the bedlam around us, a puzzled expression on his face. “I’ve never met someone out of the program with powers before. I don’t know what to make of it.”

      “She knows what she’s doing, though.” Kyan searched for Nicole in the chaos erupting around us. “This wasn’t her first time.”

      “It’s not ours, either—so let’s go. As many civilians as you can get, do it. Bring them out immediately.” Emma jerked her thumb at the men on the floor. “These guards go last; they’re not as high a priority. And find that robot. He’s important.”

      Emma, Kyan, and Josh knotted together, but I took off, heading into the melee.

      “Where are you going?” Emma cried.

      “To find Finn! We’ll get C-fab. I’ll see you downstairs!” I ran before she could argue as bullets whizzed past my head. We were supposed to stay with a partner, but mine had gone missing. Finn was in there somewhere, and no matter how mad he’d made me, I still needed to find him.

      I stalked into the confusion and found Rachel and Nicole rounding up Conscience employees. They had a large group huddled on the floor, inside one of the cubicles. “I can cover them!” I shouted to Nicole. “Send them toward the exit, to Emma!”

      Guards were still shooting, but I stood in the middle of the floor and flexed my mental muscles. Bullets whizzed toward me, and I cursed. I hated guns. I tapped into that hate, the energy of it, and coiled my power tight inside me. It felt like a barely contained lightning bolt, about to strike. I braced myself, quickly manipulating the air around me. I agitated the air to make it static then formed a mental wall to shield the employees and keep myself from getting shot. In an instant, all the bullets stopped in the same place and clattered to the floor. Did I just make a telekinetic fortress? I didn’t have time to think it through, but I still smiled. Take that, Althea!

      I backed up, continuing to protect the group of civilians behind me, making sure they got to Emma, Josh, and Kyan. “Get them out of here!” I roared.

      And then, enjoying the rush of another newfound power, I went back in.

      “Finn!” Finn! But he didn’t answer. I ran into the fighting. Rachel and Nicole had separated a group of guards and were circling them, predatorily; Morgan and Maya had another group of soldiers cornered. The twins were alternating between hand-to-hand combat and Tasers to bring the large group of men down. Apparently, the human guards were no match for us.

      Micah shouted at the employees he had crawling on the ground. “Stay down! Head toward the back exit. We’ll get you out!”

      Smoke filled the air. Someone must’ve discharged one of the bombs. “Where’s Finn?”

      Micah jerked his thumb toward the far end of the room. “He went for the robot. Go get him, please! He’s taking too long!”

      “Got it.” I took off running, using my power to deflect the bullets that intermittently whizzed toward me. It felt good to run and to use my power; I felt like an animal that had been set loose from its cage. Another bullet came close, and I dodged it, laughing. This was like a video game. I could feel my powers evolving, as if I’d unlocked a new level of myself: I could sense the bullets as soon as they were fired. It was as though I could see them coming for me, which I suppose I could, using my mind’s eye.

      Maybe all that mediation Cranston had made me take was finally paying off.

      I focused, throwing bullets and guards out of my way.

      Finn! Where are you?

      Stay away, Ri! Don’t come back here!

      I ran forward, looking around wildly. The hazy smoke made it difficult to see more than a foot ahead. The farther I got toward the back of the room, the quieter it became. I realized I was navigating my way over bodies as I searched for Finn. Were these guards or civilians? I glanced down as I hurdled another limp form—a dead guard.

      Finn had definitely come this way. Keep talking! I’m coming!

      I swear to God, I’ll never forgive you if you—

      His thought was inadvertently cut off. I cursed, running into thicker smoke. Now that I could barely see, I relied heavily on my sixth sense to guide me through the haze. More bullets came, and I stopped them, pulsing my brainwaves outward to find their source. There. I couldn’t see it with my eyes, but I could sense a room ahead of me, protected by two guards.

      I stopped running, pictured their weapons, and disarmed them.

      Then I lifted the guards into the air and smashed their heads together.

      I couldn’t feel their energy anymore as they crumpled to the ground. They were dead.

      Don’t think about it

      Don’t think about it

      Instead, I pictured Finn. I ran to him. The guards I’d killed lay on the ground. Bile rose in my throat as I stepped over them, wincing, trying not to look. I didn’t want to hurt anyone, but I had to protect him.

      I heard him curse—he knew I was coming for him.

      I’m right outside.

      IT’S A TRAP!

      I threw the door open anyway. A burly guard held Finn close, his bicep wrapped around Finn’s chest, a gun to his head. I exhaled sharply and closed my eyes.

      “Don’t even think about it—literally.” A guard stepped next to me, pointing a weapon at my forehead. “We know you’re talented and all, but you won’t be able to stop us. Think about it: if my buddy goes to shoot your boyfriend, you’ll try and stop him—at least until I shoot you. Then you’re dead, your boyfriend’s dead… That’s not going to help anybody, is it? Plus, Her Majesty would like to see you again. And we don’t want to disappoint her.”

      Energy pulsed through me as I glanced at Finn.

      The muscle in his jaw jumped. Don’t risk it; it’s too much at once.

      It very well might have been, but I still closed my eyes. Instantly, I threw both the guards away from us at the same time. They screamed as they sailed through the air. I slammed them to the floor, hard. One of them fired a shot as he landed. I squinted my eyes open and saw a bullet hole in the wall, slightly above Finn’s head.

      The guards lay on the ground, their limbs twisted at odd angles. I swallowed back more bile.

      Nice work. Finn glanced at the bullet hole then held his hand out for me. But there’s more of them in the room behind this one. I saw them. They have C-fab.

      “Then let’s leave without him.” My chest heaved; the events of the morning were catching up to me.

      Finn shook his head. “We can’t. We can’t let Althea have him. Go to Micah. Both of you get out and get to Cranston. I’ll follow in a minute.”

      “No way.” I willed my voice to stay even. “I’m coming with you.”

      He cursed but pulled me with him, past the conference table I hadn’t even noticed and through a door at the other end of the room. We burst in to find five guards with automatic weapons aimed at us. C-fab and a man in a white lab coat stood behind them. I gathered my power, preparing to throw the weapons—preparing to throw the guards—but something large and heavy hit me in the back of the head. The world tilted.

      Ri!

      I clung to Finn, but I still hit the floor, hard.

      The last thing I saw was a guard’s shiny boot pulling back, in order to better kick me in the face.
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      Ow. I tried to move, but it made me wince. “Ow.” My voice sounded decrepit, like a voice-over from a bloated zombie bullfrog.

      I tried to move again. “Ow.” Everything hurt.

      I kept trying to open my eyes, but the effort exhausted me. I moved my hand around, trying to feel my surroundings, but there was only a cold, hard surface beneath me.

      Finn? Are you here?

      There was no response. Tired from the small effort, I waited before trying again.

      Finn?

      But there was still no answer, and I couldn’t feel him near me. I couldn’t feel anything except for the blackness. I wondered if that meant I was about to die, but the wondering exhausted me too much.

      I felt the blackness all around me. It rolled closer, beckoning. With nothing to hold on to, and no one near, I gratefully let it take me back under.
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      I woke up again. I sat up a little and winced. My body still ached but not as badly as when I’d woken before. How long have I been out?

      I squinted my eyes open, finding a dim room with bars across the door. My cell contained a toilet, a sink, and concrete walls. A prison. My bed was a concrete bench. I sat up straighter and groaned. My head ached. I rubbed my temples, wondering where I was, wondering where Finn was.

      Finn?

      “Finn?” I croaked out.

      Shh, he said into my head, and tears pricked my eyes.

      You’re alive!

      Don’t talk so loud. My head hurts, too. He telepathically chuckled, which felt strange—wonderful and scratchy.

      I wished I could see him so I could touch him. Are you close?

      Next door.

      Where are we?

      I don’t know. Some sort of correctional facility. They had us in a van at one point, but I don’t know for how long. I kept passing out.

      My heart lurched. Are you okay?

      He sighed, and I could hear him. He was in the cell next to mine. I’m fine. I think I broke another rib and maybe…lost a tooth or two. But I’m sure it’ll just make me look even tougher and more appealing.

      I laughed, but it hurt too much, so I stopped.

      I am going to kill them for this, Finn seethed. He could feel how much I was hurting. How’s your head? That guard got you pretty good.

      I felt through my hair to my scalp and winced when I found a large, tender lump. My head’s good. It seems…bigger. I think my brain’s growing, I joked.

      I told you not to come for me.

      Like I was going to leave you with those animals. Duh. Did they get the robot? Is C-fab here, too? Who was that man with them—the one in the lab coat? Were you back there for a while, with the guards that I killed? What do you know that I don’t?

      He laughed, which turned into a nasty, congested cough. There’s my girl, in all of her interrogative glory.

      You sound like you have pneumonia.

      Nah, I’ve just been lying down too long, and it’s freezing in here. Shh, someone’s coming. Close your eyes and act like you’re still passed out!

      I heard the urgency in his voice, so I quickly curled up on my slab, tucking my knees underneath me. The sudden movement made pain shoot through my body, but I composed my features and pretended to sleep.

      Still, I dared to squint as the footsteps in the corridor grew closer. Three guards stopped before our cells. One held a tablet; the other two held machine guns.

      Can’t I just bash their heads together and steal their keys so we can get out of here?

      Not yet—I don’t think you can run, and I need more time. I want to see more of the layout of this place and how many people are here.

      You’ve been out of your cell?

      “I think the girl’s awake.” The guard with the tablet peered into my cell. “Has she had medical attention recently?”

      One of the other guards stepped forward. “The doctor checked her this morning. Her pulse was still weak.”

      “I want to take a look at her.” But his tablet beeped, and he frowned down at it. “Uh, wait a minute. Her Majesty wants us to continue with the boy. She said that’s the priority.”

      I cursed inwardly as they opened Finn’s cell and dragged him out. He groaned as they pulled him down the hall, and I felt my third eye open—ready to let my power rip.

      Don’t, he begged. You don’t understand yet. Just stay quiet. Promise me!

      Are they going to…hurt you?

      Not that bad. I can take it.

      But as I watched him limp down the hall, I wasn’t so sure about that.

      Finn snarled inside my head. I. Am. Warning. You.

      I mentally rolled my eyes at him.

      I heard that!

      I would’ve laughed, but all I could do was choke back a sob as they dragged him out of sight.

      The door at the end of the hall clanged shut, the scraping metal echoing ominously. I sat shivering in the solitude of my cell, wondering what those men were doing to poor Finn, what Her Majesty had deemed such a priority. Unfortunately, I couldn’t escape to the blackness. I had to stay awake for Finn, to make sure he came back in one piece.

      We had to figure out a way to get out of here.

      I lay back against the cold concrete, waiting, wondering what in the hell we’d gotten ourselves into this time.
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      They didn’t bring Finn back for several hours. I lost track of time, my heart in my throat, picturing all the things they might be doing to him.

      But nothing could have prepared me for how bad he looked when the guards dragged him back.

      And drag him they did because his legs were limp. His whole body slumped as they towed him past my cell. He didn’t look up; his head lolled on his neck.

      “What did you do to him?” I shrieked.

      “Told you she was awake,” one guard said to the other. “I guess we’ll have to wait to go to dinner. They’ll want to examine her.”

      “You’re worried about your dinner when he’s practically dead?”

      My heart thudded. Finn must have been practically dead. He didn’t even make a peep that I’d outed myself as conscious.

      The guards ignored me, opening his cell and dragging him inside. They locked up and came over to my unit. The one with dark skin and dark hair pulled out his tablet as the one with blond hair and blue eyes peered at me, wrinkling his nose. “She doesn’t look like much. I don’t get what the big deal is about either of them.”

      The dark-haired guard shrugged as his fingers flew, tapping out a text. “Something about their DNA. I dunno.”

      “Didn’t they get enough of a sample from the other guy?” The blond jerked his thumb at Finn. “I don’t understand what they’re still testing him for. Isn’t a DNA test sort of a one-and-done thing?”

      The other guard laughed. “This is why you work security. Science is clearly not your thing.”

      “You work security.”

      “Yeah, genius, I know.” His tablet beeped, and he read the message. “They want us to bring her down. Let’s get going.”

      The blond guard sighed, and I fought the urge to crush him against the cell bars. “I was really looking forward to dinner. I heard it was pork chops.”

      I am going to find some pork chops and shove them down your throat as soon as I have the chance, I seethed as they opened the door.

      The dark-haired guard paused, sizing me up. “You ready?”

      I smiled at him even though my face hurt. “You bet.”

      They looked at each other briefly—they heard the crazy in my voice—before each taking an arm. But I didn’t struggle. I stole one last glance at Finn, who lay crumpled in his cell.

      I didn’t fight, so I could get back to him.

      Through the metal door, we entered another hallway, long and dimly lit. They brought me around a corner, and another, until we reached double doors. Going through them, I saw that we were entering a full medical ward. Rows of beds sat empty, and men and women in scrubs were reviewing and cataloging medical equipment and supplies.

      Disoriented, I asked, “Is this part of a hospital?”

      The guards didn’t answer. They brought me to a bed and strapped me in so I couldn’t move. Then I remembered what Finn had said and where I’d come from—the cells. It wasn’t a hospital; it was the medical wing of a prison.

      I didn’t move against the restraints as the guards tightened them. I knew I could unstrap them telekinetically. But I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t show them what I could do. I was going to wait them out, then I was going to get Finn and get out of here, far away from this place.

      An older man in blue scrubs stepped forward, tapping a pen against his palm.

      The guards saluted him. “Dr. Zelig.”

      The doctor had black hair, brown eyes, and a scowl. He sat on the edge of my bed, and I suddenly wished I were back with Dr. Rharr. He leaned forward, and his breath wafted over me, sour and vinegary. He smelled dried out, as though he lived on coffee and hadn’t had any water in a long time. What kind of doctor doesn’t drink water?

      He looked at the guards. “She doesn’t look special, does she?”

      The unimpressed blond perked up. “No, sir, she does not.”

      The doctor frowned at me, and unable to stop myself, I frowned back. “Let’s open her up and take a look, shall we? There’s got to be a reason for all this fuss. Nurse!”

      A younger woman came over, short with curly hair. “Yes, Doctor?”

      “I’d like you to prep this patient for a full inspection.”

      She nodded, not looking at me. “Of course.” The doctor stalked off, and the nurse grabbed the privacy curtain, motioning to the guards. “You need to wait outside.” She pulled the curtain closed and dug through the cabinet next to the bed. She handed me a hospital gown, still barely looking at me. “You need to put this on.”

      “Um.” I jerked against the restraints. “I sort of can’t.”

      She leveled me with a suspicious stare and opened the curtain back up. “I need to get her into a dressing gown,” she told the guards, “so you have to take off her restraints. Come on in. Just don’t look.”

      The guards entered, and she closed the curtain again. They started to undo the straps, and I swore to myself. I fought the overwhelming urge to bash all their heads together with my power and run screaming before the doctor with bad breath could come back to “open me up.”

      No way. Uh-uh. No thanks.

      But I needed to keep it together for Finn’s sake. I practiced yoga breathing. I counted backward from ten.

      The nurse handed me the johnny, and I snatched it from her. I climbed under the sheets. Making sure no one was watching, I managed to change. I dropped my filthy clothes to the floor and slid back on top of the covers, holding my arms out to be put back in the restraints.

      The guards strapped me back in immediately.

      “This one’s more cooperative, huh?” the nurse asked, eyeing me and my numerous bruises with distaste.

      “What does that mean?” My voice was sharp.

      The dark-haired guard laughed, ignoring me. “He did put up a pretty good fight, especially when we threatened to go and get his little girlfriend.”

      The blond guard sneered at me. “I don’t get it. He took so much punishment to spare her. She’s not even pretty.”

      The nurse shrugged as she prepared an antibacterial ointment, a stack of cotton padding, and several sharp silver surgical instruments. “We can’t pretend to understand them. From what I’ve heard, they’re not even human. Them and that stupid, creepy robot.”

      The dark-haired guard cracked his knuckles. “I hate that thing. I can’t wait until we finish testing it so we can blow it up.”

      “And these two, too.” The blond guard jerked his thumb at me and frowned, probably thinking I was a waste of a good pork chop. “I can’t wait ’til we’re done playing with them.”

      The nurse dipped one of the instruments in the wash. “I won’t miss these tests. They give me the creeps. I mean, the guy’s handsome and all. Working on him does not suck.”

      If they tested my blood right now, they would find it boiling.

      The nurse scowled in my direction, looking put out. “But this one? You’re right; she’s not even pretty. And she smells. I wish I didn’t have to prep her.”

      “I can hear you, you know.”

      The nurse arched her eyebrow. “Oh, I know. I just don’t care.”

      That was it—something snapped inside me. Without thinking it through, my powers unleashed. I raised the three nearby medical instruments and launched them. The nurse shrieked, dropped her supplies, and sprinted away from the scalpel chasing her.

      The forceps went after the dark-haired guard. He swiped at them, but the instrument dodged him, buzzing around like an insect. He ran, but the forceps persisted, pecking in between his eyes and swarming around his head. The guard howled and swatted, but the instrument found purchase, digging in and hacking out a large chunk of his forehead. It dropped the chunk to the floor as blood gushed from the guard’s face.

      I would’ve been grossed out if I hadn’t been so pleased with my work.

      I sent the hook-like instrument for the blond guard. It chased him around the bed until it cornered him against the wall.

      “Get it away from me!” he screeched.

      I made sure the hook ignored his pleas. It attached itself to the guard’s mouth and pulled his lips open into a deranged grimace. “Please…stop!” His words came out hysterical and sloppy, saliva dripping down the side of his face.

      Again, I smiled at him even though it hurt my face. I mentally gathered all the cotton gauze the nurse had prepped and sailed it toward him, pausing in front of him so he could get a good look.

      His eyes bugged out. “No—no!”

      The cotton pads flew in, stuffing his mouth completely full. He continued to shriek, but at least it was muffled.

      “Sorry it’s not pork chops. But it’s the best I can do on short notice.” I undid my restraints without lifting a finger. I raised my arms and shook them, showing the guard I was free. “And you’re right—I’m not that pretty, but pretty didn’t get me out of this. Just something else to chew on.”

      I hopped out of bed and realized that the room had gone silent except for the two guards crying and the nurse’s continued shrieks. The scalpel had her cornered in the supply closet. The other doctors and nurses gaped at the scene.

      Dr. Zelig strode in, taking in the commotion. “What the hell’s going on here?” He saw me out of bed and instantly pulled the alarm on the wall, causing a loud siren to erupt. His face went purple with fury. “Get her, you idiots!”

      But I was faster than the rest of them, and white-hot anger coursed through me, making my powers sharp and bright. I deployed every object in the room. Surgical instruments, beds, pills, everything that wasn’t nailed down went flying up into the air. I swirled the random objects together, making a hurricane. I swept it across the room as the staff screamed.

      The siren howled. I kept my unnatural disaster running back and forth across the room, in case anyone decided to try to follow me. I caught a glimpse of the foul-breathed doctor on the floor, cowering beneath a rolling stool that threatened to drop on his head.

      I turned on my heel and ran.

      I noted a few things immediately—I was freezing because my hospital gown was too thin, my whole body ached, and my head throbbed where I’d been hit. The world went a little wobbly as I tried to run faster. I rounded the corner into the hallway and stopped, trying to regain my equilibrium as the corners of my vision blurred. I leaned over and retched, quickly putting my head between my knees. I must’ve had a concussion. No time for that.

      Finn needed me. I stood up, against the wall at first for support, then I made myself move. I ran to him.

      The alarm still screeched above, but I barreled down the hallway without seeing any guards. Come on, come on. I urged myself on, through the pain, gathering speed. I would have tried to fly but I worried I’d crash.

      I finally reached him, practically slamming into his cell.

      He squinted up at me, and I finally saw how much they’d hurt him. One of his eyes was swollen shut. His lip was cut, still bleeding a little. Multicolored bruises bloomed all over his face, making his skin a kaleidoscope of damages.

      “The alarm…was that you, Hanover?”

      I looked for his handsome face beneath the puffy ruin they’d made of him. “Of course it was me. The nurse said she thought you were hot, and I guess I overreacted a little.” I kept my voice fake-bright as I mentally inspected the lock on his cell. I closed my eyes, feeling the parameters, then did something I’d never been able to do before: I used my energy to fill the keyhole space and mentally turned the lock.

      The door swung open, and Finn whistled through split lips. “You’re about to graduate, Ri. You might even be able to school me a little.”

      I went to him, carefully lifting him up. I secured his arm around my shoulder, and he bit back a cry.

      “I’m so sorry!”

      He chuckled. “Don’t be. At least the pain will keep me awake.”

      “Let’s get you out of here.”

      We staggered to the hall, and I looked around wildly. “Have you been this way?” I motioned in the opposite direction of the medical ward.

      “The stairs are down there.”

      I looked at him, sagging and bruised against me. “You think you can handle the stairs?”

      “Probably better than I can handle what they’ll do to us if they catch us.”

      I wanted to laugh, but I was too scared, and Finn was heavy. I dragged him in the direction of the stairs, but we weren’t making much progress.

      The alarm blared, making my head throb worse. “Why aren’t they chasing us?”

      Finn grunted. “I think their priority’s C-fab. When I was conscious during the van ride, they seemed very excited about him. That’s all they talked about. Althea kept sending texts, asking them to run all sorts of tests on him and ask him things.”

      I frowned. “I don’t want to let them keep him, but I guess we don’t have a choice…”

      Finn looked at me. “I know where he is, where they’re testing him.”

      “Finn, no.”

      He stopped walking and tried to stand on his own but quickly slumped against me again. “I guess I don’t have a lot of choice right now. I can’t even walk. But think about it. What will Althea do with technology like that? What could she do with a robot who’s almost human but without any human limitations—like a mind of its own, or a family to worry about, or blood that spills?”

      I dragged him farther down the hall. “I’m sure she could do lots of things with the technology, but we’ll stop her. Someday.”

      “Someday isn’t actually a real day.”

      I groaned. “Fine. But just not today! Today we get out of here alive, and we find our way back to the others. We have to save our families! Think about them! Think about Tess!”

      He stopped walking again, and I wanted to scream. “About Tess…”

      “You can tell me later; we’ve waited this long—”

      “I didn’t tell you about her because I was trying to protect her.”

      I heard him, but I could barely listen over the blaring siren and the concussed adrenaline pounding in my head. I grabbed his arm, ignoring his wounds, and dragged him down the hall again. I could see the sign for the stairwell at the end of the corridor. Almost there. If only Finn weren’t so damned heavy…

      “Did you hear me?”

      “Yes, of course. You wanted to protect her. I get it! The less people who knew about her existence, the safer she’d be. That way, if I got captured and tortured, they’d never get it out of me that you had a sister who was a civilian,” I blathered, trying to coax him farther toward the stairs. “I understand. I was just mad that you knew about Katie, and I’d talked about her so many times, and you never said a word. It just felt…weird, like you’d lied to me.”

      “That’s because I did lie to you.”

      I sighed in annoyance but also relief because we had finally reached the stairwell. “I forgive you.”

      “Don’t be so quick to do that.”

      “Can we please talk about this later?” I dragged him through the door. I must’ve been imagining it, but he seemed to be getting heavier by the second. Was he digging his heels in? “We need to move faster.”

      The alarm continued to screech. It was magnified in the stairwell, echoing off the concrete landing and metal stairs.

      “We want to get to the sixth floor.” Finn reached for the railing to pull himself up the stairs.

      “Uh, conventional wisdom says the exit’s on the first floor.” I had to raise my voice above the din.

      “Actually, conventional wisdom says the entrance to the parking garage is on the sixth floor, so we need to go there and steal a car. Plus, it’s closer.” He grimaced and started heading up the stairs.

      “What floor are we on?” I yelled.

      “The fourth,” he yelled back. “Let’s go. They’ve got to be coming for us.”

      I put my arm around him, and we struggled up the stairs. I felt as if my head might shatter from the noise, but after a minute, I was able to tune it out. All I could focus on was breathing and trying to get to the next landing.

      For only two floors, there were an awful lot of stairs.

      “Wait.” Finn stopped, his face wrinkling. “Someone’s coming.”

      I tensed, trying to hear anything other than the siren. Finn stepped in front of me, protectively, but I was in better shape, and I moved around him.

      Don’t make me fight you, he warned.

      I snorted, and the siren suddenly went off. The sound of my snort echoed in the stairwell.

      I could barely make out the trace of a smile on Finn’s face. “How very ladylike of you.”

      I grabbed his hand. Come on. Now that the alarm was off, it was easier for us to think-speak. We need to be ready. Tell me if you hear someone.

      Three someones, he thought immediately, and they’re about to join us from above.

      The door above us clanged open, and I cursed. I crouched protectively in front of Finn.

      “Down there!” one of the guards shouted. “Get them!”

      They clattered down the stairs as doors opened below us. More soldiers poured into the stairwell. I grabbed Finn’s hand, and we barreled up the stairs, racing to meet the soldiers coming down. I waited until I saw them.

      Then I closed my eyes, lifted them up, and hurled them down the stairwell into the darkness below, one by one.

      Thankfully, the other soldiers roared, their battle cries eclipsing the sound of their brethren’s bodies hitting the ground. I winced, turning, and ran up the stairs. Bullets echoed through the stairwell, but I ignored them. I agitated the air around us, providing temporary shelter, as we made it to the sixth floor and booked it out the door.

      We leaned against the wall in the hallway, chests heaving, but we didn’t have time to rest. No one else was there, but we didn’t know for how long.

      “We need to secure the door.” I turned to the sitting area across from the stairwell, where there was an ugly couch and two chairs. I tugged Finn out of the way then unartfully threw the furniture against the entrance, blocking it. “Which way is the garage?”

      Finn looked around again as he struggled to catch his breath. “I think… I think it’s this way?”

      I narrowed my eyes before we moved. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m pretty sure.”

      I wrapped my arms around him and headed the way he’d pointed. He was dragging, his energy sapped from the stairwell. “Just a little farther—stay with me, big guy.”

      Thank you, Hanover. Thank you for trying to save me.

      I’m not trying—I’m saving.

      I don’t deserve you.

      Even though he was being ridiculous, the words pierced my heart. Where is your big titanium-grade ego when I need it? Stop being such a sap!

      He was about to say something, but shouts thundered down the hall. More guards. Run! he thought. I’ll catch up.

      “Again. Stop with the ridiculousness. We’re a team.”

      You don’t understand—

      I UNDERSTAND I WANT YOU TO SHUT UP!

      I grabbed his hand again, which lay limp beneath mine, and I dragged him in the direction of the parking garage.

      The guards were catching up, but they weren’t what worried me.

      What concerned me was Finn and how he kept slowing down. He kept looking back for the soldiers, almost as if he wished they would reach us.

      Finn seemed as though he was giving up.
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      Maybe he was tired, maybe he was beaten up, or maybe he was sorry he’d lied about his sister. I didn’t care.

      Move it, handsome.

      I dragged him, but he fought me.

      I considered telekinetically picking him up and sailing him through the air, but he was so frail. I didn’t want to accidentally hurl him against a wall or scrape him against the popcorn ceiling. I didn’t have enough control yet, and the guards were closing in. I was too afraid to try to divide my attention between fighting them and managing Finn.

      I squeezed his hand, begging. C’mon. Please.

      He started moving, but it was still slower than I liked. Panic flooded my chest as the guards got closer. I don’t want to kill all those men.

      Sadness pierced his eyes, but so did resolve. Okay. Let’s go. It’s right up here.

      I felt relieved that he seemed to be picking up the pace. We hustled away from the sound of the guards to the entrance to the parking garage.

      “This is it.” Finn looked winded from the effort, but at least he’d gotten us there.

      “Okay. Let’s go now—they’re close.” We burst through the door, and I sucked in a deep breath of cool, fresh air. I hadn’t known if I would ever make it outside again. But the reprieve was brief. As we looked out at the lot, we saw no cars. It was completely empty.

      Another thought occurred to me. “If this is a prison, why is it so easy to escape?”

      “I heard them talking about it. It’s an alternative placement program—for recovering addicts and low-level offenders. It’s low security. There’s no barbed wire out there.”

      “Phew.”

      One of the guards hollered from inside the building. They were coming for us.

      Finn’s gaze met mine. “No phew.”

      Grimacing, I used my power to lift a nearby dumpster and slammed it in front of the door, but the guards thundered beyond. The dumpster shook as they reached the entrance and pounded against it. It wouldn’t hold them long.

      The door screeched open an inch, and then another.

      Curse word that rhymes with truck

      Curse word that rhymes with ever-loving truck

      “Let’s move.” Now it was Finn’s turn to take my hand. We lurched though the lot. The cool air blew at my hospital gown, and I clutched it against me. A johnny was so not appropriate escape wear.

      Blue’s your color though, Hanover.

      “At least your sense of humor’s coming back.”

      The dumpster rattled behind us, and Finn’s shoulders slumped. “We don’t have much time.”

      “And we don’t have a car to steal.”

      We made it to the far side of the garage, so I could see the view: a small city, mountains in the distance. “Are we still in Boise?”

      Finn shook his head. “I don’t think so. The buildings in the downtown are too low. See? This is more of a small town. I think we’re still close, though.”

      I looked up and down the garage, wishing I could see inside the other levels. “Do you think there are cars anywhere in here?”

      “I don’t remember seeing much, but I know I saw some other cars. There has to be.”

      The dumpster screeched again, and the door opened another sliver.

      Finn took my hand. “You have to promise me something, Ri.”

      “What?”

      “That you’re going to make it out of here.”

      “I’m going to make it out of here. And you are, too.”

      The dumpster skidded again, and I sighed. “I don’t want to fight them, but I can. I’ve hurt so many people…but I can do it. I can save us.”

      He reached for my hand. “You don’t have to. There’s another way. We can climb down to the next level. It’s not too far. You don’t have to hurt people to protect me. I know how that feels—I don’t want you to do it.”

      Even though the door was opening behind us and I could hear the guards yelling, it was something in Finn’s tone that made my heart stop. “What’s the matter?”

      “You mean, besides the angry mob chasing us?”

      “Yes. Tell me.”

      He looked back at the door then to me. “It’s a couple of different things, and I need to tell you quick. We don’t have much time.”

      But you’re coming with me.

      “Just let me say what I need to say, okay?”

      I nodded, suddenly unable to speak.

      “I didn’t tell you about my sister because I was trying to protect her.”

      “Yes—”

      The muscle in his jaw popped. “What I didn’t tell you was that I was trying to protect her from you.”

      “I’m sorry?” My voice came out tiny. At the same time, the guards burst through the door, first in a trickle, then in a flood.

      “We need to get out of here. Follow me.” He hopped up on the ledge of the building.

      “Do you feel good enough to do that?”

      He grimaced, but his battered body was surprisingly graceful. “I’m pretty sure I’m going to make it. Emma told me as much.” He put his hands on the edge of the building and swung down so only his fingertips were visible. “Come over here—now.”

      I followed him just as the guards spotted us. They hurtled toward the far end of the garage and called for backup. They would reach us in less than a minute. Heart pounding, I crouched on the edge of the wall and lowered myself next to Finn.

      I hung on the thin ledge of concrete tightly, my fingers frozen into immobile claws. I looked down and shuddered. Six floors up looked high, much too high to fall from.

      Finn chuckled, the last thing I’d expected.

      “Why are you laughing?”

      “Because you can fly, remember? You don’t need to be afraid of heights.”

      Right. In our last battle against Althea Remington in the Sonora Caverns, I’d managed to use my powers to propel myself across space—to fly. I hadn’t used the power since.

      “You’ll remember how when you need to.” Finn’s voice was gentle.

      “Um, that’s great, but since we have a pack of bloodthirsty guards about to reach us and bash our fingers and/or shoot us, do you think we could get a move on?”

      “Give me your hand. I’ll lower you down.”

      I peered at the level beneath us. If Finn could hold my weight, I could make it to the ledge beneath. “How will you get down?”

      He held out his hand for me. “I have a plan.”

      “Can you handle my weight right now? You can barely walk.”

      Take my hand, dammit!

      I could hear the guards about to reach us. I grasped at Finn, and even though he’d been struggling since I’d gotten him from his cell, it seemed his strength had returned.

      He held me firmly and lowered me just out of reach of the next ledge.

      “I can’t get to it. I can’t reach it!”

      “The things I had to tell you,” Finn said, ignoring me. “About my sister, about…you.”

      My heart jackhammered—not just because I was dangling six floors above ground—and my hand had started to sweat.

      He sighed. “I didn’t tell you about my sister because I didn’t know what you’d do, how you’d react, if you ever found out.”

      Sweat pooled between our hands, and I slipped a little. “Found out what?”

      Finn looked down at me, pain twisting his face. “Found out what I did to yours.”

      The guards were closing in, but I no longer cared. “What you did to my sister? What are you talking about? She died two years before I even met you!”

      “They made me pick the driver. I used my powers to find someone who was overtired, who’d been drinking and shouldn’t have been on the road. They made me listen to your dad and Katie, to coordinate the time they’d be on the highway.”

      I shook my head as his words permeated my brain. “I don’t understand.”

      I set up the accident that killed them, Ri. Before I ever met you.

      I looked up at him. You wouldn’t do that.

      They made me do it, Riley. And I followed orders because that’s what I’m programmed to do.

      My hand slipped a little more, but I hung on. But you have free will. I’ve seen it. You’d never hurt innocent people!

      “But I did. I took the people you loved most.” Finn’s voice shook as he clung to my hand. “Because I believed their lies.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not true. Tell me it’s not true.”

      Finn’s eyes shone with tears. “When I met you, I tried not to love you because of what I did. Because of what I did to you.”

      No. No no no no no

      “I love you, and that’s why I’m going to stay and fight. I’m going to get the robot and save the world, Hanover. For you. For you and your mom and the people we have left.”

      I clung to his hand, desperate.

      Finn squeezed his eyes shut. “Which is why I have to let you go. Remember how special you are. Stay safe. Stay alive. Remember I love you, no matter what I’ve done.” He released my hand, and I plummeted, just as the guards reached the edge and trained their weapons on us.

      “Finn, NO!”

      Fly, he commanded.

      I lost sight of him as the guards swarmed the ledge. I heard the guards yelling above me, surrounding Finn. I crashed down, through a tree that scraped the length of my back and turned me upside down. I plunged, headfirst, straight toward the ground.

      For the briefest moment—a nanosecond—I considered crashing. There would be pain, but then there would be darkness. Peace. I wouldn’t know anything anymore, and I wouldn’t ever have to be afraid again. I would never have to worry about him again—if he was still alive, if he was still fighting. And I would never have to think about what he’d just told me.

      Never, as in never ever.

      Peace. Blackness. Oblivion. In the course of that nanosecond, the darkness beckoned seductively.

      The ground got closer.

      Fly! he screamed into my head.

      So he was still alive, at least for now.

      Right before I crashed, on pure instinct, I pulled up and flew. Gunfire chased me as the guards tried to wound their prize, to stop my escape, so they could get me back for their precious tests. But I flew. I flew fast. I remembered how, just like he’d said I would.

      He. I couldn’t bear to think his name. The wind whipped my face as I tore across the prison yard, racing above the tall grass, away from the bullets, away from person who’d shown me I had a heart.

      Away from the person who’d broken it.
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      I didn’t remember picking the pretty white house, but I woke up inside it. Curled up in the downstairs coat closet, I clutched the jacket I’d stolen around me like a comforter.

      I got up to explore the silence, my body stiff and aching. My heart ached, too, but I didn’t want to think about that, not yet. The floorboards creaked beneath me as I padded into the living room. This had been a family home. I could tell by the collection of board games and movies crammed into the bookcase. An overstuffed sofa sat, dejected and alone, its owners gone too long.

      Where is the family? Does the government have them in their underground space? Has Althea gotten to them?

      Did they run away to someplace safe?

      A girl had lived in this house. I found princess movies and romantic comedies, a series of novels about a young, headstrong queen, and a dollhouse collecting dust in the corner. There were pictures of the girl, smiling, always smiling—pictures with her parents and with her friends, trick or treating, cheerleading, swimming in a pool. I inspected every room, spending too much time in the girl’s bedroom, playing with the wind-up ballerina inside her jewelry box and staring at the posters that hung on her wall.

      I borrowed a pair of her hot-pink sweatpants and a gray sweatshirt, tossing the dirty hospital gown into a trash can that would never be emptied.

      A girl had lived here. She’d had friends. She’d had nice things. She’d had a life.

      None of it mattered anymore.

      I headed listlessly back downstairs and found a box of expired cereal in the pantry. I sat on the couch and ate it, piece by wretched piece.

      I needed to go back for him. If he was even still alive.

      I refused to think he was dead. They wanted us alive, albeit barely, for a reason. Their research. Without me to cause trouble, they could get to work on him. They wouldn’t kill him.

      Not yet.

      I wanted to leave then, to go back to the prison and fight, but they would be waiting for me. I was woefully outnumbered. On top of that, they’d seen what I could do. They would be waiting, and they wouldn’t let me near him.

      I got up and paced, my thoughts cartwheeling in spite of my exhaustion. I sidestepped what he’d told me. I couldn’t think about it, except for one important thing: The Division. I couldn’t trust them. I should never have trusted them.

      But in order to get Finn back, I needed their help.
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      Kyan, can you hear me? Morgan? Maya?

      No answer. I closed my eyes and tried again. Finn?

      But he didn’t answer, and I couldn’t feel him or hear him. I shivered.

      Micah? Fearing the worst, I figured I might as well try.

      No one responded. I’d known the others’ telepathic powers weren’t as strong as Finn’s, but Jesus. Couldn’t they at least pick up a distress signal?

      I decided to try every hour on the hour. If no one responded by this afternoon, I would go back to the prison alone.

      And this time, I would either leave with Finn, or I wouldn’t leave at all.

      I headed back out to the neighborhood, foraging for more food or anything else useful. The upper-middle-class homes were mostly empty, but I found some useful items: a working watch, some lighters, a can of gas, batteries in their original packaging, and lots of canned goods. I missed the chocolate cake from base, but it was better to feed myself—I vowed to stay independent from now on. I would no longer put my trust in others. I’d been a fool; I could see that now.

      I searched the neighbors’ garages for cars, and I found an acceptable one—a relatively new hatchback with four-wheel drive. It still had a quarter tank of gas, and the keys were hung neatly in the garage.

      I wondered who’d left it and why.

      I decided to gather more supplies, organize them, then pack them into the car. I needed to be ready to run, to take Finn with me once we’d escaped. I worked diligently, going through each house, taking anything that might be useful. I concentrated on first-aid items. Finn had been in bad shape when I’d left him. He could only be worse now.

      The silence of the neighborhood gave me too much time to think. I couldn’t ignore what Finn had told me much longer. I needed to understand. Dad and Katie. Why had The Division wanted them dead? Had my father known something about the agency, something dangerous? Was that what he’d been trying to tell me from the grave?

      I remembered his words from Levels testing. There is someone who needs your forgiveness.

      Did my dad know about Finn? That Finn had killed him?

      And then there was the message from the Ouija board. Someone close to you did something terrible, but it wasn’t their fault. Don’t believe their lies.

      Whose lies? The Division’s? Or Finn’s?

      Dad tried to warn me. He’d known this was coming.

      My brain wobbled as I tried to configure my thoughts into something meaningful. I brought everything I’d gathered from the neighborhood back to the pretty white house. I assembled my haul on the coffee table in the living room, but I couldn’t concentrate on the things in front of me. My thoughts swirled, twisting with memories, as I tried to make sense of everything.

      Finn tried to tell you. Before.

      I sat up straighter. I suddenly remembered a conversation we’d had back when Cranston had locked us in a cell at the naval prison. Finn and I had been talking about the agency—about what my parents knew and what Finn knew.

      “My parents agreed to this?” 

      “They must have.”

      “Tell me about my sister.” 

      “I know she was part of the program. She was adopted, too.”

      “You said it wasn’t an accident,” I whispered.

      I’d been asking about what happened to my dad and Katie, but Finn never got to answer. Cranston had come down the hall, interrupting us. But Finn had tried to tell me; he’d tried to warn me.

      I put my head between my knees. A trifecta of misery pierced my chest. Finn. My dad. My sister…

      Selfish and obsessed—with my powers, with Finn, with my friends—I’d left the questions behind. I’d left my family behind, dead and all but forgotten. Where is the necklace? Katie’s old one that Mom gave me?

      My face reddened with shame. The necklace was the only thing I had of Katie’s. I’d taken it off at some point, and I didn’t even know where it was. I hoped it was in my pack, stowed safely on the bus, and that I could get it someday. I sat, reeling, steeped in guilt. Yes, I’d been busy fighting for my life, but what was that life worth if I forgot about the people I loved?

      Katie had tried to tell me something to do with all this. I remembered now. She’d said something at the naval prison, too. I’d seen her because of the drugs Cranston had given me.

      I couldn’t see her clearly until I got up close. In the fading light, she looked the same as the last day I’d seen her. She wore a blue hooded sweatshirt, her hair was pulled up in a ponytail, and her signature mascara perfectly rimmed her wide blue eyes.

      “Riley.” Her voice was a little muffled, but she smiled when she saw me and put her face closer to the glass.

      “Why are you out there?” I asked, my voice thick with tears. “I want to touch you.”

      “I can’t come in. I’m not ‘official’ enough, I guess. Even now.”

      My brain scrambled. Even in death, The Division wouldn’t let my sister through the door.

      But why? What had gone wrong?

      What had made them kill her?

      My mother had said Katie wasn’t “as gifted” as me. But The Division threatened to kill her if she told me more.

      The watch I’d found buzzed, making me jump. Time to try and call the meatheads again. I closed my eyes, happy to have something to focus on—something other than the truth.
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      The car was completely packed with enough supplies to last for a couple of weeks. Even though I didn’t have my license, I was pretty sure I could navigate the empty roads. At least I hoped I could. I backed the car out of the garage and parked it on the street, hopping out to check the supplies one final time.

      I caught a glimpse of my reflection as I opened the trunk of the car. My hair was scraped back into a ponytail, and my face was bruised and hollowed out. Dark circles ringed my eyes. There was a hardness to my face that hadn’t been there before. Which was good, I supposed.

      There were plenty of supplies. I was as ready as I would ever be.

      No one had responded to my telepathic cries for help. Either my friends couldn’t hear me, or they didn’t care. Or maybe they weren’t allowed to answer. It didn’t matter. I’d left Finn, and he was my responsibility in more ways than one.

      I slowed the car as I drove by the pretty white house. In some ways, I wished I could stay. But I was done with wishing, and with waiting. I’d wasted more time than I cared to admit.

      I maneuvered the car slowly, getting used to the feel of driving, carefully taking side roads through the downtown. I doubted that the guards or any of the staff ventured past the gates of the correctional facility, but I didn’t want any trouble, not yet.

      I’d studied an old map I’d found at the house and highlighted the back roads to the prison. I followed the route and parked a mile away, pulling the car off the road and partially into the woods. I covered it with branches and leaves. Then I tied a yellow-and-black ribbon, stolen from the girl’s room, to a low-hanging branch nearby so we could find our way back.

      We. A thorny, tangled mess of chaotic emotions flooded me every time I thought about Finn. I couldn’t begin to make sense of my feelings. But I knew I had to save him. I had to see him again. The need to make sure he was alive pulsated within me.

      Was that because of genetic engineering? Or was it love? At the moment, I didn’t want it to be either, and I didn’t want to think about it. I would figure it out once I got him to safety.

      Finn? Can you hear me? I’m coming for you!

      No answer. I hoped that only meant he was either sleeping or afraid to talk to me.

      I trudged down the dirt road to the prison, inhaling the cool air. I didn’t even know what month it was anymore. I peered at the woods around me, trees full of colorful leaves. The air was mild but pleasant. Could it be September already? Did they have autumn in Idaho?

      I’d seldom left New Hampshire before I’d joined The Division. Now I could barely keep track of the places I’d seen. My head spun for too many different reasons to keep track of.

      I walked briskly. The brief rest at the house had physically restored me. I talked to myself as I went, running through the layout of the building again in my head, reminding myself of the different ways I could fight. Inanimate objects, veritable force fields, unnatural disasters, lock picking, head clanging, and flying.

      It would be all right. I can do this.

      The back of the prison came into view. Paranoid, I moved closer toward the tree line. I could just make out the parking garage, the place where I’d last seen Finn. Shame flooded me as I recalled the scene—Finn barely hanging on to the ledge, the swarm of guards putting their hands all over him as I fled.

      I made myself focus on the grounds. The back of the facility contained a fenced-in outdoor area for the prisoners, an observation tower, and a low outbuilding. The property was gated, but Finn had been right—no barbed wire. Not that it would’ve mattered.

      I took a deep breath, weighing my options. I saw no guards. I squinted up at the observation tower, but I didn’t see anyone inside. Bingo. Maybe that was where I should start, to get a better view of the various entrances and plan my attack.

      I didn’t want to call attention to myself, but it would be more expedient to just fly over the fence and up to the tower’s landing. Climbing risked my exposure. I crouched down, wondering if I could conjure the skill again and if I could even use it to navigate onto the narrow platform. When I’d left Finn, I’d flown recklessly and purely on instinct. I didn’t even remember landing in the neighborhood. I’d been too hysterical.

      I took a deep breath, calming my frayed nerves. You can do this. You were born to do this.

      I sprung up and launched myself, the air agitating all around me. I lifted off the ground like a rocket and headed straight for the tower—literally. I had to veer to the left to avoid crashing into it. I circled the small building, flying around in a bit of a wild circle. So much for less exposure. If anyone looked toward the tower, they would see me careening around like a lunatic. I cursed as I slowed and hovered above the platform. I still didn’t know how to stop. So I closed my eyes and just…quit, praying I would hit the platform so it would stop me from plummeting to the ground.

      Thud. I grinned madly even though the wind had been knocked out of me. I opened one eye, squinting at the surface beneath me. I’d made it!

      “What the—” A face, white with shock beneath a red crew cut, peered at me from inside the tower. A startled guard, who I’d apparently woken from his nap, stared at me.

      Great. One thing I’d wanted to avoid was killing people if I didn’t have to. I took a deep breath and slammed the door open with my powers. The guard took a step back into the small space, shaking. He knows who you are, and he’s afraid.

      I took a step toward him. “I’m not going to hurt you, not unless you do something stupid.”

      His hand reached for the intercom button. I immediately lifted him with my powers so his head thudded against the ceiling and his fingers couldn’t reach the controls. “That constitutes something stupid.”

      “Please don’t hurt me.” His voice, tinged with a Southern twang, quavered. I kept him suspended in the air and disarmed him, sailing his pistol into my outstretched hand.

      His green eyes went wide. “It’s true. You’re a witch.”

      I bristled. “Is that what they’re calling me?”

      “N-No, miss.”

      I didn’t have much use for the guard, with his reddening face and his situational stutter. But maybe he could be helpful. “Are you up here in this tower because you’re looking for me?”

      He shook his head, almost imperceptibly.

      “Is that a no? I’m losing patience here.”

      His face went scarlet. “No. I’m not looking for you.”

      “The why are you up here?” I stepped forward. “Did the other prisoner escape?”

      “No. I don’t think…”

      I yanked him up higher, knocking his head against the ceiling until he whimpered. “You don’t think what?”

      “I don’t think he’s in any shape to escape.” He exhaled as I dropped him a few inches.

      “Why not?”

      “Because they’ve got him up in the lab day and night, and I heard he wasn’t doing too good.”

      White rage flooded me, and I had to be careful not to crush the guard with my fury. “You still haven’t told me why you’re up here. Is it for normal surveillance?”

      “No.” He seemed to puff his chest out a bit, which was ridiculous as he was suspended in the air. “I’m here because…” Remembering who he was about to brag to, he promptly shut his mouth.

      This time I rammed his red head into the ceiling with more force. “You’re boring me, and that’s dangerous.”

      “Ow! Stop!”

      But I didn’t stop. The need to crush something burned within me. All vows to not kill went out the window as hot rage scorched inside me. “Speak now, or forever hold your peace. And I mean the ‘forever’ part literally.”

      “All right! I’m waiting for our superiors. They’re coming to examine the prisoner. And the robot.”

      I stopped ramming his head for a moment. “Althea’s coming? Here?”

      His face puckered as he rubbed the top of his head, the big baby. “How do you know her name?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Uh…sorry. I was just curious.”

      My time was running out. I needed to get Finn before they accidentally killed him in the lab, or Althea decided to make him her telepathic pet. “When is she coming?”

      “I don’t know. I swear.” He held up his hands, as if in surrender. “I just know they’re coming soon. I’m supposed to watch the back in case they arrive from the east.”

      I checked the grounds, but they remained empty. “And she’s going to take the robot? And the prisoner?”

      “I don’t know that, either. I just heard she wants to see them, to check on our progress.”

      I thought of Finn’s bruised body, how he’d been dragged back to his cell from the lab. I didn’t want to ask what would constitute progress. I needed to get to him. But still, I had one more question for the guard. “Why are you following her? Althea, I mean. Why have you joined her? You seem almost…normal.” Cowardly, maybe, but normal in that he probably ate vegetables, wore sunscreen, and didn’t pledge his allegiance to an eco-terrorist psychopath before all of this.

      “Because.”

      I arched an eyebrow, waiting. “Go on.”

      “Because…” He watched me carefully. “I don’t trust the government.”

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed. I bent over, clutching my stomach.

      After my hysterics subsided, I got to work. He watched, terrified, as I eyed the tower for something useful. I saw a box of supplies and rummaged through it. Rope and a few other items…bingo. A large roll of duct tape, practically a girl’s best friend.

      I turned back to the guard, who still hovered above the ground. “I’ll let you live, on one condition—you can’t let them know I’m here.”

      He nodded quickly, eyes watering.

      “I am going to incapacitate you, and I am going to secure you and tape you up. I won’t kill you unless I have to. That’s your choice. But if I get down there and find out that you turned me in, I’m coming back for you. Got it?”

      Quivering, he nodded. “Yes, miss.”

      He’d probably heard about the incident with the medical instruments.

      I brought him closer with my powers. His watery eyes darted in panic as he swooped toward me through the room. Then I punched him square in the face without warning.

      His head lolled on his neck. A twinge of guilt shot through me, but I straightened my shoulders. Incapacitated is better than dead.

      His body was limp as I lowered him to the ground. Lucky for him, he couldn’t feel his bumpy landing. I rolled him under the window’s ledge so he wouldn’t be easily visible from outside.

      Then I went to work with the duct tape.
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      I watched the prison grounds from the tower, but there was no sign of Althea. No one radioed in from the main building. The guard lay, incapacitated, restrained, and appropriately duct taped, immobile on the floor.

      I paced the small space, but after a moment, I decided it was time to go. Maybe I could get Finn out before Althea arrived. I wouldn’t be able to get to C-fab, but the robot wasn’t my priority. Yes, it would be terrible if Althea figured out how to make use of him, or worse—replicate him. But Finn and I were in no shape to take on all the guards right now and stage a full-scale breakout.

      The robot would have to wait.

      The yard was quiet as I went back out to the platform. I decided to use the ladder, not wanting to risk another flight malfunction. I moved quickly, not looking down until I reached the bottom. But as I turned to face the prison, I realized I wasn’t alone.

      “Nice sweatpants,” a familiar voice said from behind. “But isn’t that color a little bright for you?”
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      “Emma.” My shoulders slumped in relief as tears pricked my eyes. “I thought you guys were gone for good. And Finn—oh my God, Finn’s in such bad shape.”

      She reached for me, pulling me in for a hug. “I saw what they did to him. He doesn’t have much time, Ri. We need to get in there.”

      I nodded, chin wobbling. I couldn’t feel Finn, and I couldn’t hear him at all.

      “We should go. The others are waiting.” She clutched my arm, and we turned around, heading for the fence.

      “How did you find me?”

      “I climbed the fence.”

      “I mean in general.”

      Emma jutted her chin. “I am psychic, you know. I figured out where this facility is. It’s not that far from where we were in Boise. I saw you, and I saw the prison.”

      “And I heard you. You forgot to mention that, Emma.” Kyan taunted her from beyond the chain-link fence. “Riley, I heard you calling me, then Emma had her little vision. So I should basically get the credit for your rescue.”

      “For the love of God, shut up!” Emma’s face puckered. “You really don’t know when to quit, do you?”

      “I just wanted Riley to know I’m the one who heard her.” Kyan crossed his arms against his chest, a sour expression on his face. “Let’s move it, ladies. Everyone’s waiting.”

      Emma and I hustled to the fence. “Althea’s on her way. At least that’s what the guard I just lightly tortured told me.”

      She groaned. “When’s she going to get here?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. Soon.”

      Emma looked grim. “Just perfect. Nora’s going to have a fit when she finds out about all this, if she doesn’t already know.”

      “Nora doesn’t know you’re here?”

      Emma didn’t look at me. Instead, she started climbing.

      “Wait. You don’t need to do that. I can get us over.”

      “Uh, are you sure that’s a good idea?” Kyan looked suspicious. “Last I heard, you didn’t exactly have the flying thing under control.”

      “I’ve been practicing. I’ve gotten better.”

      Emma didn’t look too sure, but she hopped down. “Okay. Let’s try it, I guess. Anything for Finn.”

      I winced. Just the sound of his name tore right through me, a lightning bolt dividing my emotions. “Right.” I held out my arms for her, hoping that my face didn’t betray any emotion.

      If Emma knew about Tess, did she also know what Finn did to my family?

      Has she been keeping all his secrets?

      I pushed the thoughts aside. Now was the time for action, not talk. I scooped Emma up in my arms and squatted.

      Kyan frowned. “Are you, like, launching yourself?”

      “Shut up,” Emma and I said in unison.

      I propelled myself into the air but wildly overshot the fence, rising high above the trees. Emma’s eyes went wide. “This is cool, but please don’t kill me!”

      I concentrated on getting over to the other side, and I tried to slow down as we plummeted toward the ground.

      “Riley?” Emma screeched.

      “Um, I haven’t quite figured out the landing thing yet.” We thumped onto the grass, and she flew out of my arms, rolling several feet away.

      “Ow!” But Emma giggled when she sat up even though her clothes were dirty. “Okay, you really need to learn how to stick the landing.”

      “Ugh.” I staggered to my feet, feeling new bruises forming over the old ones. “I know.”

      For once, Kyan kept his mouth shut, just shaking his head as he held out his hand for Emma and helped her up.

      They set off down the road, and Kyan motioned for me to follow. I ignored my pain and caught up to them. “What happened at the battle?” I’d missed out on so much.

      “We crushed them basically—except for the fact that a crew of them escaped with you, Finn and C-fab. But we got all the Conscience employees out, every last one.” A note of pride crept into Kyan’s voice.

      “What about the guards we caught?”

      “They didn’t…make it.” Emma shook her head. “We couldn’t bring them with us.”

      “Who else is here?” I asked.

      Emma didn’t turn around. “Pretty much everyone.”

      “Cranston?”

      “Yep.”

      That surprised me. “What about the Conscience employees?”

      “Nah, we hid them at a safe house.”

      “Who’s watching them?”

      She still didn’t turn around. “Nicole.”

      “Nicole has the clearance to do that alone? Jeez, I missed a lot.”

      Emma slowed down. “Um, she doesn’t technically have the clearance to run a safe house.”

      Kyan slowed, too. “Emma and I sort of cleared her.”

      “What about Cranston?”

      They looked at each other for a beat. “Cranston hasn’t…said much.”

      Emma frowned at me. “Because we sort of tied him up and gagged him.”

      “Oh boy.” I started walking faster, patting the duct tape in my pocket. “We better hurry. What does Nora think happened? How long have Finn and I actually been gone?” I’d lost track of the days.

      “Almost a week. Nora thinks we’re still out on the assignment, but I’m sure she’s tracking our every move via our monitors. We told her that we ran into a few logistical issues.”

      “I.e., we totally lied to her,” Kyan said.

      Emma bit her lip. “You should know—not everybody’s happy that we’re here.”

      My stomach sank, knowing immediately who she meant. “Morgan?”

      She nodded. “She’s worried about what they’re going to do to Dave at the base, if Nora finds out we came out here on our own.”

      My shoulders slumped. “Of course she is.” She should be.

      “But Finn’s our brother, and we have to save him.” Kyan’s tone was matter-of-fact. “If it’s between Finn and a civilian, Finn wins every time—even if he is a smug egomaniac.”

      I ignored his dig. “You shouldn’t have made her come, though. She has every right to be worried about Dave.” Poor Morgan. Nora would barbecue him just to punish us.

      Emma shrugged. “She couldn’t exactly go back by herself, not with the story we made up.”

      We walked farther, and I saw the bus pulled off the road, loosely hidden by the forest trees. “So have we…defected again?” That was what I wanted, but our situation was too complicated for such a simple solution.

      “That wasn’t our intention, especially because of our families.” Emma bit her lip, probably thinking about her little brother. “But Cranston refused to come after you guys, even after I had a vision and saw what sort of shape Finn was in. We decided to overrule him. Nicole was confident that she could keep her employees safe, and after we saw what she could do during the battle, we agreed. So we just sort of went…rogue.”

      “Again,” Kyan said.

      “I don’t want you guys to risk your families. I can handle this by myself. I can get him out.” My voice sounded hoarse. The weight of what they were risking sat on my shoulders, crushing me.

      Emma peered at me. “Why didn’t he escape with you?”

      “He didn’t…” Want to? “He sort of threw me out of the building.”

      Kyan blinked. “Huh?”

      “We were trying to escape, but the guards caught up to us. Finn made me go, and he sacrificed himself to stay to fight.”

      Emma pursed her lips. “And you just left? Doesn’t really sound like you.”

      I sighed. “I was hanging on to the ledge of the building. He pushed me, and then the guards shot at me when I flew away. I couldn’t go back.”

      Finn broke my heart. He told me what he’d done to my dad and Katie. The bullets weren’t the only thing stopping me from turning around.

      I’d left him to die. How am I ever going to live with myself?

      Emma had a funny look on her face, as if she didn’t buy my explanation. But Kyan shook his head, looking sad. “That’s rough. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry for me,” I snapped. “I’m the one standing here. Enough talking—let’s go. The sooner we get him out of there, the better.”

      They gave each other a look, but I ignored them. My sharp tone was the least of my worries. I felt jagged inside, ready to rip something apart, ready to burst.

      I took a deep breath before I stepped onto the bus, trying to get ahold of myself. I had a lot to tell the others and not much time.

      “Riley!” Maya bounded up, almost knocking me over as she squeezed me in a bear hug. “I wasn’t sure I’d see you again!”

      Unexpectedly, Rachel also hugged me, and I got to experience firsthand how good her hair smelled. “Good to see you.”

      I smiled. “Thanks, Rachel. You, too.”

      Josh intercepted, clapping me on the back. He pulled me in for a bony embrace, banging me against his collarbone and blinding me with a flash of his teeth. “I’m so glad you’re alive, Hanover. It was seriously boring without you around.”

      Josh released me, and Micah smiled and held his arms out. I put my head against his chest.

      “You okay, Freak Show?”

      I sniffled. “Not really.”

      He patted my hair. “We’ll make it right. We’re ready.”

      I pulled back, still sniffling, and I caught Morgan glaring at me from her seat. “Hi…”

      She nodded once.

      I reached for her, but she was stiff beneath my touch. “I’m sorry we’re here. I know you’re worried about Dave. I get it. I never meant for this to happen.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “I know. I just feel sick. If Nora finds out what we did…” Her gaze traveled to the back of the bus, where Cranston sat shackled to his seat, a rag stuffed into his mouth.

      I was very glad our superior wasn’t talented at the moment. Based on the way he was glaring, lasers probably would’ve shot out of his eyes, and he would’ve made a jigsaw puzzle out of me.

      I took a step closer to him, motioning toward his…situation. “I’m sorry about all this.”

      A lie—I wasn’t sorry. Now that I knew what he’d done to my family, I had little sympathy for Cranston. But I had to keep up some semblance of appearances until I could figure out what to do.

      He yelled at me through the gag, straining against his shackles, blue eyes raging.

      “It’s not like we can just leave him in there to die.” My voice shook. “They’re cutting him open and running tests on him. Althea’s on her way!”

      I didn’t understand exactly what Cranston yelled next beneath his gag, but there were definitely swears. A litany of them.

      The bus erupted at my news, everyone talking and freaking out at once.

      “They’re cutting Finn open?”

      “Althea’s on her way here? With her full guard?”

      “She must want that robot bad.”

      “We need backup!”

      “Quiet, please. Let me talk. We don’t have much time.” I paced the length of the bus, trying to keep my distance from Cranston, who practically had smoke pouring out of his ears. “I know where he’s being kept, and I know how we can get in. I don’t know about C-fab, and I don’t think we have time to search the building for him. Finn is my priority, but I want to make sure we’re all on the same page.”

      Everyone agreed without argument, but then Cranston screamed at us, his words unintelligible.

      Blowing out a deep breath, I stalked over and snatched the rag from his mouth. “What.”

      “You better get that goddamned robot, or Nora’s going to have all your heads!” Spittle flew from his lips. “She will never forgive you for leaving Nicole unattended with those civilians. If she finds out that you did that and left C-3PO behind, I don’t care how many billions of dollars your precious DNA is worth—she’ll end you and your families.”

      Maya immediately raised her hand. “I’ll go for the robot.”

      She and her twin locked gazes, and Morgan nodded. “Me, too.”

      “Thank you.” It wasn’t my place to be thankful, but their plan was smart. It might also save all our skins. Bringing Nora’s robotic prize back would be a surefire way to get in her good graces and maybe even save Dave, not to mention my own mother.

      I eyed Cranston. “Do you have anything else to contribute—anything useful?”

      “They won’t be able to get anything from Finn. No one has the technology to do that but us.” He shrugged. “If he’s almost dead, I say let Althea have him and get the robot out instead. It makes more sense in the long run.”

      I went after him with the gag.

      Cranston’s eyes went wild. “Get off me, you little—”

      He couldn’t finish his sentence; I didn’t let him.

      I stepped back, admiring my work as his eyes bulged. I might’ve shoved the rag a little deep.

      He tried to say something in an ugly tone. Happily, I couldn’t decipher his complaints.

      I put duct tape over his mouth, too. Three pieces, just to be sure. “This is for your own good, so no one hears you while we’re gone.”

      He watched me with hate in his eyes. Right back at ya, buddy.

      Cranston was now officially on my bad list. But I couldn’t do anything about it yet. Not while he had my mom, Finn’s mom, and Tess. Not to mention my friends’ families. I would wait until the time was right.

      I turned to the rest of them. “Let’s go. Bring whatever weapons you need, but pack light. This might get acrobatic.”

      Before I left the bus, I grabbed my pack and searched it. Katie’s necklace glinted in the side pocket; the four bluish-green stones sparkled, bringing tears to my eyes. I put the necklace on and tucked it beneath my sweatshirt.

      I turned and found Cranston watching me, his brow furrowed with interest. I fought the urge to add more duct tape.

      Instead, I fled the bus.

      We crept along the perimeter of the dirt road, toward the jail. We stopped once we got closer. Morgan, Maya, and Kyan tried to listen in to what was going on inside telepathically, while the rest of us waited.

      I paced, fidgeting. “Can you listen, too?” I whispered to Micah.

      He furrowed his brow, not understanding.

      “Just in case.” The words caught in my throat, and realization dawned on his face.

      “I’m on it.”

      A minute passed, then another, and I lost patience. Finn was so much faster than the others. “A report, someone. Please!” I hissed.

      “I’m only getting muffled sounds.” Maya frowned. “I can tell people are in there but not much else.”

      “Me, too.” Morgan’s face was red from a mixture of embarrassment and effort. She, too, relied on Finn for this sort of thing. “Sorry.”

      “I heard one of the guards thinking that his coworker was hot, but I know that’s not the type of intel we’re looking for.” Kyan started heading toward the jail, unapologetic. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      We scrambled after him, and I took the lead. “We’re going to the back of the parking garage and heading up to the sixth level. There’s a side entrance to the building from there. I know how to get to Finn’s cell from that location.”

      “What if they have him in the lab?” Emma asked.

      I nodded, adrenaline thrumming. “I know where that is, too.”

      “Any idea where they’re keeping the robot?” Morgan asked.

      I exhaled. “Finn knows where it is. If we find him, he can tell us.” If he can talk.

      We were closer to the building now. The dirt road curved around toward the front of the facility, but I started for the fence. “We need to get over this and then up into the parking garage from here. They seem to have pretty limited outside surveillance.” I thought of the red-haired guard I’d left in the tower. No one from base had even checked on him.

      The others looked up at the chain-link fence, which stretched up toward the sky. “Okay.” Maya put her fingers into it, preparing to climb. “Let’s do this.”

      “Um… remember when I said this might get acrobatic?”

      She looked up to the top of the fence. “I remember.”

      Kyan started to say something, but I elbowed him in the ribs.

      “Instead of climbing, I’m going to telekinetically transport you over the fence and up inside the parking garage, one at a time.”

      Kyan coughed. “Telekinetically transport? It looked more like launching a human water balloon.”

      I grimaced. “The landing could get a little bumpy, but nothing you can’t handle, right?” I seemed better at moving others than moving myself, so maybe this would be smoother.

      “Right.” Maya nodded encouragingly. “Sure.”

      “I’ll go first.” Emma smiled brightly at the others, but she leaned over and whispered to me. “Don’t screw it up this time. Black and blue aren’t really my colors.”

      I grimaced. “Fine. Just try and be graceful.”

      She grimaced back. “Just try and not kill us all before we even get in there. Althea’s on her way. Finn needs us. He needs you.”

      I winced—I didn’t know how I was going to face him if I got the chance.

      Still, I took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay,” I said. “Okay.”
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      “Ow. You didn’t have to drop me like that!” Kyan hiss-whispered, rubbing his backside as he lay in the middle of a parking spot.

      “Sorry.” I’d gotten better with each transport, but Kyan still got the human-water-balloon treatment. “It was an accident.”

      “Whatever.”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “Enough. Let’s move before they figure out we’re up here.”

      I looked at my friends, my heart tightening in my chest. “Is everybody good with the plan?”

      They nodded, murmuring their assent.

      We would stick together until we reached Finn, in the hopes he could tell us where C-fab was being kept. We’d agreed that Josh would calm anyone we came in contact with, Morgan and Maya were in charge of incapacitation, and Rachel would replicate herself and teleport if we encountered a big group. Emma, Micah, and I would lead the way.

      Kyan was in charge of bringing up the rear. He’d use his telepathy to coordinate our exit with the twins after we got Finn and they got C-fab.

      We ran, low and silent, to the door. The dumpster I’d used to protect us on the way out had been turned on its side. It lay, discarded, in one of the parking spots. I held up my fingers, heart hammering. “On my count.”

      Three, two, one.

      The door made a high-pitched screeching sound as we pried it open, and I cursed. Anyone nearby would hear it. I leaned into the hallway, taking a quick look around. No one came running; no siren wailed.

      I wondered if the guards were too busy preparing for Her Majesty’s visit, or if this was some sort of trap. Or both. Could be both, Hanover. I used the nickname I pretended to hate on myself, wishing I could conjure Finn, wishing he would somehow start talking into my head.

      But he didn’t. He was silent, and I didn’t know what that meant.

      Taking a deep breath, I led the group into the building. Kyan brought up the rear, and I hoped he would pay attention to something other than which way his bangs were flopping.

      We moved quietly down the hall. The telepaths periodically checked for signs of guard activity. But the sixth floor was ominously quiet; we encountered no one. “How many guards do you think are here?” Emma asked.

      We crept farther into the building. “There were at least twenty, plus a full medical staff. I never saw where C-fab was being kept. There must’ve been more guards with him.”

      “Where are they all?” Emma whispered.

      “I don’t know.”

      We made it to the stairwell. The small foyer was empty; the couch I’d used to block the entry when Finn and I had tried to escape was long gone. I held my breath and opened the door, petrified to set off an alarm, petrified to be ambushed by guards.

      Petrified of seeing Finn.

      We crept down the first flight of stairs, but every slight noise echoed in the spare, cavernous space. Every movement was torture. I actually held my breath, afraid of the ruckus I would make. We descended slowly, cautious to the point of being ridiculous. But what good were we to Finn if we died before we ever reached him?

      I turned the corner on the landing and found Kyan waving at me wildly from the top of the stairs. He tugged on his ear. I tugged mine to indicate I understood—he’d heard something. I pointed above, and he shook his head, indicating below. Great. Soldiers on the fourth floor, right where we needed to go.

      I mouthed to him, “How many?”

      He shrugged and mouthed back, “No idea.”

      I missed Finn. He would’ve known everything—how many soldiers were waiting, if they were armed, and what they’d eaten for lunch. We were flying blind without him.

      We reached the fourth-floor landing. I stopped, motioning for them to wait a moment.

      I closed my eyes and concentrated. Finn?

      …, was all I heard.

      I looked at Micah. When we’d been in the Sonora Caverns, I’d heard something similar from Finn. When I’d finally found him, he’d been barely conscious, practically beaten to death.

      “What?” Micah’s voice was almost inaudible.

      “They must have him in the lab.” He was in and out of consciousness. My thoughts went wild, wondering just what they were doing to him.

      Emma grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “Then we don’t have much time.”

      Hysteria bubbled inside my chest, but I clamped it down. I had to stay in control of my emotions if we were going to get out of there. Gritting my teeth, I held up my hand.

      Three, two, one.

      I opened the door.

      We crept out into the fourth-floor hallway, but as soon as I saw that the first corridor was clear, I started to run—I remembered the cells were on the way to the lab. The others followed me around the corner until I skidded to a halt. No guards were there, and the cells were both empty.

      “C’mon.” I kept my voice low and started running again. They must have him in the lab.

      Finn, we’re coming for you!

      But there was nothing this time, not even a blurry ellipsis.

      “Micah.” My breath came out in pants as we sprinted. “Please check on Finn.”

      He gave me a sharp look, but then he went quiet, focusing inward. “I don’t hear him.”

      “Keep checking. I need to know if he… I need to know before I see him.” We tore down the next hall, which seemed as if it went on for forever, and I decided in that moment that I would never forgive myself.

      What if he dies? I refused to think of our last conversation, of the rage I’d felt toward him, of how torn up I’d been, shattered by his betrayal.

      How I’d left him to die, swarmed by the guards.

      I’ll never forgive myself.

      A guard appeared in the hall, and I shrieked, going for him before he even saw us. I lifted him up in the air and savagely bashed him against the wall. He fell without even calling out. His eyes were blank as he slumped on the floor. He didn’t even know he’d been hit.

      So much for not wanting to kill anybody.

      “Riley.” Emma stopped to push his body to the side.

      “Is he dead?” The flatness of my voice should’ve shocked me, but it didn’t.

      “No, just… almost dead.” She arranged him against the wall and gave me a warning look. “You need to calm down.”

      “I need to get to Finn.”

      Emma clearly had something more to say, but Micah called, “We’ve got company!”

      The gunfire erupted before I was ready. The others doubled back and took cover behind the corner, firing back immediately.

      Bullets whizzed down the hall, flying in both directions. “Josh!” Maya yelled as she tucked back behind the corner. “I need some relief!”

      Josh closed his eyes, but I didn’t wait for his powers to kick in. I stepped out into the gunfire recklessly, coiling my power through me and casting it out. The guards’ bullets clattered to the ground, useless against my wall of rage. They hollered and ran when they saw me—me, in my hot-pink sweatpants and scraped-back ponytail. The news of my episode in the surgical ward had traveled fast, and I was glad for it.

      I reached my hands toward the men and shot my power out, lifting them into the air and smashing them back into the ground.

      Emma peered around the corner at the destruction. “That doesn’t look like calming down.”

      I ignored her and ran for the lab, hurdling over the bodies scattered haphazardly across the floor. She didn’t understand. I couldn’t lose Finn, not like this. Not after everything we’d been through, and not after what he’d done, not after how I’d left him. He couldn’t just die.

      Finn?

      The only response was nothing, just nothing.

      We got to the door of the medical ward, and I blew it open, no longer caring if they saw us coming, no longer caring that my tracks would never be covered. Now they would know.

      I hoped they cowered. I hoped I could get some satisfaction from that, if nothing else.

      The medical staff fled as I blew into the room. I saw that same curly-haired nurse and the sour-breathed doctor hovering over a table. Finn. Finn was on that table, out cold. Clamps and spikes held the skin on his thigh apart.

      They were hurting him, dissecting him as if he were some sort of frog in a high school biology class.

      Absolute blind fury filled me. I heard someone scream, and it took me a moment to realize it was me.

      I lifted the nurse first, high into the air. She burst into tears, begging. I didn’t care. Her face reddened, eyes bugging out as I swung her body through the air. “Help me! Help me!” she screeched. But who was she asking—me?

      No, it couldn’t have been me.

      I launched her like a wrecking ball into Dr. Zelig, knocking them both to the floor, away from Finn’s bed.

      “Don’t kill them!” Emma hissed, finally catching up to me. “Finn’s hurt. We might need them to help!”

      I ignored her, lifting them off the ground and slamming them into the wall, knocking the wind out of them. They both cried out, clutching themselves as they slid back to the floor, terror clear on their faces. The big babies. You should see what I did to the guards in the hall.

      I ran to Finn. He was hooked up to an IV and several machines. Groups of electrodes dotted his chest and forehead. I reached for his hand, but it was cold and lifeless beneath mine. “What did you do to him?”

      They didn’t answer.

      I held on to Finn for dear life. His skin was ashy, waxen. If I hadn’t seen the heart monitor’s line steadily moving across the screen, I would have thought he was dead.

      I carefully pulled the electrodes off his face and put my forehead against his. Don’t go. Not yet. Not like this.

      I stepped back and looked at his thigh, where they’d been performing surgery. Clamps held the skin apart, exposing the muscle and tendons beneath. I put my hands on the table, my knuckles turning white. “What. Were. You. Doing to him?”

      Dr. Zelig nodded shakily toward Finn. “We were looking at his musculature. I’ve been taking samples of different tissues.”

      I didn’t bother to ask why. I briefly considered closing the doctor’s windpipe, but Emma joined me at the table. She winced when she got a good look at Finn. “We need you to close him up,” Emma told the doctor. “Now.”

      They didn’t hesitate. Dr. Zelig and the nurse came back to their test subject immediately.

      “You need to step back so that we can work.” He grabbed an instrument and didn’t look at me, but I still caught a whiff of sour-smelling breath.

      I moved to the head of the bed, resting my hands in Finn’s thick hair and glaring at the two of them as they set to work. Finn, I’m right here.

      “Morgan, Maya, you need to find the robot,” Emma called over her shoulder.

      Maya stepped forward. “We need to figure out where they’re holding him.”

      Emma nodded. In an instant, she had her weapon pressed against the doctor’s temple. “Where’s the robot?”

      “What robot?”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “Don’t play dumb. You’re a surgeon.”

      “I don’t know where it is.” Dr. Zelig remained calm in spite of the gun, not looking up as he started to close Finn’s wound.

      Emma disengaged the safety, an audible click filling the silence of the room. “Tell me now, and tell me the truth. I can check if you’re lying, and it won’t end well for you.”

      He didn’t pause. “I told you, I don’t know where the robot is.”

      Emma nodded at me. I yanked the doctor into the air. His instrument clattered to the floor, and the nurse shrieked.

      I got him within striking distance of the ceiling and smiled up at him. “I would start talking now, because bashing your head in sounds really good. So don’t hesitate, because I won’t, either.”

      “Don’t.” Dr. Zelig’s eyes bugged out of his head. “You need me for the surgery.”

      Emma motioned casually in the nurse’s direction. “She can handle it.” She looked up at the doctor and sighed. “I’m trying to help you here. Spit it out before the only thing you’re spitting is your teeth.”

      The doctor’s shoulders sagged even as he was suspended in the air. “The robot’s being kept on the eighth floor. I don’t know what room. He’s a machine, and I’m a doctor. That’s not my business.”

      Emma crossed her arms against her chest. “How many guards are with him?”

      Dr. Zelig shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “Morgan, Maya, you heard him—eighth floor.” Emma motioned for them to go.

      Rachel stepped forward. “I’m going, too.”

      Josh’s face fell, but he didn’t object.

      “Be safe,” Emma called.

      My heart constricted as they ran out. That robot better be worth it.

      Emma looked back at the doctor still hovering near the ceiling. “You’re lying about C-fab. I’ve seen you with him.”

      The doctor looked confused by her statement, but his bewilderment was no concern of mine. I turned to Emma. “Can I please kill him now? We don’t have time for a cross-examination.”

      She frowned and shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. He’s been with the robot. They’ve had him working on taking C-fab apart and putting him back together. I say let him help with Finn, then let’s take him with us as insurance. If he lies again, he’s all yours.”

      I grunted and lowered him back down to the ground. I fought the urge to smash him into the floor. He needed to fix Finn, and fast.

      Dr. Zelig and the nurse resumed their places, and the doctor immediately began stitching Finn up. The nurse watched, handing him the tools he asked for, intermittently looking at the clock.

      “Why do you keep doing that?” I moved closer, and she flinched.

      She pushed a blond curl from her face, not looking at me. “Just making sure we don’t take too long.”

      “Liar.”

      The nurse looked at Dr. Zelig, but he was concentrating on Finn.

      It was my turn to look at the clock, generator-powered like the rest of the place. “What time is she coming?”

      “Who?”

      This time, I didn’t use my powers—I used my hand. I reached out, grabbed the nurse’s throat, and slammed her against the nearest wall, knocking over a tray of instruments.

      “When is she coming?”

      Tears leaked out of the nurse’s eyes as I squeezed. “Any minute.” The words came out in a wheeze.

      “Riley.” Emma’s voice was a warning.

      I reluctantly let go. The nurse sank to her knees, clutching her neck and crying.

      “You better get up and quit your crying. There isn’t a lot of room for whiners on Althea Remington’s team.”

      The nurse and the doctor looked at each other, eyes bugging out of their heads. Surprised I know Her Majesty’s on her way?

      “Seriously—get up. We don’t have time for hysterics.”

      The nurse staggered to her feet, not looking at me, and resumed her work.

      Emma had Micah, Josh and Kyan secure the room. I went back to playing with Finn’s hair, wishing he would wake up. I’m sorry. I love you. The feelings coursed within me, palpable and undeniable. I loved him still, but it was wrapped up in a jumble of other emotions, including something that made my cheeks heat—the same way they would flush if someone had seen my mother drunk or if I’d been caught in a white lie. Shame?

      Was I ashamed that I’d left him? Was I ashamed to still love him?

      Whatever the feelings were, they were strong. But somehow they made me feel weak.

      I watched them close Finn up, the minutes ticking by. I should have been petrified about Althea, but all I could think of was Finn, the way his coarse hair felt under my fingers, how cold his skin was to my touch. Then there was the snarl of emotions inside me, tears pricking my eyes whenever I looked at his face. Finn?

      He said nothing, but I thought I caught a flicker of something—movement, emotion—flash across his face. “Is he on something—some sort of drug?”

      Dr. Zelig nodded. “A light anesthetic. He’ll come to soon. It’s just wearing off. He’s been handling all of the testing very well. He’s strong, abnormally so.”

      “How many surgeries have you performed on him?” I peered at Finn’s chest, looking for fresh wounds.

      “Several. But we’ve taken very good care of him.” The doctor worked carefully, meticulously. “You should know that those were our direct orders, and we were just following them. I never intended to hurt the boy, and I don’t think anything we’ve done has caused him long-term damage.” The doctor’s face softened, making him seem more human.

      “Why did you join her—Althea?” I blurted out. It seemed I’d started taking a poll.

      “It wasn’t my choice. I was taken from the hospital I worked at in Denver, and I’ve been with her ever since.” He caught me staring and sighed. “Her men tortured me in the beginning. They found my wife and daughter. I do what she asks so she doesn’t kill them. They get extra rations if I perform well, so I try to be vigilant.” He watched me run my fingers through Finn’s hair. “You’d do the same thing. Don’t judge me.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not.” Not now, anyway. I turned to the nurse. “And you?”

      She cringed away from me, unable to hide the disgust on her face. It was the same look she’d given me when she had me in the lab before.

      They’re not even human. That was what she’d said.

      The nurse shrugged. “I’m an environmentalist. With everything that had been happening—the tsunamis, the floods, the wildfires, the sea levels rising—the government’s done nothing except give big corporations tax credits. I was never looking to join a war. But one started, and I chose sides.”

      “You chose to destroy the world? That doesn’t sound very environmentally conscious.” I really didn’t like this nurse. I started looking for her friend, the scalpel.

      Her lip curled, and she raised her gaze defiantly. “I chose nature.”

      “And you’re looking at me like that because…”

      She smiled, meanly, through her sneer. “Because you’re basically the human equivalent of a genetically modified ear of corn.”

      Dr. Zelig’s shoulders sank. “Sara, don’t.”

      “Did you think I had a choice about that? Huh, Little Miss Holier-than-Thou?” I stalked toward her, and I heard Emma groan. “You think I like the fact that someone messed with me without my permission? Do you think it’s my fault?”

      I plucked at one of her curls, and her lip quivered, her façade quickly crumbling. Apparently, mean girls didn’t like it when someone messed with their hair. I pinned her against the wall again, my face inches from hers. Much to my satisfaction, she started crying.

      “How about Finn? Do you think he deserves to be treated like a lab rat? Is it fair that he has to pay for being born this way?”

      I grabbed her neck, squeezing, and rammed her head against the wall using my genetically modified strength. She shrieked, more in fear than pain. So I slammed her again, harder, making her teeth chatter.

      Now she shrieked in pain.

      Screw her. I was born this way, too. Who the hell was she to judge?

      “Stop it. Stop it, you freak!” Sara was hysterical now, not even able to self-censor enough to save her own skin.

      “I’m the freak? You’re deciding who lives and dies. You’re deciding who has the right. There’s nothing more unnatural than playing God, you hypocrite!” I squeezed tighter.

      Sara’s blue eyes bugged out.

      “Hanover,” a raspy voice behind me said. “It’s nice to see you. But do you think you can wait to kill the nurse until after she saves me?”
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      I dropped the nurse—she crumpled to the ground in wheezing hysterics—and rushed back to the table.

      “Finn!” I reached for his hand.

      He smiled, weakly, but he smiled. “You came back.”

      I nodded, choking back tears. There was so much we needed to say, along with the snarl of barbed wire wrapped around my heart that needed to be untangled, but there wasn’t time. “I’m sorry it took me so long.”

      He shook his head slightly, as if it took too much strength to move. “Don’t be sorry.” I’m the one who’s sorry.

      I shook my head, tears still threatening. Don’t.

      Emma watched Dr. Zelig work. “Are you almost done?” she asked him.

      He nodded, tying off a stitch. “I’m finished. But he shouldn’t walk. There’s a wheelchair in the supply closet. I’ll get it.”

      Emma followed him, her gun trained on his back. “I’ll just come with you.”

      Micah came over, grinning at Finn. “Glad you’re up.”

      Josh came, too. “It’s good to see you, Boss.”

      Kyan came next. “I can’t believe I actually mean this, but I’m totally relieved you’re not dead.”

      Finn struggled to raise his eyebrows. “Am I supposed to reciprocate?”

      Kyan mumbled something under his breath. It sounded suspiciously like “douchenozzle.”

      Sara started to sit up, and Micah peered down at her. “I’d stay down there if I were you.”

      She scowled up at him.

      He shrugged. “That is, if you want to take advice from an ear of corn.”

      She kept scowling, but she didn’t get up.

      Emma and Dr. Zelig came back with the wheelchair. I took it from them and brought it next to the bed. “I need to get you out of here, big guy. Althea’s coming.”

      Finn’s eyes blazed. “I don’t really think we can run with me in this chair.”

      “We’ll figure it out. Can you get up?” Josh and I put our arms under his shoulders and gently raised him.

      Finn didn’t say anything as we moved him down to the chair, but he visibly paled. Propped up, he looked small and vulnerable. I tucked a blanket around him, my lips welded together in a tight line of disapproval. I didn’t have much self-control left, but I used all of it to stop myself from going after Sara one last time.

      Emma stepped forward. She gently patted Finn on the back. “Let’s get you out of here, okay?”

      He closed his eyes and nodded. “But we don’t have much time.”

      Emma frowned. “Can you hear something?”

      But then we all heard it—boots marching in the hall, coming our way.

      Kyan cursed, and Micah groaned. “Here we go again.”

      “We’ll go through here, the other way.” I grabbed Dr. Zelig by the collar and pushed him in front of us, away from the guards, through the medical ward. “Show us how to get out of here now.”

      “What about the nurse?” Josh asked.

      “Leave her. She can whine to Her Majesty about the disgusting GMOs and how she let them escape while she sniveled from the floor. See how far that gets her.”

      I hustled from the room, wishing the very worst on Sara as I pushed Finn at a breakneck speed. We followed the doctor, who wove his way through the mess of equipment in the room. He wasn’t moving fast enough. Emma was next to me, her gun still trained on Dr. Zelig. “Watch him,” I said. “And Emma, try and get a visual on his family. Maybe we can take them with us.”

      He shot me a look, but it wasn’t hopeful. Dr. Zelig had already been made a few promises that weren’t kept. He wasn’t easily fooled.

      “I mean it. If you get us out of here, we’ll help you.”

      He shrugged.

      He doesn’t think we’ll make it, Finn thought-spoke into my mind.

      He’s wrong. He had to be.

      We followed him through the exit, into the back hall, and sprinted to the end of the corridor. Dr. Zelig stopped, breathing hard. “What do you want to do?”

      I pointed down at Finn. “Get him out of the building without detection. I need an exit or a window.”

      Finn looked up at me, scowling, but he kept his mouth shut.

      “What about the girls?” Josh bent over, catching his breath.

      Kyan closed his eyes. “I’m going to tell them to get out—that Althea’s already here.”

      Making sure Kyan wasn’t watching, Finn closed his eyes, too.

      “I heard that!” Kyan’s eyes snapped open and glared at Finn. “I can handle this, you know!”

      Finn sighed. “I know. I just don’t want anyone to die because you’re trying to swim without your water wings.”

      Kyan opened his mouth to argue, but Finn cut him off. “They’re coming. Now.”

      I stood protectively in front of Finn. “We can fight them.”

      Emma grimaced. “Or they could capture us and use us all for experiments. Or better yet, weaponize us.”

      We looked at each other for a beat—a beat we didn’t really have.

      Footsteps rumbled toward us, precise, determined. They were right around the corner.

      “Come on. I know where we can hide. There’s a window in here.” Dr. Zelig motioned for us to follow as he scrambled around the corner and into a room. We piled in behind him and locked the door.

      Emma and I looked at each other again. Even without the ability to telepathically communicate, I knew we were thinking the same thing: Now we’re trapped.

      The room was a small kitchen, a place for the officers to reheat their food and share an on-shift meal. There was a single window, four feet by two feet, just large enough to squeeze through. I eyed Finn. The two of us could get outside, but the wheelchair would have to stay. I would have to carry him once we hit the ground.

      Even though he was weak, Finn knew my plan instantly. “What about the others?”

      I nodded at Kyan. “Did the girls hear you?”

      Kyan shrugged, but Finn said, “I think so.” I hope so.

      “We need to get them out, too. Cranston’s outside, but he’s not able to help.” I pictured Cranston in my mind, shackled to the back of the bus, and Finn arched an eyebrow.

      “What about Nicole and her employees?”

      I shook my head. “They’re not here. They’re at a safe house nearby.”

      We heard noise from the outside hall. The guards were coming for us. Finn cocked his head toward the door. “There’s a lot of them—on this floor, upstairs, and outside.”

      I blew out a deep breath. “Can you hear the girls now?”

      Finn’s gaze flicked to Josh. No.

      “I know there are guards outside on the grounds, but we have a better shot at escaping if we get out of the building.” I looked at my friends. “Right?”

      We heard the thunder of the guards coming. I held my breath, as if that could help.

      But they stormed past us. “The back stairs,” Dr. Zelig whispered quietly. “They didn’t find us in surgery, so that’s where they’re headed.”

      Josh’s face went white. “They’re looking for the girls now.”

      “They’re looking for us and the girls.” Finn’s gaze met his friend’s. “They’re joining forces with the team already upstairs.”

      “Try to reach Maya again.” Josh insisted. “And Rachel.”

      Both Kyan and Finn closed their eyes. “I got her! I got her!” Kyan raised his hand while Josh smacked him to remind him to keep his voice down.

      “What did you hear?” Josh hissed.

      “They’re hiding, too.” Kyan opened his eyes. “And they have the robot.”

      Josh exhaled shakily, momentarily relieved.

      Finn opened his eyes, looking thoughtful. “The three of them are alive. I think Morgan might’ve gotten hurt, but she’s okay. They’re just waiting.”

      “For what?” Emma asked.

      “For us to come and rescue them.”

      I straightened myself. “Then let’s go. Finn…I might have to carry you.”

      The muscle in his jaw jumped. He wanted to be the one to carry me and protect me, but…

      “Tough,” I said, reading the sour expression on his face. “You look like you lost a couple pounds, anyway. Easy-peasy.”

      “I’ll do it.” Kyan tensed his biceps. “I’m packing heat.”

      “You are so vile.” Emma’s jaw hung open. “I can’t even process it.”

      “We’re not going through the window?” Dr. Zelig seemed disappointed.

      “Are your wife and daughter on the premises?” I asked.

      “Yes—down in the barracks, where the officers and on-call physicians sleep.”

      I mentally unlocked the door then opened it a crack. “Go to them, make sure they’re safe. If you want to come with us, hide someplace out back, on the grounds. But don’t cross me, Doctor. Second chances aren’t really my thing.”

      He nodded and headed for the door. He gave Finn one last look. “I’m sorry for what I did.”

      “I know. I heard you.” Finn shook his head, almost imperceptibly. “Just go. Find your family and get away from here.”

      Dr. Zelig left without another word.

      Emma turned on me. “I told you he was useful. You shouldn’t have let him go!”

      Finn shrugged. “Dude seriously needed a breath mint. I’m okay with him bailing.”

      I sighed. “If he makes it, we have an ally. A helpful one. If he doesn’t… He might not have made it with us, either. So it’s a wash.”

      Emma crossed her arms. “What if he leads Althea in here?”

      “Er… We’ll deal with it.” I telekinetically locked the door, hoping I hadn’t been foolish. “And anyway, we have much bigger problems.”

      I paced the room. “Althea Remington knows what I can do but not the rest of you. So let me lead, and let me try to get to her. Last time, I ran away. But if I get another opportunity, I’ll destroy her.”

      “You don’t want Althea to single you out.” Micah shook his head. “If she sees you, she’ll try to take you. That’s the last thing we want. We have other problems—Nora, Cranston, the fact that they have our families. We can’t lose you here today. We need you, and we can’t risk her using you against us. This isn’t the time.”

      Finn didn’t say anything, but he didn’t have to. His eyes were stormy, and their message was clear: No.

      I looked from Finn to Micah. “We have to try. What’re we going to do, wait for Althea to come after us again? Wait to counter-ambush her at the next city she tries to destroy?”

      Finn tilted his head. “Maybe. Or maybe Althea’s not our problem.”

      “Of course she’s our problem! She’s trying to destroy the world!”

      “We don’t have time to fight. I’m calling Nicole for backup.” Finn closed his eyes. “We need help if we’re all going to get out of here alive.”

      “We need to go,” I hissed, but Emma came up beside me and took my arm, marched me to the opposite end of the room, and pulled me into the pantry.

      She closed the door. “Shh, let him concentrate. He’s right. Nicole could really help.”

      I gritted my teeth. “We don’t have time for this.”

      Emma watched my face. “What’s going on with you?”

      Her question caught me by surprise. “Huh?”

      “You’re acting funny. You don’t seem like yourself.”

      “Um, we’re really doing girl talk right now?”

      “Just tell me what’s going on.” She blocked the door.

      I frowned. “Althea Remington’s on the premises, we’re locked in a prison kitchenette, and our friends are trapped upstairs with a stolen robot. Oh, and Finn almost died today. I think that’s about it!”

      “You know what I mean. I still don’t understand why you left Finn here in the first place or why you just about strangled that nurse. Or while we’re at it, why you’re hell-bent on putting yourself in danger.”

      “I’m not.” My gaze flicked to the door, but it was still quiet out there.

      “You keep hurting people, Riley. You seem like you’ve gone…rogue.”

      My gaze snapped back to her. “Haven’t we all?”

      Emma sighed. “You’re sort of on the extreme side of it.”

      “Maybe I am. So what?”

      “So we need you. Your team needs you, whether we stay with The Division or not.”

      My cheeks flushed. “I have no intention of staying. At least not after we get out of here and get our families back.”

      “You seem so sure.” She studied my face, as if she could read the reason why on it. “What did Finn tell you?”

      “The truth.”

      Emma’s eyes widened. “And you left him to die for it?”

      I stepped forward, feeling my pulse spike. “He told me, and then he threw me from the building. I didn’t come back because an army was shooting at me. It’s hardly like I left him to die by choice.” But the words were bitter in my mouth. Of course I’d made a choice.

      Emma smoothed her shirt, even though it was filthy. “It wasn’t his fault, you know. They made him do it.”

      My whole face got hot. “So…you knew all along? What he did?” I struggled to keep my voice down. We so should not have been having this conversation right now.

      “It was an assignment. He didn’t know who you were when he did it. He was told they were a threat to the program.”

      “They, meaning my father and my sister!”

      “And they were a threat, Riley. Now we know they were right, but at the time, we were blind. That was before we met you, before we started to see how Cranston and Management were trying to keep us from the truth.”

      My pulse spiked. “Which version of the truth is that?”

      “We don’t have time to get into this right now. It’s complicated.”

      “You’re right. It’s complicated, and it’s none of your business. Leave me alone.” I tried to get past her, but Emma grabbed my wrist.

      “Riley.” For such a tiny thing, she had an incredible grip. “Don’t you understand? Nothing has changed. It’s just your perception.”

      “Are you kidding me? Everything’s changed. Now I know what The Division did to me, did to my family—what he did.” I spat the words out, as if to get them away from me.

      Emma stared me down. “What about what they did to him?”

      “I don’t think it’s nearly the same thing.”

      Emma warily released me. “What is the same is who he is. He’s been the same since you met him, and he still loves you. Even though it’s torture for him because of what he did. He’s loved you from the beginning, and he’s tried to protect you. He just sacrificed himself for you, Riley, and now you’re racing to throw yourself at Althea Remington, to do yourself in. And for what—to punish him? Like he hasn’t been punished enough?”

      My hands clenched into fists. “Like I said, none of your business.”

      “Am I on your list now, too?” Emma stepped back from me. “You can’t forgive me, either?”

      “I. Don’t. Know.” White-hot rage seethed through me, a familiar feeling. I telekinetically threw the door open then pushed past Emma, ready to tell the boys it was time to go.

      But they were gone. All that remained was Finn’s wheelchair.

      Emma cursed and ran after them.

      I followed her, not letting myself wail like I wanted. He heard me. He heard what I said, and he knew what I felt.

      “This is your fault!” I hollered at Emma.

      She barely cast me a backward glance as we barreled down the hall. “Great—just another thing you’ll never forgive me for.”
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      We made it to the back stairs, breathing hard. But the stairwell was empty—no sign of Finn and the other boys, no sign of guards.

      We ran up the stairs, and I managed to get out in front of Emma so I could protect her stupid self if they came for us—when they came for us.

      I stepped into the hallway first, but then she shot out of the stairwell and rushed past me.

      “Emma!” I hissed.

      “Don’t do me any favors,” she hissed back, careening down the hall.

      I cursed, trying to catch up. Emma was psychic, and she could fight, but she couldn’t stop bullets and toss guards around like confetti like I could. We heard someone in the hall ahead of us, and I grabbed Emma’s T-shirt, pulling her back around the corner before she got us both shot.

      She pried my fingers off her as we listened to the voices down the hall. I couldn’t hear much, just low tones. I didn’t recognize the voices—it wasn’t Finn.

      I straightened myself and turned to face her. “You need to be prepared. We’re taking all of them out—everyone we come in contact with. We don’t have a choice.”

      “I understand.” Emma checked her weapon. “Sometimes you really don’t have a choice.”

      Of course, she meant Finn. “Will you stop—”

      “Well, what do we have here?” I could hear the smile in the guard’s voice even though he’d snuck up behind me and I couldn’t see his face.

      “I think this is the one we’re looking for,” another guard said, sounding pleased.

      Emma looked up at them, and then her gaze locked with mine. Even though we weren’t telepathically connected and I was really pissed at her at the moment, she was my best friend. I knew what she was thinking.

      Three, two, one.

      I ducked, and Emma hit both guards with her blaster. They crumpled to the floor, both of them dead.

      “C’mon.” Emma hurdled their bodies and started running, me close on her heels. We’d come in at the end of the floor, so we went door by door, searching for Finn and the others, the girls, C-fab, and Althea Remington.

      Finn?

      I felt him, close somewhere. I’ve got this, Ri. I’m not going to let you down ever again.

      I cursed, and Emma’s head whipped toward me. “What?”

      “It’s Finn. He’s trying to be a hero.”

      She kept her mouth shut, but her look blared I told you so.

      There was no time to keep bickering. We rounded the corner and saw a pack of guards knotted together in the hall. They spotted us immediately. “Get them!”

      I pulled Emma behind me and agitated the air around us. The guards fired shots toward us, but their bullets clattered to the ground, stopped by my telekinetic wall.

      But unfortunately, I didn’t get the response I was looking for. I’d hoped the men would scream and run away. Instead, the handsome lead guard stepped forward, smiling. I imagined he was Althea’s favorite—strapping, with cocoa-colored skin and white, even teeth. “She’s the one. Get her.”

      I threw him into the air, and for a moment he hung there, suspended and cursing. I flung him to the ground. I picked through the other guards like weeds, tossing them to the side as Emma hit the remaining ones with her blaster. We worked our way through the group until no man was left standing.

      On the other side of the destruction, we glanced at each other. “Nice work.”

      She shrugged. “Good job.”

      I closed my eyes. Finn? What room are you in?

      Don’t come down here! Go back!

      I started moving down the hall, sticking close to the walls, and Emma followed. “What did he say?”

      “He said to go back.”

      She shook her head. “We can’t. They won’t be able to get out without us. Finn’s not strong enough to fight.”

      We checked another room, but it was empty, storage space collecting dust. My temple throbbed. “Have you seen anything—any vision?”

      She looked grim. “I know we get out of here. I just don’t know how.”

      “Anything else?”

      She opened her mouth and closed it.

      “I’m not really cool with keeping secrets anymore.”

      “I told you—I’m not supposed to talk about my visions because they can influence the future.”

      I raised my eyebrows as we prepared to open another door.

      “All I can stay is, stay alive. We need you.”

      “That is the most generic prediction I’ve ever heard. You should open a palm-reading studio. You seriously suck.”

      Emma was about to snap at me when we opened the next door…to three blasters being shoved in our faces.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Oh, thank God.” I pushed Morgan’s weapon out of the way and pulled her into my arms.

      She winced. “Watch the shoulder. I got grazed.”

      I checked the wound—it was shallow. She’d be okay. “Where are the guys? Have you seen them?”

      She nodded. “They made sure we were okay, and Finn said he’d keep a channel open for us to listen for signs of trouble.”

      “Is C-fab here?”

      She shook her head, looking miserable. “We had him, but then we got into it with some guards, and they took C-fab. That’s where the guys went—to get him back.”

      “I say we go get them and get out, now. I don’t care about the robot. I care about my friends.”

      Maya and Rachel looked uncomfortable as Morgan vehemently shook her head. “You heard what Cranston said. Nora wants C-fab. That was the whole reason she sent us on this mission. If we go back without it, who knows what she’ll do? Who knows what she’ll do to Dave and our families?”

      I clutched my necklace, thinking of my mother, cursing myself again.

      Maya stepped forward. “We left them down the hall, toward the back of the building.”

      “Kyan was carrying Finn,” Rachel said. “Josh was in front, trying to mentally incapacitate anyone who came near, and Micah was on point. I tried to go with them, but Josh flipped out. I don’t think the four of them are in good shape.” She bit her lip. “We need to go after them.”

      “Then let’s go.” I just wanted Finn, but I had to remember my poor mother and the others. They were our responsibility. No one could save them but us.

      No matter what, we had to go back to base. We needed that robot.

      Or Althea Remington’s head on a platter.

      Or both.

      We scrambled back out into the hall, the others falling into formation behind me. As I led them forward, I felt something…proud. These were my people, my tribe, and they were putting their faith in me. But then I remembered that if we weren’t successful, the people we loved the most would suffer.

      Then I felt sick. Sick, but determined.

      We crept down another hall, keeping close to the walls, listening for any signs of our friends or enemies. Nothing. The silence seemed forced, as if Althea had ordered her men to hold their collective breath as they readied themselves to pounce.

      We turned another corner, but this time, there was someone in the hall. An army of someones, marching away from us.

      Then I saw her—a glimpse of her flowing robes in the midst of her guards. They surrounded her. I glanced back at the others. Emma’s eyes were wide. She shook her head then reached for me, but I bolted down the hallway.

      After Althea.

      My power had never come so fast and so strong. I hit her guards from behind, blowing them up toward the ceiling. Their shrieks echoed off the cheap linoleum. The other guards turned, blasting me, but I agitated the air, spinning molecules to create a wall of air to protect me. Their bullets clattered to the ground as I caught up to them. I heard shots and shouts behind me. Emma and the others must have been dealing with backup guards. I didn’t hesitate; I didn’t doubt them. I knew what my friends were capable of.

      If Nora would reward us for C-fab, what would she give me for Althea?

      I could end this, all of it. Althea turned, still protected by her firing legion, but I saw her beautiful face, her eyes framed by dark lashes, her lustrous skin shimmering.

      Her eyes lit up when she saw me. She smiled at me.

      She smiled at me.

      She said something to the guard next to her, but I couldn’t hear the command over the gunfire coming from in front and behind me. The guards ran for me, but I cast my powers out and blasted the men toward the walls, as if I were parting the sea. They blew apart until I had a clear shot at Althea.

      Then it was my turn to smile.

      “Riley! No!” Emma shrieked behind me, but that was the last thing I heard.

      Something hit the back of my head, hard, and I went down. I could still feel the grin on my face, but I was only smiling at the blackness.
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      I squinted at the light, unable to make sense of what I saw. Boots, a white floor, a dangling arm. Moving beneath me.

      Why is the floor moving like that?

      The arm dangled, and the shiny boots flashed, clicking along. There were voices, but I couldn’t make out the words. My head throbbed, a dull ache radiating from the base of my skull.

      Finn?

      Oh, thank God. Even though it was thought-speak, I could hear the relief in his voice.

      Where the heck am I?

      I don’t know. But keep talking and telling me what you see—I’m coming.

      I looked down at the floor. I only see a floor, an arm, and boots. Did you find Emma?

      Yes. And the others.

      I tried to lift my head to look around, but I couldn’t—it was too heavy. Does that mean I’m with…Althea?

      He sighed inside my head. Yep.

      Did you at least get C-fab?

      Nope.

      Not the best status report. I watched the dangling arm as it swayed, then I realized it was mine. I tried to wiggle my fingers, but they didn’t move.

      I tried to lick my lips, but I only felt a small amount of drool trickle out of my mouth.

      Um, I don’t seem to be functioning very well.

      Finn cursed. You got hit pretty hard.

      With what?

      Nicole’s brain-waves.

      Stunned, I couldn’t even form a coherent thought.

      She’s with me, Finn said.

      Because she’s your prisoner? Or are you her prisoner?

      Neither. She’s going to help me get you out.

      If I could’ve arched an eyebrow, I would’ve. Didn’t she just try to kill me?

      Not exactly. She was just trying to stop you.

      Um, I thought, I am not following this, and not just because  my head just got microwaved. Or whatever.

      I’ll explain when I get you back. Let me know when you see something.

      Okay. But Finn?

      Yes, Hanover?

      I’m sorry.

      I know. So am I.

      I concentrated on watching my arm dangle, and then I realized I was lying flat on my stomach. They were wheeling me on some sort of table. Certain I couldn’t move, or even look up, I focused on the different voices, hoping to learn something about my location.

      “The results were inconclusive.”

      “That’s not a word I’ve ever found meaningful. It means you did something wrong, or you were asking the wrong questions.”

      “When I say inconclusive, I don’t mean to sound as if the tests were a failure. Not at all.”

      A scent wafted down over me, sour as spoiled milk. Dr. Zelig’s gnarly breath.

      “Explain yourself.” A female voice.

      “There was an increase in muscle tissue mass over most of the male’s body. We can break down the matter and study it further.”

      “I was most interested in the psychometric tests I asked you to run.” The female sounded displeased, borderline dangerous. Althea.

      I briefly hoped she’d find the nurse and use the same tone on her.

      Anything? Finn sounded panicked.

      Shh, I’m eavesdropping on Althea Remington.

      Finn cursed again, but I ignored him.

      “Those tests were difficult to administer under the circumstances—he was in pretty bad shape by the time I got him.”

      “Then make sure this one stays intact,” Althea snapped. “Both you and the girl are coming with me. I don’t have time to rush back and forth to keep monitoring you.”

      “I need my equipment,” Dr. Zelig said. He sounded panicked. “My family’s here.”

      We stopped moving. “I have equipment that will suffice. As for your family, they’re no longer my concern. Don’t ask about them until you’ve actually proven that you’re useful.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      They didn’t speak again as we turned a corner and headed down another hall. I tried to move, but still, nothing cooperated. Had Nicole’s powers totally incapacitated me? I remembered the guards she’d blasted back in Boise—they’d been completely inert, but I didn’t know how long it lasted.

      I closed my eyes and tried to locate my power. But there was nothing—just a blank space.

      Why did Nicole do this to me?

      I told you, Finn said into my head, we’ll talk about it later.

      That was actually just an internal thought, I joked.

      Ha ha, Finn thought back, where the hell are you?

      “Take them to the vehicles,” Althea instructed. “Has anyone heard from Cardin?”

      “No, Your Majesty.”

      “Please send someone to check on him. If they haven’t already killed or captured the rest of those children, we can leave a team to deal with them. We’re departing immediately with the robot and this girl—mission accomplished. Take them now.”

      One of the guards hoisted me up and threw me over his shoulder. Ow. I caught another glimpse of Althea, her long waves cascading past her shoulders, her dark robes glistening. She arched a perfectly waxed eyebrow at me, and I briefly wondered why an eco-terrorist bothered with such killer personal grooming.

      I closed my eyes and tried to unlock my power. I yearned to raise Althea into the air and then smash her, but my senses were sluggish and dull. I couldn’t even telekinetically mess up her hair with the state I was in.

      Seething, I remained helpless as the guard went through the door. Footsteps followed us down the stairwell, but I couldn’t lift my head to look around—I only bounced like a rag doll against the guard’s burly shoulder.

      Update? Finn asked.

      They’re taking me and the doctor to the vehicles. She said they have C-fab.

      Finn cursed inside my head.

      We’re in the stairwell going down—but Althea’s still up there with some of the guards. Get her! I couldn’t get my powers to work!

      You’re my priority—nothing else.

      I grimaced. Then please remind Nicole that she wanted to ‘gut that bitch’—and that’s a direct quote! This is her chance!

      Finn sighed inside my head. I’m on my way. Hold tight.

      It was my turn to curse. I didn’t need help—I needed Althea’s well-coifed head on a platter.

      Why had Nicole blasted me? I couldn’t wrap my lethargic brain around it. She’d wanted to go after Althea Remington. Why had she stopped me?

      Uh-oh, Finn thought, we’ve got company.

      What’s going on? But he went silent.

      I tried not to panic as the guard thumped down the stairs.

      “Hey! Get moving!” Another guard behind us yelled.

      “I’m going as fast as I can,” Dr. Zelig sniffed. “You don’t need to keep that gun shoved into my back.”

      “I like my gun where it is,” said the guard. “So shut the hell up and move it!”

      I looked down, noting the man behind me wore sneakers and blue scrubs. Dr. Zelig. He stopped walking and the guard behind him ran into him, cursing. “I’m going to shoot you if you do that again,” he snarled.

      The sneakers started to move again. I raised my head enough to look up: in addition to the guard carrying me, there was a scowling Dr. Zelig, plus three guards behind him. Five people I needed to fight to get out of here.

      I checked my power again. It was only a pale flutter, when what I needed was a sharp throb.

      Dr. Zelig’s gaze met mine. His face was pale. I didn’t have to be psychic to know that he was miserable about our situation—he didn’t want to go with the guards. He didn’t want to leave his family behind.

      He arched his eyebrow the smallest fraction.

      I arched mine back, praying we were on the same page.

      Out of the cuff of his sleeve, I caught a flash of silver. A scalpel. He had it hidden.

      Hell yeah—that was the page I was talking about!

      I looked down at my guard’s back, hoping the surgeon could take a hint.

      Three, two, one.

      With what was left of my strength, I jerked upward, leaving the guard’s back vulnerable.

      Dr. Zelig jabbed the scalpel into the guard, slicing all the way down. The guard shrieked as blood spurted from his back.

      Dr. Zelig ducked and rolled out of the way. Blood spattered the guards behind us, and I used what remained of my strength to knock my burly guard backward into them. They fell like dominoes, but the guard closest to me got a shot off.

      Searing pain exploded in my shoulder.

      Curse word that rhymes with truck!

      Dr. Zelig grabbed the guard’s blaster, aiming it at us wildly as we lay sprawled on the floor. “Don’t move or I’ll shoot!”

      “Doctor,” called a familiar voice from the top of the stairs, “you’re kind of operating outside of your comfort zone, don’t you think?”
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      That was a bad freaking pun, I thought at Finn.

      “I know, but sometimes I just can’t help myself, Hanover.” He peered over the top of the stair rails, his bruised face crumpling when he saw me. “You got hit!”

      “I’m fine.” I looked down at the blood staining the shoulder of my shirt and quickly looked away.

      Emma raced down the stairs, practically colliding with me. She snatched the blaster out of Dr. Zelig’s hand, aiming it at the soldiers. Except for the one Dr. Zelig had stabbed, who was either passed out or dead, the guards were incoherently and illogically all smiles. “They’re good, Josh,” she called. “Maybe too good.”

      Josh stuck his head over the rails and inspected them. “Huh. I guess I can dial that back a little.

      “Never mind.” Emma blasted the guards in rapid succession. They slumped against the floor.

      Again, I looked away.

      “Are you okay?” she asked me.

      “You mean, aside from all the people we’ve killed today?”

      Emma nodded. “Yeah, aside from that.”

      “I’m fine. I’m… I’m sorry about before.”

      “I forgive you.” She carefully helped me up, then turned to the doctor. “Go get your family. You saved my friend—we’ll take you to safety.”

      “How will I—”

      “We’ll find you. I promise.” Emma threw him the blaster.

      The doctor caught it. He gave us one last, long look, then ran down the stairs.

      Emma secured her arm around me and we started to climb. My legs were jelly. “Can you handle this?” she asked.

      I nodded, grunting, and lurched up the stairs. “Is Nicole up there?” I whispered.

      “No.” Emma’s mouth set in a grim line. “She went after the robot. She took Rachel and the twins with her.”

      “Why did she do that to me? And how the hell did she get here so fast?” Finn had only telepathically reached out to her minutes before she showed up.

      “She was already in the building.”

      I looked at Emma sharply. “What?”

      “Let’s get going. We need to get out of here in one piece and meet the others at the bus.” We neared the top of the landing. Micah, Kyan and Josh helped Emma drag me up the last few steps. Finn leaned heavily against the rail, but he reached for me.

      Emma held me up as he hugged me, careful not to touch my bleeding shoulder.

      We have to get out of here, Finn thought-spoke.

      I raised my chin stubbornly. I want to go for Althea.

      “You don’t exactly look ready for a fight.”

      “Takes one to know one.”

      I thought he smiled at me, but his face was such a mess, it was hard to tell.

      “Can someone please tell me why Nicole barbecued me when I was about to get Althea? And how she got here in the first place?”

      Micah frowned. “Management called her. They told her to get over here. And they told her Althea was off limits.”

      “What? Why?”

      He shook his head. “We didn’t exactly have time to chat. She stopped you because it was a direct order from Nora. Cranston would’ve told us the same thing, but he’s handcuffed and has a roll of duct tape over his mouth.”

      “Why wouldn’t they want us to take her out? What in the love of God does that mean—”

      “Ri.” Finn’s voice was firm. “We don’t have time to play twenty million questions. We need to move.”

      Kyan stepped forward and picked up Finn, putting his arms underneath his legs as if he were about to carry him over a threshold. “Me and the big guns are ready.” Kyan made each of his biceps pop.

      Emma winced. “I think I just threw up in my mouth.”

      Finn shook his head. “Enough. Micah and Josh, help Riley. Let’s go. Our mission is to get out of here now. We need to get the robot and the Conscience employees, and we need to get back to base so our families aren’t executed.” He looked at each of us. “Are we clear?”

      Everyone nodded. Micah and Josh each took one of my arms over their shoulders, careful of my wound. We set off a slow pace, too slow.

      “Nicole has a car in the parking garage. That’s where we’re headed—sixth floor.” Emma took the lead.

      “Be ready,” Finn told me. “We just took one of Althea’s squads out, but there’s more.”

      I scanned my powers again. There was more energy there, more of a flicker than a flutter, but still not a full flame.

      Emma glanced back at me. “Are you up and running?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “We can handle it.” Her gaze flicked to Finn. “We’ll be fine.”

      Even though he was hauling me, Micah managed to take out his blaster. “We’re going to have to get old-school, seeing as Freak Show isn’t functioning.” He winked at me.

      I would’ve complained, but all I could focus on was climbing. My muscles quivered and twitched, slowly shaking off the effects of Nicole’s strange power. I felt tingly all over—like when your foot fell asleep, and the blood flow slowly returned to it.

      We made it to the sixth-floor landing, and I was hit with déjà vu—but the last time I’d been here, I’d been the one lugging Finn to the exit.

      Now we were both in bad shape.

      We pause at the landing; both Kyan and Finn closed their eyes, listening to see if there were any guards nearby.

      “There’s just one,” Kyan said quietly, “but what is he doing? I don’t get it. He’s dragging a body out of here.”

      Micah tensed next to me, then closed his eyes. “It’s one of the other guards…he’s dead, but he doesn’t know it yet. I can hear him.”

      Kyan shook his head. “He’s bringing the body out to Althea.”

      Micah nodded. “The dead guard’s thinking about her.” He winced. “He has a thing for her.”

      I wondered if it was the good-looking guard I’d seen earlier, the one I’d blasted.

      “He’s gone. We should be okay.” Kyan opened his eyes.

      “Then let’s go. I think I can walk, now.” Finn grimaced, but Kyan shook his head.

      “I got you. It’s just a little further, and it’s go-time, dude.”

      Finn didn’t bother to argue. Emma carefully opened the door and we crept through. I held my breath so I didn’t cry out—my shoulder throbbed as the boys maneuvered me down the hall to the garage.

      Just a little further, Finn thought.

      I don’t want to go back. I knew we had to, but everything in me fought against it.

      It’s just for now. It’s a means to an end.

      We made it to the exit. The door whined as we scraped it open and we all cringed, waiting—but no one came. We went out and there was a beat-up SUV. The boys brought me to it and we climbed in the back. Emma got behind the wheel and Finn slid into the passenger seat. Kyan jumped into the cargo area, slamming the door closed behind him.

      Emma turned to us as she put the car into Drive. “I had a vision about this.”

      “What was it?” I leaned forward, then winced as pain sliced through me.

      “No matter what happens, keep going. We have to get out of here. That’s all I know for sure.”

      “Got it,” Finn said. “Let’s move. I can hear the girls—they’ve got C-fab and they’re coming out of the ground-floor exit, but they’ve got company. Lots of it.”

      Emma hit the gas, tires squealing. Josh cursed, his knuckles white as he gripped the armrest.

      “Rachel will be okay.” I patted his leg. “She’s tough.”

      He bounced his knee. “I don’t want her to be a hero. I don’t want her to die because of this stupid mission.”

      “She won’t.” I stared at Emma, hoping she’d second me, but she wasn’t paying attention. She swerved the SUV around each corner, picking up speed as she went. We flew through the exit and saw a fleet of SUVS parked along the entrance to the prison.

      The driver in the first car looked up—directly at us.

      “Shit!” Emma floored it and tore out in the opposite direction, toward the back of the property.

      “The girls are coming out now,” Finn said, “punch it!”

      I turned around—three of the SUVS were coming after us. I jerked my thumb in their direction. “You guys didn’t hear them?” I accused Finn and Kyan.

      Finn bristled. “I was listening to the girls.”

      “Me too,” Kyan said quickly.

      Micah rolled his eyes. “Don’t look at me—I only hear dead people, remember?” He shot a look behind us. The SUVs were catching up. “I might be listening to some of you pretty soon.”

      “That’s just perfect.” I quickly closed my eyes, monitoring the status of my own power. Someone had to get us out of this mess.

      I could feel my energy returning. It wasn’t burning as bright as I would’ve liked, but I could at least feel my abilities again.

      “Can you flip a speeding SUV?” Finn asked, clearly listening in on my thoughts.

      “I’ll try.” I concentrated, reaching out toward the cars chasing us, but my powers fizzled when I tried to agitate the molecules around the car. “I don’t have enough juice yet.” I am going to strangle Nicole.

      As soon as I thought of her, she appeared—we made it around the corner to the rear of the prison; Nicole, Rachel, Morgan and Maya sprinted across the back lawn. They carried C-fab like he was a battering ram.

      Kyan chuckled. “Now that’s not something you see everyday.”

      The SUV behind us sped forward, ramming into our bumper.

      “Move up here, or that’s gonna be your last laugh,” Micah warned.

      The SUV sped up and bumped us again. Kyan quickly threw himself over the seat, landing on Josh’s lap. “Ugh, get off me, dude—”

      But Emma slammed on the brakes and the car behind us smashed into the bumper—we all rocked forward and back with major whiplash.

      “What the hell, Emma!” Kyan screeched.

      She threw the car in Park and pointed in front of her. “Sorry, but I didn’t really have a choice.”

      We peered out, as a pissed-looking Nora, flanked by an enormous row of armed guards in riot gear, peered back.

      “Yay?” Kyan said.

      “Yay.” Finn nodded. “I mean, at least I think so.”

      There wasn’t much time to be conflicted—gunfire blasted from behind us. “Get down!” Finn grabbed me and shoved me to the ground.

      “Ow!”

      Sorry not sorry! Stay down!

      The doors to the SUV opened, and what seemed like dozens of hands reached in at once. Micah aimed his blaster at the hand reaching for him when Nora shouted, “It’s us! Get out of the car and get back here, behind the line! Now!”

      The soldiers pulled us out and practically threw us in front of the car, shielding us from the bullets whizzing past. “Go!” they instructed. They raised their weapons and fired back at Althea’s team.

      Finn managed to drag us both forward, Emma and the other close behind.  We staggered toward Nora. “The girls are coming—they have the robot,” Finn told her.

      “I’m aware.” She glared at us. “I have a handle on the situation, which is more than I can say for the rest of you.”

      She eyed Finn, then me. “Get on the bus—that doctor’s already there. He’s under direct orders to patch you up or he and his family are getting left behind.”

      Finn bristled. “We can help—”

      “You both need medical attention. You’re sitting the rest of this out. Go!” She headed toward the soldiers as more gunfire broke out. They’d set up a vantage point against our SUV and were shooting back at Althea’s team.

      The driver of the car who rear-ended us was slumped in his seat, already dead.

      Dead, dead, dead.

      We hustled to the past, away from the war zone erupting behind us. Cranston was sitting in the driver’s seat, deathly silent as we climbed aboard. He didn’t look at us as we filed past.

      Nora found him tied up, Finn explained. I’ve never seen him this pissed, and that’s saying something.

      We were in big trouble, but I couldn’t think about it—Dr. Zelig was on the bus, sitting across from a woman and a girl who looked about twelve.

      “You made it,” I said.

      He jumped up when he saw us. “Yes, and I can help. I have supplies—please come back here and let me help.” Finn and I went to him but Emma and the others took seats close to the front, warily dividing their attention between a fuming Cranston and the battle outside.

      Emma jumped up. “They’re coming—the twins, Nicole and Rachel! Be ready, we need to get out of here as soon as they’re on board!” She peered at Cranston. “Are you okay to drive?”

      He didn’t answer, and he didn’t look at her.

      Seconds later Maya flung herself onto the bus, panting, and Morgan followed close behind. Again, Cranston didn’t speak.

      Josh sprung up. “Where’s Rachel?”

      “Nora wanted the robot in an armored car—Rach and Nicole are handling it.” Morgan slumped down in the seat across from him, her shirt sticky with blood. “But they’re coming.”

      “Morgan, let the doctor take a look at you.” I patted the seat across me and she came back. I gave my friend a careful hug. “Glad you made it.”

      She nodded to the blood stain on my T-shirt, which mirrored hers. “Bitch stole my look.” She winked.

      Josh hustled to the front of the bus, fists clenched. “C’mon, c’mon.” We all looked outside—Nicole and Rachel raced toward us from the armored car, dodging bullets.

      It was a war zone out there. Heavy gunfire erupted from the soldiers near the SUV, and what sounded like machine-gun fire came hurtling back. “We need to get out of here.” Emma looked worriedly from the fight outside to Cranston, who sat immobile at the wheel.

      Nicole and Rachel almost made it to the bus when Nicole screamed—Rachel went down, hard. Her body sprawled across the pavement.

      “Rach!” Josh ran off the bus.

      Nicole crouched, checking Rachel but Nora came back, screaming her head off, and waved her away. Josh barreled toward them but Nora shook her head, still yelling. Immediately, Nicole grabbed Josh and dragged him back to the bus.

      He fought against her. “Let me go! Rachel! Rachel!”

      But Nicole ignored him, except to drag him onto the bus and throw him into a seat. She swiftly closed the door behind her. She turned to Cranston, chest heaving. “Let’s go!”

      But Cranston didn’t budge.

      “I do not have time for freakin’ dramatics!” Nicole opened the door, grabbed Cranston by the shirt, pulled him out of the seat and threw him down the stairs. He landed in a heap outside. Without ceremony, Nicole hopped into the driver’s seat and pealed out, leaving Cranston crumpled and Rachel facedown in the road.

      The armored vehicle tore out behind us.

      “Nicole! We have to go back for Rachel!” Emma begged.

      Nicole’s gaze flicked to the rearview mirror. “We can’t. We have direct orders—to get out of here now.”

      “Who the hell do you think you are?” Josh cried.

      Nicole’s shoulders slumped. “I’m the admiral’s daughter. Which makes me sort of the boss right now.”
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      She’s what? I asked Finn.

      She’s Nora’s daughter.

      They don’t exactly resemble each other.

      Finn nodded. I think it’s complicated.

      Isn’t it always? I couldn’t wrap my brain around the idea, but as I was still recovering from being blasted with Nicole’s power, and she was speeding like a maniac down the highway, fleeing Althea Remington’s army, I decided now was not the time to ask.

      As Dr. Zelig stitched me up, I scooted away from Finn. Things were still complicated between us—another thing I wasn’t ready to grapple with.

      But I wasn’t the only one with issues. Josh was pale and silent the entire ride. Maya and Emma took turns sitting next to him, but he wouldn’t be consoled. Misery radiated off him in waves, and my heart broke for my friend.

      I glared at Nicole’s back. No matter what our orders were, we should never have left Rachel behind.

      After Dr. Zelig patched me up, he started working on Finn. I took the opportunity to move and sit with Emma, to check if there were any updates. “Can you see anything about Rach?” I kept my voice low.

      She shook her head.

      I turned to Micah and raised an eyebrow, too afraid to ask. “Nothing,” he said, understanding immediately.

      I sighed shakily. “Good.”

      “Are you feeling back to normal?” Emma asked, keeping her voice low.

      “I’m better. I’m confused about recent development”—I nodded in Nicole’s direction—“but I’m better.”

      Her gaze flicked to Nicole. “I didn’t see any of this coming. I feel like I need to go in for a psychic tune-up.”

      “Finn said Nicole has cloaking ability—I wouldn’t beat yourself up about it.”

      “Speaking of Finn…” Emma motioned toward him. “Are you two okay?”

      “I dunno.” Wanting to avoid the topic, I shifted gears. “Do you think Nora is going after Althea?”

      Emma pursed her lips. “No, I don’t.”

      “What the hell?” I hiss-whispered.

      We scooted down in our seat so we could keep whispering. “Do you know why she ordered Nicole to stop me from blasting her?”

      “No, I don’t—other than what Nicole told me. She said Nora called her at the safe house, ranting and raving about our team going rogue. She said the assignment was to get the team and C-fab out. She ordered Nicole to come directly to the prison, and told her specifically that no one was allowed to touch Althea. So Nicole blasted you when she saw you about to strike. She said she didn’t have a choice.”

      “She could’ve killed me.”

      Emma shook her head. “I think she’s got better control than that.”

      My friend and I locked gazes. “Why don’t they want us to kill Althea?”

      “I don’t know. And maybe I don’t want to know—I just want to play nice until they set my family free. After that, I’m out.”

      “Me too. Now that I know the truth about what they’ve done…” I shuddered. “They’re capable of anything. We need proof about our families.”

      Emma bit her lip. “I know. I just don’t know how we’re going to get it.”
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      “What about your employees?” Kyan asked Nicole, as she pulled into the base’s parking lot.

      “They’re here. Another unit brought them back.” She stood up and jerked her chin in our general direction. “Let’s go, soldiers. Dr. Zelig, you and your family need to follow me.”

      “Where are you taking them?” My question came out sharp.

      Nicole’s eyes softened. “To the medical wing to introduce them to Dr. Rharr. I’m not going to hurt them, Riley. And while we’re on the subject, I’m sorry that I hurt you.”

      I opened my mouth, then closed it. I had so many questions, but did I really want to know the answer to them?

      Morgan stepped forward. “Can I see Dave once we go in?”

      Nicole nodded. “Yes, but he can’t leave his room.”

      “Any update from Nora?” Micah asked Nicole when we got off the bus.

      She checked her phone. “Not yet.” She looked up at us. “Let me get the doctor and his family settled, then we’ll meet in the barracks for a debrief. I’ll tell you what I can.”

      The armored vehicle pulled in next to us and Nicole sighed in relief. She motioned to the driver. “Everything okay?”

      When he nodded, she said, “Take C-fab to the lab and make sure his room is locked and has maximum security. I’ll be in to do a review shortly.”

      Apparently, Nicole Maines was the new CEO of The Division. She was sure acting like it, anyway.

      We went down into the base and through the security checkpoint. Exhausted, I could barely raise my arms to be searched. I said goodbye to Dr. Zelig and his family, hoping Nicole was telling the truth and that they were safe. Morgan zipped off to see Dave, moving so fast you’d never known she’d been shot hours earlier. I watched them go, then shuffled down the hall with the other toward our barracks.

      Emma sank down on her bunk, then wrinkled her nose as I chose one close by. “You sort of really need to shower,” she complained.

      “Don’t we have bigger problems right now?” I cocked my head in the direction of Josh, who was deathly pale and silent as he sat on his cot.

      “Yeah…no. You stink.” Emma shooed me away.

      “I’ll stand guard outside the shower,” Finn offered.

      I eyed him. “You can barely stand period.”

      “I’ll manage.” But he winced as he stood, and my heart sank. He was still so beat up.

      I grabbed a fresh set of clothes from the pile on my bunk. “I don’t exactly need a shower guard.”

      “I know.” Still, Finn walked slowly in the direction of the bathroom. “But we need to talk, and we might as well get it over with.”

      Yay?

      He didn’t answer.

      I shot a death look at Emma as I followed him down the hall. She shrugged in response, unapologetic as usual.

      Finn slumped against the wall, eyeing me as I went inside the bathroom and closed the door. I couldn’t read the expression on his face.

      My handsome’s distracting you.

      Or your multiple bruises, I joked.

      Joking aside, a nervous pit throbbed in my stomach. I grabbed a towel and some toiletries from the rack then turned the water onto hot. I climbed in, sighing in relief as it hit me.

      I know you don’t want to talk, but… We don’t have much time. Nicole will probably be back soon, and we need to hear what she has to say.

      I groaned. I don’t know if I can handle any more surprises.

      He sighed inside my head. Me either.

      You didn’t know she was Nora’s daughter?

      I didn’t know anything about her. The fact that she’s been out in civilization…it freaking baffles me, Hanover. I feel like my brain’s been scrambled.

      I washed my hair and then my body, careful to keep my shoulder dry. There was a muddy ring around the drain; Emma was right—I’d been filthy.

      Now that I was clean, I felt like I could think more clearly. I reluctantly turned the shower off and grabbed a towel.

      They’ve lied about more things than we can keep track off, I thought. Nora didn’t want me to kill Althea. I have a bad feeling that there’s something more to that.

      You’re probably right, Finn answered. But speaking of big bads, there’s the one that’s between you and me—

      I winced. Give me a minute, okay?

      I pictured him frowning as he leaned against the wall, but he went silent.

      I needed to decide how to handle this, but deep down, I already knew what my answer was.

      I thought of Josh, the way he looked like he’d been shot when Rachel went down.

      I thought of Finn, lying on the hospital bed at the prison, his face waxen.

      I thought of my dad and Katie, those nights after they died when I’d sobbed in bed, wishing they would somehow still come home.

      Losing the people you loved hurt worse than anything. I’d learned that the hard way.

      I couldn’t bear to lose anyone else.

      I wiped the steam from the mirror and was shocked to see how bruised and gaunt my face was. These last few weeks had not been kind to me, in more ways than one. Katie’s necklace glinted against my throat; I gently straightened it.

      I thought back on the message from my father. Someone close to you did something terrible. But it wasn’t their fault.

      In the hallway, Finn tensed.

      He knew it was you, didn’t he?

      Finn knocked on the door and I opened it. He slid through and leaned back, shoving his hands in his pockets. We just looked at each other.

      “He knew it was The Division. He had to. They’d had issues for a while, Ri. He was trying to get you and Katie out. But they don’t negotiate.”

      I blinked back tears. Finn knew more, so much more, than I’d guessed. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. Only that Management labelled him a problem. And from what I understood, Katie wasn’t going to work out as a recruit. Her powers weren’t registering, and your dad was trying to protect her. He was trying to get you both out of the program.”

      My mother must’ve known this, too, but she’d never been able to tell me. Management had told her the punishment for talking was death.

      “How did they get you to… What did they tell you…” I couldn’t formulate the question; my throat started to close up.

      The muscle in Finn’s jaw jumped. “They told me the target was someone who was trying to expose us. That’s all I knew. I found out their names later, and that’s when I found out about you. I knew you were going to be activated someday. So when I saw you for the first time, on the steps of Fallon Hall, and felt what I felt for you…”

      It made sense. When I’d said hello the first time we ever saw each other, Finn had acted like I was offering him a plague sandwich.

      I nodded in acknowledgement. I wasn’t sure I could speak.

      Finn was quiet for a second. I know you’ll never forgive me for what I did—

      “Finn.” My voice came out scratchy so I cleared my throat. “I forgive you.”

      His face twisted in pain, as if he didn’t believe me.

      I reached for his hand. “You would never hurt me like that. You would never have done it if you knew. You didn’t know.”

      He shook his head almost imperceptibly. He looked as if he might cry.

      “Don’t believe their lies. That’s the other thing my dad said. And I don’t believe them anymore, but I believe you.”

      He pulled me closer and very gently wrapped his arms around me. Even though he was hurt—we were both hurt—and my hair was dripping wet, I hugged him back, hard.

      He crushed me against him. I’m so sorry, babe.

      I felt the ache inside of him, terrible and gnawing and infinitely sad.

      “I know.” And shh, it’s going to be okay.

      He pulled back, his eyes storming with a question he couldn’t bear to ask.

      “The answer is yes.” I put his hand over my heart. “I still do. Nothing will change that. Not ever.”
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      I sat, curled up against Finn, as Nicole paced back and forth at the front of the room.

      “I don’t have the authorization to tell you what I’m about to tell you, but I don’t care.”

      Emma raised her hand. “Any word on Rachel?”

      Josh waited, pale and miserable.

      Nicole shook her head. She looked miserable, too. “I should never have left her. But Nora said Althea was coming, and that we couldn’t let her get C-fab. But in the end, it didn’t matter.”

      “Why not?” Emma asked sharply.

      Nicole sighed and continued to pace. “I just examined C-fab and he’s been stripped. They took several sensors and also his central chip. They stole the technology—it didn’t matter that we got the prototype out. They already won.”

      “So…what does that mean?” Micah asked.

      “It means I left my partner lying in a ditch for nothing, and I’m pissed about it.” She turned on her heel and kept stalk-pacing.

      “No one cares how you feel. You’re the one that got us into this mess.” Josh’s face puckered with hate.

      Nicole winced. “We had to get my employees back—they’re the only ones who can recreate the technology.”

      Josh scoffed. “Except for Althea, now.”

      Nicole shook her head. “They can’t do it as fast as we can, and they can’t do it as well.”

      I raised my hand. “Why did you shock me when I was going for Althea?”

      “I had to.” She crossed her arms against her chest.

      “Because…?”

      “Because we don’t want her dead. Not yet.”

      “Can you tell me why?” I leaned forward.

      “I’m not authorized to tell you why.” She sighed and swished her ponytail over her shoulder. “But I don’t think that’s fair, so I’m going to tell you anyway.”

      Now we all leaned forward.

      “Althea has a multitude of spies working for her. She’s managed to take some very important intelligence from the government, intel that we need back. But as far as we know, she’s the only one in control of this information. If we kill her, we won’t be able to locate it.”

      Maya raised her hand. “Why do you know this, and we don’t?”

      “Because Nora has decided to fully activate me, and I have a higher clearance than you do. And plus, she’s my mother.”

      I stole a look at Emma, who was frowning. She raised her hand. “Is she your biological mother? Or…was she your surrogate mother?”

      “Her egg was used in my surrogate. Similar to your inceptions.” Nicole’s tone was matter-of-fact.

      “So you’re one of us?” Kyan asked.

      Nicole arched an eyebrow “I’d be honored to be considered one of you.”

      Someone snorted behind her, and then Nora strode in, somehow still immaculate in her suit, even after the battle. “Honored indeed.”

      Nicole didn’t step aside, so Nora stalked around her.

      “Where’s Rachel?” Josh and Nicole both asked, immediately.

      “In the medical ward. Dr. Rharr is tending to her now—she’s critical. But Dr. Rharr’s optimistic.”

      “What about Cranston?” Finn asked.

      Nora arched an eyebrow. “He’s in the brig.”

      We looked at each other, murmuring.

      “It’s not like you should be surprised. You put him there, soldiers.”

      Maya raised her hand. “We needed to get Finn out, ma’am. He wouldn’t cooperate.”

      “I’m perfectly aware of what Cranston hasn’t been doing,” Nora said, coolly.

      “Did you take Althea into custody?” Nicole asked her mother.

      Nora shook her head no, her lips a thin line.

      “Can we speak to our families now?” Finn asked. “We did what you asked, even if things didn’t work out the way we wanted.”

      Nora frowned. “The lab techs informed me that the robot was compromised. Your families will remain in custody until the robot’s technology is retrieved from Remington. Until you complete the mission, they stay with us. It’s safer, anyway.”

      No one said a word. If I was telepathic, though, I bet I would’ve heard some internal cuss words.

      Nora turned to Nicole. “I believe you were just filling our team in with information that’s not yours to share.”

      Nicole frowned. “How did you know that?”

      Nora frowned back. “I’m your mother. I know everything.”

      “Okay…”

      “In any event, this team is now yours. Find a way to motivate them. Help them become their best, most productive selves. Cranston has failed them miserably. Let’s see if you can do better.” She turned on her heel and stalked out.

      Nicole looked at us and shrugged. “I don’t know what to say…”

      Kyan looked her up and down, then raised his hand. “Yay?”
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      Later, after Josh had spent an hour holding an unconscious Rachel’s hand, Morgan had come back from her visit with Dave, and Nicole had left to be with her team from Conscience, we lay in our bunks, talking quietly.

      Still, we were careful with what we said.

      “This has been an eventful day,” Emma offered.

      “And week,” Micah added.

      “Not to mention the rest of this year.” Kyan flopped over on his back.

      “I feel bad about Cranston,” I admitted. “I don’t like him, but I don’t want him to get hurt, either.”

      Josh shook his head. “He’s his own responsibility. You don’t need to feel bad about it.”

      “He’ll land on his feet,” Emma said. “He usually does.”

      “What do we think of our new team leader?” Josh asked.

      “I think Kyan captured my sentiments when he said yay.” Micah laughed, a tuba gurgling from his bunk. “She’s way better looking than Cranston, and she doesn’t back down from a fight.”

      Maya shrugged. “And she tells us more.”

      “And she’s hot.” Kyan fixed his bangs.

      “Can you shut up?” Emma screeched.

      Kyan grinned. “Jealous?”

      She threw a pillow at him.

      “Josh, how was Rach?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “She’s asleep, and hooked up to a ton of machines. There was a bullet in her thigh, but they took it out. I guess she hit her head when she went down, so there’s some swelling. But the doctor said she’s going to be okay. I just hope she’s right.”

      “She is,” Emma said, her voice firm. “I’ve seen it.”

      “Okay.” Josh exhaled. “Okay.”

      Finn draped his arm around me, pulling me closer. What about you, he asked, are you okay?

      I will be. I patted his hand. I’ll feel better once we talk to our families, but still…even though this has been hard, it hasn’t all been for nothing.

      How’s that?

      I know the truth, now. And I know what I believe. I know what I want.

      He brushed the hair back from my face. That’s something.

      I laced my fingers through his. It’s more than I’ve had in a long time.

      Me too, Hanover, he thought, and held me close. Me too.
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      I sat up straight in my bunk. “Wait! What’s that?”

      Finn squinted one eye open at me. I swear, he hadn’t slept for weeks. “What’s the matter, babe?”

      “Oh…nothing.” I scrubbed my hands across my face. “I guess I was just dreaming.”

      He sat up a little, watching me from his nearby bunk. “What was the dream?”

      “I had a dream we lived happily ever after.” I shook my head, then climbed back under my covers.

      “Huh.” Finn smiled at me in the semi-darkness, then reached for my hand. “That would be something, wouldn’t it?” His voice was thick with emotion.

      “Sure would—but hey, I’m psychic. So maybe it’s a prophecy.” I kept my tone light and squeezed his hand.

      “Yeah, right.” His voice went back to its normal tone of late, filled with despair.

      I snuggled beneath my blankets. “We should get back to sleep. Tomorrow’s you-know-what.”

      “Ah, I can hardly wait. Goodnight, Hanover.” Finn put his head down on his pillow.

      “Goodnight.”

      And even though tomorrow was You-Know-What, and I was still worried about Finn, for the first time in a very long time, I fell asleep with a smile on my face.
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      By the next day my lovely dream had vanished, right along with my smile. Nicole Maines, my new boss, was about to make me jump out of a plane.

      She pushed her stylish rectangular glasses up, waiting patiently. But when I clutched the strap and refused to move, she sighed.

      “Riley, you can fly. Remember? So it’s not like you’re going to break your neck out there.”

      I peered out the open door as the wind whipped my face. The ground was down there somewhere—I just couldn’t see it. “I’m not feeling very confident about that.”

      “I’m not sure that your feelings are relevant.” Nicole put her hand on my back, her impressive bicep bulging beneath her fitted flight suit. “See you on the ground!”

      And wouldn’t you know it? Bitch pushed me!

      I shrieked as I sailed through the air, my arms and legs spread apart as if I were a flying squirrel on a kamikaze mission. The rest of my team was already on the ground, hopefully all in one piece.

      We’d been through parachute training, so I should have been able to do this, ‘should’ being the operative, possibly pain-in-the-butt word—the word that might undo me. I reached for the cord I eventually needed to pull, but I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do next. I couldn’t think straight as I plummeted down, still screaming my head off.

      Finn had said this would be fun. Just wait till I get my hands on you, buddy…

      He laughed inside my head. If you don’t figure out the parachute soon, that’s going to be a pretty empty threat.

      Sometimes having a telepathic boyfriend was so annoying. But at least he was talking to me, and joking. After what he’d told me recently about his involvement in the death of my father and sister, I’d worried that we would never be the same. And we weren’t, but…

      No time for that now! I jerked my thoughts back to the present, trying to remember the training. What were we supposed to do? Pull the cord when we saw the—

      Holy curse word that rhymes with truck! There’s the ground!

      I pulled the cord, and my parachute sprung open, gloriously slowing me down. I took a deep breath as I floated in the air. No longer plummeting to my death, I enjoyed the view of the fields stretching out all around me, green as far as the eye could see. Being so high in the air made the real world seem tiny. For the first time in a long time, my problems seemed far away.

      But as the ground got closer, I panicked. Still stretched out like a flying squirrel, I didn’t know if I was supposed to land on my stomach.

      I screamed again, but this time, my telekinetic powers kicked in. I stopped before I slammed into the ground and just hovered there. I tentatively let go of my power then inelegantly thudded to the ground, knocking the wind out of myself. “Oof.”

      Nicole glided down a few moments later. She hit the ground running, gracefully and athletically making it look like no big deal. She detached her parachute and peered down at me. “You need to work on finishing strong.”

      I glared, noticing the golden highlights of her ponytail glinting in the sun. “I’ll try to remember that the next time I’m falling to my death.”

      She grinned. “Good. Because we’re planning our strike against Althea, and we need to be ready.” She hustled off to check in with the others, who’d landed in an adjacent field.

      I needed to go to them, to see Finn. But I just stayed where I was for the moment with my face planted on the grass.

      I had some pressing things on my mind—and not just the ground, lol.

      My head spun with everything I needed to figure out. The Division. Finn had told me that the secret agency I worked for had killed my father and my sister. But why?

      My mother. She was alive, for now. But the agency had her, and they refused to release her until I dealt with…

      Althea Remington. The eco-terrorist had single-handedly instituted global warfare. Millions of people were dead, and millions more were in hiding. Remington had stolen top-secret artificial intelligence technology from the United States government. And she had something else—something crucial—that my bosses in the government wanted bad.

      So The Division had a job to do. A big one. We had to find Althea Remington and take back what she’d stolen. If we succeeded, the agency would let our families go.

      At least, that was what they’d said.

      I flipped onto my back and looked at the sky. From here, in this peaceful field located somewhere in remote northern California, one would never know the world had fallen apart.

      But I knew the truth—at least some of it.

      Sighing, I got up to join the rest of my team.
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      Back at the base, Nicole had changed from her jumpsuit to a tight-fitting black sheath. She stalked the front of the room, hands on her hips. “I’m going to drill this into your heads again and again: understand your objective. Understand the parameters of how your powers fit into building a moat for the team unit.”

      Kyan raised his hand, somehow flexing his bicep in the process. “Nicole? Can you say that in non-tech speak for us?”

      Kyan had finally let the lightning bolt shaved into the side of his head grow out, but he still prissily fussed with his bleached hair—again, making sure his bicep was on prominent display—as he waited for the answer.

      Nicole smiled at him. “Of course. I keep slipping back into Silicon Valley jargon. What I mean is, we are going to have a clearly defined plan. Each of you has a specific role to play. Be prepared to follow a strict directive to help secure the whole team. You certainly have the capabilities, but too often in the past, this unit has been flying blind.”

      Finn looked at me. Understatement of the year.

      I nodded. When I first joined the team, we’d had a different leader—Sergeant Cranston. Cranston was currently serving time in the brig for violating direct orders, lying to his superiors, and killing another officer.

      Cranston had never led us effectively. In fact, we’d deserted him on several occasions, fending for ourselves and trying unsuccessfully to take on Althea Remington.

      Nicole crossed her powerful arms over her chest. “I know I’m asking for a lot. It will be a leap of faith for you to trust me. But I promise, I’m equal to the task. If you show me your allegiance, I’ll show you mine.”

      Kyan looked at her dreamily. “You got it.”

      Emma, my psychic best friend, frowned at him—but not too much, lest her lipgloss smudge.

      “Emma?” Nicole asked. “What do you think?”

      Emma ran her hands over her faux-leather leggings, tucked into knee-high combat boots. “I think you’re better than Cranston, even though you are Nora’s daughter.”

      Nora, our admiral, was the one who’d taken our families hostage. She was not on anyone’s “nice” list. But she was Nicole’s mother—news that had rocked all of us.

      “You can’t hold me responsible for my family ties,” Nicole said. “But it might work in our best interests. You never know.”

      Finn sat back and raised his hand. His muscled forearm momentarily had me staring. Hearing my thoughts, he chuckled, but kept his attention on Nicole. “How could it be good for us?”

      “She’s my mother, and she wants me to survive. Maybe even more than that, she wants me to succeed. She’ll help me in any way she can.” Nicole started pacing again. “If I’m successful, so are you. And I promise that I will do everything in my power to make sure your families are returned to safety after we complete this mission. You have my word.”

      She stopped and turned to us. “I know you haven’t had a leader you can trust. But I’m different, and I am going to lead us—all of us—to a brighter future. Now, let’s hit the gym. We have some serious training to do while we wait for the intelligence report about Althea’s location.”

      Emma groaned and shuffled up next to me. Her strawberry-blond pixie haircut was spiked prettily, and of course her makeup was perfect, but she had a sour look on her face. “Between all the skydiving and the weight lifting, Nicole might kill us before Althea Remington ever gets a chance.”

      “Suck it up.” Finn punched her lightly on the arm. “You can see the future—you’re going to survive this workout, right?”

      Emma started to retort, but the door slammed open, and Nora hustled through. Although she looked immaculate as always in a gray suit, her silver, chin-length hair neatly arranged, her eyes were too bright. “Riley, Finn, come quickly.”

      We rushed after her. My heart thudded in my chest as we booked it down the hallway to catch up.

      “Admiral?” Finn asked. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s your families,” Nora said in a clipped tone. “And it’s not good.”
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      “What happened?” I asked breathlessly as we careened around another corner in the nondescript underground base. “Is my mom okay?”

      Finn came even with me. “What about my mom? My sister?”

      Even though we were both upset, Nora didn’t answer. She ushered us into a small conference room with a flat-screen then closed the door.

      She turned to face us, her bright-pink lips set in a grim line. “Have a seat.”

      Finn and I warily sank down onto the metal chairs behind us.

      “Riley, your mother has come down with a virus, and she’s being seen at the base’s medical facility. Finn, same thing with your sister. They’re both in quarantine.”

      Finn leaned forward, his hands clenched together. “How did they get sick? Haven’t they been secure?”

      From what we knew, our families were being held in a secret government base in upstate New York.

      “Yes, but they both became infected yesterday. We quarantined them as soon as possible. It’s…serious.”

      I almost leapt out of my chair. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s a respiratory virus, very similar to influenza. But this is a toxic strain.” Nora pursed her lips. “I’m afraid neither Gail nor Tess is doing very well.”

      Finn went pale. “I want to see them.”

      Nora nodded. “I have a video feed for you.”

      “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” But Finn stopped arguing as the flat-screen came to life. The image showed two hospital beds, side by side, separated only by clear plastic.

      They were being kept in sealed-off pods.

      The camera zoomed in, and I could see my mother on her bed. Her eyes were closed. She looked frail, and she was hooked up to a ventilator.

      The floor tilted underneath me. “Why is she on a ventilator?”

      “This has hit her hard.” Nora tapped something on her tablet, and the image shifted over to Tess, Finn’s sixteen-year-old sister. She was on a breathing tube, too. Her chest rose and fell with an orchestrated rhythm. “Same thing with Tess.”

      I reached over and gripped Finn’s hand.

      Nora nodded at him. “Your mother isn’t showing any symptoms, at least.”

      Finn’s hand was rigid beneath mine. “Explain to me how they contracted a super strain of the flu when they were being kept away from everyone. Explain to me how they got this sick while you were holding them.”

      Nora turned off the screen. “I don’t know. None of our staff are ill. I don’t know how they got exposed, but they were in close quarters, so it passed between them quickly. Both Gail and Tess came down with this within an hour of each other. They needed immediate medical care, and we’re doing everything we can for them.”

      “I need you back with your team now,” Nora said. “But I wanted to let you know what happened. I promise to keep you updated.”

      “Can we go see them, Admiral?” I asked. Begged. “They seem really sick.”

      “Perhaps, after your mission’s been successfully completed.” She opened the door, dismissing us.

      Finn didn’t speak as we made our way back to the team. He must have been so upset about Tess. This was the first time he’d seen her in years, and now his baby sister was sick.

      The fact that they’re both on ventilators within twenty-four hours of contracting this…that’s not good, Hanover, he thought-spoke into my head.

      “But that happens with the flu, right?” I kept my voice low. “It’s a respiratory virus. Maybe the ventilator’s just an added protection.”

      He gave me a look that said I was kidding myself, which I already knew.

      I shook my head. “I just… I can’t… My mom…” She was all I had left.

      “I know.” He stopped and gripped my hands. “Trust me, I know.”
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      Finn had begged off lunch, citing a headache. Smart move. I couldn’t even eat my favorite chocolate cake.

      Emma peered at me as I pushed the cake around my plate. “What’s going on?”

      I put my fork down. “My mom’s sick. So is Tess, Finn’s little sister. They both have the flu. They’re in the infirmary at their base.”

      “Are they going to be okay?”

      Tears pricked my eyes. “They’re both on ventilators.”

      “Oh my God.” Emma leaned closer, looking around the base’s busy cafeteria, making sure no one was listening. “What happened?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Nora said no one else is sick, but they both got it within an hour of each other. They’re being quarantined. She didn’t know how they contracted it, but she said it’s really serious.”

      Emma bit her lip. “I remember my grandmother had the flu. She ended up in the hospital with pneumonia.”

      Too scared to hear the answer, I didn’t ask if she got better.

      “How’s Finn taking it?”

      “Not good.”

      Emma took a bite of my cake. “I think you need to keep an eye on him. He’s been through a lot, and you know him. He takes it hard.”

      Between Finn telling me about what happened with my dad and Katie, and now Tess getting sick, it was too much. “I know. I’m worried about him, too.”

      My friend’s brow furrowed. “Were you surprised that Nora told you?”

      I frowned. “I didn’t even think about that.”

      She finished my cake and pushed the plate to the side. “It’s just that Nora never tells us anything.”

      “Maybe that’s changing.” I stared, unseeing, out at the cafeteria. “Or maybe it’s just pretty serious.”

      Emma’s pretty face puckered. “I’m so sorry, Ri.”
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      Still reeling from the news, I made my way to our afternoon meeting. Word had spread quickly through the group. My friends hugged me, telling me they hoped my mother felt better soon.

      Josh sat down next to me, his tall, bony frame dwarfing me. He smiled, his coffee-colored skin contrasting with his white teeth. He rubbed my back. “It’ll be okay. You’ll see.”

      A sense of calm flooded me, and I jerked away. “Don’t. I need to…feel this. Okay?”

      Josh was an empath, with the ability to manipulate the moods of others. I usually appreciated the hell out of his talent, but the ache I felt made my mother’s pain seem more present, more real. I should suffer, too. I owed her that much.

      Josh released me and winked. “Got it, Hanover. But I’m here if you need me.”

      “Thanks.”

      That was the upside of being recruited into The Division—I’d finally made friends. The downside was pretty much everything else, including what the government had done to my family.

      I shook my head to clear it as Nicole marched in, clapping her hands together. Energy radiated off her in waves. “I have updated intelligence. I’m sharing everything I learn with you as soon as I hear it.”

      Josh and I looked at each other. Cranston had never told us what was going on. Maybe things were changing for the better.

      “Management has provided specific information related to our mission. We have two objectives. Obviously, we need to get the technology they stripped from C-fab. We can’t let Remington replicate the Artificial Intelligence—it would be a disaster.” C-fab was the artificially intelligent robot Nicole had engineered in her prior life as a Silicon Valley CEO.

      “We also have to locate and procure the top-secret information that Althea’s spies stole from us,” Nicole continued. “And now I know what that is.”

      We all waited as Nicole stalk-paced the front of the room. “It’s an antidote. Our intelligence reports that Remington has been developing a virus that would give her the capability to infect the remainder of the civilians.”

      My heart stopped as Nicole continued.

      “We’d begun manufacturing an antidote, and that’s what Althea’s spies stole, and they were thorough. They took the samples and all the specs and wiped our hard drives clean. We didn’t realize they’d hacked us until the lab workers went in to continue their testing and realized the original specs and all the backup copies had been tampered with.”

      Nicole clasped her hands behind her back. “We need to get the antidote back. That’s the mission. Now, any questions?”

      Finn looked at me, not bothering to speak into my brain. His haunted face echoed what I already knew. The virus. His sister. My mother.

      Things hadn’t changed with the agency—they were still using us to get what they wanted. Our innocent families were still paying the price.

      The ultimate price.
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      I struggled to get my emotions under control as the others murmured around me.

      Nicole watched us, confused. “What’s the matter?”

      Emma gave me a quick look before she raised her hand. “Riley’s mother and Finn’s younger sister were just diagnosed with a virus. They’re both in the infirmary at their base, quarantined. They each got sick in the last twenty-four hours, and they’re already relying on ventilators.”

      Nicole’s shoulders slumped. “I’m so sorry. Is that what Nora told you this morning?”

      I nodded, while Finn looked at the ground.

      “And you think this is related?”

      “I didn’t say that.” I shook my head. “I don’t…I don’t know.”

      Nicole cursed, turned on her heel, and stalked out without another word.

      I swallowed hard. “Do you guys trust her? Nicole?”

      Micah frowned, but his wide-set brown eyes softened. “I sort of do. And you guys know me—I don’t trust anyone.”

      Kyan nodded. “I feel the same. I think Nicole’s good people.”

      Emma pursed her lips. “You’re both thinking with your hormones.”

      “I trust her, and I don’t want to date her.” Maya flicked her flame-red ponytail in the direction of her twin, Morgan. “Don’t you agree?”

      Morgan chewed on her lip, her amber curls spilling past her shoulders. “I think she’s the reason Dave’s still alive, and the reason I’m still allowed to see him.”

      I winced on my friend’s behalf. Dave, her civilian boyfriend, had been separated from us and locked up. “How’s he doing?”

      She smiled. “He’s amazing. He never has a bad day, even though he’s practically incarcerated. But back to Nicole—I think she helped Dave because she believes it’s the right thing to do, not for any sort of selfish reason.”

      I nodded. “I believe that, too.”

      Josh shrugged. “Rachel likes Nicole, and she trusts her. She said Nicole saved her ass several times back at the prison.”

      Rachel, our resident teleporter and Josh’s girlfriend, was still in the infirmary recovering from our last battle. She and Nicole had immediately hit it off and become impromptu fighting partners.

      “Finn?” I waited as he continued to stare at the floor.

      “I don’t trust anyone, but we have to do what they say.” He didn’t bother to look up. “I’m not letting any more innocent people die because of my choices. We have to get that serum and take out Althea Remington, once and for all.”

      Even though she’s not our only enemy, he thought-spoke into my head. Management’s on that list, too.

      I know, I thought back. Trust me, I know.
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      “Nora wouldn’t see me.” Nicole snorted then hit the punching bag, hard.

      I held the bag, wincing as she pummeled it again. “Do you think she’s avoiding you?”

      “Of course she’s avoiding me! She knows how I feel. I don’t believe in some of their tactics. I’ve been very vocal about it.”

      “What do you mean? Which tactics?”

      Nicole frowned at the punching bag as if it had personally insulted her. Then she wailed on it again. “Management lies. They hide the truth and try to manipulate others into doing what they want without divulging the reasons for it. Look what she did to me about my Silicon-Valley team—she had a GPS chip and a video feed on C-fab the whole time, but she never told me. My team was kidnapped and locked up, and she didn’t say a word. She said she ‘didn’t want me to worry.’ Bullshit!”

      “But why did she keep it from you?”

      She took off one of her gloves and swiped a sweaty lock of hair from her forehead. “Because they always have another move. In this case, I’m thinking she wanted a backup plan in case I became too headstrong or argumentative to deal with. Then she would’ve just gone for C-fab herself and maybe even left my employees behind. She never cared about them. All she wanted was the robot. So she chipped him to ensure she could get him back, and screw the rest of the Conscience team.”

      Conscience was Nicole’s Silicon Valley start-up. They’d developed sophisticated artificial intelligence before the war broke out and had built a robot prototype named C-fab. Althea Remington had stolen it and stripped it of its technology.

      “But Nora didn’t leave your employees behind,” I reminded her gently. A small part of me—a very, very small part—still wanted to believe that Nora wasn’t all bad.

      Nicole started punishing the bag again. “With no help from her, might I remind you. She made me leave Rachel lying in a ditch so I could get C-fab away from the fighting. Remember that?”

      “Yeah.” Of course I remembered, just like I remembered how Nora had tortured Micah with a Taser to get me to showcase my telekinetic powers. “I’m not defending her. Trust me, your mother’s not my favorite person.”

      Nicole stopped punching and scowled at me. “She isn’t anybody’s favorite person, but she is my mother. And I don’t want to believe that she infected your mother and Finn’s sister with a deadly virus to force you to cooperate.”

      “But?”

      She frowned. “But I know she needs to get this serum back, and I wouldn’t put it past her. She wants us to have a sense of urgency.”

      I swallowed hard. “When do we leave for our mission? They’re really sick…” Again, I forced myself to control my emotions. If I started crying, I might not stop. My mother needed me. Falling apart wasn’t an option.

      Nicole’s face softened. “They’ve assigned us another team-building exercise, then they’ll release the coordinates to us. I expect we’ll be able to leave by tomorrow night.”

      “Okay.” I sighed. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet.”

      “Riley!” Emma waved at me from across the room. “C’mere.”

      Nicole nodded, excusing me, and I jogged over to where Emma stood.

      “You might want to tell him to chill.” She motioned toward Finn, who appeared to be trying to kill his punching bag. He’d forgone gloves and had his hands taped, but blood stained his knuckles. He’d taken his shirt off, exposing the hard planes of his muscles. Sweat ran down his torso in rivulets.

      You’d look pretty hot if you didn’t look crazy.

      He ignored me, swinging hard at the bag.

      “Finn. Finn.”

      He ignored me for another minute, pummeling the bag, then finally stopped. He wiped his face then looked at me.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Nothing.” He shrugged. “Training.”

      “You look like you’re trying to kill the punching bag, or your knuckles. Maybe both.”

      Finn played with the blood-soaked tape, but he couldn’t get it to stick.

      “Hey.” I stepped closer. “Tell me what’s going on. I can help.”

      He didn’t look up. This is my fault. It’s on me.

      No.

      Yes.

      I reached for him. “Let’s go take a break.”

      He sighed, giving his punching bag one last longing look. “Fine, but I’m coming back.” He threw his shirt on and grudgingly followed me out.

      “Let’s go take care of your knuckles, then we’re getting cake. You missed it—it’s the chocolate, square kind with the fudge-y frosting.”

      He stared down the hall, lost in his own thoughts.

      “Finn.” I squeezed his forearm. “Why’re you hurting yourself like this?”

      We reached the med supply closet, and he still didn’t say anything. I grabbed a fresh roll of tape and some hydrogen peroxide. Then I gently unwrapped his hands. His knuckles were torn open, raw and weeping. I carefully dabbed them with peroxide. “You don’t need to punish yourself.”

      The muscle in his jaw jumped. “The hell I don’t.”

      “What’s going on with you?”

      He grunted. “It’s a little thing called karma. You might have heard of it.”

      I knew where he was going with this, but I waited for him to say it.

      He waited a minute, then said, “Hurting people is what they do. It’s how they control us—by hurting the people we love. I’ve been responsible for that, too. You of all people should know.”

      I carefully wrapped clean tape around his left hand, not looking up. I knew that Management was responsible for my father and Katie’s death, not Finn. But thinking about how it happened still made me ache. And I didn’t want him to see that.

      “Now I’m paying for what I’ve done. Tess and your mom are sick. I know Management did this. It’s insurance that we’ll perform.” He shook his head. “I deserve this, but you don’t. Our families don’t.”

      I stopped taping. “No one deserves this, not Tess, not my mom, not you, and not me. Neither did my dad and Katie.”

      Finn winced, and my heart broke all over again for the both of us—for what I’d lost and for what they’d made Finn do.

      I gently covered his hand with mine. “You don’t deserve the blame for what happened to them. Management made you do it. They use people, Finn, and they don’t leave us with a choice.”

      He leaned back. “You always have a choice.”

      I took his other hand and started doctoring it. “I don’t know if that’s true.”

      “Of course you do. We’re going to go after the serum and save our families, right?”

      “Right.”

      “That’s our choice. We could leave them to die—that’s a choice, too.”

      “That we would never make.” I frowned.  “Why is Management doing this?”

      “Because they know we’re strong and that we want to leave. They hurt us so we’ll do what they want.”

      I finished taping Finn’s hands and threw the used supplies away. “We would have gone on the mission, anyway.”

      “But now it’s personal, and it’s life or death.” Finn’s brow wrinkled. “There’s one thing I’m still working through in my head.”

      “What’s that?”

      He hopped off the table and grabbed my hand, careful of his new bandages. “Nicole said Management’s been developing the antibody to the virus. Where’d they get the actual virus if Althea’s the one who invented the strain?”

      I blew out a shaky breath. “Maybe we have spies of our own.”

      “Maybe. I wonder if the vials we stole from the Sonora Caverns had anything to do with this. Management took them and we haven’t heard about them since.”

      With his brow still furrowed, Finn led me down the hallway then pulled me into the now-abandoned cafeteria. He headed to the walk-in refrigerator, assembled two large slices of cake onto plates and slid them onto the nearest table.

      I sat while he got forks, napkins, and milk. We ate in silence for a minute, and I was glad we’d come back to the kitchen. Stress eating chocolate was, in my humble opinion, the very best form of self-care on the planet.

      “Mmm.” I closed my eyes, relishing the flavor. “Do you think this cake tastes better because it’s square? I’ll never be able to figure out what makes it so good.”

      “Maybe.” Finn nodded, his mood only slightly improved by the chocolate. “Listen, I’m sorry for being sort of a douchelord. I’m just so angry.”

      “You’re allowed. Douchelord it up. I’m so angry, I might even join you.” I scraped some frosting off my plate with my fork. “Nicole said we’ll be cleared for the mission soon. She thinks we might be able to leave as early as tomorrow night.”

      “Good.” Finn’s expression grew dark again. “We need to move fast. I don’t think we have much time.”

      “Yeah.” I pictured my mom and Tess hooked up to those machines. Losing my appetite, I cleared our plates. “Do you want to go back and work out some more?”

      Finn looked down at his shirt, which was sticky with sweat. “I think I need to shower. Will you wait for me?” The muscle in his jaw jumped. “I don’t really feel like being alone.”

      “Of course.” Finn rarely asked for help, even when he’d been beaten to a pulp. “I’ll be your towel attendant.”

      We headed toward our room, passing several officers on the way. Per protocol, they saluted but said nothing. I often wondered what the officers and employees at the base thought of us—nine teenagers, thick as thieves and often bruised beyond recognition, skulking about and eating more than our fair share of the cafeteria’s desserts. We were top secret, but because the war had closed most of the bases, we were here with the general military population.

      I’m sure they had questions, but they knew better than to ask us.

      We reached our barracks, and Finn grabbed some clean clothes and toiletries. “I’ll be right back.”

      While I waited, I decided to practice using my powers. If we were going to be fighting Althea Remington again as soon as tomorrow, I needed to be ready. I decided to stage a mock battle. Closing my eyes, I focused on the pillows on each bunk, agitating the air around them. I raised them into the air, then I made them brawl.

      I opened my eyes and watched. Observing my work in progress was something I’d been practicing. I telekinetically moved the pillows, having them circle each other and swat. I couldn’t help but grin. Even though I was the puppet master, I still enjoyed the show.

      Finn came out during the final match, towel-drying his thick hair. “They’re vicious, huh?” He watched pillowcase A annihilate pillowcase B, throwing it onto the bed and pummeling it.

      I giggled. “I guess I get a little theatrical.”

      Finn grinned, which was a welcome sight. “You’re good at what you do. I admire the flourishes. It makes it more fun.”

      He sounded better, lighter. I smiled. “Why, thank you.” I sailed the pillows back to their respective beds, arranging them neatly.

      Finn came and sat next to me, smelling fresh and clean and looking as though he’d calmed down from his boxing mania. He reached for me, pulled me closer, and kissed the top of my head.

      “What was that for?”

      “The cake. And the pep talk.”

      “Don’t go getting all soft on me. We have some serious ass to kick.”

      He stroked my hair. “I know.”

      My heart rate kicked up, like it did every time we got close. “When this is all over, and Tess and my mom are better, we should take a vacation.” I smiled at him, even though I suddenly felt like crying. The idea of taking a trip was so normal. But I knew it was impossible, which made me so sad. Forget about our own crazy situation—the old world wasn’t out there anymore.

      What’s even left?

      Finn’s gaze burned into mine. Don’t think about it.

      “Where would you like to go?” he asked softly.

      “Hawaii,” I said immediately. “It’s been number one on my bucket list since I was five.”

      He tapped me under my chin, raising my gaze to meet his. “It’s a date.” He leaned in closer, his gaze searching mine.

      I parted my lips, breathing hard. He wrapped his arms around me, then very gently, but very firmly, put his lips to mine.

      I melted into him, my whole body tingling from my lips down to my toes. I threw my arms around his neck and pulled him closer, deepening the kiss. He ran his hands down my sides, making me shiver. I scooted closer, never able to get close enough.

      He pulled back a second later, breathing hard. “Whoa.”

      I delved my hands into his thick hair. “No whoa—more.” We hadn’t kissed like this in what seemed like forever, and I wanted more.

      Finn gave me a chaste peck on the lips. I moaned, trying to pull him back.

      “Hanover.” He reached for my hands and held them down. “We have to go back to class.”

      I grumpily pulled away from him. “You’re the one who started it.”

      “Ah, I know. I couldn’t help myself.” He ran his hand down my hair. “Don’t be mad at me, okay?”

      “I’m not.”

      “Great.” He flashed his dimple, full-wattage.

      I got up in a huff. “You are seriously annoying sometimes.”

      “I know, babe. Trust me, I know.”
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      “I understand this makes some of you sick, so that’s why we’re doing it tonight. I want to get it over with and keep you fresh for the mission.” Nicole motioned for Josh to come forward. She pushed his T-shirt up over his shoulder and inserted the injection.

      Josh closed his eyes briefly, but he didn’t wince.

      Of course, I almost threw up as Nicole reloaded the syringe and motioned for me.

      I looked away as Nicole readied the injection. “Just a bit of pressure, then a pinch,” she said.

      Ugh! Why do they always say that? It’s not a freaking pinch! It’s a needle. I winced even at the thought of the word.

      “Riley, come closer.”

      I obeyed then closed my eyes and turned my head away, hoping that would help. “Are you coming with us into Levels?”

      “Yes.” Nicole was mercifully quick with the shot.

      “Have you done it before?”

      She rearranged my shirt and frowned. “No. Is it as disorienting as everyone says? I’m really not a fan of psychedelic drugs.”

      “Levels can be…intense.” I couldn’t think of a nicer way to say it. “But stick with the group. We’ll get you through.”

      Nicole changed the needle again and fearlessly injected herself. “I understand the goal is to encounter different stimuli and see how we work together. Nora worked up these particular sets for us. Should be interesting.”

      I raised my eyebrows but stayed silent. I’d said enough bad things about Nicole’s mother already.

      She turned to everyone else. “You ready? We need to go to the steam room before this kicks in.” She fell in step beside Josh. “It’s too bad Rachel can’t join us. I still feel terrible about leaving her behind back at the prison. I really am sorry.”

      Josh smiled at her. “She forgives you, which means I forgive you. I just hope she’s better soon.”

      Nicole nodded. “She will be. Dr. Rharr’s taking excellent care of her.”

      I caught up to Emma, who had a sour expression on her face.

      “Can you believe we’re doing this again?” I asked.

      She rolled her eyes. “I’d believe just about anything right now. But I don’t know what they’re playing at, making us do testing right before they ship us off.”

      “Nicole said Nora specially designed the course.”

      Emma snorted.  “I can hardly wait.” She leaned closer, looking around. “Stay close, okay? I’m worried they’re going to pull something.”

      “Haven’t they already done enough?”

      Emma shook her head. “They like to push it, and then push it some more.”

      I followed her into the steam room, which was a vast improvement over the sauna we’d used at Freel. That place had been gross; this was modern, with immaculate tiles. We all grabbed seats, waiting nervously for the drugs to kick in.

      “You need to turn the heat up,” Emma told Nicole. “No higher than one hundred fifty degrees, or Josh’ll pass out.”

      Josh frowned, but Emma ignored him. “And Nicole, if you need to throw up, use the drain.” She motioned to the center of the floor.

      Nicole adjusted the heat, scowling at Emma, her expression mirroring Josh’s. “Why would I throw up?”

      Emma shrugged. “It happens to most of the newbies. And Joshy, of course.”

      This time he made an obscene gesture, which Emma also ignored. She sank back against the tiles and closed her eyes. “I can feel it starting. See you on the other side.”

      Morgan and Maya looked at each other, then they each made the sign of the cross. Maya closed her eyes. “Here’s hoping there’s no spiders.”

      Morgan closed hers, too. “Or centipedes.”

      Finn reached over and patted my hand. See you in there.

      I nodded, too nervous to do more.

      I hated Levels, but I was also curious to see what the test had in store for us. Last time, I’d seen my father—and received a message from him. And then Finn had almost been drowned by a giant lavender river octopus…

      He shuddered. Don’t remind me.

      Let’s just hope Barney the Octopus isn’t waiting for us this time!

      Finn chuckled inside my brain, all scratchy and warm. I was about to tell him I liked the way it felt, but I couldn’t get the words out. My limbs felt heavy, and my mind kept drifting.

      A bright light was shining, and I scrunched my eyes shut. I didn’t want to wake up. I’d just been having the best dream. What was it? I couldn’t remember.

      “Hanover.” Finn nudged me gently. “We’re here. Time to get up and face the music.”

      I opened my eyes and squinted. His handsome face was above me, the sun shining behind him.

      I sat up. “Hey.”

      “Hey.”

      “Where are we?”

      Finn held out his hands for me. I noticed the bandages were gone, and the skin on his knuckles was unmarked. “It looks like New Hampshire.”

      He helped pull me up, and I stared. We were on a hill, acres of trees with colorful leaves rolling out beneath us as far as I could see. My breath came out in cloudy puffs. “It does seem like home. In the fall.”

      Finn nodded. “I wonder why we’re here.”

      I waited, listening to what sounded like squirrels and other small animals scurrying through the forest. “What do you think we’re supposed to do?”

      He shook his head. “I’m sure it’ll be pretty obvious in a minute. It always is.”

      More noise came from the nearby forest, and a moment later, Micah shuffled out. His gait was awkward, jerky.

      “Buddy?” Finn called to him. “Are you okay?”

      Micah fussily fixed his collar as he shuffled out of the woods. “I’ve been better.” But it wasn’t Micah’s voice. It was my mother’s.

      I gripped Finn’s hand, hard. Micah was a medium. He channeled the dead. So when people spoke through him, it meant they were…

      “Mom?”

      “It’s me.” Micah came closer, and I could see his eyes had changed from their normal dark brown to a watery green—my mother’s eyes.

      “Are you…” I took a deep breath. “Are you dead?”

      She looked around, blinking. “I think so? That flu’s a bitch.”

      Tears threatened as the ground spun beneath my feet. “Oh, Mom.”

      Remember where we are, Finn thought-spoke. And don’t believe it—not yet.

      Nora had designed the test. This must be her work. What did she want from me? What was she checking for?

      If my mother dies, she wants to know if I’m still in. Nora wanted my allegiance. My loyalty. My commitment. Even if my mother was gone.

      Right. Finn nodded, almost imperceptibly. You know what they’re looking for. You can do this—give Nora what she wants.

      I reached for Micah. “I’m so sorry this happened. I’m sorry for everything.”

      Micah tsked in my mother’s voice. “It’s not your fault, honey. You know what they do.”

      “Yeah, I do.” I nodded. “But I’m still going to get the antidote and save everyone I can. I’m just so sorry it’s too late for you.” My breath hitched, but I put on a brave face even as my thoughts raged erratically.

      Please don’t let it be true.

      Please don’t let her be dead.

      Please, I’ll do anything.

      I didn’t even know who I was begging.

      I shook the thoughts off, focusing on the strange sight in front of me—my mother inhabiting Micah’s body.

      “I hope Tess makes it.” Her gaze skipped nervously to Finn then came skidding back. “I think they’ll let her go.”

      “Good.” I shook my head stupidly, no longer knowing what to believe. Is this propaganda?

      My mother looked up as though she heard something. “I have to go. I love you, honey. Never forget that.”

      “I love you too, Mom.”

      Micah’s shoulders slumped, and his eyes rolled back in his head. A moment later, he came to, looking around wildly. “What the hell? They can get to me in here now, too?” He cursed and started fidgeting, fixing his shirt and hair. His dark skin flushed. “I don’t even know what just happened!”

      “That was my mom.”

      He stopped fussing and stared. “Your mother’s dead?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t… I don’t know if it’s real or just the test.”

      Micah nodded. “Let’s see what else they have waiting for us. We’ll find out about your mom when we get out.” He pulled me in for an uncharacteristically tight hug. “I hope she’s all right.”

      “Th-thanks.”

      As he pulled away, he tucked something into my hand. Before I could ask what it was, he shook his head.

      My heart pounded as I looked at the small piece of paper folded in my palm. I quickly slipped it into my pocket.

      We heard shouts from down the hill, deeper into the forest. Finn took off first. “C’mon, let’s go find the others.”

      I followed, clutching the note in my pocket, wondering what else Nora had in store for us.
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      The shouts turned to shrieks, and we sprinted through the damp forest.

      “Who is that?” Micah asked, weaving through the pine trees.

      “I thought it sounded like Emma.” I picked up speed. My BFF was not a shrieker.

      Finn reached the others first. “What’s going on?”

      Micah and I skidded to a stop next to him. I gaped at the scene, unable to process what I was seeing.

      Kyan was suspended above a clearing by some sort of rope-like trap. He hung, upside down, arms dangling, eyes closed, his face completely slack.

      He looked as if he were either passed out—or dead.

      “What happened?”

      Morgan, Maya, and Emma stood beneath him. “He attacked us. We chased him here, and then he got caught in this trap, which yanked him up there.”

      Finn circled Kyan from the bottom, looking for a way to get him down. “He attacked you?”

      Morgan nodded, her face pale. “He didn’t come through with us. We ran into him in the woods, but he wasn’t acting like himself. He seemed…strange. He went for Emma. He grabbed her by the throat.”

      Emma rubbed her neck. “It wasn’t him, though. It didn’t sound like Kyan. It’s like he was possessed.”

      “Who knocked him out?”

      Maya raised her hand. “I whacked him in the temple with this.” She held out what looked like a small log.

      “Jesus.” Micah looked incredulous. “You could have killed him!”

      “He could’ve killed Emma!” Still, Maya tossed the log back into the woods. “I guess I got carried away.”

      Micah raised his eyebrows. He said something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like “crazy-ass ginger.”

      “I heard that.” Maya crossed her arms against her chest. “And I can still go get that log, you know.”

      “Knock it off, you two.” Finn turned to me. “The branch is too high for me to climb up to. Can you untie the knot and get him down?”

      “I think so.” I peered up at the rope binding Kyan’s feet. I closed my eyes, envisioning the intricacies of the knot. I let my energy surround it and gently eased the massive rope until it unfurled.

      Kyan plummeted toward the ground.

      “Oh my God—Riley!” Maya screamed. “Stop him!”

      I used my power fast, saving him nanoseconds before he smashed to the earth. Then I lowered him slowly, much to the relief of my teammates.

      Morgan clapped. “Good job!”

      Maya sighed, visibly relieved. “I’m so glad. I didn’t actually want to kill him.”

      Emma smiled at me. “You’re getting better with your landings.”

      Finn knelt by Kyan, checking his pulse. “He’s okay, but I’m going to have to carry him.”

      But Kyan opened one eye as Finn started to lift him. “Easy, stud.” His voice was thick, but he still managed to smile. “I can get up.”

      Finn released him. “Are you sure?”

      “I think so.” Kyan rubbed his temples then glared at Maya. “What did you do to me?”

      “I whacked you in the head. With a…log.”

      “You what?”

      She twisted her ponytail. “Because you tried to choke Emma.”

      “I what?”

      Emma stepped forward. “You did. But it wasn’t really you. It was weird. Do you remember anything?”

      Kyan frowned. “Just a flash…a voice in my head. It was saying that I needed more respect.”

      “And you were going to achieve that by choking me?”

      “I don’t know. All I remember is feeling compelled. It was definitely somebody else in my head. They’re messing with us again.” Kyan looked around the group. “Where are Josh and Nicole?”

      “We haven’t seen them yet. We should go find them.” Maya flicked her ponytail over her shoulder then frowned at Kyan. “And hey, sorry I bashed your head in.”

      He propped himself up on the ground so that his bicep was visible—and fully flexed. “No problem, Red.”

      Maya shook her head. “Every time I think you’ve hit rock bottom, you blow right past it.”

      Finn hoisted Kyan up. “Are you sure you feel up to moving on your own? I know they’ve got some more nasty stuff planned for us. This is just a warm-up.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Maya grunted. “Now that we’ve had our ‘Kumbaya’ moment, let’s move on, shall we?”

      Finn stayed close to me as we moved through the forest with the group. I “heard” you back there when you got the note from Micah. You should read it—it won’t transport back with you.

      I nodded, taking it out and opening it as we traipsed through the forest, in search of Josh and Nicole. I stopped by a tree ad unfolded the note.

      Dear Pumpkin, it read. My eyes filled with tears. It was from my dad.

      
        
        You might need to light this on fire after you read it, and no, I’m not kidding.

        They’re capable of a lot. You probably know that by now. The time has come. You’ve been with them long enough to know the truth.

        The Division caused the accident, the one that killed me and Katie. You might already know this from your friend.

        But he doesn’t know why.

        Katie had a secret power, one they couldn’t control. That was part of why they destroyed her. They were afraid.

        You know she was your biological sister, one hundred percent your flesh and blood. Your DNA.

        You need to figure out what you’re made of. And whom. Because I’m certain—even now—that there’s more to the story.

        Find your donor parents. Destroy this note.

        Never forget who you are or that we love you.

        Even now. Forever. Always.

        Dad

      

      

      I read it again, and again. Even from the grave, my dad was looking out for me. I had to protect his secret. I looked around wildly until I spotted a puddle close by. I stopped and dunked the note until it was a soggy mess, the words blurring beyond recognition. Then I clawed the thin paper apart.

      I ran to catch up to the others, careful not to draw any more attention to myself, careful not to cry. Nora was watching us. The last time we’d done Levels, Cranston had explained that he couldn’t see and hear everything that went on while we were under the simulation, but he could monitor our feelings. It was imperative that I kept some semblance of cool, even though I wanted to burst.

      What did it say? Finn asked.

      Later. I couldn’t begin to process everything my dad had said.

      Clear your mind, Finn thought urgently. You can’t let them know anything.

      I shoved all further thoughts of the note from my head. Rage and sorrow fueled me as I ran through the forest, calling for Nicole and Josh. I came even with Kyan, who still looked pale. I tried to focus on him, on anything but my dad’s words. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      He grimaced. “Not really. I think I was, like, possessed back there. And it didn’t help that Maya whacked me in the temporal lobe.”

      “Do you remember anything specific?”

      He shook his head. “It was just a throb…a pounding in my head I couldn’t shake. I think I was actually seeing red.”

      My lip curled. “Freaky.”

      Kyan shuddered. “Totally gross. I hope they can’t do that to us in real life.”

      I dodged another tree. “How would they?”

      Kyan looked at me as if I had three heads. “Our monitors, duh. They have a direct link inside our heads. They haven’t fully exploited it yet, but then again, they’ve been a little busy with this whole world war thing.”

      I grimaced. “I don’t want them in my head.”

      “Who does? I told you—we should’ve run when we had the chance.”

      “You didn’t even get a mile away,” I reminded him. “It wasn’t much of a chance.”

      “Whatever. They’re testing something in here, trust me. I just wish I had an ‘off’ switch.”

      I filed this unpleasant news away to fret over later. If The Division could mind-control us, we were seriously screwed.

      I tripped over a root and landed smack-dab on my face. Speaking of screwed. “Ow!”

      Finn lifted me up. “Stay focused, Hanover. We’ve got company.”

      “What?” But as I looked around, I saw that we were surrounded—by Rachels. Each of her replicas had long, glossy black hair, perfectly sculpted cheekbones, and extremely pissed looks on their faces.

      “But Rachel’s in her hospital bed,” I whispered to Finn.

      “Apparently, her carbon copies aren’t.” He eyed the Rachels as they predatorily circled us. Each of them took a defensive stance. The real Rachel was a teleporter, and she was also able to clone herself. She often used her copies in combat.

      “They can’t hurt us, right?” Her replicas were deployed to confuse and obfuscate. They couldn’t actually fight.

      One of the Rachels grabbed Morgan. The clone flipped her upside down then threw her against a tree.

      “Um, these ones look like they can.” Finn closed his eyes briefly, trying to listen in. “And all they’re thinking about is destroying us.”

      One of the Rachels stalked up to me.

      I swallowed hard. “Great. Just great.”

      She swung at me, and in a rare moment of physical coordination, I ducked in time. But the Rachel was opportunistic; she grabbed my hair and yanked it hard.

      “Ow, Rachel!” I swatted at her. “Don’t pull my hair!”

      Finn cursed as he fought a Rachel of his own. “It’s not her, and even if it was, reasoning wouldn’t get you far. You need to beat her up.”

      The Rachel yanked my hair back and forth, causing me to lose my balance.

      “Enough with the hair!”

      But she didn’t stop. She shoved me to the ground and climbed on my back then raised my head again as though she were preparing to smash my head into the ground. Pushing my panic to the side, I concentrated long enough to get my power together. I telekinetically lifted her off my back—but she fought me, gripping my hair until I mentally unhinged each of her ridiculously strong fingers.

      Then I whipped her into the air, away from me, and left her hanging. She spun in idle circles, hissing and glaring.

      “Are you sure I won’t actually hurt her if I…hurt her?” I asked Finn.

      Finn’s Rachel punched him in the gut, and he doubled over. “Who even cares? Get her! Take mine, too!”

      I hurled his Rachel into the air next to mine. It’s not really her. This isn’t real.

      I took a deep breath and smashed the Rachels’ heads together. We heard the sickening crunch of their skulls imploding, then they collapsed in a heap on the ground.

      “Nice.” Finn stood up, wincing. “But there’s more of them.”

      I turned to find the twins, Micah, and Kyan all engaged in battle with Rachel replicas. They were getting their butts kicked.

      I closed my eyes and gathered my power until I could feel my third eye open. Then I lifted every Rachel into the air, all at once. They hung, the portrait of perfect hair and pissed-off expressions, above us.

      Finn whistled. “You’re getting pretty good at the whole multitasking thing.”

      “Thank you.” I opened my eyes slowly, careful not to disturb my work in progress. I nodded at the copies as they hung in the air. “What do you want?”

      They pouted prettily then spoke eerily in unison. “To see what you’re made of.”

      “I’m about to destroy all of you. Could you please be more specific?”

      There’s only one loyalty that’s allowed. Rachel’s voice echoed inside my head. There is only one fight.

      I looked at the others. “Did you guys hear that?”

      They nodded. “Loud and clear,” Finn said.

      We grimly eyed the Rachels.

      Kyan cursed. “I told you. They’re up to something.”

      “Looks like it.” I left the Rachels hanging there, suspended and seriously pissed off. I refused to feel bad about it. I had other things on my mind.
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      Just as we were about to take off looking again, Josh and Nicole caught up to us.

      Josh looked up at the spinning Rachels. His face puckered at the sight of the two dead replicas. “What happened?”

      I squeezed his shoulder. “None of these are Rachel. I promise.”

      “I know.” But his voice was hoarse.

      “These weren’t her projections, either. These ones could fight.”

      Morgan rubbed the back of her head. “They were nasty.”

      Josh looked up. “What did she—they—say?”

      I hesitated before I answered in front of Nicole. But she’d shown me that she was better than Cranston. And really, what choice did I have? I could only keep track of so many secrets. “They said they were here to see what we were made of. They attacked us.” I swallowed hard. “And then they thought-spoke into our heads.”

      Josh blinked at me. “Say what?”

      Emma came closer. “They spoke into our heads. All of us.”

      Nicole frowned at Josh. “I didn’t hear anything. Did you?”

      “No.”

      Nicole turned to me. Her jacket was dirty and torn, and her typically immaculate ponytail was crooked and disheveled. “What did they say?”

      I crossed my arms against my chest. “They told us there was only one loyalty.”

      “That sounds like what we just went through.” She inhaled deeply and blew out a breath. “It appears today’s testing has a theme.”

      Emma peered at her. “What happened?”

      Nicole motioned for us to follow her. “C’mon. I’ll show you.”

      Josh gave the Rachels one last look then followed Nicole with the rest of us.

      “You okay?” I asked him.

      He shook his head. “I’m not going on this mission without Rachel. I’m not leaving her with Nora. I don’t think it’s safe.”

      “But did Dr. Rharr say she’s okay to travel yet?” When I visited Rachel a few days ago, she’d still been on IVs and had seemed weak.

      “Not yet. But I’m not leaving her.”

      I patted his arm. “We’ll figure it out.”

      He nodded, looking as though he wanted to believe me but didn’t.

      “What happened with you and Nicole? She seems rattled.”

      He grimaced as he held back a tree branch and let me pass. “It’s—he’s—right up here. See for yourself.”

      Nicole stalked ahead of us, her shoulders squared and head held high. I hurried after her. We came to another clearing, and I heard muffled cursing and yelling. I hustled to come even with Nicole.

      A young man was tied to a tree, his mouth gagged with rope. His handsome face contorted with rage as we got closer. He glared at Nicole, issuing a muffled litany of what sounded like creatively strung-together curse words.

      Nicole leaned against a nearby tree, eyeing him. “I told you, you’re not real. So you might as well shut up.”

      The man kept cursing.

      “Who’s that?” I asked her.

      She looked grim. “My ex.”

      “Wow. Your mom’s mean.”

      Nicole nodded. “You got that right. She even put him in a suit I’d bought him for our engagement pictures.”

      “Yikes.” I looked at the man. He had smooth, dark skin, wide-set blue eyes, and was indeed wearing what looked like an expensive pinstriped suit.

      Kyan scowled at the handsome prisoner then at Nicole. “You’re engaged?”

      “I was until I broke it off.” She sighed. “I didn’t even think Nora knew about Trey. But when he showed up in here, he was tripping all over himself, begging me to take him back.”

      Trey barked something from beneath his gag.

      Nicole only arched an eyebrow in response. “And when I said no—”

      I nodded toward Trey. “Let me guess: he attacked, and you had to fight him.”

      “Yep. I almost killed him, but Josh calmed me down enough so that I could stop.” She shuddered. “Why would my mother do something like this?”

      “The same reason she had Micah channel my mother and had us fighting Rachel copies back there: she’s testing our loyalties.” I looked around, waiting for the next skeleton to burst forth from the closet. “She wants to measure how strong our connection is to others in relation to our commitment to the team.”

      “I broke up with Trey two years ago,” Nicole mused. “He’s hardly a threat to my service. I havent spoken to him in forever.”

      I stared at Trey, who still struggled against his restraints. “Sometimes they just want to know how you feel.”

      Nicole turned to me. “We should get going. I don’t think we have much time left in here.”

      I nodded. “I should warn you—they usually end with a corker.”

      Her gaze flicked to Trey, and for a moment, she looked sad. “Can’t wait to see what’s next.”

      I heard shots in the distance and sighed. “Looks like we don’t have to wait long to find out.”

      We ran toward the sound of gunfire, leaving Nicole’s dashing ex-fiancé to his tree and garbled swear words.

      Crashing through the forest as we ran down the hill, I wasn’t the only one who had a hard time keeping my balance. We were all tripping and sliding. But then I realized it wasn’t us—the earth was shaking.

      “Earthquake?” I looked around wildly as the ground shook. “Earthquake!”

      We ran further, trying to stay on our feet as we battled gravity and the seismic shocks rattling the ground.

      “Just keep going!” Nicole ordered. “I heard the gunfire up here!”

      She led us through the forest, our bones rattling with the shocks that continued underneath us.  We staggered up another small incline. I clung to tree branches as I passed, trying to stay on my feet as the ground rumbled.

      Emma grabbed the branch next to mine. “Five bucks says our families are shooting at each other on the other side of this hill.”

      I winced. “She wouldn’t.”

      The ground rumbled again. Emma hung on to the branch for dear life as another quake erupted. “Of course she freaking would!”

      We crested the hill, and beneath us, there was an open, green valley. Two people faced each other. On one side was Katie. On the other side was Finn.

      My head spun. “Do you see what I see?”

      “I doubt it. I think these are individualized.” Emma shook her head, blinking her eyes at the scene below. “My brother’s on one side of the crack and my parents are on the other.” She pointed to where I saw Katie and Finn.

      “Wait—what crack?” But as I spoke, the earth in the center of the valley split in half. A dark, smoking gash filled the space, dividing the two sides.

      Emma started to run down the hill, but I grabbed her sleeve. “Wait! Why are they making you choose between your parents and your brother?” I needed to know what the ‘right’ answer was. How was I supposed to choose between my sister and Finn? What did Nora want from me?

      Anxious to reach her own family, Emma shook me off. “They want to see who I love the most.” She paused, her eyes wild. “And I have a feeling they’ll be able to tell if I’m faking.”

      She sprinted down the hill to where her family was, although I couldn’t see them. Emma disappeared from sight, too, and I sighed. What the heck was I supposed to do now?

      But in the valley below, Katie stood on one side of the steaming crack in the earth. She raised a gun and aimed it at Finn.

      “Finn? Is that you?” As far as I knew, the real Finn was somewhere behind me.

      Down in the valley, the Finn copy waved me off. “I got this!”

      “Oh no, you don’t.” Katie raised the gun and aimed it at his face.

      “Katie, no!” I ran down the hill, grateful that the earthquake seemed to have subsided and the aftershocks had faded. Still, I stumbled to a clumsy stop as I reached the bottom of the hill, right in front of the vast, dark crevice. Steam rushed up, heating my face.

      “Katie,” I panted. “Put the gun down.”

      My sister’s image tilted her chin at me. “I’m dealing with our mutual enemy, Ri, the agency that took you from us.”

      She turned her focus back to Finn, her aim never wavering.

      I threw myself across the crevice as Katie pulled the trigger.

      “Riley, stop!” Finn hollered.

      I looked back, just as the bullet collided with my shoulder, to see the real Finn running the hill, screaming.

      “Riley!” my sister shrieked.

      I plummeted into the steaming crevice, blood gushing down my chest. There. I’ve made my choice. And I hated myself for it, for choosing, for being their pawn.

      I let the warm blackness swallow me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            27

          

          
            Raison D’etre

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up, gasping for breath.

      “Call the medics!” Finn hollered. He gently turned me over onto my back and checked my vitals. “Do it quick! She got hit!”

      I wheezed again, shocked by the pain. But it wasn’t real—it was Levels.

      Finn’s gaze burned into mine. “Levels can still kill you, babe.”

      “You mean Barney the Octopus could’ve actually eaten you? Jesus Christ!” But as soon as the words were out of my mouth, I collapsed against the floor, pain searing through me. I was weak, so weak…

      “Easy, Ri.” He pressed his hand to my shoulder, where I’d been hit. “I got you. Just stay with me.”

      When I looked down, the floor tiles were covered in red. “I’m actually bleeding?” Blood was not my friend—it was right up there with needles. The world went wobbly for a second, and I closed my eyes.

      Finn gripped my hand. “No way. Uh-uh. Don’t do that.”

      My eyes fluttered open. I tried to squeeze his hand, but my body wasn’t cooperating.

      Finn tried another tactic. He got in my face and flashed his dimple then raised my hand to his lips and kissed it. “I love you, Ri. I saw you out there, taking a bullet for me. You’re so brave.”

      I tried to smile, but it seemed impossible, like too much work.

      “Emma.” Finn turned away, but I couldn’t see Emma, and I was too tired to look. “Get the frickin’ paramedics, or I swear to God I’m going to kill someone with my bare hands!”

      He turned his focus back to me, a strained smile on his face. “You were brave, but it was also well-played. Now Management thinks I’m your PMF.”

      “Huh?”

      “Your Prime Motivating Factor. That’s what The Division calls your raison d’être.”

      “What does that mean? I took Spanish, not French.” My words came out thick and fuzzy.

      His dimple dazzled me. Feeling lightheaded, I wondered exactly how much blood I’d lost. He squeezed my hand again. “Raison d’être—the purpose for your existence.”

      “Oh.” I smiled at him. This time it hurt less because I was starting to get woozy.

      I was more than a little out of it. “You are my raison d’whatever. I totally love you.”

      Finn still smiled, but it looked funny, as if his skin was pulled too tight across his face. He checked my pulse again. “I totally love you too, babe.”

      “Sweet. You can be so sweet…” The last words came out tangled, mumbled.

      He turned toward the door and yelled at the top of his lungs, “Get the hell in here before she bleeds out!”

      “Finn, I need to tell you.” I need to tell you in case the blackness swallows me up and I can’t ever tell anyone anything ever again.

      “Jesus.” Finn cursed, looking as though he might cry. “Just think it. I’m listening, baby.”

      My Dad said I need to find my biological parents.

      “Okay…” His forehead furrowed. “I think all of our donors were at the capital.”

      “How’re we going to get there?” My words were a blurry mumble, and my eyes fluttered closed again. “I’m so sleepy.”

      I felt a sharp sting across my face. “Ow!”

      Emma’s worried expression came into focus. “Sorry about that. But dying’s not on the agenda today. So stay awake!”

      My eyelids drooped until she raised her hand again. “Okay. Okay.”

      “They’re here.” Finn’s voice was soothing. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

      Two paramedics lifted me onto a stretcher then raced me toward the medical wing. Finn jogged alongside us until Dr. Rharr met us in the hall. She held up her hand to him. “You can’t come any farther.”

      Finn started to argue, but she shot him a look. “I got her. Let me do my job.”

      I caught one last glimpse of Finn as they wheeled me away.

      He looked like I felt: close to the abyss.
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      In the OR, the anesthesiologist put a mask over my face and told me to count backward from ten. I got to nine, then the world went out of focus. But when I woke up what seemed like a minute later, I was in a different room and Dr. Rharr was nowhere in sight.

      Instead, Dr. Zelig, the surgeon we’d rescued from Althea Remington, smiled at me kindly.

      “Am I okay?”

      “You will be,” Dr. Zelig said gently. He approached the bed. “Dr. Rharr finished patching you up a while ago, and I’m just here to do a postoperative assessment.”

      I pushed the blankets off me and tried to sit up. The world tilted, and the ground rushed up to meet my face.

      Dr. Zelig caught me. “Easy, young lady.”

      “Whoa.” I slumped back against the bed and waited for the dizziness to pass. “I need to get out of here.”

      “Not yet. You literally just finished surgery.” Dr. Zelig sighed. “There’s no good getting worked up right now. You got nicked pretty bad. We cleaned out the wound and stitched you up, but you need to rest.”

      I shook my head. “Wait—am I cleared for my assignment? I have an assignment, and it’s important.”

      He frowned. “I hope not, but that’s not my decision to make.” He checked my vitals and shined an annoying light in my eyes. “You need to rest, but you look good, and your stats are back up within normal limits. I’ll tell Dr. Rharr. She’ll be pleased.”

      “Can you get her for me? Now? I need to speak with her.”

      He nodded. “I will. I owe you one, remember?”

      We’d rescued the doctor and his family from Althea. “I remember. So can you also tell her you think I look good to go?”

      He frowned. “Even if I don’t think it’s in your best interest?”

      I shamelessly forced myself to smile, even though my shoulder hurt. “Yes, please.”

      He sighed then took his leave. I hoped that was a “yes.”

      Dr. Rharr came in a minute later, wearing her typical teal scrubs, reviewing something on her tablet. She smiled. “Dr. Zelig said you look good. And your vitals are great. I do nice work, if I do say so myself.”

      I stared her down. “It has to be ‘nice’ enough that I’m cleared for my mission. My team leaves in less than twenty-four hours.”

      “Young lady, I don’t think—”

      “I have to go. It’s the only thing that’ll save my mother.”

      Dr. Rharr frowned.

      “Please don’t frown. My mom’s on a ventilator. She might not make it.” Pain that had nothing to do with bullets or surgery gripped my chest.

      Her frown deepened. She put her hand on her hip and surveyed me coolly. “You just got shot. You lost some blood.”

      “My mother’s about to die from a rare strain of the flu, and I have to go get the antidote.” I sat up, fighting to keep my expression neutral in spite of the pain. “Besides, my injury’s not legit. I got shot in Levels. It’s not even real!”

      Dr. Rharr’s eyes flashed. “Riley, you lie back in that bed now.”

      I grimaced. “You have to clear me.”

      “All I have to do is make sure you get better.” Her tablet beeped, and she read something. “Hmm.”

      “Hmm what?”

      “Nora’s asking for an update on you.”

      “Because she wants me to go on this mission.” I arched an eyebrow. “Please tell her I’m cleared. You want to do your job; I want to do mine. We can help each other.”

      She snorted. “You kids drive me crazy, scheming all the time.”

      “I’m not scheming. Nora might be, but I’m not.” I watched as she tapped out a reply. “Tell her I’m cleared, and so is Rachel. We both need to go.”

      I went to rip the IV out of my arm, but the doctor’s hand clamped around my wrist in a vise-like grip. “Don’t you dare.”

      “You don’t understand.” My voice shook. “It’s my mother.”

      Dr. Rharr cursed under her breath. “You stay in bed, on the IV, tonight. I want you to sleep for ten hours straight. You’re exhausted. You are going to listen to me and do as I say. That’s an order, soldier!”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I pulled the blanket up to my chin. Honestly, sleep sounded like the most wonderful thing in the world. “But what about Rachel?”

      Dr. Rharr bit back another curse. “I’m not making any promises. I told you—tired of the scheming!” she said as she stormed out of the room.

      My eyes fluttered close, but I smiled beneath the blanket. Dr. Rharr was going to let me go—I knew it, just like I’d always known when my dad was going to cave and let Katie and me have TV back even after we’d gotten grounded.

      Still, this was a hollow victory.

      My smile faded as I remembered my mother and Tess. They were barely hanging on. They were my responsibility, and I had no idea how I was going to save them. Then there was the note from my dad, with his warnings and instructions.

      Then there was Management, with all their testing, lies and betrayal. And the fact that they had me by the proverbial cojones.

      I wanted to rage, to scheme, to plot and plan my way out of all these various scenarios. But I could barely focus. Dull pain thrummed in my shoulder, and a heavy exhaustion overwhelmed me.

      Closing my eyes, I took refuge in ten glorious hours of sleep.
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      “Riley.” Rachel clasped my hand. “How’d you get me out?”

      Rachel and I had both been discharged. Having both refused wheelchairs—much to Dr. Rharr’s chagrin—we hobbled down the hallway together, heading back to our bunks to pack.

      “I told Dr. Rharr we had people depending on us and that we couldn’t do it without you.”

      She smiled wanly. “Thank you.”

      I inspected her more closely. As usual, Rachel was beautiful, with her high cheekbones and glossy black hair. But there were dark circles under her eyes, and she looked thin, as though she’d lost most of her muscle since being confined to a hospital bed.

      “Are you sure you’re feeling up to this?” I asked her. “It’s going to be intense. I think Nicole might have us parachute into the drop.”

      “Skydiving, huh?” Rachel arched an eyebrow. “I’ll do it—anything but bed rest. If I had to sit still for one more day, I was going to lose it. I’m ready to fight. We’ve come close with Althea a couple of times—we need to finish this. I’ll tell Nicole she’s welcome to throw me out of a plane if she thinks it’ll help.”

      I stopped walking. “Do you really think we can defeat her?” Consumed with thoughts of my mother and the note from my father, I hadn’t really stopped to consider what we were going to do with Althea…and all her guards…and her potions of mass destruction…and her total lack of fear.

      Rachel nodded, ever confident. “Of course we can. We were literally made for this.”

      That comforted me, but my relief was short-lived. Shouts erupted down the hall. “Get your hands off me!”

      Rachel and I took one look at each other then limped as fast as we could toward the commotion. But nothing could have prepared me for what we found around the corner: Trey, Nicole’s ex-fiancé, was being dragged down the hall by two guards.

      “Hey!” I yelled. “Wait up.” I was breathing hard by the time I reached them. “Where are you taking this man? I know him.”

      Trey looked at me funny—probably because we’d never met—but I ignored him.

      “He’s being taken into custody,” one of the guards said.

      “Why?” I might not outrank the guards, but Nicole did. She needed to hear about this.

      The guard bristled. “Because the admiral told us to.”

      “Can you wait one minute?” I asked him. “My superior needs to see him first.”

      I turned to Rachel. “Stay with them. Don’t let them leave. I’ll be right back.”

      As fast as I could manage, I made it back to the barracks. Nicole was talking to the twins, but I interrupted her. “You need to come quick.”

      “What’s going on?” she asked as we stormed back down the hall. “And why aren’t you in bed? You look pale.”

      “I’m fine.” On the contrary, I was shaking and sweating, but I just had to deal. “You’re the one I’m worried about.”

      Nicole looked at me sharply, then we rounded the corner, and confusion overtook her features. “Trey? What the hell?” She turned to the guards. “Where is he being brought?”

      The guard coughed. “To see the admiral.”

      Two hectic spots of color flushed Nicole’s face. “I see. I’ll come with you.”

      Trey shook his head. “Nic, I can handle myself. You don’t need to get involved.”

      “The admiral’s my mother. Trust me, you need all the help you can get.” She turned to the guards. “Take off his cuffs. He’s not dangerous.”

      “Ma’am—”

      “Just do it!” Nicole motioned to Rachel and me. “Get back to the barracks and pack. We’re getting ready.” Looking eminently pissed, she followed Trey and the guards down the hall.

      “What was that all about?” Rachel asked.

      “That was Nicole’s ex.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “How do you know him?”

      “He showed up in Levels. Nicole had to fight him and tie him up.”

      We started toward the barracks. Rachel shook her head, disbelieving. “Nora’s shameless. I can’t believe she’d do this to her own daughter.”

      “What do you think she’s up to?”

      “She must’ve been testing Nicole’s loyalty to her ex. Nicole must still care about him, and now Nora’s brought him here to use him against her.”

      I stopped walking. “You mean as a form of blackmail? Just like she’s doing to me and Finn, with my mom and Tess?”

      “Exactly. Josh told me about how they used my avatars in the simulation and also how they had family members show up for each of you. Nora’s ruthless. She’s actively trying to figure out who we’re most loyal to so that she can manipulate us if necessary.”

      At least I had passed her cruel test. I’d taken a bullet for Finn, choosing team over family. Even though Katie hadn’t really been in Levels, I still felt guilty for choosing Finn’s side over hers…even though she had been trying to kill him.

      I was really starting to hate Nora. “I swear to God, once we finish this mission, I’m out.”

      Rachel shrugged. “We keep saying that. But they still have us by the lady balls.”

      “I mean it this time.”

      “I hope you do. I hope we can find a way.”

      “Once the dust settles, the path will be clear.” I adjusted my shirt. “We just have to live long enough to find it.”
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      Finn watched me, a sour expression on his face, as I telekinetically packed my bag. You know what I’m going to say.

      Then don’t bother saying it!

      “You shouldn’t be coming with us. You’re too weak. I can feel it in your thoughts.”

      I smiled. “Then feel free to stay out my head, stalker.”

      He headed over to me, and I tried not to notice his shoulders bulging underneath his gray T-shirt.

      I heard that. I’d be flattered if I weren’t so pissed. “Riley, you’re shaking.” He captured my hands underneath his.

      I sighed, nodding at my duffel bag. “I need to finish this.”

      He sat on my bunk and gently pulled me down next to him. I don’t want you to get any more hurt. You’re weak, I can feel it. You need to rest.

      “I need to save my mother and your sister. I’ll be fine—I just got lots of rest. Dr. Rharr discharged me because I’m okay to go. You know she would’t let me be here otherwise.”

      He put his forehead against mine. Of all the things I couldn’t bear to lose, you are tops, Hanover.

      He took my face in his hands, and his lips gently met mine. I sighed, or moaned, or both. Emotion welled up as he kissed me so carefully, as though he thought I might break. Everything I worried about simmered near the surface, close to bubbling over.

      Finn broke away first. His gaze burned into mine. “I’m worried, too. And the only reason I’m letting you come with us is because I don’t want to leave you.”

      “I don’t need your approval, but thanks anyway.” I sighed. “And I agree with you about the not knowing. I can’t process that Nora brought Trey in.”

      Finn nodded. “She’s frickin’ unbelievable.”

      Kyan snorted from where he was packing nearby. “I believe it, all right. Look what she did to Cranston. They’ve worked together for decades, and she tossed him aside and had him locked up like it was nothing.”

      “Has anybody seen him?” I asked. Our former superior had never been my favorite person, but the idea of him imprisoned for the rest of his life didn’t seem exactly fair.

      “I’m not sure that ‘fair’ and ‘Nora’ are terms that even bump into each other in the same stratosphere.” Finn shrugged. “If she can kidnap her own daughter’s boyfriend to use as leverage, I’m gonna go out on a limb and say she’s pretty much capable of anything.”

      Nicole burst through the door and slammed it behind her. “Riley, Rachel—I got your medical clearance. Are you all almost ready to go?”

      Everyone nodded. I quickly resumed packing, in case Dr. Rharr changed her mind.

      Rachel raised her hand. “What happened back there? With Trey?”

      Nicole put her hands on her hips. “Nora wanted to make sure I’d located my sense of urgency.”

      Rachel frowned. “Is he going to be okay?”

      “If I come back with the AI and the antidote, he will be.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” Nicole shook her head. “It’s always better to see someone for who they really are, don’t you think? Even if they’re…a disappointment?”
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      We flew for hours through the night. At some point, I must’ve dozed off. One moment, I was looking out at the dark sky, then I closed my eyes. The next moment, I heard voices, then a creak, and then cold wind blasted into the plane.

      This was it. We must be at our jump destination.

      I roused myself, peering outside the plane. Dawn must have still been a few hours away. The sky had brightened slightly to the east, but the rest of the world was still covered in darkness. Exhaustion settled into my bones. My shoulder ached, and my whole body trembled.

      Game face, Riley! If Finn caught a whiff of me whining, he’d make sure I stayed on the plane.

      Still, I wished I could have gone back to those ten luscious hours of sleep in the med ward. But that was me being a chicken, and I knew it. “Why do we have to parachute in?” The wind rushed past my face as I peered toward the ground.

      Emma, Kyan, Josh, and Rachel had readied themselves and formed a line. Nicole nodded at them, and one by one, they fearlessly leapt from the plane.

      “Because we can’t leave any sort of a footprint. Althea has surveillance for miles in a radius surrounding this property. So we’re dropping outside the watch zone and going in on foot.” Nicole motioned for Micah to go next. He arranged his chute and waited at the edge, then winked at me. When Nicole gave him the sign, he jumped up and out, into the wind, a huge grin on his face.

      They made it look easy. Freaks!

      Finn was next in line. He didn’t have to be telepathic to know I was nervous—I was shaking. He kissed my cheek. “I’ll be waiting on the ground. Take it easy when you land.” His gaze flicked to the speck of bandage peeking out near my collar.

      “I will.”

      “And don’t forget, you can fly. So you don’t actually have to be pee-your-pants scared.” He chuckled, trying to keep things light.

      I would’ve thrown him out of the plane, but he jumped before I could get to him.

      The twins were next. They slapped each other five and jumped into the air, holding hands.

      Nicole beamed as she watched them sail toward the ground. “I love this group. I hate my mother, but I love this group.”

      “Where were they planning to keep Trey?” I asked.

      She sighed. “In the same area as Dave, I guess. He was really upset about the whole thing. He’s been taking care of his parents and his grandparents since the attacks. He doesn’t know how they’re going to survive without him.”

      “He sounds like a good guy.”

      Nicole’s ponytail flicked over her shoulder as she turned toward me. “He’s the best.”

      “So why did you break up with him?”

      She frowned. “Are you trying to avoid jumping out of the plane?”

      I squirmed. “No?”

      “I broke up with him because I thought it was too dangerous for him to be close to me.”

      “Too dangerous? Why?”

      Nicole smiled then clapped me on the shoulder. “No more procrastinating. I’ll tell you on the ground.”

      The clap became a push, and I plummeted out of the plane.

      Curse word that rhymes with truck!

      But this time, I remembered what to do. I pulled the ripcord, breaking my free fall. The earth stretched out underneath me. The brightening sky illuminated dry-looking fields and scrub brush.

      I didn’t even know where we were, but it didn’t matter. As the wind whipped past me, I cleared my mind. Now, more than ever, I needed to focus.

      I’d memorized every word from the letter my father had written me, and I recited them to myself to give me strength. I was going to get the antidote and save my mother and Tess. Then I would be a free agent—at least free in my mind. I would figure out a way to locate my biological parents and find out what Katie’s secret power was.

      And I would find out why The Division had wanted her dead.

      The ground rushed up toward me. In order to accomplish any of my goals, I had to stay alive. I had to crush Althea Remington.

      Unfortunately to date, she’d proven herself uncrushable.

      But now I had something at stake, too. Althea had lost her beloved son to a cancer caused by environmental factors. I knew in my heart that avenging him was her raison d’être.

      But I loved someone, too. My mother had never been perfect, but she’d suffered more than I’d ever known. Then there was Tess. If Finn lost her because of The Division, he would never recover. I had to save his sister. I had to protect them both.

      I landed, rolling across the ground and stopping in an inelegant pile. Pain seared in my shoulder—it felt as though I’d ripped my stitches. I winced, but then I pushed the feeling away. No time for whining.

      Nicole landed a few hundred yards from me. Again, she hit the ground running, looking like an athletic-wear model out for a morning wind sprint. Even her hair looked perfect, as if she hadn’t just careened down from the upper stratosphere.

      She detached her chute, swept it up, and headed for me. “You all right?”

      “I’m awesome.”

      She held out her hand for me and pulled me up. “Dr. Rharr told me that you’re still weak. I understand you wanted to be with the team, but you might need to hang back.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t. If I recall the parameters of my role, I’m one of our leads. I have to help build our moat, or whatever the heck you called it.” As I understood it, the term “moat” was Silicon Valley speak for a way to protect your operations.

      Nicole frowned. “I need to moat you. You’ll be following today, not leading.”

      When I started to object, she cut me off. “I need you to stay alive. We have a lot to do.”

      “I’ll be fine.” We cleaned up our packs and started off in search of the others. “Are you going to tell me the rest of the story? About Trey?” I couldn’t help myself. Even though we were about to sneak into another one of Althea’s secret compounds, I wanted to hear the gossip.

      Nicole chuckled. “Sometimes I forget I’m dealing with a bunch of teenagers.”

      I bristled. “We don’t have to talk about it.”

      “Actually, we do.” Nicole shot me a look. “I told you that I broke off the relationship with Trey because I thought it was too dangerous for him. Given the fact that Nora had him brought into custody today, I was right.”

      “But did you know, even back then, that Nora might hurt him?”

      “I wasn’t sure about the particulars. But I knew enough about myself to know that I was dangerous to be involved with.” We saw the others in the adjacent field, and Nicole stopped walking. “I know you have Finn to think about, so you might understand this better than most.” She put her hands on her hips and exhaled deeply, staring out at the fields surrounding us. “I love Trey so much, I would literally do anything for him. I would die for him. I wouldn’t even think about it. And I didn’t want my mother, or any of the other people involved in the government, to know that because I knew they’d do something like this.”

      “You knew they’d use him against you?”

      “Yes.” She cursed under her breath. “I can’t believe I let her blindside me just now. Two years ago, I knew she could hurt him. That’s why I broke it off. But I guess I thought she was so busy trying to save the world, maybe she’d grown up a little…” Nicole snorted. “My mother is the child. A petulant, tantrum-prone child.”

      “I still don’t understand about Trey, though. Why now? You’re committed to our team and to this mission. You’ve proved that you’re ready to lead. Why is she doing this to you?”

      The muscle in Nicole’s jaw jumped. “That’s the question, isn’t it? And I’m afraid it means something very, very bad about the government’s intentions. I believe what they’ve done—to me, and you, and Finn—is because they’re about to pull a shit show, and they want us to comply no matter what.”

      I opened my mouth then closed it. I had no idea what to say.

      “C’mon. Let’s get to cover before our girl talk gets us captured by Althea Remington.”

      I hustled after her, feeling more worried than ever.
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      We’d waited to do the briefing until we landed. Nicole said that was for our protection, in case we were intercepted on the way in. But we’d made it—to the perimeter at least. Sitting in the scrubby woods outside of the compound, we reviewed the plans before moving out.

      Finn whipped out his tablet and started pulling logistics. “She has the entire campus secured.” He showed us a satellite map of several buildings surrounded by a fence. “I think most of her team’s relocated to this outpost. Management’s report says there’s over five hundred people. It’s not going to be crappy security like at the prison. This is more like a fortress.”

      “What sort of compound is it?” Maya asked.

      Finn enlarged the picture of the main building so we could see it. The sign read SVA SYSTEMS. “It’s an office park. It was for a government contractor that built biotechnology equipment. So the existing setup and security was decent to begin with.”

      Maya peered at the map. “Do we know which building they’re in?”

      “Here.” Nicole tapped the screen, enlarging one of the buildings in the rear that looked like a warehouse. “Management believes they’re using the warehouse space to mass-manufacture the virus, or the artificial intelligence, or both.”

      “How are we handling the recon?” Micah asked.

      “I know you guys don’t like to split up, but we’re doing this in waves,” Nicole said. Whatever she really felt about Management, she was all-business at the moment, focused and determined to get into the campus.

      “Josh, Emma, Finn, you’re the first wave. You’re going to identify potential areas of weakness. Rachel and I will be right behind you to back you up. We’ll take care of any threats. Riley and Kyan, you’re the second wave—you’re going in and heading wherever we point you. Micah and the twins, you’re last. You make sure no one sneaks up on us. Everyone, you have direct orders to shoot on sight. We’re in and we’re out, no witnesses.”

      Nicole rose to her formidable height and dusted off her clothes. “The plane’s coming back for us. Whatever happens, get out and get back to the drop spot. But we have to have the serum, and we have to get C-fab’s original chips. We don’t care about the computers and the data. We just need to get in and get out. I can reverse-engineer just about anything.”

      I raised my hand. “Are we also getting Althea? Do we want her dead or alive?”

      “Nora wants her alive. I, on the other hand, have my own opinion on the matter.” Nicole frowned. “If you see her, you have my permission to shoot. I’ll deal with the consequences. Now, let’s get in there. Bring your A-Game, soldiers. Our families’ lives depend on it.”
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      While we made our final preparations, Finn approached Nicole. “I don’t mean to seem insubordinate, but I want to be with Riley during the raid.”

      “I understand that, but I’ve set the team up this way to maximize not only our effectiveness, but also our protection of her. I’ve got her covered, Finn. I’m not going to let anything happen to her.”

      Finn’s eyes flashed. “I don’t want us to be separated.”

      Nicole reached out and squeezed his arm. “I understand. But I need you in the front for this mission. If we want to end this, we have to perform.” They stared at each other for a beat. “I know you’re not okay with this, but this is the plan. Get ready, Finn.”

      His gaze flicked to me. Don’t be a hero in there.

      I arched an eyebrow. I love it when you’re bossy.

      He growled inside my head, then turned back to Nicole. “I can hear them inside the warehouse. The third shift is getting ready to change over. We should head in—this is the perfect time.”

      “Thank you.” Nicole motioned for everyone to come close. “We’re prepared for this. We know what we’re doing and why we’re doing it. Execute the mission and do not waver. Meet back at the drop spot. And no one on the team gets left behind. Let’s moat the hell out of each other, okay?”

      Morgan nodded then reached for her sister’s hand. “Let’s do it.”

      “Let’s go.” Micah shrugged. “Not like we have anything better to do.”

      Kyan snorted as he adjusted his jacket. It was a relief to see him in something other than his signature tank top. “I could easily make other plans.” He gazed back toward the fields. I didn’t have to be telepathic to know he meant like run the hell away from here.

      I grabbed his hand. “Not just yet. We need you.”

      He snorted and pushed his bangs back from his face, but I knew him well enough to know he was pleased with the compliment.

      Finn got up in Kyan’s face. “Do not let anything happen to her.” He jabbed a finger in my direction. “Got it?”

      “I like it better when you use your manners, but yes.” Kyan fluttered his eyelashes at Finn.

      Finn strung together several curse words under his breath as he turned away from Kyan. He jabbed a finger toward me again. “And you. You… You do not die.”

      “I won’t. I’ll die some other time.” I reached for his hand and squeezed it. “You die another day too, okay?”

      He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Okay.” He squeezed my hand back then went to join Emma and Josh.

      “Put your weapons in silent mode,” Nicole instructed. “And let’s move out in three, two, one.”
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      Kyan and I hung back as directed. Finn, Emma, and Josh went first, then Rachel and Nicole a minute later.

      We waited until they were out of sight to follow.

      They had blasted the chains on the gate open. My heart thudded, blood rushing in my ears, as we crept through. Dead guards littered the entrance to the compound. The others had worked silently and quickly to clear Althea’s perimeter watch. Kyan and I dragged the bodies to the wall, hiding them behind some grounds equipment. In the semi-darkness, I didn’t count the dead. I didn’t want to know how many there were.

      I just crouched, moving forward when Nicole and Rachel gave us the sign.

      We crept toward the warehouse, seeing more dead bodies scattered as we went. Either Finn and his crew had killed the guards, or Nicole and Rachel had. But no one had been spared, and it was eerily silent. Kyan and I moved along buildings, practically holding our breath. The quiet unnerved me. Or maybe it was all the dead bodies I had to keep stepping over that I found unsettling.

      The front of the building came into view. The doors were closed, but I guessed that Nicole and Rachel wanted it that way. They wanted everything to appear normal from a distance.

      I looked at Kyan, and he nodded.

      We ran for it.

      He went inside first, wedging the door open a crack and slipping through, staying close to the ground. I followed suit, praying but not even knowing what I was praying for.

      I followed Kyan to a dark corner of the room, where we crouched, undetected. I hadn’t known what to expect, but workers in hazmat suits going about their business hadn’t been it. It looked like no one from our team had been in here. The workers were busy with their routine. They hadn’t heard the guards get blasted outside, and they didn’t see us. Where is Finn and everyone else?

      Kyan put a finger to his lips then pointed to a set of stairs at the side of the building. “Nicole,” he mouthed.

      We crept up the stairs and saw the evidence that our team had come through—more dead guards littered the landing. We stepped over them and headed down a dimly lit hallway.

      I didn’t know where the others were, but following the trail they’d left would have to be good enough. We passed several rooms, and I peered into them. In one, glass encasements held multiple beakers that swayed back and forth. Petri dishes cooked under carefully positioned heat lamps. The lab.

      I pulled on Kyan’s sleeve, stopping him. I pointed through the window, but he shook his head, motioning toward the far end of the hall. A door farther down was half open, with a pair of legs sticking through. That was where they were.

      I held up my finger. “One second,” I mouthed. “Keep watch.”

      I didn’t know what was in any of the containers in the lab, but I was going to get them while the getting was good. One thing I was certain of was that I wasn’t coming back to this frickin’ warehouse, and I wasn’t leaving empty-handed.

      I made sure the petri dishes had tight-fitting covers before I shoved them into my bag. Then I grabbed the glass enclosure, disrupting the swaying test tubes. I opened the top of the box and grabbed the tubes, making sure they were capped.

      “Any day now!” Kyan hiss-whispered from the doorway.

      “I’m coming.” We crept silently down to the door that was cracked open. We crouched outside, and Kyan looked through the crack and nodded. He stepped over the body and went inside. Taking a deep breath, I followed.

      It was another lab, but this one appeared to be more mechanical than organic. Computer screens illuminated the room in an eerie glow. I looked down—more bodies littered the floor. These weren’t guards; they were dressed in lab coats.

      Nicole worked furiously at one of the lab tables, disassembling some sort of cube. Rachel was farther down the table, carefully wrapping several items with soft padding and arranging them neatly inside her backpack.

      “Where are Finn and the others?” I whispered.

      Nicole didn’t look up. “They went down the back set of stairs. The first level is where they’re producing the virus and the antidote. At least, I hope they’re producing the antidote. That’s why they had protective gear on downstairs.” She briefly looked up. “You need to be careful down there and make sure that you don’t break any vials or get any liquid in the air. I don’t know what will happen if you do.”

      I motioned to the tables. “Is this the AI stuff?”

      Nicole nodded, getting back to her cube. “They locked the chips up in here somehow, and I’m trying to figure out how to unlatch this so we don’t have to take it with us. I don’t know what it is or what it does, and I don’t want to find out.”

      “Okay.” I was antsy to see Finn and make sure he was all right. “We’re going to go after them. Hopefully Micah and the twins are inside now.”

      “We’ll see you down there.” Rachel looked over her shoulder. “Look out for Josh for me, okay?”

      I nodded. “I will. We’ll meet you outside, then?”

      Nicole took a deep breath and blew it out. “Yes, keep going. I need to figure this out.”

      Kyan and I left them to it. We crept down the back stairs, pressing ourselves against the wall and listening.

      “I can’t hear anything.” I kept my voice so low, I was worried that Kyan wouldn’t be able to hear me.

      “Me either. But let’s hope that’s good news.” Kyan moved silently down the stairs, two at a time. I struggled to keep pace. For someone who could be so jarringly loud annoying, he could be pretty stealthy. He reached the bottom of the stairs, stepping over another pile of dead guards and peering around the corner.

      Then he clapped a hand over his mouth, stifling a silent scream.
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      I threw myself down the stairs so fast, I practically knocked Kyan over when I got to the bottom. I stared out at the first floor of the warehouse, momentarily stunned. The scene was out of a nightmare.

      Then I ran for it, with Kyan right on my heels.

      We passed the workers. They weren’t dead, but Josh had done something to them. They sat, hazmat suits still on, in a circle on the floor, swaying slightly. But that wasn’t what had me running. They didn’t even look up at us as we sprinted past.

      Finn and Emma were sprawled out together in the middle of the floor, limbs askew, while Josh stood at the assembly line, almost hysterically picking up different vials and putting them down way too harshly.

      I ran to Finn and Emma. They were both inert, their eyes wide open. Oh no, you don’t! Don’t you dare leave me! I checked their pulses, both of which were weak.

      “They’re alive,” I croaked. The lab workers didn’t even flinch at the sound of my voice. “Josh, what the hell?”

      “They inhaled something.” Josh picked up another test tube, squinted at the label, and slammed it back down.

      “Josh,” Kyan said, “easy with those things!”

      Josh cursed as he read the label on another tube. “I don’t know what the hell any of this means. I don’t know which ones to take.”

      I gripped Finn’s hand. “Take all of them! And tell me what happened.”

      “We came down the stairs, killed the guards in the back, and walked right up to the assembly line. We surprised one of the workers.” Josh ran a hand through his hair, making it stand up in wild spikes. “He jerked back, and his test tube spilled out. Whatever was in there turned to fumes. Emma and Finn went down like stones.”

      “Nicole said not to spill the tubes.”

      “It’s not like we spilled it on purpose—”

      “No, I mean the ones you’re handling now. Collect all of them, but do it carefully.” I snapped into boss mode. “How long can your empathy hold the workers?”

      He shook his head as he gathered the test tubes, moving more carefully now. “They’ll snap out of it as soon as we leave.”

      I nodded at Kyan. Without hesitation, he took out his weapon and blasted each of the workers. Their bodies slumped to the floor.

      Josh went pale. “Jesus.”

      “Rachel’s upstairs. They’re coming down soon—we need to protect them.” I needed to keep him focused on what mattered. Like me, Josh struggled with the violence of what we did. But this wasn’t the time for an internal moral battle. My boyfriend and my best friend were on the ground, and they looked as though they might not make it.

      I hoisted Emma up and started dragging her toward the door. “Kyan, help me get them out of here.”

      Kyan grabbed Finn underneath his arms. “We might want to get telekinetic with this. What’re we going to do if we have to fight out there?” He looked at Josh, who was shakily finishing packing up the vials.

      “Take Emma for me.” I motioned to Josh. “Josh, you take Finn. I’ll handle anyone who gets in our way.”

      Josh nodded. He slipped the backpack straps over his shoulders and gently grabbed Finn. “Let’s get them out of here.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The sun was breaking over the horizon by the time we got back outside. Curse word that rhymes with truck. Now the dead bodies were plainly visible, and so were we. There was no use trying to hide in the harsh light of day.

      Still, we stayed low. I kept my blaster out, on point. Kyan dragged Emma behind me. I’d considered telekinetically lifting her and Finn, but if there were shots fired, they would be too vulnerable. I couldn’t risk it.

      Josh grunted behind me. Emma was tiny, but Finn was huge, two hundred pounds of pure muscle. Josh struggled to drag him while trying to move across the yard as quickly as possible.

      For all of our concerns about increased security, we only encountered two small groups of guards on our way back to the fence. I blasted all of them reflexively, and without looking back.

      I tried not to think about it.

      We dragged Emma and Finn into the scrubby woods but saw no sign of the others. Josh arranged Finn carefully then sank down beside him, breathing hard. “Jesus, he’s a heavy bastard.”

      I checked Finn’s pulse again, then Emma’s. Both were weak. “It’s weird that they just collapsed like that. I don’t understand.”

      “Speaking of weird”—Kyan crouched near us—“why aren’t their hundreds of heavily armed guards trying to kill us right now?”

      Josh scrubbed a hand over his face. “Finn killed everyone we saw. Did you see all the dead guards? I counted thirty. Thirty.”

      I swallowed hard. I hadn’t kept track on purpose.

      Josh shook his head. “He was like a rage monster. I’ve never seen him like that.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      He sighed. “Usually he tries to find another way. Usually he listens in on them first, to see if they’re going to shoot us automatically. But this time he didn’t. He just killed every guard he saw.”

      I gripped Finn’s hand, which was cold and inert beneath mine. “He wants to save his sister.”

      Kyan’s gaze flicked over both of the bodies. “They don’t look good. We need to get back to the drop zone and get them on the plane. They need medical attention.”

      “Can you hear them?” My question came out shrill, and I struggled to get my emotions under control.

      He shook his head. “No. They’re both silent.”

      Kyan hopped up and grabbed Finn. “You look tired,” he told Josh. “But get your blaster out and shoot anyone who comes at you. I mean it, dude. Don’t hesitate. We need to get out of here, and I don’t think we have a lot of time.”

      We hauled them back to the field where we’d landed. Sweat poured off me as I dragged an inert Emma across the grass. Her head lolled on her neck, making me queasy every time I looked. “Dying’s not on the agenda today,” I reminded her.

      I couldn’t even bear to look at Finn.

      “It’ll be all right,” Kyan assured me. “We got all those vials. One of them’s got to be a counteragent.”

      “We don’t even know what we’re countering!”

      “We’ll figure it out.” For an asshat, Kyan was being pretty awesome at keeping me off what felt like a fast-approaching ledge.

      “Where do you think the others are?” Josh scanned the area, a deep scowl on his face, his blaster at the ready.

      “Nicole and Rachel were right behind us,” Kyan said. “But I don’t know about Micah and the twins. I never saw them.”

      From a distance, I could hear the plane. “They’re coming for us already?”

      “They must have seen us.” Josh looked around again, worry etched on his handsome face. It made him look older, as if he’d aged years instead of hours since we’d arrived. “What do we do?”

      “We get these guys in the cargo area and get one of the pilots to help us. Then we fly back when the others show up.”

      The plane came into view, descending toward the field. I reached for Finn’s hand. Come on, Finn. Stay with me.
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      As soon as we were safely on board, the plane took off again immediately. As per protocol, one of the two pilots was a certified paramedic. Ours was tall with a blond crewcut, and he got right to work. After introducing himself as Travis, he put Finn and Emma on stretchers and started monitoring both of them. He started IVs while asking us questions. “You don’t know what the substance was?”

      “No.” Josh dug up the vials. “I have it in here somewhere, but I don’t know which one it is. They went down as soon as they inhaled the gas.”

      The plane hit a rough patch, and Travis scowled at the vials. “Don’t drop those.”

      Josh smiled tightly. “I wouldn’t think of it.”

      Travis started reading the labels. The plane flew in a large circle, far enough out that it wouldn’t be immediately detectable, but close enough that the pilot could go back for the others in an instant.

      I held on to Finn’s hand tightly, remembering his words back at the base. Of all the things I couldn’t bear to lose, you are tops, Hanover.

      Right back at you, big guy. So please, die another day.

      I squeezed his hand, but he didn’t squeeze back. I tried to concentrate on something other than the sick feeling in my stomach, Finn’s limp hand, and the fact that Travis was swearing at each vial he inspected.

      “Hey.” I nudged Kyan. Keeping my voice low, I continued, “I hate to admit it, but you getting all take-charge and Rambo back there was pretty cool. I thought Josh might implode.”

      “It was nothing.” Kyan shrugged, but he did it in a way that was sure to showcase how big his shoulders were.

      “Take the compliment. I’m sure there won’t be more where this one came from,” I snapped.

      Kyan laughed. “We’ll see about that. I like having you as my new partner, partner.”

      I grunted, but still, I was happy for the brief distraction.

      Travis swore under his breath and checked another vial.

      “Any idea what happened to them?” I asked him.

      He peered back at Finn and Emma, frowning. “They inhaled something that attacked their nervous system and completely shut them down.” When he saw the horrified look on my face, his shoulder slumped. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news.”

      “It-it’s okay.”

      Travis looked at me sympathetically. “But it isn’t. I’m so sorry, but I don’t think your friends are coming back from this.”
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      “Whoa,” Kyan said. “Don’t say shit like that to her, dude! That’s her boyfriend and her best friend.”

      Travis looked crushed. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.” He sighed then raked a hand over his face. “Those vials—all the coding on them indicates different portions of the central nervous system. But I don’t see anything that looks like a blocker or something that could counteract the effects of what they inhaled.”

      Still in shock, I managed to clear my throat. “It’s okay. We need to know what’s happening so that we can try to help them. Can you tell us anything else about their condition?”

      He nodded. “The central nervous system controls the interactions between your mind and the world around you. It manages your five senses and your body’s movement, balance, and coordination. It also governs your ability to think and reason.”

      “So it’s basically the god of your body, and they’re screwed.” I grabbed a tissue and roughly wiped my eyes.

      “Let’s not think like that.” Travis shook his head. “I’m going to do everything I can for them, but I need to know if what they inhaled was arsenic or lead-based.”

      “How can you tell?” Kyan asked.

      “I’m going to go back through the vials, one by one, and see if there’s anything marked.” He spread them out carefully over a makeshift table he’d made from a cooler. “Watch your friends while I work.”

      Kyan and I went back to staring at Emma and Finn. Josh stared out the window.

      “Are you okay, Josh?” I asked.

      He didn’t turn around. “Sure.”

      The plane took a sudden, sharp right, and Travis cursed, holding onto the vials. “We must be going back for the rest of them.”

      “That’s good.” I hoped Nicole could somehow help us. My heart beat erratically in my chest, and my hands started to go numb. I could feel the panic setting in.

      My mother and Finn’s baby sister were both on ventilators, about to die, and now Finn and Emma were catatonic. I struggled to catch my breath. My windpipe started to close.

      Oh no, you don’t. I couldn’t pass out—who would that help? I began yoga breathing, just like Cranston had shown me. In through my nose, out through my mouth.

      Kyan arched an eyebrow at me. “What the hell are you doing? Having a stroke?”

      “Yoga breathing.” I struggled to get the words out.

      Kyan reached for my free hand. “Hey, do not lose your shit. Not yet.” He jerked his chin in the direction of Finn and Emma. “These guys need you.”

      I exhaled raggedly and shook my head. “You’re right.”

      I willed myself to pull it together as the plane taxied in for another landing.
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      We’d no sooner landed and opened the door to the plane when Micah, Rachel, and Morgan hurled themselves on board. All three of them were breathing hard. “We’ve got more coming,” Morgan said, chest heaving. “But be ready to go!”

      Josh and Rachel hugged as Micah and Morgan struggled to catch their breath.

      “Where’re Nicole and Maya?” I asked.

      “They’re right—”

      Maya jumped into the hold. “Get out of the way!” she bellowed to the rest of us.

      The others cleared a space, while Travis cursed, holding on to the vials that threatened to roll from all the commotion.

      I stayed close to Finn, guarding him. “What’s going on?”

      The answer to my question came right then. Nicole climbed into the cargo area, dragging and lifting something—someone.

      She finally pulled a struggling, kicking Althea Remington onto the plane then secured her in a headlock.

      Kyan’s jaw dropped. “Shut the hell up.”

      Nicole struggled as Althea thrashed. “No—you shut the hell up. And grab her feet!”

      Kyan launched himself toward Althea. She landed a boot square in his face before he could wrestle her legs down. Blood spurted from his nose, but he ignored it. Red dots spattered all over Althea’s deep-purple skirts. Kyan grinned at her through the mess on his face. “Got ya.”

      “Not for long.” Althea struggled against both him and Nicole, but they pinned her to the ground.

      “How did you get to her?” I asked.

      “I used my brainwaves.” Nicole looked like she was about to cry.

      “So…what is it? What’s wrong?”

      Nicole’s gaze, bright with unshed tears, flicked to me. “I killed them all. Everyone. Hundreds of them, just to get her. But then I stopped…”

      I nodded. “Nora wanted her alive. You did the right thing.”

      I hoped she’d done the right thing.

      While Nicole took a deep breath, I inspected our prisoner. Even in a headlock, Althea was stunning. Her dark, smooth skin glimmered, and her makeup was flawless, as always. Her hair hung in tangled waves past her shoulders, and she wore a gold headpiece with a rose-colored jewel in the center. It sparkled against her dark skin, making her look as if she possessed some kind of secret magic. Completing her look were long deep-purple robes and knee-high combat boots that Emma, had she been conscious, would have gone nuts over.

      For someone with such questionable moral judgment, Althea clearly had excellent taste in clothes.

      I tore my eyes away from her and looked up at Nicole, who had managed to calm down. “You did it.” Awe etched my voice.

      She grimaced, holding on tight. “We needed her—now we have the leverage we’ve been lacking. We’re going to end this.”

      She peered past me to Emma and Finn, and her face crumpled again. “What happened?”

      “They inhaled something, some sort of gas. They went down as soon as they came in contact with it.” I motioned to Travis, who was still behind me checking the vials. “This is Travis. He’s the pilot-paramedic. He’s going through the vials to see if the toxin was arsenic or lead-based.”

      “Lead,” Althea said immediately, causing us all to jump. “You need the A-31 if you’re going to revive them.”

      Travis looked back through the tubes, shuffling them wildly. “These aren’t labeled that way. Which one is A-31?”

      Althea smiled, even though Nicole’s muscular arms were wrapped around her head, ready to twist. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
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      Nicole tightened her grip. “I’m not playing here. Tell us which vial to use.”

      Althea looked up at her. “Now why would I do that?”

      Nicole scowled. “Because I have you in a headlock. And I’m a powerlifter. You calculate your odds of survival.”

      “If you kill me, your friends die no matter what.” Althea sounded matter-of-fact. “So it’s in your best interests to keep me alive, for their sake as well as yours.”

      Nicole leaned over her. “Explain.”

      “I’d be happy to, but you’re choking me a bit.”

      Nicole didn’t loosen her grip.

      “I want to know something first,” Althea said. “The last time we met, back at the prison, one of my guards was killed. Cardin. Tall, strapping, strong. He was one of my best men. I want to know which one of you did it.”

      “It was me.” I didn’t even hesitate or weigh the consequences. “He was about to kill me, so I killed him first.”

      “You’re the little telekinetic, right?” Althea’s eyes glittered, but she didn’t sound mad. “I recognize you from Sonora and the prison. You stole that Dr. Zelig, too.”

      “But I left you with his racist nurse,” I offered.

      “She doesn’t count.” Althea snorted then laughed. “She’s no longer in my service, if you catch my meaning. I’ve no time for snivelers. But I’m still thinking you owe me. You owe me two.”

      I don’t owe you anything. “I don’t know how I can do that.”

      She glanced at Emma and Finn. “Don’t worry. I’ll think of something.”

      I checked their waxen faces, and my chest tightened. “Can you please tell us which vial will help my friends?” I leaned forward. “We’re taking you back to our base. We might be able to help you if you help us.”

      Althea arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “You’re predicating that proposition on an erroneous assumption.”

      I tried to follow all her big words. “What assumption is that?”

      Althea smiled, but it was not a nice smile. “That I need your help.”

      “Don’t you? We’re bringing you…” I let my voice trail off. I shouldn’t be giving away so many secrets. Nicole’s pinched expression told me as much.

      “I know where you’re bringing me, dear.”

      I didn’t say a word, but the fact that she sounded so calm about it made my heart thud in my chest.

      Althea looked at Travis. “Let me see those vials.”

      Nicole nodded toward Maya. “Hold her arms, please.”

      Maya obeyed, holding down Althea’s arms as Travis brought each vial close enough for her to read.

      “No, no, no.” Althea pursed her lips. “Keep them coming and make it fast. Those two don’t have much time.”

      Nicole kept her arms tight around Althea. “Why are you helping us? What do you want?”

      “I’m not ready to die—not just yet.” Althea scrunched her face up as she read the next vials. “I want to live. And when the time comes and I need another favor, I want you to hear me out.”

      Nicole shrugged, her face expressionless, giving away nothing. “If you save them, I’ll do what I can for you.”

      I wondered if Nicole had managed to get the AI chips, but I didn’t dare ask as Althea continued to inspect the vials.

      “That’s the one,” she finally said. “But don’t administer it to them intravenously. That’ll end badly. You need to heat it so they can inhale it. That’s the fastest way.”

      “If you’re lying, I’m going to push you out of this plane,” I said before I could stop myself.

      “I’m not lying, but I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Travis looked at the vial in his hand then at Emma and Finn. “I don’t know if she’s telling the truth,” he said finally.

      “Is there any chance they’ll wake up without some sort of intervention?” Nicole asked.

      “No,” Althea and Travis said at the same time.

      Nicole stared at Finn and Emma. “If it was a lead-based inhalant, the only thing that can reverse the effects is chelation therapy. That’s when agents bind with the existing lead and are excreted through the body’s natural elimination process,” she explained, making me feel as if I’d been airdropped smack dab in the middle of a biotech conference that was way, way over my head.

      Nicole bit her lip and looked at Travis. “But you can’t reverse the damage already done to the system.”

      Travis sighed. “I know.”

      “But the agent that impacted them is different from a typical case of long-term-exposure lead poisoning,” Althea said. “So the A-31—which does contain chelation agents, by the way—can work to reverse the damage if administered properly. It’s one of the many things I’ve been working on.”

      Travis looked over Althea’s head to Nicole. “What do you want me to do?”

      Nicole’s gaze flicked to Emma and Finn, who were both deathly pale and breathing shallowly. “Do it.”

      I slapped a hand over my heart. “But—”

      Nicole shook her head, cutting me off. “If this kills them, it’s a mercy anyway. Otherwise their systems will shut down one organ at a time. It’ll be a slower, more painful process.”

      My eyes pricked with tears.

      Travis poured the contents of the vial directly into a beaker. Then he dug through another supply box and took out a small blowtorch.

      Althea watched him as he fired it up and pointed the flame toward the beaker.

      “Cardin was my favorite, you know,” she said. “He was very brave. And young, too. Handsome. It’s a pity that he’s dead.”

      I whipped my head toward her. “It’s a pity that you’ve wiped out most of our civilization!”

      “You know I don’t feel that way. I believe in a higher plan. I believe we’re being weeded out.” She pursed her lips as she continued to watch Travis. The contents of the beaker started to bubble, then smoke wafted out of it.

      “It’s not ‘weeding’ when you use weapons of mass destruction,” Nicole reminded her.

      Althea looked up at her. “I think animals that willingly destroy their own environment aren’t worthy of much afterthought. They’re all weeds, choking the earth.” Her gaze flicked to me as the smoke wafted closer to Emma and Finn. “A little telekinesis would really move this along. It would be helpful if that gas were transferred directly into the patients’ nostrils.”

      I gaped at Althea, but Nicole shrugged as if to say, she already knows.

      I concentrated on the smoke, agitating the molecules around it. I made sure it traveled to Finn’s nostrils and went up inside when he inhaled. I did the same with Emma.

      The whole time, I prayed I wasn’t administering a lethal dose of poison to the two people I loved most.

      But as soon as the smoke disappeared inside my boyfriend and my best friend, spasms rocked their bodies.
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      “Oh my God!” I shrieked as both Finn and Emma thrashed, having what looked like simultaneous seizures.

      Nicole squeezed down on Althea’s throat. “What did you do?”

      “Wait for it,” Althea wheezed.

      The thrashing slowed to tremors. It looked as though both Finn and Emma were shivering all over. Then it slowed down. Then it stopped.

      Emma’s eyes opened. She sat up a little, looking as pale as a ghost and dazed.

      Morgan rushed to her side and brushed the hair back from her face. “Emma? Are you okay?”

      Emma blinked. “What happened?” She gazed around the plane, her eyes coming to rest on Althea Remington. Then she turned to Morgan. “Am I dead? Is this hell?”

      Morgan chuckled. “Not quite.”

      Finn sat straight up, taking a wheezing, gasping breath and clutching his chest.

      My heart did a somersault. “Finn!”

      Travis was on him in an instant with a blood pressure cuff and EKG electrodes. Finn swiped them away. “Get off me!”

      “Finn—Finn.” I clasped his hand. “It’s okay. He’s just trying to help.”

      Finn was still breathing hard, his face white. “What happened?”

      Josh sat forward. “We were in the warehouse, remember? And that lab worker spilled the contents of what he was working on. You and Emma both went down like that.” He snapped his fingers.

      Finn’s brow furrowed. “We all made it? Did we complete the…” His question trailed off as his gaze came to rest on Althea. “Why is she alive?”

      “I brought her as insurance,” Nicole said.

      Finn tried to get off his cot. “She should be non-breathing insurance.”

      “Hey—whoa.” I gently blocked him with my arm. “We have a plan. We don’t need to make her non-breathing just yet.”

      Finn frowned as though that really wasn’t what he wanted to hear.

      “We got what we came for,” Nicole said, trying to get him focused on the positive. “So we’ll be well prepared for our negotiations.” She tightened her grip on Althea a bit.

      Finn didn’t look impressed. “We’ll see about that.”
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      Travis checked Finn and Emma’s vitals and drew their blood so he could run labs back at the base. Josh, Micah, and Rachel sat together, talking in low tones. Morgan stayed by Emma, and I stayed near Finn. Nicole, Maya, and Kyan kept Althea secured to the floor.

      We’d only been in the air for an hour or so when the plane started to descend. I looked at Nicole, confused. “We’re landing already?”

      She scowled at her watch then hit the intercom. “Have we started the landing process?”

      “That’s affirmative,” The pilot responded, not saying another word.

      Nicole composed her features and gave me a quick look, as though warning me to keep my mouth shut. Althea didn’t need to know we were confused about which base we were going to.

      I blew out a long breath. The sooner we landed, the better. I just hoped we weren’t too late with the antidote to save my mother and Tess.

      I wanted to ask Althea which vial contained the serum, but I didn’t. I was following Nicole’s lead on that one. She hadn’t asked for some reason, so neither would I.

      The plane landed, and the pilot hopped out then came around to open the cargo door. We all peered outside, temporarily blinded by the bright sun.

      “Wait,” Nicole said, looking outside, “this isn’t the base’s strip.”

      The pilot nodded at her. “We were given different coordinates. Come on out, everyone. They’re waiting for you.”

      We all looked at Nicole—including Althea—but Nicole didn’t look ruffled in the slightest. She straightened her jacket.

      Damn, she’s got a good game face, I thought at Finn.

      Be ready, he thought back.

      I straightened my own jacket.

      Finn tried to get up but Travis pushed him back onto the stretcher. “Not so fast, big guy. You’d go down like a ton of bricks.” Finn glared at him, but as Travis had just save his life, he kept his mouth shut.

      We filed out of the plane. Maya and Kyan kept close to Nicole, helping with the prisoner. But Althea was no longer struggling. Back on her feet, she stood erect, her posture proud and perfect. Her complete lack of fear unnerved me.

      Speaking of game faces, I thought.

      Finn frowned. Unless she knows something we don’t.

      My stomach sank. Still, I helped Travis get the stretchers off the plane. We placed Finn and Emma on the tarmac.

      I looked around, trying to figure out where we were, but all I saw was the plane and the runway, which was bordered by trees.

      Travis carefully arranged the blankets around Emma, but kept his distance from Finn. “They’ll need to go to the med center. I’ll have these labs run, but they both need to rest. We need to make sure the toxins are completely out of their systems.”

      I reached for his hand and shook it. “Thank you for saving them.”

      He smiled, his handsome face tired and worried beneath his crew cut.  “I have the vials in this case.”

      “Give them to Morgan and Riley,” Nicole instructed.

      We took the case, and warmth bloomed in my chest. What’s in here can save my mom and Tess. I hope.

      Althea eyed the red case, her gaze traveling from it to me, then to Finn, then to the rest of the group. “It’s been interesting to meet you.”

      No one said a word. Kyan openly stared at her, a baffled look on his face.

      Althea stared back. “What is it you can do again?”

      “I… Uh…” He ran a hand through his hair, making it flop the way he liked.

      “Don’t answer that,” Nicole snapped. She turned to the pilot. “Can you tell me where we are and who’s supposed to meet us?”

      “We’re at an off-site location.” He motioned down the runway. “And here they are.”

      A fleet of jeeps, SUVs, and an ambulance came flying toward us. They parked, and Nora got out of the first car.

      Dr. Rharr got out of the second.

      Cranston got out of the third.

      We all looked at each other, stupefied.

      Nora came forward, an unusually wide smile on her face as she saw who we’d brought back. Her gaze landed directly on Althea.

      Althea stared right back, unflinching.

      “Nora!” I waved my arms to get her attention. “How’s my mom and Tess?”

      The smile slid off her face. “Not now, Riley.” She dismissed me as if I were some low-level barnacle that needed to be scraped from her sandal, as if my mom and Tess’s lives weren’t hanging in the balance.

      Nora turned to her daughter, and the smile returned. “Nicole, well done.”

      “We completed all the missives.” A note of pride crept into Nicole’s voice. “I have everything you asked for. And more.”

      The admiral nodded. “Clearly. Ride with me and bring her.” She turned on her heel and hustled toward the car.

      Nicole caught my eye. “I’ll find out about your mom and Tess.” She took Althea by the arm and led her down the tarmac. We stared at them, shocked, as they followed Nora.

      “Um… Why aren’t they surrounding Althea with guns and a bajillion soldiers?” Emma asked, keeping her voice low.

      “I don’t get it.” Maya fidgeted, watching as Nora, Nicole, and Althea climbed into the back of the waiting SUV. “Althea’s being treated like she’s got backstage passes at a concert, not like the most wanted person alive.”

      Micah frowned as he watched. “This makes no sense. She’s public enemy number one.”

      Josh, Rachel, and Morgan all had grim looks on their faces as the SUV sped away. But Finn’s expression was the worst. Already pale, his pinched face turned white with rage.

      “Where do you think they’re going?” Rachel asked.

      Morgan shook her head. “I don’t know. I’m literally blown away right now, and I don’t expect much out of Nora to begin with.”

      Dr. Rharr and Cranston started heading toward us.

      “On to other pressing issues—what the hell is Cranston doing out of jail?” Josh asked.

      No one even tried to answer.

      Dr. Rharr came forward, paramedics rushing in behind her. They hustled to Finn and Emma, adjusting their IVs and checking their vitals. “Get them in the ambulance. We’re leaving in T minus five. Riley, Rachel, you come too. I need to check you.”

      “Do you know anything about my mom or Tess?” I asked.

      “I don’t. I’m sorry. Now go on. Finn and Emma don’t look good.” She introduced herself to Travis and started peppering him with questions about what had happened and the antidote he’d administered. They started talking about the parameters of fast-acting lead poisoning just as Cranston reached us.

      He’d always been tall and lean, but he looked thinner, as though maybe he hadn’t been fed so well in the brig.

      “Out of my way, people,” he barked, his silver crew cut glinting in the sunlight. Kyan and Micah had to literally jump out of his path, lest they become roadkill.

      Cranston stopped at Morgan. “That case is mine.”

      “Hello to you too, sir.” She didn’t let go of the case.

      “That’s an order, soldier. Hand it over.”

      Morgan looked around, unsure.

      “Do as the sergeant says.” Dr. Rharr arched an eyebrow at Morgan. “Nora didn’t spring him from his cell and bring him out here on accident, now, did she?”

      Morgan frowned, but she gave in and handed over the case.

      Cranston didn’t bother to thank her. He nodded at Travis. “You’re familiar with the contents of this case?”

      Travis shrugged. “A little.”

      “Then you’re coming with me,” Cranston snapped. He motioned for Travis to follow him back to the car. “Let’s move it, soldier.”

      Rachel and I followed Dr. Rharr to the ambulance, but not before I gave my teammates one last, perplexed look.

      What the hell had we come back to?
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      The ambulance flew down the runway. I didn’t say a word while Dr. Rharr checked Finn and Emma.

      “Where are we?” Rachel asked one of the paramedics.

      “We’re at—”

      “We’re at none of your business,” Dr. Rharr interrupted. “It’s a base closer to where your assignment was. You don’t need to know where it is. It’s safer if you don’t.”

      “Okay…” But Rachel didn’t sound as though she meant it in the slightest.

      “Are they going to be all right?” I asked. Both Finn and Emma were awake but uncharacteristically silent.

      That’s because I feel like I’m going to pass out, Hanover, Finn thought into my head. He jerked his thumb at Emma, whose lips were white. “And she’s even worse.”

      “Am not,” she mumbled, but her eyes couldn’t seem to focus.

      “Is that normal?” I asked Dr. Rharr.

      “Absolutely, based on what I know about lead poisoning. The toxins are draining from their systems, but what they both need is to sleep. So don’t bother them.” She scowled at me. “And let me check your dressing.”

      I bit my lip as she unzipped my jacket and pulled my shirt down. “Riley Payne, you ripped this thing wide open!” She continued to remonstrate me as she put antiseptic on a pad and re-cleaned the wound. “I am going to have to redo this whole suture.” Disgusted with me, Dr. Rharr finished cleaning my wound then moved onto examining Rachel.

      At least I get to stay with you in the med ward, I thought at Finn.

      His eyes fluttered closed. Don’t let me sleep too long. And whatever happens, let’s stay together.
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      Once we were inside the building, I looked for any indication of our location. I found nothing. The building was smaller and more quiet than the previous base, but it looked the same. There was a similar war-room setup, a great open space filled with computers and maps and people working.

      I wondered if any of them knew that Althea Remington was in the building. I wondered what they would say.

      I kept my head down and stayed close to Finn and the others as we were brought to the med ward. A friendly nurse inserted another IV into my arm while I tried to think happy thoughts. Worried about my mom, I came up pretty blank and almost passed out.

      Dr. Rharr bustled nearby, gathering supplies to reclose my wound. She muttered to herself as she worked. I made out a string of complaints that sounded like ungrateful, immature, reckless, and lucky to be alive.

      “I hope my mom and Tess are still alive.” I didn’t know if I was talking to Dr. Rharr or to myself. “We got the antidote back.”

      “Good on you.” She didn’t miss a beat as she numbed the area to be restitched. “That’s great news.”

      “And you know that was Althea Remington, right? Back on the runway?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking. It was like Althea had been the elephant on the tarmac, and no one had said a word.

      Dr. Rharr stared at me. “Do you think I’m blind? Of course I know that was Althea Remington!”

      “But you didn’t say anything,” I mumbled. “No one said anything.”

      “Are you looking for a pat on the back, soldier?”

      I shrugged. “No. Maybe. Actually, I’m just looking for a pulse check.”

      Dr. Rharr frowned and reached for my wrist. She started counting and I rolled my eyes. “I don’t mean a literal pulse check!”

      She dropped my wrist, disgusted. “Please speak adult.”

      “What I mean is, I think it’s a super-big deal that we captured Althea Remington.”

      “It is. Nora was certainly pleased about it.”

      “But no one made a big deal. And I’m not talking about making a big deal about us for capturing her—I mean making a big deal about her. There was no security. No one pulled a weapon on her. I didn’t see any armed guards in that car. No one even blinked when she just drove away with Nicole and Nora.”

      I winced as Dr. Rharr started redoing my stitches. I couldn’t feel anything, but still.

      “You doing all right?”

      “Yeah. You know I’m not a medical person.”

      “Oh, I know.” She was quiet for a moment while she worked. “About Althea… I can’t purport to know what they’re doing at Nora’s level. But I know they have a plan, and I trust them enough to just let it go, to believe that everything will work out the way it’s supposed to.”

      “I can’t do that.” I might have been foolish for being so blatant in front of her, but for some reason, I felt as though I could trust Dr. Rharr.

      “That’s because they screwed you over for a long time,” she said matter-of-factly.

      Ah. That was why I couldn’t stop myself from talking. Dr. Rharr was largely no-bullshit, and I wanted to hear what she thought about all this.

      “I haven’t been with The Division for that long,” I said. “Maybe too much has happened, and I just have whiplash from it. I don’t know what they’re going to do next.”

      “I can see that. And then you have the whole thing about your family. Your dad, your sister, and now your mother’s sick and in custody.”

      I blew out a deep breath, adrenaline thrumming through me. “Are you almost done?” I refused to look down at the stitches in progress.

      She nodded.

      “Good. Because I need to find out what’s going on.”
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      But I didn’t leave the med ward after Dr. Rharr finished with me. True to my word, I stayed by Finn’s side. He slept fitfully, moaning and occasionally thrashing in his sleep.

      Emma, on the other hand, hadn’t moved. She slept like the dead.

      “Is that normal?” I asked the nurse. “Are they both really okay?”

      She nodded. “We gave them each something to further flush the lead out. They’re just working the toxins out of their systems. They should wake up soon.”

      I grabbed Finn’s hand and waited. Whatever lay in front of us, we would face it together. I fretted, wondering where the vials were and if the lab workers had already isolated the antidote. I wondered if my mother was still alive. They would tell me if she wasn’t, wouldn’t they?

      Wouldn’t they?

      My thoughts skidded away from the question, landing instead on the topic of Althea Remington. Where was she? Were they interrogating her? Torturing her?

      Or was something else altogether going on?

      I laid my head back against the chair, my eyes growing heavy. Even though I had a million questions, my adrenaline had spiked, and now I was crashing. The exhaustion was winning. I closed my eyes, letting my mind drift. At least Nicole was with them, I reasoned. At least I hoped she was still with them.

      I must’ve drifted off for a few minutes because the next thing I knew, someone was shaking me awake. “Hanover.”

      I snapped my eyes open and was met with Finn’s glorious face in mine. I rubbed my eyes, trying to wake up. “You look so much better.” His color had returned, and his eyes were no longer glassy.

      I sat up. “Is Emma awake?”

      He shook his head. “Not yet.”

      His IV had been removed. Its plastic line dangled haphazardly from the machine. “I’m guessing you’re discharging yourself?”

      He slid his sneakers on and laced them up. “Let’s get out of here before Dr. Rharr comes back and raises holy hell.”

      “Are you sure you feel good enough to be doing this?”

      “I’m fine.” He winced when he sat back up, but I knew there was no arguing with him.

      “What about Emma?”

      “She’ll be fine. She’s still sleeping it off.” He held his hand out for me. “C’mon. Let’s go find out what, if anything, they’ve done with the antidote.”

      And Althea Remington, I reminded him.

      He snorted. “Yeah, and her too.”

      We headed down the hallway, hand in hand, not making eye contact with any of the base personnel. If they had questions, they could ask someone else.

      “Not only does Althea know what I can do, she’s seen it up close and personal.” I kept my voice low. “She had me direct the antidote vapors into your nostrils.”

      He winced. “That’s not good.”

      “And I sort of very stupidly admitted that I was the one who killed her favorite pet soldier.”

      He groaned. “That’s really not good. What were you thinking?”

      I sighed. “I don’t know. I guess I just wanted her to know that she’s not the only one with power. I might just be a kid, but I can hurt her.” I looked at him. “She’s just so frickin’ smug. I want to wipe it right off her face, along with all that expertly applied makeup.”

      Finn nodded. “I get it.”

      I’d been expecting a lecture. “You do?”

      “Yeah, of course I do. She’s such a hypocrite. She says she’s killing people to save the world. It’s such bullshit.”

      “Right?”

      We spotted Cranston at the other end of the hall. “He had the vials,” I reminded Finn. “We need to talk to him.”

      We walked faster than was probably safe for Finn, but Cranston’s long legs carried him quickly away from us, and we needed to catch up.

      “Sir.” Finn was breathing hard by the time we reached Cranston. “It’s nice to see you back with us.”

      Cranston stopped walking and turned his steely gaze on Finn. “Don’t lie to me, soldier. I’m back, and I have more discretion than ever.”

      Finn cleared his throat. “Good for you. Not that I care, but good for you.” Abandoning his weak attempt at a nice guy routine, he continued. “We need to know where the vials went. And we need to see Nora. Now.”

      Cranston crossed his arms against his chest. “You don’t have the clearance necessary for information on the vials, and Nora’s in a meeting.”

      Finn quickly looked around the corridor, which was empty. He took a step toward the older, taller man. “I’m the one who got those vials. I’m the one who brought them back. You tell me where they are right now, or you and I are going to have even more of a problem.”

      Cranston turned away, but Finn grabbed him and threw him back against the wall. They glared at each other in a hate-fueled alpha-male pissing contest.

      Cranston’s lip curled. “Watch it, soldier.”

      Finn grabbed the sergeant’s jacket. “You watch it. Now tell me what I need to know, or I’m going to beat the crap out of you.”

      Finn didn’t back down. I might’ve imagined it, but I thought Cranston wavered a bit. He knew Finn well enough to know that he meant it.

      “They’re in the lab, dumbass,” Cranston spit. “And they won’t let you in there.”

      “To the lab, then. We’ll just bring you and your security card along.” Finn grabbed Cranston and dragged him beside us. “It’s a good thing we passed it earlier, ’cause I know right where we’re going.”

      “I didn’t miss you two.” Cranston struggled against Finn. “Not one bit.”

      “Stop fighting him, or I’ll lift you up and fly you down the hall,” I warned. “We might bump into light fixtures or that scratchy popcorn ceiling. Very chafey.”

      He cursed and muttered something under his breath, a super-vulgar swear followed by the word teenagers.

      I smiled a little. I’d almost missed Cranston.

      Luckily, we didn’t pass anyone in the hall. When we reached the lab, Finn yanked Cranston’s security card out and ran it through the scanner.

      We went inside and looked around, trying to get our bearings.

      But then I stopped. She was there, sitting calmly at a table.

      Who the hell had let Althea Remington into the government’s top-secret laboratory?
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      What is Althea Remington doing here?

      Finn let go of Cranston as he joined me in staring. Cranston angrily adjusted his shirt, making sure no one had seen Finn manhandling him.

      Althea was seated at one of the lab tables with a microscope. She peered into it and explained something to Nora and a nearby lab worker.

      Finn scrubbed a hand over his face. “There goes the neighborhood.”

      Nicole was nowhere to be found, but I wanted to talk to her badly. What on earth were they doing with Althea?

      As if she sensed us, Nora whipped her head around. Frowning, she approached us with determined steps. “You two don’t have clearance to be in here.” Her gaze flicked to Cranston. “I’m guessing you had an escort.”

      “An unwilling one,” Cranston seethed.

      She tilted her chin at him. “I brought you along to babysit, Sergeant. You need to do a much better job.”

      She turned back to us. “What do you want?”

      Finn clenched his hands at his sides. “How is my sister? And Riley’s mother?”

      “Alive. We’ve isolated the antidote. That’s what Althea’s doing.”

      “And you trust her?” Too sharp, my voice attracted stares and whispers from the workers. I leaned forward. “Do they know who she is?”

      “None of them care. They just want the antidote, just like you did when Finn here was sick not so many hours ago. It’s a business arrangement, Riley. She’s helping us.”

      “And what are you doing for her?” Finn asked.

      “You need to report to your temporary barracks,” Nora said smoothly, ignoring him. “Don’t leave them until you’re summoned.”

      “We did what you asked on our mission. We want to see Riley’s mom and my sister.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

      “Why not?” Finn raged.

      “The cameras are down. As soon as they’re up, I’ll come and get you. Now go.” She glanced at Cranston. “And Sergeant Cranston’s been reinstated with full authority. So please don’t manhandle him again or steal his security card. You’ll face discipline if you do.”

      She turned on her heel, dismissing us.

      C’mon, let’s go find the others. Maybe Nicole knows what’s going on. But I had a funny feeling in my stomach, a sick one.

      It was as if the game was the same, but I’d realized I was playing for a different team.
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      Nicole unlocked the barracks door for us then quickly secured it as soon as she ushered us inside. Everyone except for Rachel and Emma, who hadn’t been discharged yet, was sitting on his or her bunk.

      Nicole paced the length of the room, looking pale.

      “Have you seen or heard anything about Trey or Dave?” I asked her and Morgan.

      “No.” Morgan sat up on her bunk. She looked exhausted. “Nora said the camera’s out.”

      Finn and I looked at each other. “That’s what she said about my mom and Tess, too.”

      Nicole didn’t stop pacing. “I think the reason they brought us here is because it’s a non-communicative facility.” When she was met with our blank stares, she explained, “It’s dark here. Nothing’s coming in, and nothing’s going out. It’s a top-secret facility.”

      “Can you tell us what’s going on with Althea?” I asked. “She and your mom were looking pretty chummy just now in the lab.”

      She stopped pacing. “I have no idea what’s behind that. They know each other. That’s the first thing that caught me off guard.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know how to explain it, and I don’t remember what they said specifically, but I could tell from the moment we got into the car that they’d met before. It was not a good feeling.”

      “What did they talk about?”

      “The antidote, the virus. That was it. They dropped me off in here before I could find out what was really going on.”

      “And what do you think about how Althea’s being treated?” Maya asked. “It’s like she’s a visiting professor, for Christ’s sake.”

      Nicole, always pulled together, looked completely flabbergasted. She raked a hand through her hair. “I have no idea. I knew my mother didn’t want Althea dead. I had no idea that she wanted to consult with her.”

      Josh raised his hand. “There’s less staff here. And it’s dark. Do you think…do you think she’s doing this off-book?”

      Nicole frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know… Just that maybe this base is Nora’s little private domain, where she can do what she wants? How else can you explain people not freaking out about Althea being here?”

      “Do you mean… Are you saying…” Nicole was tongue-tied, unable to get a full question out.

      “I’m saying, what if she’s doing this on her own?”

      We all looked at each other, unsure.

      Nicole paled. “Are you suggesting my mother’s a double agent?”

      “I don’t know. And I don’t know if it’s your mother, or if it’s The Division, or what the hell it is.” Josh shook his head. “I just know that being here like this, being off the grid when there isn’t really even a grid left—something’s not right. You can feel it, can’t you?” He turned to Finn. “Have you been listening in at all?”

      “Of course, and I thought it was all normal.” Finn frowned. “But maybe they’ve been warned about us.”

      Unease, as heavy as a weighted blanket, settled over our group. “Are we…” Morgan looked around the room. “Are we in a prison?”

      “We need to get Emma and Rachel discharged.” Nicole sprang up. “Because no matter what’s going on, we’re sticking together. Don’t let anyone in here.” She motioned to the door. “Keep it locked it until I get back.”

      She took off down the hall.

      Micah locked the door and stood beside it. “I don’t know about you guys, but I think it’s time to make a plan. We need to go our own way.”

      “But we have our families to think about,” I reminded him. “I want to get as far away from Nora and Cranston and the rest of them as I can, but I can’t abandon my mom. I won’t.”

      “We all understand that.” Kyan shook his head. “But they have the antidote now. Maybe that’s the best we can do.”

      “And leave our families to rot, or worse?” Morgan asked. “No way!”

      “But how are we going to get them back?” I asked. “The only way Nora would release them is if we have leverage. We gave her everything she wanted tied up with a bow. And now we’re screwed.”

      We were all quiet for a few minutes, each lost in our thoughts.

      Maya shrugged. “Unless…”

      I looked at her. “I’m listening.”

      “Unless we take back what we gave her. Or take something else she needs badly.”

      “Do you have any ideas?”

      Nicole opened the door then. Maya stared at her as she ushered Emma and Rachel inside.

      “Yeah, I do, actually,” Maya said.
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      Maya explained her idea to us. “Either we desert and say we won’t come in until our demands are met, or we fake-kidnap Nicole.”

      “I don’t think either of these are viable plans.” Nicole shook her head. “We have powers, but their resources are something that we can’t compete with. We’re fighting our makers. We wouldn’t have the element of surprise, which is something that’s really concerning me about Althea. She knows what each of us can do now. And who knows what else Nora’s told her?”

      “I’m not saying we attack them.” Maya bit her lip. “I’m saying we leave. They need us. We’re their precious trillion-dollar pets.”

      “But even if they bargained with us—which I doubt—how would we even work out an exchange?”

      “They give us our families back, and then we leave for real.” Maya’s voice shook, echoing the jittery feeling that coursed through me. Our backs were officially against the wall, and I had no idea what our best move was.

      Nicole started pacing again, which meant her thoughts were firing a million miles a minute. “Even with the antidote, Riley’s mom and Tess are going to be weak. They’ll be recovering for a while. If we leave, we don’t have a medical staff to care for them or even a place to stay. We’ll be on the run. And you know as well as I do that there’s not a lot of safe places left out there. And who knows what Althea has planned next?”

      “But we could figure it out.” Maya twisted the edge of her T-shirt. “I don’t feel like it’s safe to stay here.”

      “I don’t mean to be negative, and I don’t want you to think I’m on their side. I’m not. But think about it,” Nicole said. “We’re not in great shape. Emma and Finn are weak. Riley’s still recovering from getting shot. I don’t think this is our best idea.”

      “Nora promised us that she’d save our families if we did what she wanted,” Morgan said. “We did that and more. But it’s as though none of that matters. We came back, and nothing’s different. They’re still not giving us answers. They aren’t delivering on their promises. We don’t even know if our families are still alive. We have nothing, and we’ve given them everything.”

      “I know.” Nicole sighed. “Let me try talking to her. Maybe I can appeal to her as my mother. She has to know I’m freaking out about Trey, just like the rest of you are upset about your loved ones.” She frowned. “Even though that’s exactly what she wants.”

      “We all need to hear what she has to say. See if she’ll meet with us too, okay?” Morgan asked.

      “I’ll do what I can.” Nicole was gone again in an instant.

      As soon as the door closed behind her, Maya started in. “I like Nicole as much as the rest of you, but if we kidnapped her, Nora would break. Then she’d have to negotiate.”

      “I think Nora knows we’d never hurt Nicole, though.” Micah frowned. “I don’t think she’d view it as a credible threat.”

      “What about stealing back the vials or the AI?” Rachel asked. “They’re all hot to trot about that.”

      “We need them to send the antidote to Riley’s mom and Tess.” Finn shook his head. “Stealing it isn’t going to help.”

      “We have to do something,” Morgan said. “We’re no good to everyone else if we’re dead.”

      Emma, still pale, suddenly spoke up. “Whoa, how’d you get to dead?”

      Morgan shrugged. “Things seem…hopeless. I feel like I’m caught in a trap.”

      Emma leaned forward. “What do you mean?”

      “We did what we were supposed to do. If Nora’s working with Althea Remington, I’m kinda thinking this is game over.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I thought I was going to save Dave and my family. I thought this time would be different, but now Althea’s here, and I don’t know… I don’t know who the enemy is anymore.”

      “I understand what you’re saying, but we know whose team we’re on—our own.” Emma rubbed her temples. “Hold on, guys. Something’s coming through. Let me take this.” She flopped back on her bed, acting as if the vision she was about to have was an important call she needed to answer.

      The rest of us gathered together while Emma closed her eyes.

      Josh shook his head. “This doesn’t add up. If Nora was working with Althea, she could’ve just video-chatted her and politely asked for the antidote and the AI back. Plus, Althea wouldn’t have had to steal it in the first place if they were buddies. If they’re actually on the same team, they could’ve accomplished a lot of this without having to involve us at all.”

      “But Nora still answers to her superiors.” Finn scrubbed a hand across his face. “If she’d stolen the antidote and given it to Althea, she’d have to answer for it. And she fought to get C-fab back. She didn’t give that robot up on purpose.”

      “Maybe Althea and Nora have been playing their own little game,” Maya said. “Maybe they’ve been challenging each other all along, but now they’ve decided to pool their resources. Whatever’s going on, I am never going to be okay working for a government that would harbor a mass murderer like Althea Remington. I want to save our families, too. But I will fight Nora, and I will fight The Division. If we don’t, Morgan’s right: it’s game over. For everyone.”

      Emma suddenly sat bolt upright. “Holy shit.”

      My heart stopped. “What did you see?”

      She rubbed the base of her neck. “We are so, so screwed.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            38

          

          
            A Short Leash

          

        

      

    

    
      Finn’s face visibly paled as he listened to Emma’s thoughts. He absently rubbed the back of his neck, and my stomach sank.

      Kyan shook his head in disgust. “I knew it.” His fingers ran over the scar at the base of his neck.

      My panic was rising. “Why are you all grabbing your monitors?”

      “Let me tell them.” Emma’s voice was hoarse.

      Finn reached for my hand and held it tight.

      “Because that’s what my vision was about. Remember how they implanted Riley’s mother into Micah and had Kyan all possessed and creepy in Levels? They’ve finally figured out how to control us.” Absolute fury etched Emma’s pretty face. “And what’s worse is that Althea helped Nora figure it out.”

      “Why?” I croaked. “Why would she do that?”

      Just then, the door jerked. Someone outside of it cursed then slid their security card through.

      Nora strode into the room. “Finn, Riley, I have an update for you. Come with me.”

      Emma looked at us, her lips set in a grim line.

      We have to go, Finn said, but we might not be coming back. Per Emma just now.

      In a very un-Finn-like move, he reached down and hugged her. “Thanks for always having my back.”

      She squeezed him hard. “Don’t you say goodbye to me.”

      He looked down at her and smiled, but his face was taut. “I’m not.”

      I hugged her too, trying to ignore the knot in my chest.

      Nora pursed her lips. “Move it, soldiers. Time is of the essence.”

      I looked at each of my friends as we followed her out. Why did I feel as though I was never going to see them again? “Tell Nicole we’ll be right back.”

      Micah’s gaze locked with mine. “I will, Freak Show.”

      His use of his nickname for me did nothing to quell my rising jitters. Outside in the hall, Finn addressed Nora. “I thought Nicole was with you.”

      The admiral didn’t bother to turn around. “We finished our meeting. She’s being debriefed on another matter.”

      “What other matter?”

      “It’s classified, Finnegan.” She walked briskly down the hall.

      “What’s going on with Tess and Gail?” he asked, refusing to be brushed off.

      “I’ll update you in a moment. Not in a hallway.”

      We turned down another corridor, and Finn squeezed my hand. If they do something to us, you have to fight it. I won’t be able to, but your power’s different.

      What do you mean? I thought back.

      Our monitors. I won’t be able to stop them. But you can use your telekinetic energy to block it. He nodded toward Nora. And I think you better be ready sooner rather than later. I don’t know what’s going to happen. I don’t know what they’re going to do to us. But I love you, Hanover. Always have, always will.

      My eyes filled with tears. “Finn.”

      Nora stopped walking. As cold as ever, she ignored our clasped hands and my red-rimmed eyes. “Right through here.” She motioned to a door.

      We both hesitated. Nothing in me wanted to walk through. Dread welled up from deep inside my gut. I didn’t have to be precognitive to know what that meant.

      It meant bad. It meant run.

      But there was nowhere to run.

      Squeezing Finn’s hand, I walked through the door. At the same time, I started agitating the molecules around the monitor embedded somewhere in the base of my neck. Good thing I’d been working on using my powers with my eyes wide open, because I didn’t want to tip Nora off.

      Finn and I stopped in our tracks as we heard the door shut and lock behind us. “No.” He shook his head. “No.”

      I kept squeezing his hand, but nothing could make what was in front of us better.

      Althea Remington and three guards stood in front of a helicopter, looking as though they were waiting for someone.

      Someones. Us.

      “No.” I joined Finn with my answer.

      Althea smiled, largely undeterred. She was refreshed, regal in her robes, her hair smooth again. “Thank you so much for joining me. I’m looking forward to everything we can accomplish together.”

      “Nora!” Finn turned and ran for her, but mid-step, his whole body seized.

      Nora tapped something into her tablet and nodded at the guards. He stopped seizing and stood still. But he looked funny, like a marionette whose strings had been momentarily retired. “Put him in the copter. Take the girl, too.”

      “I’m not going anywhere!” I tried to calculate how far we would get if I stole Finn back and crushed Nora and Althea’s skulls together.

      I would never make it out of this room. The alarm would sound. We would be surrounded. Then everything, all of this, would be for nothing.

      In that moment, Nora quickly tapped something else into her tablet. Althea watched me closely, an eager expression on her face. That was when it hit me—not the transmission or whatever Nora was trying to code into my monitor, but the fact that they had to believe I was under the monitor’s spell. Otherwise they would probably slice me open right there in an attempt to figure out how I’d evaded it.

      How does a human-robot walk? I had no idea, so I just stopped fighting. When the guards came for us, I mimicked Finn’s movents, which were slow and steady, like an obedient zombi. Finn climbed onboard the helicopter and buckled himself without objection. I did the same. His body looked funny, almost as if he were frozen, or battery-operated and needed a recharge.

      I didn’t dare speak. Are you in there?

      But nothing came back.

      Curse word that rhymes with mother-trucker!

      Althea Remington climbed aboard and sat in the front, next to the pilot. The two guards came and sat in front of Finn and me. They put protective headphones over our ears. I didn’t say a word, didn’t flinch, didn’t make eye contact, and didn’t clutch at Finn.

      Was I supposed to be a robot now…and forever?

      Not knowing what was expected of me, I took my cue from Finn and sat rigid and silent.

      But on the inside, I was praying. I was praying hard.

      The roof opened wide, and the helicopter rose into the air. Without moving too much or looking interested, I attempted to make out what I could of the ground falling away behind us. The base was already tiny, a small speck surrounded by thick woods.

      I’d noticed, when we’d landed and again now, that the landscape looked more like the Northeast. That made sense when I considered our flight time from California to Althea’s headquarters at SVA Systems. Our flight in had taken hours, but the return trip had taken a quarter of the time.

      I tried not to think about the others and the fact that we were leaving them behind. I tried not to think about my mom and Tess. Maybe since she’d gifted us to Althea Remington, Nora would give them the antidote in an act of contrition? Maybe she would recognize our sacrifice and our service?

      But since she’d just manipulated Finn and me, tried to turn us into robot servants, and handed us off to Althea Remington, “maybe” was definitely giving her too much credit.

      Rage, fear, and sadness vied for predominance inside me. We were leaving everything we knew. Finn was a shell of himself beside me. I was now the pet of public enemy number one.

      When she’d last held us captive, Althea had had her medical team perform multiple surgeries on Finn. I’d been next in line. They had been trying to figure out how we were different and to understand our powers. Was her plan to continue the work?

      My mind raced. Althea had her hands in many things. She’d been trying to perfect a virus to employ in her ecological terror campaign. She’d stolen Nicole’s robot and sophisticated artificial intelligence. And now she had us again, the government’s genetically engineered psychic secret weapons.

      We could come in awfully handy, especially if she could control our every move. No wonder she wanted us so bad.

      But she can’t control me. Not now, not ever.

      And I had every intention of using that against her until the bitter end.
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      We flew over a city, and in a rush, I recognized where we were. Washington, D.C. We flew into the city and started to descend. I made out the National Mall, the White House, and the Capitol building.

      I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

      Was our government even still here? We’d been kept in the dark for so long, I didn’t know. I had no idea whether the president, the senate, or any of the federal infrastructure was still in place. The fact that Althea Remington was going to D.C. just made the impossible tangle in my brain constrict even more tightly. Was she there because she was seeing someone in the government? Was she there because she was the new government?

      Considering everything that had transpired with Nora, I no longer knew where anyone stood. It was as if all the chess pieces had been assigned new value, and I didn’t know who was what anymore.

      Then something else hit me.

      My Dad said I need to find my biological parents. And Finn… Finn had said something about D.C. I concentrated, bringing his words back to me. I’d been about to bleed out on the tiles in the steam room after we’d come back from Levels when I told Finn what my dad’s note had said.

      “Okay…” Finn’s forehead furrowed. “I think all of our donors were at the capital.” The capital. We were about to land on a helipad in the center of the capital.

      Was Althea here on business for The Division?

      I wanted to believe it was just a coincidence. I also wanted to believe that this was all a dream, that I was going to wake up and Finn would be beside me, wholly himself, and that all our friends and families would be safe. But wanting to believe things was going to get me nowhere—except curled up in a ball and hysterical.

      I checked Finn again, my gaze traveling over him subtly, making sure I didn’t alert the guards with any sudden movement.

      Babe? Are you in there?

      He stared straight ahead.

      I concentrated briefly on my power. I’d set it on autopilot to protect my monitor from Nora’s frickin’ gamma rays or whatever the heck she’d zapped us with. My power continued to hum along, agitating the molecules and blocking my monitor. I didn’t have to babysit it or even concentrate on it. I’d gotten stronger over the past few weeks. Fighting to save the people I loved had done that, I supposed.

      My gaze flicked to Finn again, who sat stock still, his hands clenched into fists. I needed to keep my telekinetic block running on my own monitor and simultaneously try to clear Finn’s.

      We descended further, heading toward a tall building. The copter hovered above the helipad, preparing to land. I glanced at Finn again, deciding to wait…at least for now. I would work on freeing Finn as soon as possible, but I didn’t want to screw up my own block and make myself vulnerable, too. Then we’d both be lost.

      The helicopter completed its landing procedure, and the pilot flicked the engine off. The guards removed their protective headphones then mine and Finn’s. Again, I stayed still, my body language mirroring Finn’s.

      Althea was escorted out of the chopper, and she waited for us on the landing. “Cuff them,” she said.

      The soldiers led us out and cuffed each of our wrists together. I took cold comfort in the fact that I could telekinetically free myself and Finn from the cuffs then knock Althea on her ever-loving ass.

      Note to self: Um, hey… Why aren’t you doing that?

      It was because I needed to know. I was as done with Althea as I was with Nora, but I needed to know what she was up to. I didn’t have any idea if her subordinates would carry on her war in her name if she were gone. I wanted to know what her plans were, and I wanted to know how and if she was involved with the government. I wasn’t going to get another opportunity like this. So although I itched to get all Hulk Smash on her and wipe that smug look off her face forever—and I planned to—I needed to know what she was doing first.

      I felt as though I was making a choice. Considering we were handcuffed, Finn was acting like a robot, Althea was leading us inside some building in a city far away from our team, and there were armed guards watching our every move, I was buoyed by the feeling that I still had a modicum of control, a choice. Even if I was kidding myself.

      We aren’t going out like this. Oh hell to the no. Finn didn’t answer, but it still made me feel better to say it.

      We’d landed on the top of a tall building in what appeared to be downtown Washington. I fought the urge to peer over the top and take in the view. Still, I took in every detail I could as we followed Althea toward the building. Her guards brought up the rear. The weather was pleasant and warm. However, it was too quiet considering we were in the center of a once-bustling city. There were no sounds of traffic, and I didn’t hear anyone on the streets below. Washington wasn’t one of the cities that Althea had originally targeted. But what had happened here in the weeks and months since all our lives had changed forever?

      We entered the building, into some sort of large lobby, and I glanced at Finn. He walked stiffly, without a hint of his usual strut. But he stayed with me, behind Althea, without bumping into anything or tripping or fumbling about. It was as though he was still in there, but only partly, like someone had pushed him out of the way and grabbed the wheel, and he was only a silent, and most likely extremely pissed, passenger.

      If they can do this to us, to all of us, we would literally be their weapons. They could use us however they saw fit.

      At the other end of the lobby was a reception desk. A lone woman in a black suit sat behind it, just as if this were a typical day at the office. She rose to her feet when we got closer.

      “Your Highness.” She bowed formally to Althea, while I tried not to vomit inside my mouth. “We’ve been expecting you.” Her gaze flicked over Finn and me. “Is everyone here cleared?”

      “Yes. Thank you.” Althea motioned for her guards to bring us and we followed the woman down a bright, sunny, stylishly decorated hall. I felt as if I’d fallen through the rabbit hole. This looked like a high-end advertising firm, with its potted plants and sleek, modern decor. The woman brought us to a conference room, ushered us inside, and closed the door.

      Althea sat at the table. She nodded at her guards, motioning toward Finn and me. “Keep an eye on them. They’re not due for a reset for another forty-five minutes, but I want to make sure.”

      I filed this away. We waited in silence until someone knocked on the door. A balding man came in, smiling obsequiously. He wore a suit and a red tie, and again, I felt as if the ground was shifting underneath my feet.

      People still have business meetings? People are still wearing ties? Doesn’t anybody around here know it’s the apocalypse?

      He bowed, quite awkwardly, toward Althea. “Your Highness. So sorry we kept you waiting.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Do you have the information I’ve been looking for?”

      He cleared his throat. “Y-yes.” Did I imagine it, or did his gaze travel over Finn and me, lingering a bit guiltily?

      Althea beamed at him. “Then it was well worth the wait.”

      He set a file in front of her then scurried away while pretending not to scurry. Dude was obviously petrified of Althea, and he didn’t want it to show.

      Join the club.

      She opened the file and quickly read through the papers. “So are these all still viable?”

      The man shook his head slightly. “They’re too old for actual harvesting, but their DNA is perfectly acceptable for cloning. That’s the board’s recommendation. We think it would be cleaner.”

      “What about quicker?” Althea asked.

      He nodded doggedly, as though he couldn’t emphasize his agreement enough. “Yes, yes, much quicker.”

      “Then that sounds like the appropriate route. Do you have the necessary equipment for me?”

      His face fell. “We don’t have enough to spare.”

      Althea smiled at him, but it wasn’t a nice smile. “That’s not going to work for me. The admiral was very clear—parts and equipment are part of this deal.”

      The man took a step back. “Sh-she didn’t clear that with the board.”

      “Get her on the phone, then. Now.”

      The man nodded, making his way toward the door. Althea motioned to her guards, and they went and blocked him.

      “You can call from in here.” Her tone was clear. That was an order, not a request.

      “Of course.” He still nodded doggedly, but his face had gone pale. He tapped on his tablet, and Nora’s voice filled the room.

      “What the hell do you want now, Andy?”

      Andy cleared his throat. “I’m just here with Althea.”

      Nora said nothing.

      “She’s looking to pick up the donors. She would also like the equipment.”

      “Put her on.”

      Andy offered Althea the tablet with a weak smile. She snatched it from him and glared at the screen. “We talked about this, Admiral. About two hours ago.”

      “The terms have changed.” Nora’s voice was icy. “I spoke with my team out there after you left. In order for this to continue to run smoothly, the equipment has to stay on-site. You’re welcome to view the lab and how we’re set up. But that’s it.”

      “That’s not good enough.”

      “I’m afraid it’s going to have to be. It’s the best I can do.”

      Althea smiled again. Boy, was she creepy when she smiled. “That’s not going to work for me.”

      “Moving on—how are the agents?” Nora wasn’t affected, or at least she pretended she wasn’t. “Is everything working as planned? I see they’re due for a reset in forty minutes.”

      “I don’t need your help, Nora. I never did.” Althea turned the tablet off and unceremoniously dropped it against the table. She looked at her guards. “Let’s get going, shall we?”

      Andy cleared his throat again. He grinned stupidly at Althea, even as a bead of sweat trickled from his sideburn to his jawline. “We’re not going to have a problem, are we?”

      “Of course not.” She nodded toward the nearest guard.

      He took out his blaster and shot Andy. The man slumped to the ground.

      Althea grabbed the tablet and stood. She brushed the hair back from her face and headed for the door.

      It was almost a relief to act like a robot—I felt numb inside. I followed Althea out, stepping around Andy’s body on the floor. Her Majesty led us down another hallway, empty of guards, workers, and even potted plants. There was a chemical smell permeating this part of the building. The parts and equipment must have been close. I didn’t dare guess what we’d come here for.

      I studied Althea’s back. She hadn’t even flinched. She hadn’t even blinked as Andy died right in front of us.

      I tried not to think about it. I could’ve saved him. But if I didn’t learn what Althea was up to and stop her once and for all, so many more people would die. I was glad I was pretending to be a robot. I swallowed back the bile that threatened to rise. I would never forget Obsequious Andy and his bead of sweat.

      I continued to watch Althea’s back.

      The guard nudged me from behind with his blaster. I was lagging. I mindlessly increased my pace, catching up to Finn. He still stared straight ahead. He needed a reset soon, and they would try to re-amp my monitor as well. I silently tracked the time in my head, counting one Mississippi, two Mississippi. Althea led us down another hall, down a stairwell, and to a set of double doors.

      I didn’t need any more evidence. She’d been working with the government. It was obvious that she’d been to this building before. Andy had met her before—he’d been terrified already—and she’d been planning on coming here for some time to take whatever we were about to get.

      My heart hurt. The people she was working with were the people I’d been working for. They were the people who had our families. They were the people who’d created us, the people who were supposed to be protecting us. All of us.

      I watched Finn, still counting down, still minding the time. I needed to be ready. But part of me hesitated.

      Maybe it would be better if he didn’t wake up, if he didn’t know, if we didn’t ever go back. Maybe it would be better to let this all play out and reach its natural conclusion—which had to be the end of civilization, of humanity itself.

      With every step down the hallway, I felt it coming closer. The end.

      Maybe it was for the best. Seeing what people were capable of… I imagined poor, dead Andy back there, who’d made a deal with the devil and paid the ultimate price. Maybe we didn’t deserve to make it. Maybe Her Highness was right after all.

      But then images flooded my brain. The night Finn first kissed me. My dad, jogging next to me when I’d learned to ride a bike, making sure he’d be there to catch me if I fell. Katie braiding my hair before school, because I could never do it right. My mother hugging me. Emma sharing her cake. Josh patting my back, Micah hugging me. People are good. People are kind. Not all people. But most people.

      I doubted Althea Remington’s judgment. She’d pronounced us all guilty, worthy of the death penalty. So I watched her back, imagining a target on it.

      And that was cold comfort enough to keep me going.
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      If I’d been calculating correctly, there was still time before the reset. I kept counting, and I stayed close to Finn. Althea punched in a code that led us through a set of heavy double doors. I recognized them as government-issued: fireproof, waterproof, bulletproof.

      Finn and I walked silently and obediently behind her into the lab. It was a large, open space, with tables and beakers and enormous, blinking machines. One lone worker sat at a table, hunched over what looked like slides.

      She jumped up when she saw us. “Your Highness.” The young woman, dressed in a lab coat, was clearly startled. “We weren’t expecting you.”

      “I’m here to pick up the donors and the equipment.”

      “Of course.” The lab worker bowed. She peered at us when she raised her head. “Where’s Andy?”

      “He’s dealing with some paperwork back in his office. He sent us directly. I’m on a tight timeframe. We have a helicopter waiting.”

      “Of course. I’ll go get the donors.” The woman frowned. “Do you know what equipment you’re taking? They didn’t go through the specifics with us.”

      Althea smiled, and this time, she projected a friendly warmth. Sociopath! “I know exactly what I need. Thanks.” She motioned to the guards. “Go with her and get them. I’ll mark what needs to be taken.”

      They followed the lab worker and Althea stalked through the rows of equipment. She helped herself to a laptop, some sort of small hard drive with flashing lights, and a box filled with beakers.

      When the guards came out, they had two people with them: a man and a woman, both in their sixties. They wore what were either prison garments or scrubs; I couldn’t tell which.

      The woman had pale hair and blue eyes. The man had thick brown hair and a square jaw. Both of them looked familiar, yet strange, as if I were looking at some sort of trick mirror. The woman looked like me, the man looked just like Finn…

      What the what?

      They visibly paled when they saw Finn and me. Neither one of them bothered to look at Althea. It was as though they’d been expecting her.

      Her, but not us.

      “Take them to the copter and secure them in the back. Then return to the lab. There’s more equipment than I can carry.” She surveyed the room. “Where’s the girl?”

      “We put her in their cell.”

      Althea nodded and went back to shoplifting goods from the lab.

      The man and the woman watched us, pale and silent, as they were escorted from the room. The helicopter was going to be pretty packed.

      Unless…

      I glanced at Finn. He was immobile, as though he were waiting to be ordered around. Althea was barely paying attention to us. She was like a kid in a candy shop. She examined each device she passed, her eyes lighting up the way mine lit up around square chocolate cake with fudge-y frosting.

      I tried to communicate with Finn again. Finn. But there was no answer.

      By my countdown, the reset was near.

      I got you, buddy. I am going to fortify your monitor so they can’t do this to you anymore. And then we’re going to…

      Curse word that rhymes with truck. I had no idea what the heck we were going to do after that. We had several competing issues.

      Althea Remington.

      Her guards.

      The two strangers.

      We were trapped in Washington, D.C., far away from our team and our families. And there were civilians in the building, people I didn’t know and didn’t trust.

      Feeling as if I were about to implode, I pushed the thoughts from my mind. When had I ever known what I was going to do? All I had was my power, my love for Finn, and my love for our families and friends. It might not have seemed like much, but at the same time, it was everything.

      Althea was examining another set of test tubes, her back to us. I closed my eyes. By my count, we were on the verge of the reset. I had no idea if Nora was supposed to do it or if we’d been automatically programmed for a rollover. But I could feel, at the base of my own neck, the outside influence that threatened to penetrate me. I could feel my monitor turning, as though it were about to click into place. I had no idea what this meant, but my telekinetic energy turned with it, protecting its new configuration.

      Three, two, one. Making sure my own fortification was intact, I reached my brainwaves out toward the base of Finn’s neck. I mentally searched for the location of his monitor. I couldn’t visualize it, but I sensed the device embedded in his flesh.

      I gave it everything I had.

      I felt something retracting from Finn’s monitor, changing and shifting. My power rushed in, eager to fill in the small cracks. I could feel the outside power receding from Finn’s monitor, and my telekinetic energy brushed against it. It was like we were heading in opposite directions in a too-tight hallway.

      The other power was so close, it almost felt as if it passed through me. It felt uncomfortable—all wrong, like swallowing an ice cube on accident—and almost painful, but over quickly enough to make it bearable. I shuddered, but I kept going. I got you, babe.

      All of a sudden, I heard Finn inhale. In my head.

      Don’t say anything! I snapped my eyes open. Althea had amassed a pile of equipment, and she was examining what looked like another hard drive.

      She thinks we’re still in pet-Terminator mode, I thought at Finn.

      Where are we? Even in his thoughts, he sounded groggy and disoriented.

      Someplace in downtown Washington, D.C. We’re getting the donors—the guards just brought them upstairs. I think Althea’s planning to make an army of psychic clones. Or she plans to somehow dovetail this to create an AI robot army. Actually, I have no freaking idea. I just know that she’s crazy. She just killed another innocent man, and the donors look suspiciously like they might be our biological mommy and daddy—

      Whoa, whoa. Hold up. Finn blinked. She’s right there. Tell me how to act.

      Stare straight ahead. Don’t acknowledge her or any other movement you see. All we’ve been doing is walking and not tripping. We’re handcuffed and chilling. That’s literally it. We make really boring robots.

      Finn blinked again, his face a pale mask. Back up to what you said before. About the mommy-and-daddy thing.

      Relieved that Althea was perusing yet another hard drive—damn, the woman liked her lab equipment—I tried to explain to Finn. Althea and Nora kept talking about the “donors,” like they’d made some sort of trade for the donors or something. And then we flew here, and it’s some sort of office. It’s weird. People are wearing skirt suits and ties, and there’s a conference room and—

      Hanover. Focus.

      I tried to calm down, but my heart thudded in my chest. Althea killed the guy we met with, then we came down here, and the guards went and got the donors. They’re two humans, a man and a woman. Older, in their sixties. The woman’s coloring was like mine, and the man’s coloring was like yours. They didn’t seem surprised to see Althea. They basically ignored her, like they’d met her before or something. But they kept staring at us. It was weird. Then the guards took them up to the helicopter.

      Finn continued staring straight ahead. But they aren’t actually both of our donors, are they?

      I have no idea!

      The muscle in his jaw jumped. You don’t get what I’m saying, do you?

      Um… No?

      He recklessly gave me a sideways glance, and I almost recklessly elbowed him in the ribs to tell him to knock it off. Don’t! She can’t know we’re awake!

      Finn sighed inside my head. Two things. First of all, we need to kick Althea’s ass. Second of all, I’m asking you if our mommy and daddy donors are actually our mommy and daddy. Do you get it now? I don’t exactly want to hear that you’re my sister!

      I tried not to throw up in my mouth. That’s not what I meant! I meant that he looked like you and she looked like me! Not that…ew, they wouldn’t!

      We each gave the other a forbidden glance. They wouldn’t, would they?

      Finn changed the uncomfortable subject. Why haven’t you smashed Althea against a ceiling or a nearby wall yet?

      Because I’ve been waiting to see what she’s doing!

      She finished assembling the hard drives and other items then rubbed her hands together. She was way too excited about whatever she was doing for it to be a good thing.

      I think it’s pretty clear that she’s doing something bad, Finn thought. Yeah, I’m going with bad. Very bad.

      You want me to smash her into the ceiling? I mentally cracked my knuckles.

      Hold on. We’ve got company.

      The guards came back and bowed stiffly. “Your Majesty, they’re secure in the copter. Handcuffed and ready to go.” The closer one nodded in our direction. “Shall we take them up?”

      “Take the equipment first. Make sure that it’s packed carefully. Did anyone stop you in the halls?”

      “No, Your Majesty.” The guards briefly looked at one another. “We think they inspected the conference room. They’re giving us a wide berth.”

      Althea smiled a real smile, all perfect, glistening white teeth. “Excellent.” She turned back to her pile and started organizing things for the guards to take. “Let’s start bringing this out. Then we’ll leave immediately.”

      Finn was doing a good job of looking like a hot robot without an assignment. He just stood there, immobile. We need a plan.

      There are cells in the back, somewhere, I thought at him. They put the lab worker in one.

      Are you suggesting we lock them up?

      I am.

      How very civilized of you, Hanover. But I think we’re going to need to bring Althea with us, at least for now. The smashing will have to wait. He sighed. Ready when you are, babe.

      Althea selected a hard drive and was about to hand it to the closer guard.

      Making sure my monitor-blockers were ticking along, I focused on the handcuffs around our wrists.

      Three, two, one…
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      The handcuffs clattered to the concrete floor.

      Althea whipped around, her hair flying. “What the—”

      I mentally took the hard drive from her hands and placed it on the table—it might be important. Then much less carefully, I lifted Althea into the air. She hung, suspended, and I watched her face.

      First, there was a flash of rage. Then she visibly calmed herself. She was back to looking like the reigning champion in a matter of seconds, her face smooth and serene.

      Damn, she’s good.

      Finn arched an eyebrow. She’s a mom, remember? Moms have game faces locked.

      Althea looked at her guards, who were staring up at her, their mouths agape. “And you’re waiting for…what, exactly? Get them!”

      The guards ran for us, but I lifted them, too. They reached for their blasters, but I was faster, disarming them in an instant. Their guns clattered to the floor.

      “Can I have one of those?” Finn asked. I sailed one of the blasters into Finn’s outstretched hands and he grinned. “Right. Let’s get them locked up. We need their gear, though.”

      “And me?” Althea had quickly adjusted to her new position. She lay on her back, calmly, as if she were riding a float in some luxury-hotel pool.

      Finn glowered at her. “You don’t want to know.”

      She shrugged. “I think I liked you better on the leash.”

      “I bet you did.” Finn nodded at me. “Let the soldiers down. I’ll deal with them.”

      I nodded, telekinetically lowering the soldiers back to the ground. They landed with a thud, and I smiled.

      “I’d wipe that look off your face if I were you,” Althea said.

      I looked up to find Althea watching me. “Did you seriously just say that to me?” I itched to ram her into the ceiling, hard enough to crack the plaster.

      “I did.” She inspected her manicure. “You might think you’ve won the battle, but you’ve already lost the war, young lady.”

      I gritted my teeth. The ceiling was so close and so very appealing.

      I tore my gaze from her, making sure Finn was okay. He’d used our discarded handcuffs to secure the soldiers and had both of their blasters. “I’m going to take their uniforms, and I’ll put them in the cells. Should I let the worker out?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “No,” Althea said at the same time.

      Finn rolled his eyes, stopping long enough to glare at Althea again. “I know you’re used to people following your orders, but stop being ridiculous. I was so not talking to you. Keep your mouth shut. That’s an order.”

      Althea bristled briefly, but then her serene mask of superiority slid back into place. I swear to God, her smug face was like a Jedi mind trick—it kept me wondering what she knew that I didn’t.

      Althea fluttered her eyelashes at Finn. “I can’t wait to get you back on the clock, handsome, so you can be my bitch again.”

      He smiled at her, but it was not a nice smile. “I love it when you sexually harrass me, Your Highness. No, really.”

      Althea smiled back sweetly. “I’m going make you my number one manservant. I might even put a toga on your fine ass.” Her gaze flicked to me. “Remember Cardin? You took mine, so I’m taking yours.”

      I telekinetically raised her a few inches, itching to use the ceiling to scrape that smile off her face.

      Finn bit back a curse, but then he laughed. “I admire your optimism, Althea. Seriously. It’s going to make crushing your twisted, little soul even more fun.”

      Althea shook her head disapprovingly as Finn led the guards from the room. “Men. They love to think they’re in charge, don’t they? I’ve purged almost an entire population, but he’s still talking to me like he’s the boss.” She snorted.

      “You’re seriously trying to girl-talk me right now? After you just threatened my boyfriend with a toga?” The woman had zero idea that I was about to end her.

      “I’m just making conversation. A conversation fit for the end of the old world.” Her voice was supremely confident. No fear or even real concern emanated from her. Althea literally looked as if she were waiting for a spa appointment as she hung in the air, suspended by my power. She was largely undeterred as she floated calmly, intermittently inspecting her nails.

      “It’s not the end of the old world yet.” My voice came out hoarse.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      I kept watching her, trying to take her measure. Althea obviously had faith. But in what? She believed she would come out of this on top. What was she basing that belief on?

      No time like the present to find out. “Why do you say that? I’m genuinely curious—a conversation for the end of the old world, like you said.”

      “Fair enough. I’m telling you because you’re either going to end up working for me, or you’ll end up dead.” She pursed her lips. “Your admiral and I made a deal. She gave me you two,  the donors, and the means to replicate their special DNA so that I could harvest it. I’m making clones.”

      I nodded. “Go on.”

      “In exchange, I helped her with the antidote. They hadn’t been able to figure it out, but I did it for them because I’m very good at what I do. There’s no one else like me.” She paused for a moment, letting that sink in. “Nora needs me, and so do you. They’re planning to use the antidote sparingly. They’re only keeping special segments of the remaining population.”

      I lost my ability to breathe for a moment. “I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      “The virus is already set for delivery,” Althea explained calmly, as if she were speaking to a skittish horse about to buck and run. “The government’s been holding the remaining civilians in an underground system, as you know. The virus will work quickly in such close quarters, just like it did on your mother and Lover Boy’s sister.”

      I opened my mouth then closed it. She knew about that? I clenched my fists together and looked up at the ceiling, wishing I could crush her bones to dust instead of listening to the evil things coming out of her mouth.

      But I’d been lied to enough to know when I was being told the truth.

      I swallowed hard. “Why are we killing our own people?”

      “You know my position. I view this as a reset. It’s the second chance that we probably don’t deserve.”

      “Who gets the antidote?”

      “The civilians who’ve been deemed ‘worthwhile’—the ones with advanced degrees, special skills, high intelligence, and aptitude scores. They’ve been separated from the others.”

      “How do you know all of this?”

      “The admiral has come to see things from my perspective. She’s the one who reached out to me. We’ve known each other for a while.” Althea watched me, enjoying the effect her words were having on me. Unlike her, I had no game face.

      “She’s the one who told me about you. It was something I’d never considered—the scientific possibility of enhancing humans with extraordinary DNA. It was funny when I met you in the Sonora Caverns. I didn’t put it all together at first. But then I saw what you could do and assembled the pieces afterward when I was considering that idiot Cranston. I knew you were military then. And then I knew what Nora had been talking about all those years ago.”

      “You’ve known her for a long time?”

      “Yes.” Althea circled above me lazily, looking as though she were enjoying herself. “But she didn’t know what I’d planned. Not until after. I didn’t want her to try and stop me, and I didn’t trust her back then.”

      I scowled up at her. “You trust her now? She just tried to gyp you out of your special equipment.”

      “That’s her game. She wants to keep it all to herself. Always has, that one.”

      I wondered if Nora was working alone or if she had the entire government’s backing. But my brain refused to accept that my government had sanctioned killing our own people.

      I concentrated on keeping Althea in one place as we eyed each other.

      “Why do you want more people to die? You’ve killed enough, don’t you think?” I shivered, remembering when we’d visited Phoenix. Its skyscrapers had been leveled to dust, and its people decimated. Althea had ended so many lives.

      “I believe there’s still too many left. We need a total reset. The earth has been scorched—it might already be too late. I’m saying this from a purely scientific standpoint. I take no pleasure in harming others. But as a scientist, I could no longer stand by and watch the earth be sacrificed in the name of corporate greed and the collective ignorance and laziness of the citizens of the world.”

      I sighed. “I believe in protecting the environment, but nothing in me agrees with the choices you’ve made. You played God and executioner. Who gave you the right?”

      Althea stared at me. “You think you’re the first to ask me such questions? Do you think I chose to do any of this lightly?”

      “No. I think you did it because you’re still broken and grieving over your son.”

      She glared at me, her eyes a mixture of fire and ice. “You are not a mother. You do not judge a mother, especially one who has lost a child. You have no idea what it’s like.”

      I swallowed hard. “I lost my father. And my sister. The Division killed them. My sister was in high school. She was smart and beautiful and had everything to look forward to.” My eyes stung with tears. “So I’m not a mother, but I’m a sister and a daughter. I lost people I love. I know exactly what it’s like to lose someone when they’re young, too young.”

      Althea’s lips twisted. “I always tell my recruits the same thing so they understand: in the long run, we are saving lives. We couldn’t keep going on like this. My son—my baby son—died because of toxins in the environment. You think I’m a monster, an executioner, but I’m doing the world a kindness. I’m saving people, other parents, from what I went through. Do you think people really want to live to see our own species die out?”

      “We can change the direction we’re going in—”

      “Oh really?” Althea arched an eyebrow. “You want to tell that to the pangolin or the northern white rhino? You want to tell that to my son? You can’t because they’re dead. They’re all dead. Humans are so very shortsighted. They see only what their beliefs allow them to see. Death is all around them, and yet they worry about finding their favorite brand of cookies on sale at Walmart and whether or not they’ll be able to binge-watch every episode of Pretty Little Liars before it’s off Netflix.” She shook her head. “No one wants to take responsibility. Everyone just wants their cookies and their Netflix. You ought to thank me. Shame on you!”

      I stood there, gaping. I almost said I was sorry. She was that good.

      Finn walked in, carrying the guards’ uniforms and weapons. He took one look at Althea and me and sighed. “Bring her down. I’ll take her from here—you look like she’s getting to you.”

      My eyes filled with tears. “They’re going to kill them. All of them.”

      “Not if we save them first.” Finn reached for my hand and squeezed it. “Let’s go, Ri. Bring the snake charmer down. I might even put her in a toga. That’s just the kind of mood I’m in.”

      I lowered Althea closer to the ground. I could feel her eyes on me as she hovered above the concrete floor.

      So I dropped her. Hard.
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      “You’re really sticking your landings,” Finn said in approval. He yanked Althea up and cuffed her wrists behind her back. Then he put her in a nearby chair. “Don’t move.” He turned to me, ignoring her side-eye. “I put the guards in the cells.”

      “What about the lab worker?” I asked.

      Finn shrugged. “She’s staying. She said she’s too scared to come out. So I unlocked her door, but the rest is up to her.”

      He grabbed the uniforms and tossed me one. “That’s going to be huge on you, so just cuff the pants and roll up the sleeves.”

      We started changing quickly. “Are you worried they’re going to try and stop us?”

      “I don’t know. But I figured there’d be less questions if we dressed the part.”

      “How are we going to get out of here?”

      Finn buttoned up his jacket. I tried to stop ogling how hot he looked in uniform. “We’re going to fly.”

      I stopped ogling. “How?”

      “We’re going to start the helicopter’s engine and take off.”

      “We’re?” I pointed to him, then me. “As in, we are? Us?”

      Althea watched us with interest.

      I pointed at her. “What’re we doing with this one?”

      Finn grinned at me, flashing his dimple. “I haven’t decided yet. But I’m enjoying imagining the different possibilities.”

      Althea opened her mouth to speak, but Finn held out a hand to stop her. “Don’t spoil the moment. Please.”

      I cuffed my pants and rolled the sleeves of my jacket, but the uniform still hung off me. “I’m ready.” I was so not ready. “Forget about the helicopter for now. What’s the plan to get out of here?”

      Finn finished buttoning his jacket then grabbed Althea. He pointed his blaster directly into her back. “This is how this works. We are going to leave the building. Althea here is not going to say a word to anyone we pass, except exchanges that are socially appropriate, like ‘We have everything we need’ and ‘My passengers are waiting for me.’ That’s it.” He shoved the blaster against her. “Got it?”

      “No one will dare speak to us. They’re petrified of me.” She glanced over her shoulder at Finn. “You can thank me later. When you’re in your toga.”

      Finn shook his head. “I can see how you’ve come so far. You’ve just worn everybody right out, haven’t you?” He shoved her ahead. “Let’s get going.”

      “You should bring that equipment. You’ll want it for bargaining power.”

      Finn turned around and shot the pile. Then he shot it again. And again. The beakers shattered, and the hard drive started to smoke.

      “No one needs an army of clones, especially not you. Now move.”

      Althea’s gaze sought mine. “Remember what I said about men, still thinking they’re in charge?”

      “Please don’t talk to me.” I shook my head. “You just had me thinking I deserved to die because the pangolin’s about to become extinct.”

      “I do have a point, though, young lady. And you know it.” Again, supreme confidence smoothed her features with a patina of vast superiority.

      I turned away. Finn was right—she was like a snake charmer. All her pretty hair and moral superiority had me gobsmacked. I vowed not to look at her again.

      “Do you remember the way?” Finn asked.

      I nodded, taking the lead. “Let’s do this.”

      We passed no one as we made our way back up to the conference room. Then we turned down the hall with the potted plants and tasteful lighting. Finally we reached the bright and airy lobby.

      The receptionist trembled slightly as she rose and bowed to Althea. “Your M-majesty.”

      “He has a gun to my back,” Althea roared. “Hit the panic button!”

      Frozen, the receptionist just stood there.

      I used her moment of hesitation to yank her into the air. She shrieked as she floated above us.

      “Keep it down, or you’re dead,” I said flatly. “Who do you call when you use the panic button?”

      The woman looked briefly at Althea.

      “Answer me. She can’t help you.”

      The receptionist blew out a shaky breath. “It calls the admiral.”

      I brought her back down to her desk. She landed abruptly on her feet and straightened her stupid skirt suit.

      “Do you work for the admiral?”

      She blinked at me. “I work for The Division, just like you.”

      “Good to know.” I grabbed her. “You’re coming with us.”

      Her jaw dropped as I hustled her through the lobby.

      Finn glanced at me. Why are we bringing more dead weight with us?

      I’m keeping her away from her button, I thought-spoke back. Go with it.

      We climbed the stairs. The helicopter waited, black, sleek, and insidious-looking.

      Finn grinned. You only think it’s insidious because I’m about to fly that bad boy out of here.

      I blinked at Finn then sighed. “Are you sure you know how?”

      He shrugged. “You’re my PMF, babe. I’m going to get you out of here.”

      Althea glanced back in his direction. “Has anyone ever told you two that you’re mildly disgusting?”

      “Shut up,” we said in unison.

      “See? That’s what I mean,” she mumbled.

      I opened the helicopter doors, and the donors peered out at us. They were each handcuffed to the interior. “Change of plans?” the man asked.

      “No. This was my plan all along. I just didn’t know if it was going to work.” I shoved the receptionist inside and buckled her up then got in her face. “You try and run, you die. Understand?”

      She nodded mutely.

      I closed my eyes and mentally unlocked the donors’ handcuffs. They clattered to the floor of the copter. I held out my hand to the man. “Riley Payne. From The Division. Or at least, I was from The Division. I don’t know what the heck I am anymore.”

      “I’m Ed.” His handshake was firm. “This is Beth. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “I’m Jennifer,” the receptionist muttered, “if anyone cares.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Jennifer.” Ed smiled at her, then at me. “And Riley, what an honor. We were told to watch for you, but you never know what’s going to happen. It’s crazy times we live in.”

      Finn shoved Althea in across from them and unceremoniously buckled her in, tightening her seatbelt for good measure. Jennifer cowered away from Althea, but Beth and Ed shook their heads in her direction as though they disapproved.

      Finn hopped into the pilot’s seat. I warily took the protective earphones he gave me and placed a pair first over Althea’s head and then over Jennifer’s. I handed two more sets to Beth and Ed.

      Ed grinned at me, his eyes huge. He looked as excited as a five-year-old about to ride a Ferris wheel. “Where are we going? I can’t wait to get the heck out of here!”

      Finn turned around. “Back to the base. But before I fire her up and we can’t hear anything for a while, we need to ask you some questions.”

      “I can tell you everything you need to know.” Beth sat forward. Again, I felt jolted—there was something so familiar about her, yet she was a stranger to me. “Ed and I are two of The Division’s original donors. We are also both top-level government scientists. I have a degree from MIT. They picked up Ed from Caltech. They asked everyone in our department if we’d agree to take a general health physical. Turns out, they were testing for advanced brain development. They were looking for people to join the program, to create your team.”

      “Why were you chosen?” I asked.

      “Ed and I both have latent psychic powers.”

      “Can either of you do anything?” Finn asked.

      Beth shook her head. “No.”

      “You didn’t know you were special until they screened you?” I asked.

      “No, neither of us had any idea. But latent powers are more common than you might think. Human brains are quite large, one hundred billion neurons of vast potential. The government was able to draft enough donors from their internal testing to start the harvesting program. But none of the donors had powers we could use—we just had the coding for it. There’s a lot of people out there like that.”

      Finn nodded. “Please, tell me more.”

      Beth continued. “We were both committed military, and we volunteered to have our DNA harvested as part of the government’s ongoing efforts to create humans with advanced brain development.”

      Ed’s eyes sparkled. “So you two are, in a sense, our children.”

      Finn and I took one look at each other. My heart pounded in my chest.

      Finn closed his eyes. “Are you saying—are we genetically related? Are you two our parents?” He seemed to hold his breath.

      “Oh—no, son!” Ed laughed. “Not at all! There were lots of other donors involved. Beth and I are the only two left is all. Her contribution was paired with some other fellow who had telekinetic traces, and mine was paired with another telepathic lady’s.”

      Finn exhaled so hard, his breath hit my face. “Thank God.”

      “You never had to worry about that,” Beth said. “Part of their grand plan was for you two to eventually pair off and have telepathic-telekinetic offspring.”

      Finn and I just looked at each other.

      “I can’t even.” I shook my head. “It’s like they wanted us to have the Goldendoodles of the genetically engineered psychic set.” The latest frenzy in the designer-dog phenomena, Goldendoodles were a crossbreed of Golden Retrievers and Poodles. Every upper-middle-class family in Hanover had had one. Of course, Katie and I had wanted one, but my mom said no.

      Finn nodded, some color and warmth returning to his face. “Goldendoodles are sort of awesome, though. They’re very obedient. Sturdy.” His eyes sparkled. “They don’t shed.”

      My cheeks were heating. “Please stop. There are no puppies in our immediate future.”

      Ed slapped his thighs. “Aw, you two are cute!”

      Althea muttered something under her breath. It sounded suspiciously like “Get genetic Jolly Roger the hell away from me.”

      “Wait.” I put my hand on Finn’s arm, momentarily forgetting about the puppies. “My dad. I have to ask them about my dad.”

      I turned to face Beth and Ed. “My dad wanted me to find you. He said you could tell me something—something about my sister and something about myself.”

      His words came back to me in a rush. Katie had a secret power, one they couldn’t control. That was part of why they destroyed her. They were afraid.

      Beth looked at Ed, her face momentarily sad. “I know about what happened to your sister. I’m so sorry.”

      “Thank you. But my dad said you might know why they didn’t want her, why she was…dangerous.” I scrubbed a hand across my face. “But wait. Why would they tell you anything? How do you know about my sister?”

      Beth nodded, as though she’d been expecting the questions. “Ed and I were deemed ‘successful’ donors. Both you and Finn turned out perfectly. Katie had some issues, but they were impressed by her power. Afraid of it, but in awe of it.”

      She took a deep breath before she continued. “They kept some of us on through the years. We’d signed a contract for life. They took care of our families.” She turned and looked out the window for a moment. “They harvested us on a regular basis, trying to recreate the success they’d had with the original group. But the new trials never seemed to work. They weren’t sure if it’s because we’d gotten older…” She looked at Althea. “You were about to get screwed. Our DNA is no longer viable for cloning. They’ve been lying to you for a long time, Althea.”

      “How do you know this?” Althea sounded haughty, disbelieving.

      “Because we still have friends on the inside.” Beth’s light eyes flicked up to meet mine. “The same friends who helped your father get you messages, even from the grave. People who believed in The Division, dedicated their lives to it because they thought it would be used for the good of the people. All people.”

      Beth smiled at me. “And look at you. You are good. No matter what else has happened, I’m proud that I’ve been a part of your story. Because you are the ones who’re going to save the world. And that’s what we always believed.” She grabbed Ed’s hand and squeezed it. “Now about your sister. She had an advanced form of telekinesis. She was able to not only move objects and manipulate energy, she was able to…control people. That’s what her early testing showed.”

      I leaned forward. “I’m sorry?”

      “Katie’s talents surfaced early. The Division brought her in for testing her from an early age. Her levels were always off the charts. They wanted to activate her early but your parents wouldn’t hear of it.”

      “They told me that your father was a threat to the program,” Finn said, his voice husky. He didn’t like to talk about what he knew about my father, and I couldn’t blame him. “Maybe he knew they were concerned about Katie’s power, and he was trying to get her out of the program.”

      “But you can’t get out of the program,” Beth said gently. “Not ever. Just look at me and Ed, here.”

      Finn scanned the rooftop, looking farther into the building. “We need to go. We’ve wasted too much time here.”

      “Wait!” I reached for Beth, taking her cold hand in mine. “What do you mean my sister could control people?”

      Her eyes, so much like my own, glinted in the sunlight. “I think you already know, dear.”
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      I pondered her words while Finn turned on the copter and somehow managed to get it off the helipad.

      The helicopter lifted jerkily. My heart dropped every time it lurched. But Finn hit some buttons and pulled on a large lever, then the helipad and the rest of the building fell away.

      We rose into the sky, free and glorious.

      Finn steered us back the way we’d come, reading coordinates from the pilot’s log. I was almost grateful we couldn’t talk. I had a lot to process.

      My father had known the truth about The Division—that they’d wanted to harm his daughter because they couldn’t control her. He was going to try to save her, but they’d stopped him. They had taken him and Katie away. The Division had given Katie to my family, but that didn’t make her theirs to take.

      I felt so sorry for my mom. She must’ve known, too. She’d known why. Then she’d had to watch me join the same people who’d destroyed our family.

      I needed to understand what Beth meant about Katie’s power and her ability to control people. If she were right, if Katie had had that talent, it made sense that The Division would have been afraid of her. She’d been too dangerous. She would have been impossible to control for long.

      I thought about it some more. To an extent, I also had that power. I could move people, lift them, and throw them. I could end their lives by crushing their bodies with the power of my brain waves. But I couldn’t make them do my will or act under my orders. It sounded as though my sister’s power was similar to what Nora had done to us with our monitors.

      But I’d been able to stop her. My power had been able to block hers. I was stronger.

      I was strong.

      It made me wonder what else I could do.

      Halfway back to the base, I realized we hadn’t settled on a plan. What are we going to do?

      Finn smiled at me.  I was just wondering the same thing.

      It was so cool that we could talk to each other telepathically. I’d hated it at first because I’d felt as though I could never get away from him, never have any privacy. But now I trusted him to respect when I needed space. And we could even talk over the throb of the helicopter. On the one hand, I had so much to be grateful for. On the other, there was so much to be angry about.

      Was The Division all evil? Beth and Ed didn’t seem so bad.

      Then there was Finn. I loved Finn. And I loved my friends. I couldn’t wait to see them again.

      What do you think?

      He frowned as he punched in more coordinates. I think Nora’s got too much power. And she only wants more.

      I glanced over my shoulder at Althea. You believe her? That they’re working together?

      He nodded. I’ve been listening in on that Beth, too. She’s thinking that Nora’s going to handle all of this and that everything’s going to go back to the plan.

      Do you think everyone we work for is bad? The whole government?

      No. Finn shook his head. I just don’t. I can’t believe that.

      I nodded. Me either.

      So we’ll go back in, and we’ll find a way around Nora.

      I nodded again, but my heart raced. As far as I knew, Nora was the boss. The big boss. We never had the opportunity to speak to or even hear about anyone else.

      I know, Finn said, but I have an idea.

      Are you going to let me in on it?

      He smiled, flashing his dimple. Once it actually makes sense, sure.

      I made sure my seat belt was fastened. Whatever waited for us, it was bound to be a wild ride.
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      Our transmitter suddenly crackled and came to life. “Please state your vehicle identification number and flight destination,” a scratchy voice said.

      Finn looked around a bit wildly until he saw the code. “HJ300045XYII. Our destination is…” He looked at me, and I shrugged. “Return to base. The admiral will want to see us.”

      “Copy that.” There was static for a moment, then the voice came back on. “You’re cleared for landing. You’re next in the queue, over.”

      “Copy that. See you in a few.”

      He put the transmitter down and gritted his teeth. I have no idea where I’m going.

      You got us this far. Just follow that. I pointed to the blinking light on the monitor.

      Finn nodded and adjusted his controls.

      I glanced toward the back of the copter. What are we going to do with You-Know-Who?

      Finn eyed the forest below us. I was thinking about chucking her out, to be honest. Goodbye and good riddance.

      I sighed. Don’t we kind of need her as insurance?

      Yes. Finn grimaced. All these adult decisions… Almost makes me feel like I’m ready for a Goldendoodle of my own. He winked at me.

      I… You… I spluttered.

      Finn’s shoulders shook with silent laughter. You just make it so easy, babe. I can’t help myself.

      I gritted my teeth, but deep down, I was relieved. Finn was acting like his old self. We’d been to hell and back, but he was enjoying this.

      We’re getting closer. He stopped laughing.

      In the distance, I saw a mountain. As we drew near, the top of it slid open. That’s it. I pointed.

      Finn maneuvered the helicopter closer. We’ll have to see who’s waiting for us.

      I nodded, too stressed to even answer.

      No matter what, stay with me. We can do this, Hanover. We were made to do this.

      We descended, and Finn flew the helicopter into the base’s landing area. We landed with a thud on the pad, then bounced, then landed again. Finn quickly switched the copter off before it could bounce again.

      “Way to stick the landing.” I smiled at him, but it slid from my face as soon as I saw the inside of the base.

      We were surrounded. At least fifty guards aimed large, ugly-looking guns at the helicopter. Nora stood near the entrance, holding up a megaphone. “Come out with your hands up.”

      Frickin’ Nora. Finn reached for my hand. Are you ready for this?

      I licked my lips. “I was born ready.”

      One second: I’m calling the rest of the team. He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, he moved quickly. He reached into the back and took off Althea’s headphones, motioning for Beth and the others to do the same. Then he tossed me a blaster and grabbed his own.

      “Stay down,” he told them. “Way down.”

      “It’d help if you undid my cuffs so I can actually move,” Althea said.

      “Good luck with that, Your Highness.” Finn turned to me. “I’m bringing her with us. You ready?”

      “One sec.” I mentally made sure that my protections were up and running for both of us. It would be seriously bad news if The Division got a hold of our monitors anytime soon.

      My blocks were running perfectly. I closed my eyes and mentally cast a protective net around the helicopter, agitating the air so that when the guards blasted us, they would be blocked.

      I exhaled deeply and opened my eyes. “I’m ready.”

      Finn held out his fingers. “On my count.”

      Three, two, one.

      We burst out of my door. As soon as Nora saw that it was Finn and me with weapons drawn, she issued the command.

      Every soldier fired his blaster at us.

      My protection held steady, and the blasts ricocheted off of it. Some of the soldiers fell, hit by their own shots. Finn started shooting, and I started telekinetically going after the soldiers. I went after them like a Weedwacker. They fell by the dozens.

      Finn hustled Althea out of the helicopter and held her in front of him. With all the fighting, I barely spared her a glance—but when I did I saw Althea standing proud, staring fearlessly out ot the commotion.

      Nora was at the other side of the room. Even from here, I could see that her face was white, twisted with fury. I pulsed my power out toward her, mowing down a row of soldiers in the process. When I reached her, I hurled her into the air. She shrieked, kicking, and I smiled at her, my real smile, which reached all the way to my eyes.

      The door opened and our team spilled in, brawling as soon as they came through. Clearly, their monitors hadn’t been affected. I caught a flash of the twins’ red hair as they took on a group of guards. Emma, Josh, Micah, Kyan, Rachel, Nicole—they all joined the fray. Rachel replicated herself and fought a pack of soldiers. Nicole bent down and cast out visible brain waves. The soldiers around her fell like dominoes, one after the other. Their weapons clattered to the ground. Kyan landed a roundhouse kick to a guard’s chest and then Micah punched the guard in the face, knocking him to the ground. Emma waved, pointing to Nora hanging in the air, then gave me the thumbs-up.

      Cranston barrelled into the room. He whacked the soldier who charged him with the back of his gun, then joined the melee. He was fighting with us.

      My gaze flicked to Nora. Instead of white with fury, her face had gone beet red. She knows she’s losing.

      So I didn’t kill her.

      I let her watch as my team—my team, not hers—crushed her tainted uprising.

      What are you going to do to Althea? I asked Finn.

      I might save her for later and throw her out of the helicopter.  Finn shrugged. Or maybe I’ll turn her over with Nora. They can be cellmates and BFFs for the rest of their lives.

      I nodded, approving. I like Option B. Let her live in the world she tried to destroy, with the people she hates. Without her makeup case for all of eternity. I grinned, just imagining Althea in prison wear and no access to eyebrow wax for the rest of her life.

      I like it. Finn watched as our teammates continued to crush the other side. I like it a lot.
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      The guards who’d fought us were either dead or locked up. Althea was handcuffed in a secure room. Help was on the way.

      And we were getting ready for them. I wanted everything prepared, so that we could finish this and save our families.

      I’d brought Nora down from my telekinetic hold and we had tied her to a chair. But even in tight restraints, she was trying to find a way to slip her way out.

      “I’m the one that released you,” Nora hissed. “Do you really think you’re that good? Honestly, I sent you with Althea in the first place because I knew that you two would be able to accomplish this. Finn’s shown me repeatedly that you’re his PMF, and vice versa.” Her nostrils flared. “To think that either of you two little cogs came up with this plan is, quite frankly, laughable.”

      “You wanted Althea out of the way.” Finn took a step toward her, his chest puffed out. “And you wanted us to do it. But then you planned to get rid of us too so there would be no witnesses, no trail, no nothing leading back to you and your new crown. That’s why you were waiting for us out here with all these guards. But we were ready for you, and now you’re trapped.”

      “Everything you’re saying is a complete fabrication.”

      Finn’s eyes narrowed. “No, it’s not, but feel free to keep pretending. Pretend to the bitter end. And it will be bitter—I can promise you that.”

      He turned to me. “Riley?”

      I nodded. “I’m going to hold her mentally still so she’s exposed, so we can get what we need from her.”

      Nora scoffed. “You can’t do that.”

      I jutted my chin. “Yes I can. I can make you do what I want, and I get what I need from you. I’m talented. Just like my sister was.”

      The admiral rolled her eyes. “Your sister’s talents far surpassed yours.”

      “You’re right. I wish she was here, so she could be the one to do this.” I took a step toward her. “But I’ll just have to honor her memory by doing my best. My best to ruin you, one and for all.”

      I turned to Finn. “Once I open her up, read her thoughts out loud. Beth can transcribe them. Jennifer will enter everyting into the system so it can’t be deleted. Ed will video every second so we have the evidence we need. I can force her signature after that, but it’s probably unnecessary. They’ll know she’s telling the truth.”

      “You can’t do that.” Nora sounded as convinced as ever, but her gaze flicked to Beth then Ed. She looked at them as if seeing them for the first time.

      “Yes, she can. She’s capable of great things, just like her sister was.” Beth’s voice was flat, emotionless. “You will be held accountable for the things you’ve done wrong. And then your own daughter will see what you’re made of. I’m very sorry for her trouble, but I’m quite looking forward to yours.” Beth turned to us. “I’m ready when you are. Finn?”

      He rubbed his hands together. “Are you kidding me? I was made for this. Literally.”
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      “I ratted her out because I knew. I knew Nora was involved in this somehow, but I couldn’t prove it.” Cranston flexed his fingers and stared at them, looking as though he wished he could wrap them around Nora’s neck. “When she put me in the brig, she was so smug. It’s like she finally had a hold of the wheel and didn’t have to tell anybody else where she was steering it or why.”

      Kyan scanned Cranston’s face. “So why’d she let you out?”

      The sergeant sighed. “Because you’re a bunch of hormonal teenagers, and she couldn’t wrangle you with all the other dealings she had going on. She needed a muscle, one who knew the group. Me. And she offered me a promotion, a new unit, and a fresh start if I did a good job for her. I knew she was trying to obfuscate what was really going on, but I didn’t let on. I let her think I was desperate. Which you sort of have to be, to agree to come back and work with you yahoos.”

      Kyan rolled his eyes and went back to ignoring Cranston. He turned to Nicole. “But what I don’t understand is the why. Why did your mother turn against her own country, her own people? Why was she working with Althea?”

      Nicole hopped up and started to pace, a sure sign those same questions had been plaguing her and that she needed to work them through. “She won’t speak to me about it. In a rare instance of maternal concern, she said it’s because she wants to protect me in case they try and depose me.” She laughed, but it was weak.

      Maya frowned at her friend. “Nic, I’m so sorry.”

      Nicole shook her head. “Don’t be. We got her. We turned her in. I’d rather have that be true than any other thing.”

      “But why do you think she did it?” Rachel asked.

      The pacing resumed in earnest. “I think she wanted in at the front lines. She wanted power. She wanted to rule. If things were completely reset, she wanted the opportunity to take over the helm and finally be in charge—of everyone and everything.”

      Morgan’s brow furrowed. “But I still can’t believe she’d sell out her own people like that.”

      Nicole’s face twisted. “I don’t think she thought of us as ‘her’ people. She’s always looked down on regular people. It wasn’t good enough for her to have a biological child. She had to have me genetically engineered for greatness, guaranteed to be special. That was the only thing good enough for her. But even though I was special, she didn’t just want me as a daughter. She wanted me to perform. She wanted me to help strengthen her position.”

      Her ponytail whipped around as she changed course. “My mother thinks she’s better than ‘regular’ people. She thinks she works harder. She thinks she’s smarter. Deep down, a lot of what Althea was saying about the disgusting state of the world appealed to her. A reset made sense to her. And she wanted to be in charge of shaping the future.”

      Micah scrubbed a hand across his face. “I don’t think she feels bad about it.”

      Cranston smiled. “She doesn’t at all. And she’s getting exactly what she deserves. The general’s going to annihilate her.”

      “Dude.” Kyan took a step back. “Are you smiling?”

      Cranston’s frown snapped back into place. “No. But I am looking forward to justice being served.” He raked a hand over his crewcut, mumbling to himself. I made out the phrases “just what she deserves,” “so glad I get to be the one,” and “thank you, Jesus.”

      “What are we going to do?” Emma asked. “What do we tell them, and what do we ask for?”

      I stepped forward. “We tell them that we’ll give them everything. Right, Nicole?”

      She nodded. “Everything—everything they need to come clean and go public. The Skype records, statements from Beth and Ed, statements from Althea’s personal guards, the workers at the New York base, Trey, Dave, the AI, if they want it—everything they need to start over.”

      Finn raked a hand through his hair. “But we’re out. And they’re giving us things in exchange for all of this.”

      “Like what?” Nicole asked.

      “Trey, Dave, all of our families, a plane, enough fuel to get us across country and then some, a crap-ton of supplies—enough for a year. And then I want them to sever the connection to our monitors.” He grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “I want to live the rest of my life off the grid.”
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      The general was younger than I’d expected, but he was still imposing. He frowned at us from across the table. “Tell me everything, including why so many of our soldiers are at this base when they weren’t supposed to be.”

      “The admiral’s been running this operation for a long time.” I crossed my arms against my chest. “We don’t know if everyone who was working for her understood that she’d gone off-command.”

      “They knew.” The general grimaced. “Where is she?”

      “The admiral’s in cell 1-A.” Finn motioned to a stack of documents organized neatly on the table. “We have all the evidence you need for a full conviction. Statements from the donors, statements from Althea’s team that we captured, records of conversations she’s had with Althea Remington over the course of the past year.”

      “We had no idea that the breach went this high.” The general’s lips were a thin white line of searing disapproval. “I can’t even process the impact of this. Her actions are directly responsible for the loss of more lives than I bear to contemplate. But we have to take direct responsibility for what happened. We haven’t kept our people safe. We failed them.”

      Finn nodded. “Nora was able to run her own ship for too long. But if you go public with the truth, I think it’ll help people understand. Maybe if they understand that Althea had help, inside help, and that all responsible parties are dead or in prison, maybe they can start to feel safe again. Maybe you can eventually earn back their trust.”

      “I take small comfort in the fact that both the admiral and Althea Remington will be in prison for the rest of their lives.” The general kept his focus on the stack of evidence. “But I don’t think that’s enough to earn trust back. I think people have lost too much.”

      “You’re probably right about that.”

      The general raised his gaze to meet Finn’s. “You won’t reconsider your position? We don’t have anyone like your team. You’re the only ones. Irreplaceable.”

      Finn shook his head. “I’m sorry, sir. But we all feel that we’ve served our time. We gave everything we had to The Division. Now all we want is to be with our families and live in peace, like civilians—or how civilians are going to live now. We just want to start over.”

      The general nodded. “I understand.”

      “You’ll do it, then? All of it?”

      The older man sighed. “I don’t know if we can sever the connection to your monitors completely. No one on the team’s figured out how to shut it down yet. But I’m willing to release you now, if you’re ready to go.”

      Finn nodded. “We are, sir.”

      “Are my mother and Finn’s sister really better?” That’s what they’d told us, but I needed to hear it again.

      “They were both administered the antidote and are expected to make a full recovery,” the general said. “You have my word.”

      “Thank you, and thank you for sending for our families. I thought we were going to have to beg. Or fight some more.”

      The general smiled briefly. “Not everyone in the upper echelons of our government is the bad guy, soldier. Some of us got into this for the right reasons, and we’ve never wavered.”

      Finn reached for my hand. “I know that, sir. But forgive me if recent events have made it harder to hope for the best. I’ve gotten used to expecting the worst.”

      The general reached out to shake Finn’s hand, then mine. “You’ve both served your country. I’m forever grateful. I hope our paths cross again, someday.”

      Finn smiled tightly. “Unless you’re planning a vacation, that probably won’t happen.”

      “Well I just might, soldier. I just might.”
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      Everyone filed into the small passenger area of the plane and secured their seat belts.

      Cranston glared at the cockpit. “Does he actually know what the hell he’s doing?”

      “I just flew a frickin’ helicopter—I’m pretty sure I can figure it out!” Finn barked from the front. “And besides, I’m only the co-pilot. Travis has this locked up.”

      Travis, the paramedic-pilot who’d saved Finn and Emma, poked his head out of the cockpit and waved.

      “And Trey can help them. He was working on getting his private pilot’s license before the world ended.” Nicole smiled at Cranston, trying to calm him. “I’m sure everything’s going to be just fine.”

      “So Trey’s talented, not just gorgeous?” Emma sighed, pushing her bangs to the side with obvious annoyance.

      Nicole laughed. “Yes, and don’t forget, we’re picking up his parents and his grandmother on the way because he takes care of them.”

      “So he’s got a heart of gold, too.” Emma scowled. “A trifecta of perfection.”

      Nicole nudged her, grinning. “Don’t be sour. Maybe there’s a hot surfer in your future.”

      Emma’s face softened. “A girl can always hope.”

      “Everybody buckle up!” Finn hollered.

      Maya climbed in next to me. Kyan and Micah sat in front of us. Cranston sat by himself in the back. My mother, Tess, and Finn’s mother were in the row in front of him, along with Beth, Ed and Jennifer. My mother and Tess had made quick, full recoveries. My mom kept crying and hugging me, so I’d sat a few rows away from her. Since it appeared that we were going to live, I had the luxury of being vaguely annoyed by her sappiness.

      Still, I turned back and caught her eye. Love you, Mom, I mouthed.

      She put her hand over her heart. I love you too, honey.

      The rest of our family members filled the next few rows. They all laughed and talked. Having spent the last few months locked up together, they’d bonded.

      I had a weird feeling just then. Déjà vu. This was what it felt like to have a family. In my heart, I knew that Dad and Katie were here, too.

      Nicole and Emma were on my right. Two rows ahead, Josh and Rachel sat together, their hands entwined. On the other side of the row, Morgan and Dave happily chatted, and Kyan made a muscle as he looked hopefully in Emma’s direction. “Since you’re whining about being single, I just want you to know I’m still available.”

      “I am literally nauseous right now.” Emma made a choking noise. “Please stop.”

      Kyan flopped his bangs over to the side, just the way he liked it. “You’ll come around. Once we’re on a deserted island for a few weeks, and this skin gets all bronze and glisteny, I predict all sorts of romantic connections in your future, and I’m not even psychic. Just confident.” He winked at her. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      Emma grabbed one of the barf bags and opened it. She glared at Kyan. “Please don’t say ‘glisteny’ or ‘romantic’ in my presence. Ever. Again.”

      I couldn’t help it—I giggled behind her.

      She looked back at me. “You’re seriously the worst best friend ever.”

      Maya winked at her. “You are going to be seeing a lot of him in that tank top. You might as well stop fighting it now.” She dissolved into a fit of silent laughter, punctuated by snorts.

      Emma muttered something under her breath, which sounded suspiciously like “tweedle-douche” and “tweedle-doucher.”

      Travis and Finn finalized the flight arrangements. They sent Trey out to make the safety announcement, walking us through where the flotation devices and the emergency exits were. He showed us how to fasten the oxygen masks over our faces.

      Nicole watched him, a dreamy expression on her face. “Is anyone here a justice of the peace?”

      “I am,” Kyan’s dad piped up from the back.

      “Good.” Nicole’s eyes never left Trey’s face. “Because I am going to marry that man once we get to the island.”

      “Aw,” we all said.

      Emma said nothing. She just rolled her eyes and clutched her barf bag.

      We prepared for the flight. And then we took off, one big, happy family.
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      We stopped in California to pick up Trey’s family and refuel. Then we took off again, a few short hours from our destination.

      A hush settled over the seats as the minutes ticked past. Finally, we descended enough to see the ocean. And then we saw the islands.

      Oh, the glorious islands!

      Micah leaned over, looking out the window at the big island below. Our destination was Hawaii, just like Finn had promised.

      Kyan furrowed his brow as the plane dropped lower. “Did any of you ever see Lost?” he asked innocently.

      Rachel huffed. “Shut it, Kyan!”

      Cranston mumbled something from the back. It sounded suspiciously like “asshat.”

      “I heard that,” Kyan said. But still, he couldn’t stop laughing.
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      Later that night, I sat up straight on my bed. “Wait! What’s that?”

      Finn squinted one eye open at me. “What’s the matter, babe?”

      I scrubbed my hands across my face. “I guess I was just dreaming.”

      He put his arm around me and kissed my shoulder. “What was the dream?”

      “I had a dream we lived happily ever after.” I laughed and snuggled back against him.

      Then I sat straight up again. “But wait a minute—we made it. We’re in Hawaii. We’re free. This is happily ever after. Maybe I am psychic, after all.”

      “Maybe you should go to sleep.” But Finn chuckled. “You are talented. I’ll give you that.”

      “I know.” The grin didn’t leave my face. “And thank you.”
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      “I still can’t believe you literally flew us to Hawaii.” I traced a pattern in the sand with my toe. “We’re in Hawaii. You made it happen.”

      “We made it happen. And yeah, it’s pretty awesome. Nice choice to top your bucket list, Hanover.” Finn looked out at the waves, which were a blue-green I’d never seen before.

      I didn’t even miss New Hampshire anymore. And I loved New Hampshire.

      “Do you think…” I’d been too scared to voice my concerns, afraid to jinx what looked like our first stroke of good luck. “Do you think they’ll really let us stay?” I rubbed the back of my neck.

      “You can keep us safe from them if they don’t.” Finn reached for my hand and laced his fingers through mine. “You’re strong, Riley. Seriously strong. If you need to run interference for all of us, I know you could do it.”

      “I guess the trick is to not get too comfortable. We have to keep training to stay sharp.”

      He nodded, his handsome face turned toward the ocean. “We’ve got plenty of time for that.”

      “Right. We do.” We had a year’s supply of food from the government, but we would have to start hunting and fishing. We’d chosen a remote part of the island. No one else lived within miles of us, and there were no stores or other infrastructures. We wanted it that way.

      We wanted to start over, just like the rest of the world.

      “You know,” Finn said, tugging on my hand. “Nicole and Trey are making it official tomorrow.”

      I looked at him as if he were crazy. “Uh, of course I know. That’s all everyone’s been talking about for weeks!”

      They had decided to wait until we got settled. They’d planned a proper wedding on the beach, complete with Trey’s suit that Nicole had given him years ago—his mother had packed it for him. Nicole had a white sundress that showed off her killer curves and muscles. We’d been picking flowers and making centerpieces and bouquets all week. Nicole was so excited, it was infectious.

      I grinned at Finn. “It’s so wonderful. I can’t believe they get a fairytale ending.”

      He tugged on my hand. “Speaking of fairytale endings…” He pulled me closer and leaned down. His eyes sparkled in the sunlight.

      “You’re making me dizzy.”

      He smiled, his dimples at full wattage.

      “Do you want me to pass out?”

      But he couldn’t wipe the smile off his face. “I was thinking. Since Kyan’s dad is a JP…”

      I cleared my throat, which turned into a cough, which turned into spluttering and hacking as tears leaked out of my eyes.

      “Yes?” I asked when I finally calmed down. My voice came out tiny.

      He kissed my knuckles, and my heart did a double-somersault. “I was thinking that we could make it official. Someday. Like, when we’re older.”

      “You mean, make our genetic predisposition toward each other officially official?”

      He smiled at me, and I saw that he was nervous. My own nerves dissipated. I reached up and kissed him gently on the lips. “I’d be honored. And if you wanted, we could discuss Goldendoodles. I would totally want to have Goldendoodles with you. When we’re older, though. Being a teen bride is so MTV’s 16 and Pregnant.”

      “Right?” he said. “I would never ask you to do that.”

      “Never, as in never ever?”

      He rested his forehead against mine. “Never ever, babe.”

      Maybe I was psychic. This was my happily ever after. And I knew with my whole heart, mind, body, and soul—the pieces of me that made me me, and weren’t possible to genetically engineer—that I loved him. Forever.
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      If you enjoyed this series, check out my swoon-worthy vampire romance, AWAKENING!

      You can read it here:

      www.kobo.com
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